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Foreword


In 1964 I was an up-and-comer who was becoming a name, and man, it was exciting. I’d made the climb from small coffeehouses, to not-quite-as-small folk music rooms, to nightclubs on the level of New York’s Basin Street East and the Village Gate—rooms that sat 180-something people, rooms that had liquor licenses, rooms where comedians like Dick Gregory were the headliners. Sometimes I opened for singers and musical groups, and sometimes, they opened for me. One week I’d share the bill with the wonderful South African singer Miriam Makeba, and a few months later it would be the incredible tenor saxophonist Stan Getz. These weren’t the kinds of joints that booked guys like Frank Sinatra and Sammy Davis Jr.—Frank and Sammy played big-money places, like the Copacabana. Basin Street and the Gate weren’t showbiz nightclubs as much as they were hip nightclubs.


It seemed like whenever I played the Gate, I’d run into this wonderful black gentleman by the name of Jimmy Boyd. One night, after a show, Jimmy told me about this guy, a young cat named George Benson. “I’m tellin’ ya, Bill,” he said, “this guy can really play. Really play, Bill. Really, really play. He’s doing a gig up in Harlem. Why don’t you come and see him?”


I said, “Yeah. Oh. Okay.” But I didn’t go. So he asked me again and again and again, and I still didn’t go. I was performing with established artists like Miriam and Stan, and besides, I wasn’t yet in a position where I could help out this youngster of whom I’d never heard. I didn’t make time to do time to have time. I had no excuses. Eventually, Jimmy gave up on me.


Over the next twenty years, for George Benson, the hits came. “This Masquerade.” “Breezin.’ ” “On Broadway.” “Love Ballad.” “Give Me the Night.” “Turn Your Love Around.” One right after the other, right after the other. All you’d hear were people talking about George Benson, George Benson, George Benson. And almost every time I heard his name, I’d think about that wonderful, persistent Jimmy Boyd.


In 1987, I was asked to emcee the Playboy Jazz Festival at the Hollywood Bowl. George was the final act, and that was huge because he was following heavy hitters like Sarah Vaughan, Grover Washington Jr., Stan Getz, Joe Williams, Count Basie, Lionel Hampton, Branford Marsalis, and Etta James. (I wasn’t surprised that George was the closer because, even eight years after its release, “On Broadway” was still killing the world.) The festival kicked off in the early afternoon, and the last act came on around ten thirty. We started in the light and would be finishing in the dark, so I knew that last act—well, he’d better be good, because if he wasn’t, the people would leave. They were tired, man. They were worn out. They’d watched acts come and go, and come and go, and come and go, and they would pick up their ice chests, which had nothing but melted ice pooled at the bottom, and go home. If George wasn’t good from note one, it might turn out to be Amateur Night at the Apollo, with all the booing and everything.


When it was time, I said, “Ladies and gentlemen, George . . .” and the place erupted. They never even heard me say “Benson.” For all they knew, I was introducing George Washington or George Foreman. As I headed to the wings, I heard, Brrrrump, brump. Ba-da-dum, da-dum. Brump, brump. Ba-da-dum, da-dum. It was “On Broadway,” and the people went even crazier. I watched every note of that show . . . and so did all 18,157 of the folks there. Nobody left. And George sang. And George played. And George, the showman, tore the place up.


Now we come to ten months ago. I’m at home, in Massachusetts, and in Massachusetts they have a channel on the television, channel 850, and it’s progressive jazz. One night, I turn on this channel 850, then go into the bathroom to brush my teeth, and I hear a song:


“From This Moment On.”


Blistering speed.


Bump-chicka-bump-d-d-d-bop-chicka-bop . . .


I grab the toothpaste.


Doo-doo-doo-deeeeee-b-b-b-bop-chicka-bowwww . . .


I put the toothpaste on the electric toothbrush.


B-b-b-b-bow-chicka-bop-bop-d-d-d-chicka-doo . . .


I put the electric toothbrush in my mouth and turn it on.


And then comes the guitar solo.


I turn off the electric toothbrush so I can hear the guitar solo.


And I’ve never heard a guitar solo like this. And I’ve heard the greats: Jim Hall. Charlie Byrd. Kenny Burrell. But this solo—nothing like it. This was a musician playing because he was a musician. This guy is burnin’ up, but it’s clear to me that he’s not just playing fast to play fast—this guy has a brain and is capable of playing as fast as he thinks, and he is a fast thinker. I know this because I’m listening, man.


