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Find the Beating Heart of the Blues in Memphis
If you want to feel and talk the blues, sit at the feet of the masters and soak in the history, Beale St. is the place.

By Mike Fisher Special to the Star
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From the months of April through September, on Wednesday nights, it's Bike Night on Beale St., Memphis. Motorcyclists flock to the street
to enjoy blues music and grab a meal. The event adds colour to the already bustling street and it's well organized.

MEMPHIS, TENNESSEE—Blind Mississippi Morris is rocking. The beat that
booms from the bass drum behind him jolts his body from left to right, Blind
keeping time, back and forth, as if he were a 250-pound, six-foot, denim-clad
metronome. Chipper in his chair onstage at the Blues City Café’s Band Box,
he’s grinning, ear to ear, the gap where his two front teeth used to be as wide
and open as a pair of saloon doors on a Saturday night. 

One hundred years of Delta blues unwind inside Blind’s calibrated mind for
music, and when he lifts the harp to his lips, he blows the raw stuff of a hard
life into trills that dart in and out of the drums and bass and guitar. His harp
sounds soar, over chairs and tables and draft beer in plastic cups and waitresses
snaking through dancers and the ball-capped heads of patrons, out and into
the thrum and heat of another Beale St., Memphis evening.

The open-door bars churn blues and soul, feeding the clamor along the street.
Look up and neon throbs: a waving fork at Blues City Café (Put Some South in
Your Mouth!), a giant guitar at B.B. King’s Blues Club, a leering, top-hatted
skull at Tater Red’s Lucky Mojos and Voodoo Healing. People from around the
planet in black leather jackets and khaki shorts and orange head bandanas and
polo shirts are here to eat Memphis barbecue, lick their fingers, sip booze and
plug into the blues. 

ARTICLE CONTINUES BELOW

I came to this city on a pilgrimage, a long-time guitar player with a short list of
dream venues, Memphis crowning the list. As Kathmandu and Everest are for
climbers who seek to scrub their inner selves as they ascend in rarified air, so
Memphis and Beale St. are for lovers of the blues, who can wade into the fertile
lore that lives alongside the Mississippi River and emerge weary, a bit wiser
and, in my case, spirited. 

Beale St. is blues heaven, squeezed into a glorious, tawdry, two-block stretch of
more than 25 clubs and shops. For some, Memphis is about the food, the
golden fried catfish and the fall-off-the-bone ribs and the down south turnip
greens and the pitcher of Ghost River Golden Ale for cooling down a hot night.
I savored every mouthful, while the music spoon-fed my soul.

You want to feel and talk the blues, sit at the feet of the masters, soak in the
history of where it started and how it continues today, this is the place. Guys
like Blind Mississippi Morris and Earl the Pearl Banks who play at the Blues
City Café are the living embodiment of the blues. Blind’s in his 60s and Earl’s
in his 80s. They won’t be here forever.

Not that Blind — aka Morris Cummings, 62, sightless since age four, father of
12 children, ex-husband of 13 wives, cousin of Willie Dixon, survivor of two
bankruptcies, listed as one of the top 10 harmonica players in the world,
known simply as “Blind” and “The Real Deal on Beale” — needs encyclopedic
explaining. Why, it’s the blues, son, no need to go on about it, you just gotta
listen.

Beale St. Oh lord, the stories it can tell.

“If you weren’t workin’ on the farm, you were workin’ on the river,” said Blind
in between sets, conjuring all the Delta bluesmen who’ve come and gone
before him. “And when you got off the river, you would stop by all the little
juke joints and gamblin’ holes all along there, and you would hear it, the blues,
mm-hmm. And it’d make the hair stand right up on your head.”

At the turn of the 20th century, Beale St. was a gateway for African-American
culture and commerce. W.C. Handy, now known as the Father of the Blues,
roamed as a songwriter and musician. In 1909, he wrote what would become
“The Memphis Blues.” The song transmuted the regional styles he’d absorbed
during his travels along the Mississippi River into sheet music made available
to white audiences. It became the DNA for rock and roll, winding through
Elvis and finding its way into the bloodstream of music that pulses daily.

