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Bonnie Raitt

“I Don’t Even Want to Be In the Ball Game”

An Interview with Bonnie Raitt by Bob Norman

In a short two or three years, Bonnie Raitt has built up
a wide reputation as a proficient blues guitarist, a soulful
writer and interpreter of contemporary songs, a warm and
irrepressible entertainer. She has appeared regularly at the
Philadelphia Folk Festival, and she has performed in scores
of little clubs around the country. Last summer she was one
of the few white musicians to appear in the Ann Arbor
Blues and Jazz Festival.

Bonnie and I did this interview last summer after the
release of her first album (Bonnie Raitt, Warner Bros. WS

1953); she’s since put out a second album (Give it Up,

Warner Bros. BS 2643). During the interview, our conversa-
tion constantly returned to two of Bonnie’s main concerns:
her deep regard for traditional blues music and for the
many great blues musicians she has known, and her intense
awareness of the problems and responsibilities incumbent
on an increasingly popular and successful musician (the
New York Times recently concluded that she could become
“the premiere female vocalist of today ’s rock ”).

Bonnie is the daughter of Broadway singer John Raitt

As a child she was often backstage (“that’s the most plastic
level — Broadway musicals™), and she learned at an early
age “‘that the music business is fucked-up.” Her parents are
Quakers, and in the early sixties they sent her to a
politically-oriented summer camp in the East — later to an
activist Quaker high school — to counteract the stultifying
atmosphere of suburban Los Angeles. The camp fostered
Bonnie’s love for music and a political consciousness that is
still evident in her attitude towards her work.

Bonnie is committed to doing benefits for political
causes, and she refuses to turn her bookings over to an
agency. She is intent on having some say in the places she
plays, the people she plays with, and how much people
have to pay to hear her sing. At twenty-two, she projects
the image of a strong and determined woman (though the
songs she chooses to sing seldom go beyond the traditional
stereotypes of women as the victims of love). She is trying
not to be consumed or co-opted by the omnivorous
American music industry — a very difficult task, I think —
and I hope that she’ll succeed.

...1 mostly got into music at that camp. It was a political
camp, and the people would go on marches, and there
would always be music. I had started teaching myself to
play guitar when I was about ten or eleven, and at camp I
got into political music, people like Bob Dylan and Joan
Baez, that whole community feeling that came out of that
music. And then, in ’62 or ‘63, I heard ] ohn Hurt and other
blues singers on records; and I liked it a lot; and I was
drawn to it. So then I started playing blues.

I got very much into country blues. I liked the delta
style the best — Robert Johnson, Fred McDowell, Son
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House, Tommy Johnson. I wasn’t particularly a Charlie
Patton or Willie McTell fan, though I like ‘em. And I also
like Jimmy Reed and Arthur Crudup, that back-beat, real
simple modern kind of blues. I didn’t like the classic blues
8o much, although there’s one woman whose songs I do.
Her name’s Sippie Wallace, and she’s really an incredible
singer; her voice is a little too funky, a little too nasal to be
that straight kind of jazz singing. I always liked her songs,
and she also happens to be one of the few of the old-time
women blues singers who are still alive.

I met Dick Waterman when I was a freshman in
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Cambridge, at the time when the Club 47 was still open.
Dick manages most of the blues acts, and we’ve been close
friends now for years. I travelled around with him and Son
House and Fred McDowell and Robert Pete Williams,
Buddy Guy and Jr. Wells, and all the people that he
manages, and I became real good friends with all of them. I
used to carry the liquor, and I would be the one who would
watch them; because, you know, everybody has different
levels at which they can drink and still be able to play.

The blues festivals would always be interesting, because
a lot of musicians would come together who normally
would never have met; and it would be interesting to see
how they would be influenced by each other. Skip James
would run into John Hurt, and Fred McDowell would do
Arthur Crudup’s songs. But it would also be sad to see guys
who normally would have led a really quiet life start
drinking more on the road. I've been to nearly every blues
festival in the last four years, and I've watched these kids
from the Student Activities Committee come back saying,
“Ha, ha, I’m going to buy Son House a bottle.” They might
mean well, but a lot of these men are really sick. And I
can’t help thinking that as nice as it is that they were

*Fred McDowell, from Rossville, Mississippi, was one of
the last great delta bottleneck guitarists. He died in
Memphis at the age of 68, on June 3, 1972, not long after
this interview took place. Fred McDowell and Bonnie Raitt
were good friends and often played guitar and sang together
in clubs, concerts, and at festivals. When she performs now,
Bonnie will often include, in his memory, a medley of his
songs.

An interview with Fred McDowell appears in Sing Out!,
Volume 19, Number 2. His albums are available on
Arhoolie, Testament, and Capitol, and his songs are
included in the Atlantic Southern Folk Heritage series, the
Prestige/International Southern Journey series, and the
Vanguard Newport Folk Festival recordings.
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rediscovered and got to play and got to be appreciated,
they still don’t have any real understanding of what’s
happened to them.

Buddy Guy and Jr. Wells, they have no faith in white
kids. They know that even if white kids happen to like
blues this year, they still would rather see Johnny Winter.
They know that Janis Joplin was making a certain amount
of money, and that Big Mama Thornton was making maybe
a fifth of it; and that’s why Jr. Wells does James Brown
songs. Why shouldn’t he do something to insure his
popularity with black people? White people have been
fickle before, and next year the blues might not be their
thing; that’s why a lot of blues singers don’t work anymore,
why all those clubs closed down. How do you explain to
someone like Robert Pete Williams who was playing the
Second Fret, playing that whole club circuit, making quite
a bit of money, when all of a sudden the rug is pulled out
from under him? Dick, I don’t know how he does it; he
books blues packages into schools, pretty much ramming
them down people’s throats. .. they’d rather have the
Jefferson Airplane.

It’s also true that people would rather see me or John
Hammond do blues than see Fred McDowell; it’s ridiculous.
Eventually it would be real nice to put some of the older
blues people on the bill with me and try to educate people;
I think it’s really important. But a lot of those musicians
are really old, and a lot of them have died.

It’s interesting that as blues musicians get older, they
turn to gospel music. Blues and gospel, to us it’s the same
music, the same changes, but to them it’s real different. Son
House was into blues, and then he became a preacher for
years, and he tells the story of how he just couldn’t keep
away from it... he kept hearing that music. They really
feel that they’ve sinned. And John Hurt used to dedicate
one to the Lord, do a gospel song, and then it was all right
to do some blues. And as Skip James got older, he only did
gospel songs. (continued on page 14)
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