Wow is not the word, but “Wow” is what I shout. With the toothpaste in my mouth. And the toothpaste splatters all over the sink, and the spigot, and the mirror. And the solo keeps going, and I make the same face I made when I first tasted the mustard greens at Dooky Chase’s Restaurant in New Orleans. At that moment, I’m happy to be on this earth.


By the time I run out of the bathroom to see who the guitarist is, the song is done, and I have no idea who was playing, and I’m mad. But then it hits me, and I make a wager with myself: I bet it’s George Benson. The next morning, I call my friend Darlene Chan, one of the producers of the Playboy Jazz Festival, and say, “The next time you talk to George, can you ask him if he ever recorded ‘From This Moment On’ at blistering speed?”


The word comes back from Darlene later that afternoon: “George told me to tell you that you have a fantastic ear, and the answer is yes.”


I hang up the phone, sit down, and have what I would call a reverse-epiphany sadness. I think, This is the George Benson that Jimmy Boyd was trying to get me to see, and then I say aloud, “You sure weren’t lying, Jimmy. God bless you.”


Bill Cosby


April 2012




 


 


 


 


Introduction


I didn’t know folks in South Africa listened to me until their local concert promoters begged my management team to schedule some shows down there. And they kept begging, and begging, and begging some more, and it went on for months. Now, I didn’t have much interest in performing down there—there were plenty of gigs in the States and Europe to keep me busy—but they were so frantic that they sent a couple of emissaries to Los Angeles to convince me it would be worth everybody’s while.


During our meeting at my manager’s office, I asked, “Why, guys? Why did you come all the way up here for this? I don’t get it.”


One of the promoters looked me dead in the eye and, in that nasal South African twang, said, “George, right now, you are the biggest selling artist in our country.”


I said, “Huh. Nobody told me that. That’s some good information.”


“Yes, well, congratulations. Now we would like you to play six shows at a resort called Sun City, located in the city of Bophuthatswana. Please look at these.”


He pulled out a pile of photos of a modern-day castle, with hundreds of guest rooms, some opulent swimming pools, and perfectly manicured lawns. Man, it was a sight to behold. I said, “This all sounds and looks beautiful, but I don’t know, I’ve got a lot going on here at home, what with this recording session and that gig, and . . .”


He then interrupted with an offer I couldn’t refuse. Papers were signed, hands were shaken, and the ball was rolling.


Now, I wasn’t a history major or a geography expert, so I didn’t know South Africa was a country unto itself—I just thought it was the southern part of Africa. I also wasn’t all that politically oriented, so it wasn’t until about a week before we left that, for the first time, I heard the word apartheid. And then the floodgates opened.


First, I got a call from the head of publicity at my record label, Warner Bros. “George,” she said, “you’re not really going to South Africa, are you? Race relations down there are a nightmare. You’ll be sending the wrong message. As a matter of fact, if you play there, your career will be over. Over.”


I told her, “Wait a minute: This gig’s been booked for weeks, and we’re leaving in a few days, and you’re asking me this now? Man, I never cancel gigs. All six shows are already sold out. They hired a sixty-piece orchestra to back me up. We’re going.”


“You know what, George,” she continued, “you should probably know that there won’t be any black people at the shows.”


“Why not?” I asked.


“The tickets are forty dollars. Most black people in South Africa don’t make that much in a month.”


“Is that true, or are you just saying that so I won’t go? How can you know that for a fact?”


“Okay, I don’t know that for a fact,” she admitted. “That’s just what I’ve heard.”


“Listen, there are going to be plenty of black people there, and I’ll tell you why: If you tell a black man he can’t have something, that’s the first thing he’ll want. Like if you say, ‘You can’t have a white woman,’ he’s going out to get himself a white woman. If you tell him he can’t drive a Cadillac, the next time you see him, he’ll be behind the wheel of a Seville. And if you tell him, ‘You can’t have George Benson tickets,’ he’ll be sitting in the third row. Trust me on that.”


A few minutes after I hung up with her, my keyboard player called. “Man, I don’t think I’m gonna go to South Africa. I don’t wanna go to South Africa. South Africa, no way.”


I sighed and said, “Okay, man, you don’t have to go. I’ll find a replacement.”


He was quiet for a second. I don’t think he believed I’d bring in somebody else. Finally, he said, “So you’re going?”


“Yeah, man. I’m bringing my wife and my little boy. We’re gonna have a great time. Those people out there, they’re gonna take care of us.”