During the early ’70s, in the living room of our Toronto home, amid the Beatles
and the Stones, albums by Muddy Waters, Howlin’ Wolf and other blues
legends leaned against the wall. It was my father’s music, not mine, but as I
grew, learning new guitar licks, I would return to it. Spinning vinyl became my
inner compass and the needle always bent toward the blues.

Grooves in records can summon the past in concentric circles. Live music
drops you into the moment like an exclamation point. The history of the blues
unfurls with every step along Beale St. Stroll into a club and it comes alive.

Clyde Roulette, who is Blind’s guitar player with roots in Manitoba, has been
playing in Memphis for decades. Asked how Beale St. has changed, he said:
“This thing is so old … you know those worms in Dune? We’re like that, riding
on the back of it. When we’re gone, 50 years from now, it’ll be here, and it’ll
still be like it is here tonight.”

I climbed onstage with Blind and his band at the Band Box to play guitar
during “The Thrill is Gone,” then did the same with front man extraordinaire
Brad Birkedahl for a version of “Big Boss Man,” both men generous and
welcoming. The ghosts of greats led me to these nights, a privileged, middle-
aged white tourist standing on the shoulders of musical giants.

Looking over the audience to the procession of visitors beyond the bar, I rode
the everlasting backbeat, every sound that has ever boomed from Beale St.
doorways reverberating in my bones, raising the hair on my head and
quickening my blood, ready for the moment when the song would die and I,
too, would become one more haunting echo.

Mike Fisher’s trip to Memphis and West Tennessee was hosted by the Tennessee
Department of Tourist Development, which didn’t review or approve this story.

When you go:

Get There: Air Canada, United Airlines and American Airlines are among the
carriers with flights from Toronto to Memphis, Tenn. Some flights require a
transit point, though Air Canada can get you there on a direct flight in under
two-and-a-half hours.

Eat here:The Blues City Café on Beale St. (BluesCityCafe.com) is well known
for both its music in the Band Box that adjoins its restaurant, and its food,
serving Robert Plant, Jimmy Page, Dave Chapelle and Jerry Seinfeld, to name a
few. The “Best Meal on Beale” Combo Platter ($27 Cdn) is a must with ribs,
catfish and more.

Stay here: I stayed at The Guest House at Graceland
(GuesthouseGraceland.com), a new, contemporary, 450-room abode that
includes a 464-seat theatre for live performances and movies, among many
features, as it celebrates everything Elvis. It blew my mind.

Try this: Rock and roll, blues and rockabilly guitarist Brad Birkedahl runs
Rockabilly Rides (Rockabillyrides.com), providing a variety of music- and
history-themed tours in Memphis that let you ride in style in cool, ’50s period
cars while discovering the city.

The Beale St. Entertainment District in Memphis is the home of the blues, operating seven days a week
with most bars and restaurants open until 3 a.m., though some don't close until 5 a.m.

Andrew McMurtrie
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The Memphis Rock 'n' Soul Museum at 191 Beale St., shows the beginning of the blues and the evolution
of music on the street and in the city.
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The Band Box at the Blues City Cafe on Beale St., Memphis is one of the more than 25 bars and
restaurants where you can see and hear the blues played nightly until the wee hours of the morning.
Players who have graced this stage include B.B. King, Jerry Lee Louis, Charlie Watts of the Rolling Stones,
Jack White, blues great Albert King and many more.
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The statue of Elvis overlooking Beale St., Memphis, is one of many sights that go with the sounds of
blues, soul and rock 'n' roll, that you hear booming out of the bars, restaurants and clubs.

VASHA HUNT

ADVERTISEMENT

ADVERTISEMENT

 REPORT AN ERROR  JOURNALISTIC STANDARDS  ABOUT THE STAR

You might be interested in

SPORTS

Xavier takes fifth straight
against Cincinnati, beating the
Bearcats 84-79
19 hrs ago

NEWS

'Crossed my line': Calgary
traffic reporter goes viral after
response to body comment
3 days ago

NEWS

Dominica police release new
details in murder of Daniel
Langlois and Dominique
Marchand
3 days ago

NEWS

Toronto woman, 22, charged
with second-degree murder in
death of 3-year-old boy
2 days ago

