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 August 22, 1917 - June 21, 2001 
 
 
John Lee Hooker was born in Clarksdale, Mississippi to a family 
of sharecroppers.  He was taught how to play guitar (and how to 
play the boogie) by his stepfather and initially showed a great 
interest in gospel music. 
When he was around 14 years old, John Lee left home and began 
his journey to become a legendary bluesman.  Along the way he 
played under an assortment of pseudonyms like “Birmingham 
Sam & His Magic Guitar, John Lee Booker, The Boogie Man, 
John Lee Cooker, Sir John Lee Hooker, Delta John, Johnnie 
Lee, Johnny Williams and Texas Slim”. 
John Lee arrived in Detroit in the early 1940’s after spending the 
30’s in Memphis.  While in Memphis, he hung out with the likes of 
B.B. King and Bobby Bland and played house parties.  He also 
spent time in Cincinnati where in addition to his many blues gigs 
he performed with several gospel groups such as The Big Six, The 
Delta Big Four and The Fairfield Four. 
It has been said that in John Lee’s mind and music, “the blues 
extend from spirituals”.  He also attributes a spiritual element to 
his composing and performing.  You can undoubtedly get a real 
sense from where he is coming from by his hypnotic and 
emotionally compelling style of the blues.  He plays “hard” blues 
where there are no changes…no time signatures…you do it the 
way you feel.  It made him one of the most identifiable blues 
stylists of the modern blues era. 
It was on Hastings Street in Detroit where John Lee was able to 
display his heart and soul…his passion to club goers on a nightly 
basis.  In 1948, John Lee was found by a talent scout for Modern 
Records and was taken to United Sound Studio to record his first 
record, the classic “Boogie Chillen” and “Sally Mae”.  “Boogie 
Chillen” first appeared on the Billboard R&B chart on January 8, 



1948; it rose to the #1 position and stayed on the charts for four 
and a half months.  This was followed, in 1950, with another 
popular song “John L’s House Rent Boogie”.  This like many of 
John Lee’s songs reflected on actual events in his life.  “I write 
about people, how they live, what they’ve been through, and 
myself…I analyze people.” 
John Lee was not without his influences.  T-Bone Walker was a 
major influence on John Lee, going so far as to give him a guitar 
and amplifier.  He also was very much aware of the sophisticated 
urban blues and R&B of the day popularized by the likes of Louis 
Jordan, Charles Brown, The Ravens, Joe Liggins and Big Jay 
McNeeley.  It was not unusual, if he liked a particular song, for 
him to re-do it, in his own way of course.  Songs like Glenn 
Miller’s “In The Mood” became “I’m In The Mood” or Barrett 
Strong/Berry Gordy’s “(Money) That’s What I Want” became “I 
Need Some Money” and Tony Bennett’s “I Left My Heart In 
San Francisco” became “Frisco Blues”, featuring Martha and 
the Vandellas singing back-up.   
John Lee played on several record labels throughout his fabled 
career. Beginning with Modern in the late 1940’s to Vee-Jay in 
the mid-fifties to $tateside in the 1960’s to Point Blank in the 
90’s and Silvertone in 1998.  He also recorded on the following 
labels under his own name or using one of his many pseudonyms: 
Chess, Savoy, Atlantic, Verve, Bluesway, Atco, King, Specialty 
and Impulse. 
Hooker had several in-studio musical partners.  Most notably were 
Detroit-based Eddie Kirkland, who played guitar with John Lee 
from 1949-1962 and Eddie Burns (throughout the same time 
period).  He also played early on with Jimmy Reed, Otis Spann, 
Willie Dixon, Memphis Slim, Earl Hooker, Eddie Taylor, Louis 
Myers, Dicky Wells and later in his career with Canned Heat, 
Bonnie Raitt, Van Morrison, George Thorogood, Los Lobos, 
Roy Rogers and Carlos Santana. 
The recipient of many awards (including Grammy’s for his “In 
The Mood” duet with Bonnie Raitt and for “Don’t Look Back” 



with Van Morrison), John Lee Hooker was inducted into the Blues 
Hall of Fame in 1980, the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame in 1991, 
the Michigan Rock and Roll Legends in 2007 and the Memphis 
Music Hall of Fame in 2016. 
John Lee, who had moved to California in the late 60’s, spent the 
last years of his life living in Long Beach.  In 1997, he opened a 
nightclub in San Francisco called John Lee Hooker’s Boom Boom 
Room.  John Lee took ill just before a European tour in 2001 and 
died in his sleep on June 21, 2001.  It was thought that he was 
around 88 years old. 
 
Discography (Select Singles) 
• Boogie Chillen/Sally Mae - 1949 
• Crawlin’ King Snake/Drifting From Door To Door - 1949 
• I’m In The Mood/How Can You Do It - 1951 
• Boom Boom/Drug Store Woman - 1962 
• Dimples/I’m Leaving - 1964 
• The Motor City Is Burning/Want Ad Blues - 1967 
• Chill Out (Things Gonna Change)/Tupelo - 1995 

 
Discography (Select Albums) 
• House of the Blues - 1967 
• Hooker ‘N Heat - 1971 
• Endless Boogie - 1971 
• Never Get Out of These Blues Alive - 1972 
• The Healer - 1989 
• Mr. Lucky - 1991 
• Chill Out - 1995 
• Don’t Look Back - 1997 