He was quiet for a second, then said, “I guess if you’re cool with taking your family, it’ll be okay.”


After that, my bass player called, and then my drummer, and then another Warner Bros. executive, all of whom tried to convince me to pull the plug on the trip. Finally, I came up with the perfect retort: Whenever one of them said, “I don’t want to go, and you shouldn’t go either,” I’d ask them, “Do you sell your records in South Africa?” When they said yes, I’d say, “Then what the heck are you telling me not to play there for? If you don’t want to do business with them, then get your records out of their stores.” That quieted them down quick.


Our plane touched down in South Africa at about 2:00 a.m. local time, and there were hundreds of people at the gate, waiting to greet me. Before I could even voice my appreciation to the crowd, out of the corner of my eye, I saw a young black man running toward me, followed by four white police officers. I thought, No, don’t come this way. I can’t have police attacking this kid. Heck, I can’t have the police attacking me.


The young black man came to a halt directly in front of me and wrapped his arms around my chest in what I guessed was a desperate attempt to avoid a beating. He said, “Mr. Benson, help! Please! Help! Don’t let go of me! They won’t hurt me if I’m with you!” I held on to this boy tight, because I knew in my heart and gut that he was right—if I let go of him, those officers would take him out behind the metaphorical shack and kill him. Once they realized I wasn’t releasing the kid, the officers stopped the chase, then, after a loud discussion filled with curse words, wandered away. When he was sure the policemen were gone, the man let go of me and said, “Welcome home, brother. Welcome home.”


The next day, the promoters held a press conference in the hotel’s ballroom, and the place was filled wall-to-wall with reporters and photographers—all of whom were white. After fifteen minutes of nonstop questions, a black man standing off to the side by himself raised his hand. I couldn’t make out exactly what he said, but it sounded like, “Mr. Benson, as a black man, why are you here?”


After a stunned moment of silence, three policemen strode toward the reporter and made as if to remove him from the room. I said, “Hold up, leave that man alone! He has the right to ask me something.” I then asked the reporter to repeat his question.


“As a black man, why are you here?” he said.


“First off, I’m a musician,” I said, “not a politician. I was hired to play some music for your people, and that’s what I’m going to do. Second of all, I call myself a Christian, so I have heard that it’s been said love your neighbor and hate your enemy. However, I say to you, ‘Love your friends, and pray for those who persecute you.’ ”


The next morning, that little quote of mine was on the front page of every newspaper.


From the get-go, it was obvious even to me that Sun City wasn’t representative of South Africa in that it was far more progressive. A cross between Las Vegas and Disneyworld (except smaller), Sun City had a snowless ski resort, a pictorial safari, glitzy casinos, multiple state-of-the-art concert venues and discos, and—most importantly—a relatively positive vibe. You see, Sun City was one of the first places in the country where black people and white people could party together. And that was by design.


Sol Kerzner, the mastermind behind the resort, somehow convinced the South African government to allow Bophuthatswana enough autonomy to appoint its own president, a black man named Lucas Mangope. President Mangope, it turned out, was a huge jazz fan, and he and his wife came to each of my shows; they sat front row center, and were treated to what everybody agreed were six wonderful evenings of music.


The record company girl was wrong: The crowds at the shows were 50 percent white and 50 percent black, but this isn’t to say we weren’t touched by the country’s innate racism and turmoil. The powers that be were so concerned for my safety that I was assigned a couple of machine-gun-wielding bodyguards, who followed me everywhere I went during the day and stood outside my hotel-room door every night. And the all-white orchestra from Johannesburg wanted nothing to do with our mostly black band, to the point that they wouldn’t speak to us—the whole week, not a single word. But after those six wonderful shows, those orchestral cats finally came around. Before the final gig, each one of them tiptoed into my dressing room, one at a time, to thank me for the opportunity. I could tell it was a labor for them to say something kind to a black man, because they’d grown up under a different set of rules. They were taught that blacks were second-, third-, and fourth-class citizens who should be treated as such. But music, as is often the case, transcended racism and so shed a lifetime of racist teaching. In the moment, I had mixed emotions, but later on, I realized that what they’d done required a ton of courage on their part: the courage to change.


At the last minute, Sol booked us a gig in Cape Town for my last night in the country, and that was a big deal, a huge deal, because that city had never—never—hosted an interracial concert. My manager wasn’t concerned for our safety—there was too much light shining on us for something to go down. His primary concern was that all the black concertgoers would be stuck in the back while the white folks sat up front.