More from The Star & partners

More Life

COOKIE CALENDAR DAY 10

Ooeey-gooey goodness: A recipe for
biscotti marshmallow bars
Article was updated 7 hrs ago

LIFE

From Cowtown to Caesar-ville: Why
Calgary, the birthplace of Canada’s now
borderline-ridiculous national cocktail, is
the best place to try it
Article was updated 9 hrs ago

LIFE

This Arizona ‘next gen’ resort promises a
more attainable wellness experience
Article was updated 10 hrs ago

HOROSCOPES

Horoscope for Sunday, Dec. 10, 2023
12 hrs ago

Top Trending

NEWS

Canada to limit study
permits for international
students, raise financial
requirement

PROVINCIAL POLITICS

Doug Ford poised to reverse
decision to dissolve Peel
Region: sources

GTA

Toronto cop and public
servant sentenced to seven
years in prison for stealing
dead man’s $834,000 estate

NEWS

Ontario's top doctor sounds
alarm on COVID wave

LIFE OPINION

In the fallout from Omid
Scobie’s book, Kate
Middleton came off the
worst

theStar.com

Subscribe to the Star

Manage Star Subscription

Feedback

Removal Request

Site Map

Newsletters

Notifications

Corrections

Today’s News

Flyers

Contests

Toronto Star Newspapers Ltd.

Subscribe to Home Delivery

Manage Home Delivery
Subscription

Corporate Group Subscriptions

About

Torstar Journalistic Standards

Atkinson Principles

Glossary

Trust Project

Contact Us

Careers

Contact Webmaster

FAQ

Star ePaper Edition

Reprint and License

Advertising

Advertise with Us

Advertising Terms

Special Features

Election Ads Registry

Initiatives

Santa Claus Fund

Fresh Air Fund

Star Advisers

Classroom Connection

Toronto Star Archives

© Copyright Toronto Star Newspapers Ltd. 1996 - 2023
The Toronto Star and thestar.com, each property of Toronto Star Newspapers Limited, 8 Spadina Avenue, 10th Floor, Toronto, ON M5V 0S8

Terms of Use | Privacy Policy | Advertising Terms | Accessibility

TRAVEL

Showing

LIFE

Relationships Food and Drink Home and Garden Beauty and Fashion Health Together Travel Horoscopes Obituaries

