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Steve Cushing interview.
At the Jazz Record dart, 11 W Grand, Chicago.

September 24 1282, 11 am.

How long have you had your show on WBEZ?
Uh, the show has been on about two and a half years. It's on the overnight, the
Saturday ni~ht overnight, which is a pretty good time for it actually, and we're
on from midnight to five a.m.

Low did you get it?
Well, about ten years ago, when I first started getting caught up in blues, one of
the things I wanted to figure out how to do was how to make a living at it. 3ecause
nost of the people, with the exception of a handful, do something else, and then
have a side interest in blues. & few guys like Bruce, and Jim and amy, and Bob, have
been able to pursue it and still been able to make a living. I thought it was kind
of a tough angle. At the same time 1l was going to broadcasting school, and I
figured well, this would be a pretty good tie-in, I could broadcast blues. So I
went to a broadcasting school here in Chicago, and I had a little hour spot there.
wWhen I got out of there, I found a college station out in the western suburbs where
I live that was open to the idea, and 1 went out there and did it. Twere for three
years. At the same time 1 was workin- for the Board of Trade here, in commodities,
as a phone clerk, and an opening came over at BEZ as an operating engineer, and I
fipured that would be the best way to et a show there, because the guy who ran
the place was sort of prejudiced, he didn't like black people at all and he hated
blues. sctually I couldn't see it soiny at a com-ercial station, I knew it would
probaoly have to be at the public radio statiom. So I went to work there even though
he was the programme Director, anu about half a year after 1l worked there as an
operating engineer, he was booted out. 4And there was a woman there, who was sort
of their consultant for black programning, and when she found out that I actually
knew whai 1 was talking about, she went to the station manager. Because the station
is run by the Chicago soard of “~ducation, and as an affiliate of the Board of lducation
they're on a strict racial quota, and on the basis of black programming, they thought
it was naybe something they could use. cven though they had a white host, they put
it on. that's how it all happened.

llave you any idea what your audience is, in terms of black and

white?
Well, it surprises me, it seems like it's alnost split down the middle between
young white folks and old black folks. There are some young black folks and there
are some old white folks, but... .Jhat I procramne for, the way I figure it, is
somebody who's black, and between sixty and sixty-five; so when they were young,
they may have heard the classic blues singers, and the country blues singers, and
they probably grew up with Louis Jordan, and later on Wwolf, walter, Elmore, all
the post-war folks. 4and 1 get a pretty go d reaction, as much for the jazz-influenced
things that I do, as fron the post war, Jdississippi. secause I will play Jimy
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Rushing, and Billy bckstine, and Joe wWilliams, and those kind of things too,
because the station is basically a jazz station, I follow a jazz programmeand so
for the first couple of hours I do things like the Nat Cole Trio and the Charioteers,
and ifelen Humes, and al! those sort of things; and then about two-thirty I turn it
over and go into the alley. lhe first time 1 play a harmonica, I lose all the jazz
fans. [hat's one thing 1 found right away. If I put little walter on in the first
hour, the jazz fans are gone. ‘here's something about people who like horns that
they won't listen to harmonicas. Yeah. So usually I can get something smooth, for
instance I can get T-Bone, or I can sneak in Tampa, or fiaceo, and they'll sit through
that. Sut the first timne, say, ilmore James, they're cone.

1l was in Bob Koester's car the other night, and your show was

on. You played sonethiny obscure, and said who you thoush was

on it, and I said sosething to the effect that you were reading

the liner notes, but Zob said that you often get weird tapes

and stuff no-one else has got. I suvpose you must gpet some

stuff sent to you.
Yeah, and being on the show, it enhances your chances of getting that kind of stuff.
Wwho was it?

I can't remember. Fost-war, Chicago.
Mo, 4 sort of object to reading liner notes, to:, because we have people who do it,
but it's sort of self-defeating, beca.se you can stumble around and sound like you're
not reading the liner notes, but once you get smooth enough, that you can sound like
you're reading liner notes without readin: the liner notes, you're back to where
you started.

1l used to have a show, and I used to read a lct of liner notes.

Do the record companies send you a 1ot of stuff?
Nu, not necessarily. !ost of them don't have enoush of a market that they can afford
to mive away freebees. [ mean, you can't get anything out of Nick Perls' fazoo.
Let's see. ~ got things out of Jamlish, Don fent wa- just beautiful, he Fust =zaid
here's the whole line, go ahead with it. Lhat's cone in so handy. Foute (?)Disc,
I don't seem to be able to find a n address for them. 3ruce Bastin was very nice,
and said he'd let me have the+ for two bucks apiece, but 1 find that by the time T
send him the money, and he senda me the promos, they're old stuff already. So I find
that T'm not able to wait for the samples to get here, I buy then out of the band,
and just grin and bear it. Some - euple have sent me things. #hat I end up with,
unfortunately, for the most part, I end up with all these white blues bands here
in the states, that send me these horrible records, that I wouldn't touch, and 1
have a stockpile of those things at home, that I still haven't opened. Somebody
that's been real good about it is Jonas Vernal from Route 66. de's petting into
some postwar too, Lonnie and B3 and Lowell Fulson; in fact 1 even think I have him
talked into doing a iamie Smith re-issue, that's a possibility. He's sort of oven
for anything, you know. I don't know where he gets the money, but he's open. He's

been real good abou. sending me promos. But for the most part, no, I just work out



