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Harrell Davenport
By Alex McCarthy

Even though he’s only 19, it seems like Harrell 
“Young Rell” Davenport has been around for 
a long time. He was featured in LB #294 last 
year and videos of his performances have 
spread across the internet like wildfire. This 
June 5 he’s releasing his debut album, Young 
Rell, through the Little Village Foundation. 

Davenport was originally working on 
a solo album where he played guitar and 
harmonica and sang, but he didn’t want to be 
seen as only a solo artist. When Greaseland 
Studios owner Kid Andersen reached out 
to Davenport to record an album with a 
full band, the Richland, Mississippi, native 
jumped at the opportunity. Davenport spoke 
to LB about his debut, his reflective songwrit-
ing process, and more.

What is your songwriting process?
For most of these songs it was sit down and 
reflect on things that you’ve been through, 
even if it hurts. Sit down and reflect and think, 
really just try to grasp what you’ve learned and 
think about it and write songs about those ex-
periences. Songs like Hurt People, Hurt People, 
Fatherless Child, I Be Tryin’, all those songs 
came from different parts of my life where 
either I was depressed or I was struggling with 
my PTSD and anxiety. Like, for instance, Hurt 
People, Hurt People, I was bullied in school 
from the third grade up until the sixth. I was 
jumped almost every day because of my love 
of the blues, at that. I had to sit down to think, 
why did they do that to me? I had to think 
long and hard. I was 14 when I wrote that 
song. Like, why did they do that to me? Why? 
And so, I’m like, “You know what? Hurt people 
hurt people.” I can remember that at a certain 
time, those two brothers who would bully me 
every day, they were going through things at 
home. I guess their only way of letting that 
anger out was on me, you know? I’m not say-
ing that anybody should do that to anyone, 
but I guess that was their way. And so, I wrote 
that song about it. Same with Fatherless Child 
about my father not being around. I mean, 
I know my father, he was there monetarily, 
but emotionally he wasn’t, and physically he 
wasn’t. I wrote that one when I was 13.

How do you balance a respect for the 

tradition of blues while also trying to find 
your own sound and your own identity?
I think that if you don’t know the history, you 
don’t know the blues. If you don’t know where 
it comes from, how can you know where you’re 
going? I’ve always made it a duty and a job of 
mine, it’s like top priority before playing, before 
anything, to learn where the music came from. 
. . . I’ve always racked my brain to try to learn 
from the elders how everything evolved. As far 
as finding myself, I think, in the words of [poet] 
Sterling Plumpp, “Invention is the tradition.” 
You can keep it traditional, but if it’s not fresh, 
it’s just a regular old blues. It has to be fresh, 
you know? It has to be something that kind of 
has this breath of fresh air to it. You might hear 
some stuff that comes from my church influ-
ence or my funk influence, but at the same time, 
the lyrics are mine. . . . Those are my stories. So 
therefore, to me, I think I’m keeping my blues 
that I want to share with people fresh, and I’m 
giving them a part of me, a part of my style, a 
part of my soul and my feeling.

How did you choose the covers, Fenton 
Robinson’s I Hear Some Blues Downstairs 
and Bob Dylan’s Masters of War?
With Fenton, that’s one of my biggest inspira-
tions musically when it comes to being both 
an acoustic guitar player, a player who can play 
acoustic, Delta-style blues, ’20s and ’30s stuff, to 
electric, Chicago, traditional blues. His style has 
always spoken to me, and his singing as well, and 
his songwriting. . . . I went through my records 
and I’m like, “I Hear Some Blues Downstairs, I 
can do that.” In the blues scene, a lot of people 
know that song, but outside of that, there aren’t 
many people who know that song or Fenton 
Robinson. Same with the song Somebody Loan 
Me a Dime. Everybody thinks it’s Boz Scaggs, but 
it’s Fenton Robinson. I just felt like he’s never got-
ten his just due or his praises, so I want to try my 
best to make that song a kind of a tribute and a 
dedication to him and his legacy, because I don’t 
see many people who’ve done it.