Michael

https://www.thestar.com/
https://www.thestar.com/life/
https://www.thestar.com/life/travel/
https://www.facebook.com/sharer/sharer.php?u=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.thestar.com%2Flife%2Ftravel%2Ffind-the-beating-heart-of-the-blues-in-memphis%2Farticle_8cd744e9-5701-58cd-8f8a-dc5223a592b5.html%3Futm_medium%3Dsocial%26utm_source%3Dfacebook%26utm_campaign%3Duser-share
https://twitter.com/intent/tweet?&text=Find%20the%20Beating%20Heart%20of%20the%20Blues%20in%20Memphis&via=torontostar&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.thestar.com%2Flife%2Ftravel%2Ffind-the-beating-heart-of-the-blues-in-memphis%2Farticle_8cd744e9-5701-58cd-8f8a-dc5223a592b5.html%3Futm_medium%3Dsocial%26utm_source%3Dtwitter%26utm_campaign%3Duser-share
https://www.linkedin.com/sharing/share-offsite/?url=https://www.thestar.com/life/travel/find-the-beating-heart-of-the-blues-in-memphis/article_8cd744e9-5701-58cd-8f8a-dc5223a592b5.html
mailto:?subject=%5BToronto%20Star%5D%20Find%20the%20Beating%20Heart%20of%20the%20Blues%20in%20Memphis&body=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.thestar.com%2Flife%2Ftravel%2Ffind-the-beating-heart-of-the-blues-in-memphis%2Farticle_8cd744e9-5701-58cd-8f8a-dc5223a592b5.html%3Futm_medium%3Dsocial%26utm_source%3Demail%26utm_campaign%3Duser-share
javascript:window.print()
https://www.thestar.com/life/travel/find-the-beating-heart-of-the-blues-in-memphis/article_8cd744e9-5701-58cd-8f8a-dc5223a592b5.html#
https://www.thestar.com/life/parent/my-kids-homework-drama-is-ruining-our-family-life-someone-is-in-tears-most-nights/article_a32f4146-95e3-11ee-9f95-5bdbd65f122c.html
https://www.thestar.com/life/parent
https://www.thestar.com/life/parent/my-kids-homework-drama-is-ruining-our-family-life-someone-is-in-tears-most-nights/article_a32f4146-95e3-11ee-9f95-5bdbd65f122c.html
https://www.facebook.com/torontostar
https://twitter.com/torontostar
https://www.youtube.com/TorontoStar
https://www.instagram.com/thetorontostar/
https://www.thestar.com/site/static-pages/community-guidelines.html
https://www.thestar.com/
https://www.thestar.com/newsletters/?itm_source=newsletter-header-link
https://www.thestar.com/subscribe
https://online.northstarbets.ca/page?key=ej0xMzUyNzc3NCZsPTEzNTI3NzcyJnA9MzQ2MQ%3D%3D&ut%5B%E2%80%A6%5DhStarBets__&utm_content=custom/tracking_sportsbettinglogo
http://www.bluescitycafe.com/
http://www.bluescitycafe.com/
http://guesthousegraceland.com/
http://rockabillyrides.com/
https://www.facebook.com/sharer/sharer.php?u=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.thestar.com%2Flife%2Ftravel%2Ffind-the-beating-heart-of-the-blues-in-memphis%2Farticle_8cd744e9-5701-58cd-8f8a-dc5223a592b5.html%3Futm_medium%3Dsocial%26utm_source%3Dfacebook%26utm_campaign%3Duser-share
https://twitter.com/intent/tweet?&text=Find%20the%20Beating%20Heart%20of%20the%20Blues%20in%20Memphis&via=torontostar&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.thestar.com%2Flife%2Ftravel%2Ffind-the-beating-heart-of-the-blues-in-memphis%2Farticle_8cd744e9-5701-58cd-8f8a-dc5223a592b5.html%3Futm_medium%3Dsocial%26utm_source%3Dtwitter%26utm_campaign%3Duser-share
https://www.linkedin.com/sharing/share-offsite/?url=https://www.thestar.com/life/travel/find-the-beating-heart-of-the-blues-in-memphis/article_8cd744e9-5701-58cd-8f8a-dc5223a592b5.html
mailto:?subject=%5BToronto%20Star%5D%20Find%20the%20Beating%20Heart%20of%20the%20Blues%20in%20Memphis&body=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.thestar.com%2Flife%2Ftravel%2Ffind-the-beating-heart-of-the-blues-in-memphis%2Farticle_8cd744e9-5701-58cd-8f8a-dc5223a592b5.html%3Futm_medium%3Dsocial%26utm_source%3Demail%26utm_campaign%3Duser-share
javascript:window.print()
https://www.thestar.com/life/travel/find-the-beating-heart-of-the-blues-in-memphis/article_8cd744e9-5701-58cd-8f8a-dc5223a592b5.html#
https://www.thestar.com/opinion