of things that come out of my own pocket, or that Bob'll lay on me; and the last
couple of years I've been buyini 73s, mostly. I booked out for a long tine, I
didn't want to deal with 78s, because they were so expensive, and 1 had a lot of
things to buy that + didn't have, that were already on re-issue. “‘he thing that
finally started me buying 78s was, when I starteddoing the show, I had a lot of
black people call me up, and say, hey, I got a stack of records here, why don't
you cone over and take a look at it; so I went over there, to this wonan's house,
vlara Smith, and she had an amazing collection: the first damie Smith, the first
Bessie Smith, the firs: Urixie Smith, the first Lucille liegamin, and she just said
here, take 'em, you have more use for 'em that I do. 4nd froa there a lot of veople
started laying things on me, and I started buying. It's pretty ridiculous sometimes.
Yes. What does a 78 cost?
It depends. You can buy a Mamie Smith, like an Okeh for three bucks. On the other
hand, I'm trackines down obscurities: Black Swan of course are cherished by collectors;
and just recently I tracked down a Lulu whitby. Lulu whitby had one record, on 3lack
Swan. I paid a hundred bucks for it. ind Katie Crippens, there are two records by
Katie Crippens on slack Swan, that's all she ever did, and I paid like 795 apiece
for those. 3u' actually, Classic blues singers, the wouen of the twnties, are not
in demand. At this point I have just about a free hand in getting anything I want.
secause blues collectors who collect country bluesmen will pick these things up -
you know, if they buy fifteen records and two of them happen to be wamie Smiths,
in order to get part of their money back, they'll bring then along to me, and I'll
buy them, because they don't care about then at all. But actually what I'm naying
rizht now is peanuts coupared to what 1 see some people paying, like Paulus here.
are you familiar with Ceorge Faulus of Barrelhouse records? wWwell, he's got one of
the finest postwar collections in the world, I nean like the second or third best
collection, and he's out buying country bluesmen... you know, ... I think he bought
like, a mid-Patton, and paid like fifteen hundred bucks for it! The prices are going
up. They're not coning back down, they're ~.ing back up.
lhere's not a lot of blues on radio these days. <eople like
you and Pervis Spann are flyine a flag, in a way. Do you feel
you're doiny a public serviece, at all?
Wwell, God. I guess if you want to get up on your hind legs about it, sure. I'm sort
of conscious of trying to preserve an art form. I think the idea of my show, what
I thin< about is 1 want to expose people to as many tunes by as many people as I
can. unike Pervis and I and 3ig 35ill Collins go separate ways when it comes to
repeating tunes. 3ip 3ill vollins, you hear the same ten records for moenths. I
hap-en to like him, personally, very much, and I listen to him, too, but that's one
of the shortcomings of my shows, I don't like to repeat songs. Like, T don't like
to play L4 one week and then again next week, because with a black audience you can
get caught u»n in that, because they'll just ask for the same things over and over
again - hey I heard it last week, why don't you play it again? You know. I try to
avoid that.

1 was talking to Yervis Spann, and he says he does nothing but
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blues; but his idea of blues is somewhat different to ours when you listen to'nis

show.
It's amazing - this will sound sort of egotistical - but he wouldn't touch a post-
war record till 1 got on the air. 41l he was playing was soul and disco. An& then
when he found out that I had a following, playing things from the fifties, then he
started picking the things up. It was real interesting. Llhey started up that station
of his, XOL, a couple of years ago, and ihey billed it as the blues station, and we're
hearing Tyrone Davis, and all this other stuff which really wasn't in our alley.
And then wher I startedplaying this stuff, I couldn't believe it, about six months
later, he started digging out his wWalter records and stuff. I enjoy listening to
him, too; 1 don't like his music too much, but...

#s @ UJ he has a certain Charisma. Are you fros Chicago?
I'm fron the western suburbs.

I wus wonderin: if you'd listened to Big Bill Hill when you

were a youth.
Ho. As a matter of fact 1 was & rock'n'roll fan up until about 197C. It sounds
ridiculous in terms of what came afterwards, but + couldn't make the change, I
couldn't get next to Rod Stewart. And when -od Stewart came on the scene, I said,
well, you know... leaves me cold, so I'm gone. lhen I started listening to vintage
rock'n'roll, Chuck Serry and Jerry Lee Lewis, Little Richard. It's sort of interestinge,
the reason I got into blues was we had this disc jockey here in town named Clark
Webber, who now runs a talk show; he's an old man, relatively, he's in his sixties
now 1 believe. The tine he was forty, he didn't care about rock'n'roll at all, he'd
just pick things up and play them, and he was on in the early mornings when I was
in tign vchool. And for some reason, when Fleetwood dac put out Albatross, he played
it. I think I heard him play it three times, and nobody else in town touched it.
<nd I heard it, 1 was in the bath tub getting ready to go to school, and the song
really caught me right? So I went out and I bough. the album - in fact I got real
adventurous, the same day I bought rleetwood mac I bought Doctor John, Cris gris(?)
which 1 still can't get next to; and I started listeng to Fleetwood dac, and I really
liked it, only 1 didn't realise it was blues; I thought, you know, here's something
that's a little bit different, it's rock'n'roll, but...ind then I went to Rarbara's
book store, I was familiar with Fleetwood Mac and bought all their albums, but still
didn't realise it was blues; and I went to this bookstore in 0ld Town, called
Sarbara's 3ookstore, where Paul Uaron worked. Now raul Garon would sit in the back
andplay blues records all day, and I walked in and he was playine Coming Home by
Zlmore James, and Bam! just like a bolt of lightning. And that was it. I said who
is that? 4nd he said, well, that's Lluore James, and the next day I went out and
bought my first klmore James album, and ~ot sucked in after that.

It's funny the routes different people take to arrive at the blues.

amy U'lleal was telling me that for her it was the Animals, and what other band? Tt
noght have been the Stones, but the snimals sort of struck me. Didn't they do Take

it back to wWalker and 3o0om Boom? 4 couple of others.
www.waitingforbuddyguy.com
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