As far as Masters of War, one day I was 
sitting down in my home studio and [manager] 
Matthew [Skoller] called me, and I’m like, “What 
are you up to, man?” He said, “Listening to 
some Dylan.” He’s a big Bob Dylan guy. So, I’m 
like, “What are you listening to?” and he said, 
“Masters of War.” . . . I had never listened to 
it, but I looked up the lyrics and said, “Hmm. 
Okay, I can work with this,” so I started fiddling 
around with different themes that I could do. I 

said, “I can shuffle this, I can swing this with 
a shuffle.” So, I did that and I recorded the 
demo here at home and sent it to Matthew, and 
he said, “I like that, and you know what? You 
should record that because that song is a very 
relevant song, even today, especially with the 
things going on right now.” I thought about it, 
“You know what? You’re right.”

Which aspects of this album are you 
most proud of?
The level of production on this album is one 
of the parts that I’m most excited and happy 
about. Matthew worked on this by himself, just 
he and I, for two and a half years, three years 
before we even got a call from Kid and [key-
boardist and Little Village Foundation founder] 
Jim [Pugh]. We worked so hard on the pre-
production part of it, and then once all of us got 
together, as far as Kid and Jim and the whole 
band, it was a force to be reckoned with. 

The second thing is that it’s almost all 
original, because nowadays, a lot of people will 
just say, “Okay, we’re going to make an album. 
We’re just going to cover ten songs and call it a 
day.” I think that with the blues, you can keep 
the blues alive with those covers, but at the 
same time, you’ve got to have some of you in 
there and you can’t really do that with a cover. 

And the songwriting. I’m not trying to be 
conceited or anything, but I think this is some 
of my best songwriting ever—so far, at least, 
because I’m only 19. Those songs are painful 
for me. When I’m on stage singing Fatherless 
Child, people might not see it because I close 
my eyes when I sing that, but I’m trying so 
hard not to cry when I sing some of those 
songs. . . . Those songs just mean a lot to me. 
The fact that I’m getting a chance and that the 
Little Village Foundation has helped me get the 
opportunity to put those songs out, I’m just 
really happy about that.
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from Taj Mahal, Elvin Bishop, and Buddy Guy. 
Perhaps what is most striking when initially 
listening to the album is the stellar musi-
cianship of the veteran band Morrison has 
assembled, including Anthony Paule on guitar; 
John Allair and/or Mitch Woods on piano and 
organ; David Hayes on bass; Larry Vann on 
drums; Bobby Ruggero on percussion; and 
different combinations of Nona Brown, Omega 
Rae Brooks, Crawford Bell, Jolene O’Hara, Larry 
Batiste, and Dana Masters on backing vocals, 
their call-and-response with Morrison paying 
homage to the Raelettes. Morrison joins in on 
guitar, harmonica, and saxophone throughout 
the 20 tracks.

The program kicks off with two rousing 
jump blues from Eddie “Cleanhead” Vinson, 
Kidney Stew Blues and King for a Day Blues, 
that feature hot licks from Paule’s guitar, 
dynamic interplay between Allair’s organ 
and Woods’ piano, and, fittingly in homage 
to Vinson, Morrison’s blues-drenched alto 
saxophone solos. Taj Mahal helps Morrison 
shape rocking versions of folk blues tunes on 
four tracks, contributing shared vocals and his 
signature harmonica style on the Sonny Terry 
& Brownie McGhee classics Can’t Help Myself 
and Betty and Dupree; Bahamian Alphonso 
“Blind Blake” Higgs’ Delia’s Gone; and Lead 
Belly’s On a Monday; the latter with Mahal 
on banjo is a celebration of Morrison’s skiffle 
roots. Elvin Bishop locks in his groove-enhanc-
ing lead guitar skills, effectively interacting 
with Paule’s rhythm work on six tracks: John 
Lee Hooker’s Deep Blue Sea; Terry & McGhee’s 
When It’s Love Time; Marie Adams’ 1952 R&B 
hit Play the Honk Tonks; the Bobby “Blue” 
Band B-side You’re the One I Adore; a Morrison 
original Loving Memories; and Madame 
Butterfly Blues, a smoldering slow blues written 
by fellow Belfast-based musician Dave Lewis. 
Keyboard man Allair shares the vocals with 
Morrison on his own (Go to the) High Place in 
Your Mind, evoking 1950s New Orleans R&B. 