“George,” he said, “I don’t want the only faces you see to be white ones, so we’re doing this my way. Here’s what’s gonna happen: We’re selling tickets in groups of four. So a group of four whites might be by a group of four blacks, whether they like it or not. Nobody will know where they’re sitting. The only thing they’re guaranteed is that they’ll sit with someone in their party.”


And it worked. That night, the front row was white-white-white-white-black-black-black-black-white-white-black-black-white-black-white-black. Same with the second row. And the third. And so on. It was beautiful.


Except for the riot squads.


Certain there were going to be fights, the government had policemen in riot gear all up and down the sides of the hall. They were armed with guns and tear gas, wearing flak jackets and helmets, looking like they were ready to go to war. All for a jazz concert. As I counted off our opening tune, I looked at those heavily armed officers and wondered what my first long-term music employer, a salty organist by the name of Brother Jack McDuff, would think about the whole thing. Knowing McDuff, he’d probably pull out a switchblade and threaten to mess some people up, then he’d take a puff of some reefer.


Near the end of the show—which, from where we were standing, felt like it was exceptionally well received—I launched into “The Greatest Love of All”—a tune I’d recorded for a Muhammad Ali biopic, a tune that took my career to the moon—and almost immediately after the first bar, a couple of folks in the front row held up a lit candle. A couple more people followed suit. And then a dozen more. And then a hundred more. And then a thousand more. Soon, almost every one of the 8,510 people in the house was waving a candle. And locking arms. And swaying side to side.


Black and white alike.


The candles had lit up the hall to the point that I could see virtually everybody’s face, and many of those faces were covered with tears. I’d only seen something like that once before, at a Mahalia Jackson Easter Sunday gig I played back in 1967—that wasn’t a surprise, though, because Mahalia Jackson could make anybody cry—but this went beyond even that. This was about togetherness, and new beginnings, and love for your fellow man.


Little surprise that when I turned around, my entire band was in tears. At that moment, for the first and only time in my music-playing life, I almost broke down onstage. But I somehow managed to keep it together and finish the song. I had to, really, because those people deserved it. The next morning, I left South Africa a better man than I’d been when I’d arrived.


Fast-forward twenty-three years. I’d just finished a show in South Africa, and a familiar-looking young man wandered over and said, “Hi, George. You probably don’t remember me, but I was part of the production team at that show in Cape Town.”


I snapped my fingers and said, “I do remember you! You used to hang out with my bodyguards!”


“That’s right! But . . .” He looked over his shoulder, as if to make certain nobody was listening to us, then leaned close to me and whispered, “Those weren’t your bodyguards.”


“What do you mean?” I whispered back.


“If a riot broke out, those men were going to assassinate you, and it would be told that you got killed in the fray. That way, South Africa would never have another interracial concert again.”


Speechless, I stared at this earnest young man and thought, Man, how the heck did a kid from Pittsburgh almost get himself assassinated in the middle of South Africa?




1  The Steel City


The Pittsburgh of the first half of the twentieth century had a bad rap, man, as much for what it wasn’t as for what it was, as much for what it didn’t have as for what it did. There weren’t any cultural upheavals in Pittsburgh, no Harlem Renaissances or Jazz Ages or any of that business. The city had steel mills, ghettos, dirt, segregation, and racism. Folks went to work, then they came home, then they did it again and again and again—but that’s not a bad thing. That’s what most Americans did then, and it’s what most Americans do now. They go to their job, they try to do it better than anybody else, they get their paycheck, they take care of their family as best they can, they hopefully listen to some music, and they live a good life.


But Pittsburgh wasn’t all mundane, gritty, and pedestrian; the city did produce its fair share of jazz cats. Art Blakey, one of the baddest drummers in bebop history—and one of the nicest guys you’ll ever meet—was born and bred in Pittsburgh. Erroll Garner, as pretty a piano player as you’ll hear, was also a Pittsburgh boy. Ray Brown—who was to bass what Art Blakey was to drums—was another one, as was the piano player Horace Parlan; the sweet trombonist Slide Hampton (Slide was actually from nearby Jeannette, but we’ll claim him as our own); and the brilliant, brilliant piano man Earl “Fatha” Hines (Earl was born in Duquesne, but we’ll take him, too). And then there was J. C. Moses, who killed on drums alongside everybody from bebopping Bud Powell to sax screamer Eric Dolphy; Bob Babbitt, who thumped the bass on all those Motown Records hits; the great, great, great, great Ahmad Jamal, whose piano was a direct influence on Miles Davis’s trumpet; Dakota Staton, who could jazz up the blues and blues up the jazz like few other girl singers; Roy Eldridge, whose nickname was Little Jazz but could’ve been Bigger Than Big Jazz because of that fat tone of his; Beaver Harris, a fine drummer who wanted to be Max Roach when he grew up; and Eddie Jefferson, the greatest scatter in the history of bebop. Oh, and let’s not leave out composer/bandleader Henry Mancini, composer/arranger Billy Strayhorn, and bassist/genius Paul Chambers.


