ittle Walter Jacobs is widely regarded as the greatest blues

harmonica player ever. Along with Muddy Waters and
Jimmy Rogers, he helped launch the electrified Delta sound
that defined the postwar Chicago blues. Although he is fa-
mous for being the first to record playing the harmonica
through an amplifier and incorporating elements of jump jazz
into his music, we’ll look at an acoustic solo of his that is
pure country blues for this issue’s teach in.

Jacobs was born in Marksville, La., on May 1, 1952,
and started playing waltzes and polkas on harmonica at
age eight. When he was 12 he left home and started play-
ing blues around Memphis. Stylistically, he began as a
John Lee Williamson imitator, but after listening to the
saxophone of Louis Jordan and learning horn riffs on his
harmonica, he became a virtuoso with an original sound.

In 1947 he went to Chicago with Honeyboy Edwards
and started playing on Maxwell Street, where large crowds
would come on Sundays to shop and listen to street mu-
sic. It was there that Jimmy Rogers and Muddy saw him
play, and Walter started gigging with them. Eventually
Jacobs recorded for Chess with Muddy, and the Windy
City’s harmonica-driven postwar blues sound was born.

When his 1952 instrumental “Juke” became a hit, Jacobs
left Muddy’s band to go off on his own. He had several hits
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on the R&B charts, but the advent of rock *n’ roll in the mid-
fifties hurt the sale of blues records and he became embit-
tered. A downwards slide began and he started drinking
heavily. Worse, Walter would sometimes wave a gun around
onstage, which made keeping a band together difficult. Fast
fists were also a problem, and on February 14, 1968 he died
from injuries sustained in a Chicago street fight. Walter Jacobs
was only 37 years old. Still, he left behind a recorded legacy
that has been the envy of every blues harp player since.

“Forty-Four Blues” is from the Testament LP Johnny Young
And His Friends (#2226), an album of informal recordings made
in between 1962 and 1966. Played in a down home style,
Walter’s solo makes extensive use of both octaves and double
notes played on neighboring reeds in triplet and swing eighth
rhythms. The phrasing follows the classic call and response
pattern that goes back to the work song tradition. In blues this
usually means each of the three four-bar lines is divided roughly
in half between the call and the response.

The solo starts out with a quick move from the 2-5d mi-
nor seventh interval to the 3-6b octave, followed by a de-
scending line. Stay in octave position (for this, cover four
holes with your mouth and cover the middle two with your
tongue) until the last pair of notes before beat 3 in measure
two. These are on adjacent holes. Little Walter may have
played the entire solo in tongue-blocking position
— all the details of his technique aren’t known —
but I switch to lip-blocking for the parts involving
neighboring double notes. Measure two finishes
with a releasing double note bend followed by a
single 2d. Measures three and four are the first re-
sponse and end with the same releasing double note
bend. The next four-bars also follow a pattern of
octaves concluding with double and single notes.

Atthe V (D in G) chord Walter switches to single
notes, getting a crying sound by slowly releasing a
bent 4d at the beginning of the third in combination
with the articulated tremolo — this is done by cup-
ping and uncupping the harmonica in time with the
notes. To play over the V chord he uses different
note bends than in the first two lines: the whole step
bend, on 3d, the minor third bend on the same reed,
and the half step bend on 2d. Halfway through bar
10 he switches to double notes, and ends with a
headshake on 4d and 5d.

For more Little Walter transcriptions, visit my Web
site at www.celticguitarmusic.com/harppage.htm.

Little Walter Jacobs
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Glenn Weiser, author of several books on harmonica and Celtic guitar playing, performs solo acoustic blues, Celtic and old-time stringband music.
You can write him c/o Sing Out!, P.O. Box 5460, Bethlehem, P4 18015-0460; or send e-mail to harmonicati@singout.org.