Morrison effectively reworks the Fats Domino / 
Dave Bartholomew hit Ain’t That a Shame into 
a heartfelt ballad that explores the borderlines 
between country, R&B, and gospel. Woods’ 
piano and Morrison’s passionate harmonica 
work highlight the slinky boogie of Monte 
Carlo Blues, another Morrison original. Neither 
the title song with its Latin-esque groove or the 
foreboding, noirish Social Climbing Scene are 
strictly blues, but they are solid Morrison origi-
nals that work within the program. On Junior 
Wells’ Snatch It Back and Hold It, the churning 
blues funk groove built on the interplay of 
Paule’s grinding guitar, a dialogue between 
Allair and Woods, and the leader’s harmonica 
highlights the dynamic rapport Morrison 
established with the band. While many of the 
songs that Morrison covers are deep cuts, he 
joins forces with Buddy Guy (with his long-
time collaborator Tom Hambridge taking over 
on drums) for two iconic numbers, the Willie 
Dixon–composed, Muddy Waters–associated 
I’m Ready and B.B. King’s Rock Me Baby, and 
the veteran guitar king does not disappoint as 
he shares vocals on former and delivers blazing 
lead lines and solos on both tracks. Somebody 
Tried to Sell Me a Bridge is a vibrant testa-
ment a lifetime of dedication to the blues form 
and the enduring vitality and creativity of the 
Belfast Cowboy.

—Robert H. Cataliotti 

HARRELL DAVENPORT
Young Rell 

Little Village – LVF - 1080

Harrell “Young Rell” Davenport is a Mississippi-
born prodigy who burst onto the national 
scene just two years ago and has already 
become one of our country’s most talked-
about and admired bluesmen. This is his first 
full-length recording under his own name, and 
it largely lives up to the promise that so many 
have seen in him. Aside from his skills on har-
monica and guitar, he is a gifted lyricist, draw-
ing vignettes from a life that already sounds 
well-lived after only 19 years (he turns 20 this 
December), and delivering them in a voice that 
likewise sounds seasoned by experience and 
life lessons learned. 

Ten of the 12 songs here are Davenport 
originals; they range from the soul-bearing 
Fatherless Child, which he delivers with defi-
ant, life-affirming brio despite the bleak sub-
ject matter, to the funk-seasoned lope I’ll Keep 
It Hot for You, with its musical references 
to the Otis Redding / Carla Thomas classic 

Tramp. Along the way, Davenport revisits 
a couple of standards—Fenton Robinson’s 
anthemic I Hear Some Blues Downstairs and 
Bob Dylan’s anti-war diatribe Masters of War, 
which he transforms into a juke-rocking 12-
bar shuffle and toughens further with a few 
streetsy updatings of Dylan’s lyrics (“I can 
see through your masks” becomes “I can see 
through your mess”); but his primary focus, 
and his forte, remains his own already impres-
sive and growing oeuvre. 

Davenport’s harp work, sure-toned and 
resonant, reflects the influence of both Walters 
as well as modern-day carriers of the torch like 
his friend and mentor Billy Branch, but his 
tonal and melodic conceits are his own. He 
shares guitar duties here with Kid Andersen 
and they both comport themselves admirably, 
but once again Davenport merits special kudos 
for the maturity and exploratory drive of his 
leadwork. A word might also be said about his 
tough sense of irony: “Come back tomorrow 
when I’m grown,” the youthful player sings 
to a temptress in Tomorrow, the set’s opener; 
Hurt People Hurt People, set to changes bor-
rowed from Key to the Highway, is ostensibly 
the meditation of a man trying to understand 
why the human condition is so racked with 
pain and mistreatment, but it also resonates 
with a darker implication—what goes around 
comes around, and he is a “hurt” person, too, 
so caution may be in order.

For once, the hype is justified: This kid is 
the real deal.

—David Whiteis

LITTLE FREDDIE KING
Live at BJ’s Lounge

Made Wright Records – MWR-81

New Orleans blues icon Little Freddie King 
had been riding the wave of a late career 
resurgence that was introducing his unique 
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