And of course we can’t forget yours truly, George Washington Benson, a Pittsburgh jazz cat through and through.


My grandfather was a businessman named Major Evans, a hard worker and an ideas guy, always doing something to create a livelihood for himself. His favorite hobby was to squat down, take a deep breath, and pick up the back end of a Model T Ford; that’s how he demonstrated his physical prowess, what he used to call “my strength.” Years later, when I was old enough to know better, I got a chance to hang out with him, to find out what kind of guy he was and, most importantly, to see that he and I shared a lot of traits. I never lifted up the back of a car, but we were both headstrong, and we both liked to perform. Anybody with two eyes and two ears could tell within two minutes that we were from the same bloodline.


I was born in 1943—March 22, to be exact. My mother, Erma, had just turned fifteen, and my birth father, Charles Evans, was off fighting for America in World War II—I didn’t see the man until I was four years old. Heck, I guess I was two before he even knew he had a kid. But, man, he was just a kid himself, maybe nineteen, married to a young French girl.


Charles Evans found out about George Washington Benson when he was still stationed overseas, but he didn’t hear about me from my mother. The story goes that he was in a foxhole, ducking bullets—and firing back a few of his own—when one of his buddies came over and said, “Man, that boy looks just like you!”


My dad said, “What boy are you talking about?” The only boys Charles was concerned about right at that minute were the boys who were pointing guns at his head.


“That boy back home,” his buddy said. “Yeah, you got a son, man. He looks just like you.”


I finally met my dad when I was four. He was a tall man . . . or at least he seemed tall, especially when he put me on his shoulders and I saw Pittsburgh from one heck of a different angle. He was a stocky guy, small but lots of muscles, a live wire. And I bet if the circumstances were right, he could’ve lifted up a Model T, just like his daddy.


I lived with my mother in an impoverished neighborhood of Pittsburgh, but you know what? We didn’t know what poor meant. We just lived our lives, and it was a good life, and being in the ghetto didn’t matter one bit. I ate every day. My mother treated me kindly—heck, everyone around me in our neighborhood was kind. There was no poor. There was no rich. There was just life.


We lived in a hotel located right off of a place called Gilmore Alley, right in the heart of the ghetto of Pittsburgh . . . and Gilmore Alley was an actual alley, with dirty brick walls, garbage cans, and rodents. But it never bothered me. When you’re a kid, you take what’s given to you, and you don’t complain . . . at least maybe until later.


Mother was a church person, and she was always looking for the answers to life’s questions in the Bible. There were a lot of churches in our neighborhood, and I saw all of them: the ones that were beautiful and hosted wealthy parishioners, the ones that were crumbling and falling to pieces, and the ones that weren’t even churches—they were temporary tents. On a rainy, muddy Sunday when I was five or so, we went to a tent church. As the parishioners sang, the preacher jumped up and down, and made all kinds of funny noises. Something about it upset me, so I cried. My mother said, “If you start crying, I’m not going to buy you no sundae.” The ice cream sundae at the drugstore was my reward for not making any noise at church—and, man, I always looked forward to those sundaes. My crying ended just like that.


Not only was Mother a spiritual-minded person, but she always sang, so much so that her nickname in high school was Sing. She even hummed little melodies when she was nursing me, and all those songs stayed in my head. That’s probably how I got my start in music. (Then again, music might’ve been in my blood, as my father played trombone, drums, and piano. He wasn’t a professional, but word on the street was that Charles Evans was most definitely not a slouch.)


Going to church had one definite advantage: If you were a churchgoer and you wanted to sing, you sang—and, not only that, you sang in public. During holiday time, they took us downtown to a great department store, and I’d never been anywhere like it. It was bright and clean, and the Christmas shoppers walked up and down the aisles with pep in their step and gifts in their arms, a sight that left me longing for that life . . . but just a little bit. The sound of the choir bounced off of all the walls, then right back into our ears, and I thought, This is exciting. This is big time. But since my mother changed churches as often as some folks change their socks, singing in a store was a rare opportunity.


