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BIOGRAPHY

JUNIOR PARKER

Junior Parker came to prominence during the early and middle 1950’s, one of a group of blues and what later were
termed rhythm-and-blues performers — among them Johnny Ace, B.B. King, Bobby Bland, Howling Wolf, Roscoe
Gordon and tke Turner — who for some years had worked in the Memphis-West Memphis-Helena area. Memphis
always has been a great blues town, with Chicago one of the busiest and most productive performing and recor-
ding centers for the music. It’s no accident the modern blues were largely put together in those cities in the years
following World War I1.

Parker was one of the earliest participants in this musical adventure. The first crude efforts in the new postwar
styles had sounded only a few years before he began recording in 1952, although he had been performing around
Memphis for several years with Howling Wolf and Sonny Boy Williamson 1. It was the latter, one of the most for-
midable harmonica players in all the blues, who gave the youngster-his most important musical instruction and
the influence of the older man can be discerned in Parker’s fluent, always musical harp work.

Born March 3, 1927, in West Memphis, Ark., directly across the Mississippi River from Memphis’ urban sprawl,
Herman Parker was attracted to the blues early in life and by the late 1940’s was performing regularly in the area.
Inevitably he came into contact with large numbers of blues performers in his travels through Mississippi, Arkan-
sas and Tennessee, where he performed in taverns, juke joints, dancehalls, at houseparties and every manner of
rude back-country social affair. The postwar rise of several black-oriented radio stations in the Memphis area had
created, through broadcasts of “live” as well as recorded music, a great demand for blues throughout the Deep
South, and as a member of Howling Wolf’s band and later the Beale Streeters combo, Parker joined in this round
of radio broadcasting and live performing. His activities accelerated even more when in 1950 he formed his first
band, The Blue Flames, and began touring through the Mississippi Delta and lower South.

Early in 1952 Parker made his first recordings, with Bobby Bland sharing the vocals on the first of two sessions for
Modern Records. The following year he cut several sides for Sam Phillip’s Sun Records operation in Memphis,one
of which “Mystery Train” was a hit. On the strength of it he was asked to join the Johnny Ace-Big Mama Thornton
touring revue, with which he remained until Ace’s untimely death in 1954. Even more important than the national
exposure the show brought him was his meeting, arranged by Ace, with Duke Records owner Don Robey. Parker
soon signed an exclusive recording contract with the Houston-based label. It proved of great benefit to the young
performer, for under Robey’s astute direction and production savvy Parker’s recordings improved greatly in quali-
ty and, of even greater importance to his burgeoning career, achieved considerable popularity. From the
mid-1950’s until April, 1961, Parker toured widely with fellow Duke Records artist Bobby Bland in a package show
called “Blues Consolidated”, and on its dissolution began touring with his own revue. For the next several years
the show criss-crossed the country innumerable times but ultimately the grueling round of almost constant travel-
ing took its toll and Parker was forced to give up the revue. Still, he continued a heavy schedule of appearances at
the leading black nightspots, concert and festival appearances and, increasingly, television as well. But finally the
long years of one-nighters, ceaseless touring, bad food and accommodations and all the myriad hardships and in-
dignities of the road, giving his all night after night (as he always did) — it just proved too much even for a man of
his stamina and dedication and in 1972 Junior Parker, barely 45, was gone.

Fortunately, he left us a large legacy of music, and this book offers a hefty sampling of Junior’s middle- and late-
period Duke single recordings. The emphasis is on Parker’s exciting, personal handling of the conventional 12-bar
blues which in his hands was never just conventional but, rather, always charged with a deep, thrilling, persuasive
emotionalism that is both the cornerstone of his own distinctive vocal style and the very fundamental essence of
the blues. Direct and unaffected in their perfect sincerity of expression, these performances require nothing in the
way of analysis or explanation. They speak immediately to the heart, which is not at all surprising since that’s
where they came from. In them Junior Parker lives still.
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