Ml As much as 1 love boogie woogie and I know that's my forte
A 4 — my pianoforte,” chuckles Mitch Woods, “there’re all these
' A a other great styles. New Orleans has been a big inspiration to
me, and older styles of piano like stride and honky tonk and the
beginnings of rock and roll with Fats Domino and Little Richard.
2] . & I don’t want to get bored because if I'm boring myself I know I'm
fa td

boring the audience, so a nice variety is very important to me.”
His current album Friends Along The Way, on which guests

Trevo r H 0 d g ett h ears h ow including Van Morrison, Taj Mahal, John Hammond, Elvin Bishop

and Marcia Ball appear on every track, certainly demonstrates

M itCh Wood S put tog ethe r h i S Woods's mastery of a wide range of blues styles. “What satisfies

me most about the CD is getting to play with some of the world's

. .

Iate St al b um Wlth a I |tt|e he | p best musicians who happen to be my [riends, and with it being
o - pretty much unplugged, that makes it very expressive,” he says.

from h IS frl e nd S siain He explains how the album came to be: “I had done a project

: called Keeper Of The Flame [released in 1996] where 1 did duets

with John Lee Hooker, James Cotton, Johnnie Johnson and Earl

King and [ wanted to do a follow-up. I've been in the business a

long, long time and I've become friends with so many musicians

and we perform together at different festivals and venues,

so I started approaching musicians | knew and they were all

agreeable.”

Many such ventures involve the musicians working in different
studios and e-mailing audio files to each other. “1 hate that!”
exclaims Woods. “I don’t work that way. This was all done live in
the studio with each musician there in person. There’s really no
overdubbing on it at all so we captured the music as it should be
captured, as it was back in the day, when that was the only option.
‘ . s That's why some of that music is so classic — because it was so

i live."

Van Morrison, together with Taj Mahal, appears on three tracks.
“I was totally flactered — he’s been behind the project one hundred
per cent,” says Woods. “I've been listening to him [or so many
years and he’s got one of the greatest sets of pipes and the most
emotive vocals of any of the great singers of this century. He's the
top of the line. And he’s been singing blues since he was a little
kid in Bellast. He knows that genre inside out and great bluesmen
like John Lee Hooker, Bobby Bland and Junior Wells [have
respected] him as an equal.”

On the album Morrison sings ‘Midnight Hour Blues’, ‘C.C. Rider®
and ‘Take This Hammer’, So how were those tracks chosen? “Van
suggested ‘Midnight Hour Blues’, an old Scrapper Blackwell tune,
but at the session he just started singing ‘Take This Hammer’,”
says Woods. “1 was not really familiar with it but we started
playing it and I thought, ‘Wow, this is so good!” It made the hairs
stand up on the back of my neck. But the tape wasn’t rolling! So
I panicked and said, “Will we play it again?’ And Van agreed. I'm
really glad we got that track down.”

Artists like Morrison and indeed Taj Mahal are, one would
imagine, used to being in charge in the studio. Was it difficult
for them to work in a more collaborative, democratic way? “Even

though I'd known Van for many years we never worked together
but I know he's a perfectionist so | was a little nervous about
that,” admits Woods. “But he reassured me. He said,
‘We're going to play blues. Don’t try to do anything
. ""‘;"—; fancy: just express yoursell.’ And Taj is the same
way so really it was like equals and it was a joy
to be playing with them. We all kind of pitched
in and said, “Why don't you do a little harmonica here?” or “You
sing a little there,” and that's how it came about.”

Woods is himsell a strong singer as he proves elsewhere on the
album but “with Van singing 1 was not going to,” he laughs. “I
bow to him. [ don't practise singing,” he adds, “but I recorded
with Fats Domino’s band in 2001 for my Big Fasy Boogie CD and
[Domino producer] Dave Bartholomew helped produce it which
was my ultimate dream. And we filmed the sessions and there’s
a scene where I'm singing and he's in [ront of me just yelling,

‘Open your mouth, boy! Open your mouth!” So that's the ultimate
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coaching: a guy who worked with
Fats Domino and he’s telling me
how to sing. I'm going to listen, you
know?”

Since the Friends Along The Way
recording, Woods has guested
with Morrison and his band live.
“I've been living in Marin County,
California for years and at one point
we were neighbours,” he explains.

“I had a very small house and he

had a very large house! And we met
ata party and became friends and
periodically, to this day, he’s come to
see me play. And on his last trip to
San Francisco he got me to sit in with
him which was really great.”