I went to Letsche Elementary School, an integrated but mostly African American school, located, ironically, right next door to the school I went to later, Connelly Vocational High School—and I say “ironically” because few African Americans could get into Connelly. You really had to have tremendous grades, a track record of good behavior, and some obvious potential. Once the music teachers at Letsche found out I could sing, that was it; they called me up for everything. “All right, Little Georgie,” they’d say, “come on up here and sing something for us.” (Most folks called me Little Georgie, because I was smaller than most of the other boys in my class.) Thanks to the singing, yours truly, Little Georgie Benson, became popular around the school. As I’ve always found, music can open the lines of communication between old people and young, between black people and white.


I also tried to play a few instruments, one of which was the old, raggedy piano in the living room of our hotel. The piano didn’t grab me much because it was beat up to the point of unplayability, plus my hands were too small to do much with the keys. It was fun banging around for a little bit every once in a while, but it got old fast. (I’m sure my mother wasn’t particularly disappointed that I stopped beating the heck out of that raggedy keyboard.) Next came the violin, and that stuck because it was manageable: a lightweight, easy-to-carry instrument with four strings and a thin neck I could handle. It wasn’t the coolest axe in the world, but that didn’t faze me, because if I heard a tune off of the radio, I could more or less play it by ear—I didn’t need to read music, so I didn’t learn how to read music—and the ability to entertain my mother with a song mitigated the instrument’s alleged uncoolness.


Gilmore Alley was right by Fullerton Street, one of the friendliest, most vibrant blocks in our immediate area. There was always hustle, always bustle, and always shouts of “Got any I? Anybody want any I today?” I referred to ice. These guys were ice farmers. Ice was the only thing you could farm in our neighborhood—they didn’t have any cows, goats, or chickens in the ghetto. But why was ice such an important commodity, you might ask? Well, there were no refrigerators in Gilmore Alley because we didn’t have any electricity. For us, the icebox in the kitchen kept our food fresh, and the gas lamps on the wall kept the room bright.


In the summer they’d holler, “I . . . I . . . I . . .”; conversely, when it got cold you’d hear, “Coal man, coal man, coal man!” (See, coal was even more important than ice, because it was easier to find ways to stay cool in the summer than it was to stay warm in the winter. If you’re freezing cold in January, well, there’re only so many layers you can put on. In Gilmore Alley, coal was a basic necessity, right up there with food, water, clothing, shelter, and music.) One day, one of the coal men dumped a huge pile of the black rocks right at the entrance to our alley, and for us kids, man, that was an invitation to climb. I ran up the mound, then back down, then up, then down. During my next trip to the top, a car sped around the corner—a ’42 Chevy, to be precise—and came to a sudden, loud stop. The driver stepped out of the car, and he was wearing what we called an apple hat, the same kind made famous by Charlie Christian—or at least famous among in-the-know jazz fans. (Charlie, for those of you not in the know, wasn’t just one of the first bebop guitar players in history, but one of the first beboppers period. What he was doing alongside clarinetist Benny Goodman in 1939 was so advanced that even today, it sounds relevant to the point of innovation. If you’re a guitar player and you don’t know Charlie Christian up, down, and sideways, you’d better start doing your homework because there’ll be a test on this material next time I’m in your town.) The cat with the hat came over to the coal pile and called up to me, “Hey little boy! Can you tell me where Erma Benson lives?”


“You mean my mother? Yeah, she lives right here,” I said, pointing to our house.


“No, I’m not looking for your mother,” he said. “I’m looking for Erma Benson.”


I said, “Yeah, yeah, she’s right here.” He seemed like a good guy, so I jumped down off of the coal pile and led him to our place. And that’s how Tom Collier, the man who would one day become my stepfather, found out that Erma Benson, the object of his desire, had a child.


Tom was a novice guitar player—he was probably self-taught—but what he lacked in knowledge he made up for in passion and enthusiasm. I mean, man, he loved the instrument, loved jazz, and really loved Charlie Christian . . . which, of course, explained the hat. And that cat was protective of his axe. On the first day we moved into the Benson Hotel on Bedford Avenue, a three-story building with three other families, he put his acoustic guitar on a chair, knelt down, pointed at it, looked me straight in the eye, and said, “Now whatever you do, George, don’t touch that guitar.”