https://www.thestar.com/opinion/star-columnists/why-israels-denial-of-innocence-to-civilians-is-so-deadly-for-gaza/article_46a43760-9395-11ee-9da2-93c72af6b54d.html?li_source=LI&li_medium=ymbii_top
https://www.thestar.com/opinion/star-columnists/why-israels-denial-of-innocence-to-civilians-is-so-deadly-for-gaza/article_46a43760-9395-11ee-9da2-93c72af6b54d.html?li_source=LI&li_medium=ymbii_top
https://www.thestar.com/sports
https://www.thestar.com/sports/blue-jays/who-is-shohei-ohtani-from-his-blue-jays-connection-to-his-secret-lifestyle-here-s/article_1fb3c0bc-9476-11ee-b23c-53523ad66c9a.html?li_source=LI&li_medium=ymbii_top
https://www.thestar.com/sports/blue-jays/who-is-shohei-ohtani-from-his-blue-jays-connection-to-his-secret-lifestyle-here-s/article_1fb3c0bc-9476-11ee-b23c-53523ad66c9a.html?li_source=LI&li_medium=ymbii_top
https://www.thestar.com/site/forms/rf/
https://www.thestar.com/site/static-pages/statement-of-principles.html
https://www.thestar.com/site/about/
https://www.thestar.com/sports
https://www.thestar.com/sports/basketball/xavier-takes-fifth-straight-against-cincinnati-beating-the-bearcats-84-79/article_3d7232ae-9a8f-5e59-81c0-8cf6e40f70f3.html?li_source=LI&li_medium=ymbii
https://www.thestar.com/news
https://www.thestar.com/news/canada/crossed-my-line-calgary-traffic-reporter-goes-viral-after-response-to-body-comment/article_3b75fc33-babe-5f12-9971-d636a8581281.html?li_source=LI&li_medium=ymbii
https://www.thestar.com/news/canada/crossed-my-line-calgary-traffic-reporter-goes-viral-after-response-to-body-comment/article_3b75fc33-babe-5f12-9971-d636a8581281.html?li_source=LI&li_medium=ymbii
https://www.thestar.com/news
https://www.thestar.com/news/dominica-police-release-new-details-in-murder-of-daniel-langlois-and-dominique-marchand/article_2ea9dd46-9547-11ee-8cae-5b9e1c48abbd.html?li_source=LI&li_medium=ymbii
https://www.thestar.com/news/dominica-police-release-new-details-in-murder-of-daniel-langlois-and-dominique-marchand/article_2ea9dd46-9547-11ee-8cae-5b9e1c48abbd.html?li_source=LI&li_medium=ymbii
https://www.thestar.com/news
https://www.thestar.com/news/gta/toronto-woman-22-charged-with-second-degree-murder-in-death-of-3-year-old-boy/article_9e87717a-9612-11ee-b679-5bd55320c75c.html?li_source=LI&li_medium=ymbii
https://www.thestar.com/news/gta/toronto-woman-22-charged-with-second-degree-murder-in-death-of-3-year-old-boy/article_9e87717a-9612-11ee-b679-5bd55320c75c.html?li_source=LI&li_medium=ymbii
https://www.thestar.com/life/food-and-drink/ooeey-gooey-goodness-a-recipe-for-biscotti-marshmallow-bars/article_f9af2022-8e68-11ee-9ab9-eb845885e686.html
https://www.thestar.com/life/food-and-drink/ooeey-gooey-goodness-a-recipe-for-biscotti-marshmallow-bars/article_f9af2022-8e68-11ee-9ab9-eb845885e686.html
https://www.thestar.com/life/from-cowtown-to-caesar-ville-why-calgary-the-birthplace-of-canada-s-now-borderline-ridiculous/article_43b94732-92c5-11ee-b978-6b22c6d9124c.html
https://www.thestar.com/life
https://www.thestar.com/life/from-cowtown-to-caesar-ville-why-calgary-the-birthplace-of-canada-s-now-borderline-ridiculous/article_43b94732-92c5-11ee-b978-6b22c6d9124c.html
https://www.thestar.com/life/this-arizona-next-gen-resort-promises-a-more-attainable-wellness-experience/article_1b8991da-92b7-11ee-af2d-9745ea534945.html
https://www.thestar.com/life
https://www.thestar.com/life/this-arizona-next-gen-resort-promises-a-more-attainable-wellness-experience/article_1b8991da-92b7-11ee-af2d-9745ea534945.html
https://www.thestar.com/life/horoscopes
https://www.thestar.com/life/horoscopes/horoscope-for-sunday-dec-10-2023/article_9d76f4cb-8387-5813-b4eb-9600ff9f3015.html
https://www.thestar.com/life/horoscopes/horoscope-for-sunday-dec-10-2023/article_9d76f4cb-8387-5813-b4eb-9600ff9f3015.html
https://www.thestar.com/news
https://www.thestar.com/news/canada-to-limit-study-permits-for-international-students-raise-financial-requirement/article_0b973e50-9521-11ee-b0ba-5b0c543a06c1.html
