Cleveland Fats: The Way Things Go 

Cleveland Fats plays the blues. This may seem an unremarkable statement, but in an era when nearly every other acclaimed blues hot shot draws their inspiration more from rock than actual blues - Fats’ music is a refreshing change. It was always the blues, and just the blues as he explains: “…when I was about 12 I seen B.B. King on TV. …And I said that’s the kind of music I want to play. …I don’t really know how to play any other kind of music but the blues on guitar.” On “The Way Things Go”, his fourth outing, Fats displays those deep roots on his most fully realized project backed by a band that shares that same deep sense of tradition.

Tradition. Fats knows a thing or two about tradition. He mentored under Robert Lockwood, Jr. who himself learned guitar directly from the immortal Robert Johnson. You can’t talk about Fats without talking about Lockwood. He spent nearly twenty years backing Lockwood: “I had listened to Robert’s music all in the 60’s playing with Sonny Boy and Little Walter, but I had no idea he was even alive. …This disc jockey took me and introduced me to him. I hooked up with him, and he started teaching me how to play behind him. I played with him from about 1973 ‘til 1992.” From Lockwood he learned the old school ethics of timing, chords, ensemble playing, and not using the bandstand as a place to show-off. He also absorbed intangibles like presentation, professionalism, character, and principles. Those qualities can be heard throughout this recording. This is particularly true on the four tracks which Lockwood graciously sits in on. The two revisit Sonny Thompson’s classic “Long Gone” giving it an elegant, swinging treatment underscored by superb ensemble playing while the cuts “Blues Time” and “Dead or Alive” perfectly mesh both men’s distinctive guitar styles, with the latter a number Lockwood specifically wrote for Fats’ husky voice (the song first surfaced on Lockwood’s early 90’s release “What’s The Score?” with Fats handling the vocals).

While Lockwood’s influence looms large, Fats’ style bears the strong mark of several early idols notably the three kings – B.B., Freddie and Albert – as well as Muddy Waters, Earl Hooker, Magic Sam, and T-Bone Walker. Through his travels with Lockwood, he had the opportunity to perform with many of these legends. Like all great bluesmen, Fats combines the best of those giants into a distinctive sound all his own. On the philosophical “Cheaters Never Win” he summons up the immaculate single string work of B.B. King, while on the blistering instrumental “Bakin’ Fats”, he mixes all those styles together giving a virtual clinic on blues guitar.

Fats’ guitar prowess speaks for itself, but like his idols, he’s a well-rounded blues musician who’s an equally talented songwriter and vocalist. Like his prior albums, Fats wrote the bulk of the songs here, and they are all put across with his expressive, world-weary delivery. He displays a knack for writing memorable, hook-laden-numbers like the title track, slyly humorous tales like “Don’t Call Me” and charts love and loss on “Invisible Man” and “You’ll Love Again.”

For this recording, Fats has surrounded himself with an all-star cast of veteran musicians. Outside of Lockwood, Billy Branch is likely the best known. Branch is an ace session harpist who has backed high caliber artists such as Kenny Neal, Koko Taylor, Tail Dragger, Eddie Burns and countless others. Since the early 80’s, he’s also cut several well-regarded albums with his band the Sons of Blues and under his own name.

The rhythm section is made of rock-solid bassist Aron Burton and drummer Dave Jefferson. Burton was a charter member of Albert Collins’ Ice Breakers, is a noted session musician (Johnny Littlejohn, James Cotton, Fenton Robinson and others) and recording artist who has cut two well-received records under his own name. Jefferson  spent over a dozen years with Albert King , and after King’s death joined Willie Kent’s outfit clocking in some fourteen years with the band (sadly, Kent died during the recording of this album, however, Dave continues to play with Willie’s band “The Gents”).

Aaron Moore and Ariyo share piano duties. Mr. Moore spent most of the last 40 years in Chicago, backing a who’s who of blues greats including Little Walter, Lonnie Brooks, Hound Dog Taylor, Howlin' Wolf, Muddy Waters, and B.B. King. Moore has also issued two critically praised recordings on the Delmark label. Ariyo has known Fats for many years and currently works with Billy Branch. He has toured with Robert Lockwood, Jr., Otis Rush, and was a member of the late Valerie Wellington’s band.

Sax player Doc Thomas is a long time Fats associate who’s appeared on Fats’ last two recordings. He has played and toured with several Chicago-based blues bands. Organist Vince Willis is a well-regarded jazz, blues and gospel performer who has recorded numerous sessions for Delmark, Earwig, and other labels. He has recorded with Bonnie Lee, Barkin’ Bill, and Big Jack Johnson among others.

Cleveland Fats’ blues are built on tradition. From the invaluable lessons he learned from Lockwood and the years he spent absorbing the styles of the blues legends - Fats has crafted his own style, making a name for himself as a torchbearer of the real deal blues. No gimmicks, no nonsense, just the blues - That’s Cleveland Fats.
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