“Okay.”


“I mean it.”


“Okay.”


“Now I have to go to the bathroom. Promise you won’t touch it?”


“I promise.”


The second he left the room, I ran over, picked up the guitar, and started strumming, ding, dong, ding, dong, plink, plunk, plink, plunk. Because what seven-year-old does what they’re told?


Considering the speed and intensity with which he ran out of the bathroom, I was sure I was going to get a whupping, but he just gave me a smile, shook his head, and said, “Now you’re going to have to learn how to play it. If you’re going to be touching my guitar, you’re going to have to learn how to play it.”


Cool!


My hands were definitely too small for the guitar, so Tom took to the street and found a ukulele in a garbage can. No surprise, it was all cracked to pieces, as if somebody had purposely trashed it. (Why anybody would harm an instrument of any kind is beyond me.) But Tom was a handyman, and he got right to work—a little bit of glue, a set of strings, some ingenuity, and just like that, I had my first axe.


Tom taught me to play a few chords, but I took it from there, and being that it had four strings just like my violin, it wasn’t as difficult as it would’ve been had I not already been a plucker and a sawer. Another reason I took to the uke so quickly: my ears. I still couldn’t read music, but I was a great listener—you could attribute that to the fact that my mother sang to me all the time—and with some work, my fingers were almost always able to figure out what to do. I wasn’t trying to play anything particularly complex, mind you—just a few ditties from movie sound tracks by people like Jo Stafford and Virginia Mayo. Sometimes I was successful, and sometimes I wasn’t, but it was always a blast.


Tom had a record player, too—a portable . . . or at least it was called a portable. He played me a whole lot of Charlie Christian’s recordings with the Benny Goodman Sextet—little did anybody know that I’d someday share the stage and the studio with Benny himself; more about that later—and some records by George Shearing, the brilliant blind pianist whose star was rising beyond the moon.


Right next to the record player, there was a box. Plugged into the box, there was what I called a wire. And that wire was plugged into a guitar. Now, I’d never seen a guitar into which you could plug stuff. The first time I saw Tom click it on, I thought, What’s this going to do? I mean, I’d never seen anything plugged into a guitar, ever. Tom picked up the axe, gave it a strum, and Brrrrrmmmmgggggggg, there was the Sound, and I couldn’t believe it. I didn’t just hear that guitar—I felt it in my bones, my muscles, and my heart. Fascinated, I sat on the floor with my back against the speaker and listened to the Sound for hours. I was hooked on electric guitar from the very beginning.


Discovering electric guitar was important, of course, but equally important to me—and this may sound funny, but it’s true—was Pittsburgh’s newspaper-selling program, a program that kids were allowed to join when they were seven. (Can you imagine that today? Seven-year-olds selling papers? Or seven-year-olds selling anything other than lemonade out in front of their houses? Me, neither.) Wanting to help out around the house, I hopped aboard, and soon enough, I was among the best of the best. One evening, I was sitting on the steps in front of the hotel, entertaining my girlfriends with my ukelele, keeping my eye on the big clock on top of one of the nearby buildings, knowing that if I didn’t pick up my papers at the nearby newsstand by seven, I wouldn’t have anything to sell that evening. I got so wrapped up in my performance that I lost track of the time; the next time I looked up, it was 6:59, which meant I had only one minute to run the three blocks and procure my papers. I stopped singing and told the girls, “Oh, I’ve got to go,” then sprinted down to the newspaper stand, careful not to trip and fall, and bust my ukelele.


The newspaper stand was on Wylie Avenue and Fulton Street, right in the heart of the action, right across the street from the Stanley’s Bar and Grille—the bar where everybody who was anybody in the jazz world played: Charlie Parker, Billy Eckstine, Art Blakey, everybody. The man at the stand gave me my five newspapers for the evening, which I would (hopefully) sell for a nickel apiece, which would earn me a penny and a half per paper. (When you run the numbers, you’ll dig that if you sold all five of your papers, you’d get seven and a half cents. But they don’t make half cents, so they’d round it down to seven. Not up to eight. Down to seven. That’s Pittsburgh math for you.)


My first stop was a bar called Spokane’s, and man, that was a rough place to sell papers—heck, it was a rough place to sell anything, what with all the people making all kinds of racket, and the jukebox blaring tunes of all shapes and sizes, plus the smoke was so thick that I could barely see a foot in front of me. I’d walk through the place, tap somebody on the knee, give them my most charming look, and say, “Excuse me, mister, would you like to buy a paper?” Most of the time, nobody even knew I was there—I was a little boy, after all, and that place was noisy.