https://www.thestar.com/news/canada-to-limit-study-permits-for-international-students-raise-financial-requirement/article_0b973e50-9521-11ee-b0ba-5b0c543a06c1.html
https://www.thestar.com/politics/provincial
https://www.thestar.com/politics/provincial/doug-ford-poised-to-reverse-decision-to-dissolve-peel-region-sources/article_dfae92da-9394-11ee-a2ca-db941685e719.html
https://www.thestar.com/politics/provincial/doug-ford-poised-to-reverse-decision-to-dissolve-peel-region-sources/article_dfae92da-9394-11ee-a2ca-db941685e719.html
https://www.thestar.com/news/gta
https://www.thestar.com/news/gta/toronto-cop-and-public-servant-sentenced-to-seven-years-in-prison-for-stealing-dead-man/article_661c2818-92d3-11ee-987c-b72c0483d047.html
https://www.thestar.com/news/gta/toronto-cop-and-public-servant-sentenced-to-seven-years-in-prison-for-stealing-dead-man/article_661c2818-92d3-11ee-987c-b72c0483d047.html
https://www.thestar.com/news
https://www.thestar.com/news/ontarios-top-doctor-sounds-alarm-on-covid-wave/article_9e87e78e-952e-11ee-b357-d31f0274c124.html
https://www.thestar.com/news/ontarios-top-doctor-sounds-alarm-on-covid-wave/article_9e87e78e-952e-11ee-b357-d31f0274c124.html
https://www.thestar.com/life
https://www.thestar.com/life/in-the-fallout-from-omid-scobie-s-book-kate-middleton-came-off-the-worst/article_f1d7a0cf-bf62-5eaf-a8a9-ae4441ba8198.html
https://www.thestar.com/life/in-the-fallout-from-omid-scobie-s-book-kate-middleton-came-off-the-worst/article_f1d7a0cf-bf62-5eaf-a8a9-ae4441ba8198.html
https://www.thestar.com/
https://www.thestar.com/subscribe/
https://www.thestar.com/users/admin/service/
https://www.thestar.com/site/forms/feedback_form/
https://www.thestar.com/site/forms/removal_request/
https://www.thestar.com/site/sitemap/
https://www.thestar.com/newsletters/?itm_source=newsletter-footer-link
https://www.thestar.com/site/notifications/
https://www.thestar.com/opinion/corrections/
https://www.thestar.com/site/todays-news/
https://www.thestar.com/site/flyers/
https://www.thestar.com/contests/
https://www.tsoffers.ca/
https://toriservices.newscyclecloud.com/cgi-bin/cmo_tor-c-cmdb-01.sh/custservice/web/login.html?SiteID=TS
https://www.thestar.com/site/corporate-subscriptions/
https://www.thestar.com/site/about/
https://www.thestar.com/site/static-pages/statement-of-principles.html
https://www.thestar.com/site/atkinson/atkinson-principles.html
https://www.thestar.com/site/static-pages/glossary.html
https://www.thestar.com/trust/
https://www.thestar.com/site/static-pages/contact-us.html
https://careers.smartrecruiters.com/Torstar/careers
https://www.thestar.com/site/static-pages/contact-webmaster.html
https://www.thestar.com/site/faq/
https://thestarepaper.pressreader.com/
https://www.thestar.com/site/static-pages/reprint-license.html
https://www.thestar.com/site/static-pages/advertise-with-us.html
https://www.thestar.com/site/static-pages/terms-and-conditions.html
https://www.thestar.com/special-features/
https://www.thestar.com/site/ad-registry/
https://www.thestar.com/initiatives/santa-claus-fund/
https://www.thestar.com/initiatives/fresh-air-fund/
https://www.thestaradvisers.com/Portal/default.aspx
http://www.classroomconnection.ca/
http://pagesofthepast.ca/
https://notices.torstar.com/main_terms_of_use_daily_and_community_brands_EN/
https://notices.torstar.com/privacy-policy/index.html
https://www.thestar.com/site/static-pages/terms-and-conditions.html
https://www.thestar.com/site/static-pages/accessibility.html
https://www.thestar.com/life/travel
https://www.thestar.com/beale-street-memphis-tn-mediajpg/image_e0d4e425-be35-515c-bac4-428f6b778a49.html
https://www.thestar.com/best-meal-on-beale-blues-city-cafejpg/image_408e1676-4f78-52d9-8a82-2735723645d0.html
https://www.thestar.com/mike-paisley-guitar-and-bradjpg/image_f9764fee-23e4-5d59-b457-711185b78335.html

