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CHARLES BROWN

gvening star

harles Brown is eager to talk about his recent

trip to Washington, 1).C., where he was recog-
nized for his lifelong contribution (o American popular
music by the National Endowment for the Arts. Bul
he wasn't always so ecstatic over receiving the
agency's prestigious Heritage Award. Reclining on his
living room couch, the tall blues balladeer faughs
about how cynical he was when he first heard he had
been chosen,

“This is what T wanna tell va,” Brown says in his
deep. sweel Texas drawl. “This fellow calls me and
savs, ‘Charles. vou have won $10,000 from your peers
who say that vou are a living legend.” So T said, "Oh,
yeah, what do T have to buy?" T didnt believe him. so |
told him to put evervthing in writing, then I hung up
in his face. Well, this guy called his friend who lives
here and asked him 1o come sce me. But [ wouldw't
let him in. Finally the guy calls me back and says,
‘Charles. this is no fluke. This is the truth. You have
won.” And T asked why. He says, “Because voure so
creative. In all the vears you've been playing, vou've
never changed vour style. Youw've improved it."”

It's brue that Brown, who turned 75 on Sept. 13, has
cotten better with age. Alter breaking into the music
biz in the mid-40s plaving Hollywood lounges, he went
on o pioneer the sophisticated West Coast urban-
blues sound with his mellow, laid-back vocals. He
became one of the seminal rhythm & blues artists
playing “race” music (songs recorded for and sold to

black audiences) in the late "40s/carly "50s and helped

pave the way for rock & roll's market dominance. He
fargely disappeared from the scene lor vears, bul
made a comeback in the late 1980s that's put him
back in the spotlight and in the company of a tremen-

.

dously appreciative “family™ of {ellow blues and r&b
musicians,

Srown celebrated his 75th birthday during last
fall's San I'rancisco Jazz Festival in a concert at
Oakland’s Paramount Theater, just a few miles from
his one-bedroom apartment in a Berkeley senior
housing complex. A bevy of his [riends—including
roots popster Bonnie Raitt, r&b queen Ruth Brown,
vocalist Jimmy Scott and fellow blues elder John Lee
Hooker—showed up to play with the brandy-with-
honev-voiced r&b pioneer.

One by one the marquec names joined Brown on
stage. Hooker boogied, Raitt romanced. Ruth Brown
teased and Scott, with hig ¢lipped syllables and
delayed phrasing, nailed “T Got It Bad And That Ain't
Good™ while Brown backed him on piano.

Commenting on the upscale, taxedoed alfair. Scoll
quipped, “Charles, this sure ain't like those after-
hours joints we used to play.”

“You can have all those Grammys,” shouted the
spunky Raitt, who’s won a few since her career resur-
rection in the "00s, “T'll take Charles Brown.”

Ruth Brown (no relation) recalled when the two of
them shared bills and were called the B3's. She joked,
“But 1 can remember my mama taking me (o see

Charles when 1 was litde.”
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