I had less than one hour to move some merchandise, because my mother wanted me home at eight, so since nothing was happening at Spokane’s, I took it to the street. As hard as it was to move any merchandise inside the bar, it was that much harder outside, because most everybody was rushing home from work. (That taught me to always show up on time. Punctuality makes your life much easier and much better.) After a few minutes of nothing, I made my way back to the stand, but a man stopped me: “Hey, little boy, give me a newspaper.”


“Oh. Oh! Oh! Ooooookay! That’ll be five cents.”


The guy reached into his pocket and pulled out a quarter. “This is all I’ve got,” he said. “I don’t have any other change.”


My shoulders slumped. I’d lost the sale. But the gentleman took pity on me; he handed me the quarter and said, “Here. You keep the change.”


“Really?” I asked.


“Really.” I gave him his paper, he gave me my quarter, and we went our respective ways. I walked—no, strutted—to the newspaper stand, knowing that I’d cleared about twenty cents.


That money was burning a hole in my pocket, so I walked over to Goode’s Drug Store, which had, as far as I was concerned, the best candy selection in the area. I peeked over the top of the candy counter—and that’s as far as I was able to peek; it was exactly my height—and tried to figure out how to distribute my newfound wealth. A chocolate bar, maybe? Or some hard candies? A little of each? These were some difficult decisions, man.


Right as I was about to make my selection, a man tapped me on the shoulder and said, “Hey, boy. Can you play that thing?”


Without even thinking, I started strumming, then sang, “I used to spend my money to make you look real sweet / I wanted to be proud of you when we walk down the street / Now don’t ask me to dress you up in satin and silk / Your eyes look like two cherries in a glass of buttermilk.”


A crowd formed around me, probably shocked that a seven-year-old kid was singing “Bloodshot Eyes” by Wynonie Harris. When I got to the chorus, folks started reaching into their pockets and pulling out their spare change. As I tried to figure out how I was going to round up these tips, a boy pushed his way through the crowd: my cousin, Reginald Benson. Reginald, who was a year older than me, was a quick thinker, so he took off his baseball cap, held it out, and one by one, folks gave us their pennies, nickels, dimes, and quarters, plink, plink, plink. I took in three dollars, an outrageous amount of money for a single song. I gave Reginald seventy-five cents for his trouble, one quarter out of each dollar. Just like that, Reginald and I were rich.


Word started getting around. Folks learned who I was and what I did, and most everywhere I went, I’d get requests. There was a playground right down the street from Spokane’s, a brand-new playground, probably the nicest around. One afternoon, after a few hours of playing, I was on my way back home, and I ran into two guys, one of whom I knew well: Mr. Nesbitt, the director at the local rec center where I shot pool, played basketball, and knocked around some Ping-Pong balls. Mr. Nesbitt said to his friend, “There he is. There’s that kid right there. Little Georgie Benson. The one I was telling you about.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out a coin. “Georgie, here’s a quarter. Sing that song ‘I Got the Blues.’ ”


“I Got the Blues” was one of my favorites, a tune by the great bebop singer Eddie Jefferson. At that point, I didn’t know much about Eddie or his music, but I knew I liked his voice, and I knew I loved that song. (Heck, I love Eddie so much that I recorded his tune “Moody’s Mood for Love” on multiple occasions, and it has remained a regular part of my set list ever since.)


Who was I to refuse a request, especially when it was accompanied by a quarter, so I belted out, “I got the blues. I don’t know how to lose it. I got the blues.” I used to sing it twice as fast as I do now, so it probably didn’t sound as bluesy as it should have. When I got to the second chorus, Mr. Nesbitt and his friend started laughing. I wondered, What’re they laughing at? What’s wrong with these guys? But I kept right on singing. The more I sang, the more they laughed, and it got to the point where they were literally rolling around on the ground, holding their stomachs, unable to catch their breath. I cut the song short, put the quarter in my pocket, and went on home.


Fast forward twenty-some-odd years. I was playing at a small club, and there he is, the man himself, Eddie Jefferson. He introduced himself—which was unnecessary, because once you saw Eddie Jefferson’s weathered, smiling face, you’d recognize him anywhere. After some pleasantries, he said, “George, you won’t remember this, but when you were a little kid, I came to you on the street corner. You were singing ‘I Got the Blues’ . . .”
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