I suggest that Morrison is such a
spontaneous performer that he must
be challenging to play with live.
“Well, actually, when he does his
own material it's all spot on,” clarifies
Woods. “But it’s a matter of what
songs he’s going to choose to do and
Inotice his band are always on their
toes because they don't know what
he’s going to call next. But for me, we
just chose a couple of classic blues
tunes so it was actually quite easy.”

A highlight of the album is
Bessie Smith’s ‘Empty Bed Blues’,
performed by Maria Muldaur. “That
is a great track,” agrees Woods. “It
was so simple with just me playing
piano and her singing. I've also
known Maria for many years and she
lives close by me in Marin County
and she’s got that classic blues belter
chantoose sound. She’s studied all the
classic singers like Ma Rainey and
Bessie Smith and she just knows that
genre so well. Early in my career I
had a band, Mitch Woods And His
Red Hot Mama. [ was the piano
player and my girlfriend was the Red
Hot Mama singer so I'm familiar
with those genres of Fats Waller and
Bessie Smith and Billie Holiday, and
[ feel really comfortable playing along
with a chantoose.”

There's an endearing little bit of
studio chatter before ‘Empty Bed
Blues’. “I used to sing [this song] and
have no idea what it was about,” says
Muldaur before adding drily, ‘But 1
do now.

“Iwanted peoplé to get a more
intimate sense of us,” says Woods.
“You know, she’d been singing that
song for years and had personal
feelings about it so 1 just liked to
share that with the public.”

One of the most unusual tracks
on the album is New Orleans singer
Cyril Neville’s ‘The Blues’. “That was
Gyril’s idea,” says Woods. “When |
picked him up at the hotel he said,
‘Tve got this spoken word song —

you just improvise in the
background,’ so we just ran
with that idea in the studio.
That was really fun.”

Woods, of course, has close
links with New Orleans
and he recalls, early in his
career, encountering the
catastrophically troubled
and self-destructive piano
genius James Booker. “When
I first came to New Orleans
in 1981 I got to open for
him,” he reminisces. “Was he in
good form? Mentally, no. But I did
my set and went over quite well and
then he came up and I was like,
‘Holy mackerel! Wow!" He'd go from
Rachmaninoff to boogie woogie
to blues to Ray Charles. He was
incredible.”

Woods is a skilful songwriter
although the emphasis on Friends
Along The Way is on covers. There
is, however, a killer version of his
song ‘Cryin’ For My Baby’ performed
with harmonica player Chatlie
Musselwhite. “As I progressed in my
career I started to write more and
more,” says Woods. “I would keep
the framework of the old-style songs
from the 40s and 50s and put my
own contemporary lyrics in there. 1
don't want to be seen as just a cover
band so that's very important. And
when I do pick covers they're the
most obscure ones I can find. I don't
do ‘Sweet Home Chicago' and the
ones every blues band in the world
does.”

Woods was crucially influenced
by Louis Jordan. “The thing that
captivated me was his showmanship
and the humour in his songs so
he’s inspired me to write songs in
that vein, that sound like they were
written in the 40s,” he says. “I love

pick covers
they're the
most obscure

to entertain an audience and
get people to laugh and enjoy
music at the same time. That's
rare these days. I don't see
hardly any music with much
humour in it. And I think
people are yearning for that.”

Woods actually saw Jordan
live. “Yeah, once, in the
early 70s,” he recalls, “He
was performing at a club in
Oakland and he was great.
The only thing 1 regret is you
could get your picture taken with
him and I was too self-conscious to
get up there. I would have treasured
that, believe me.”

Two of the tracks on Friends Along
The Way, ‘Never Get Out Of These
Blues Alive’ with John Lee Hooker
and ‘Chicago Express’ with James
Cotton, were actually first released
on the Keeper Of The Flame album.
“That album was overlooked,”
Woods explains. “The company went
out of business and then I put it out
on my own label but I don’t think
enough people got to hear it.

“John Lee and T hit it off well, 1
think because I could follow him,”
he reflects. “You never know when
he’s going to change [chords], it's
not normal blues progressions, so
you have to be very sensitive to what
he's doing. He's all feeling so you'd
better have a lot of feeling and thar's
basically what I homed in on.

“You know, I was very fortunate to
play with and become [riends with
some of the blues greats that will
never be again. It was an important
part of my learning as a musician but
that was the end of the original blues
generation so | wanted to preserve
their legacy: that's why [ wanted to
include those tracks on Friends Along
The Way." <




