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This book is dedicated to
Gary Haber
(1950-2014)
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If anyone in my life wore a “white hat,” it was Gary Haber.
He gave me the very best business advice, which I profit from to this day!
He was a life advisor to me, and after his passing I realized that I would actually have to grow up!


Honest, intelligent, and the kindest person I have ever known—
Thank you, Gary, for being at the center of my life and career!


Tony Brown
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“ICONS AREN’T MANUFACTURED ON AN ASSEMBLY LINE.


THEY ARE CARVED OUT OF TIME.”





Rick Caballo
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FORTY OF MY CLOSEST FRIENDS AND COLLEAGUES, WHO PLAYED KEY ROLES AT MY LIFE’S PIVOTAL INTERSECTIONS, TAKE A SEAT IN MY CHAIR AS WE LOOK BACK ON THE JOURNEY AND CAREER THAT I WAS BLESSED WITH.





Serendipitous moments have happened throughout my life, as it relates to my career trajectory. Much of my journey was not planned, and although I mostly followed my heart, my instincts helped me make some very wise decisions. Pictures sometimes tell this kind of story better than words, which is why I’ve chosen key people to be featured in my French Renaissance chair. The chair represents me. And those in the chair were present at the intersections where I took a big step, or maybe a subtle right or left turn.


Although my relationships with those featured in this book span years—or even decades—I will introduce you to my friends by naming the year I believe was the most significant in our history.


We all have a destiny, and we can affect it for good, or just stay steady and moving straight ahead. You’ll discover that the famous quote by Seneca that says, “Luck is what happens when preparation meets opportunity,” definitely applies to my life.


I’ve really enjoyed putting this book together and feel proud to have such talented and kind friends be a part of my life story. I look forward to the next chapter in my life. I hope you enjoy this one.
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1940s



THE EARLY YEARS


WE WERE SO POOR IN THOSE DAYS, BUT SOMEHOW I JUST DIDN’T REALIZE IT.


Growing up poor is how I learned humility and that middle class folks were not rich just because they had nice brick homes and fancy cars. They shared the same values as my family but had more shiny things, which they had worked for. We had very little—no indoor plumbing for bathrooms, no TV, a rattletrap car, and lots of our Christmas presents and clothes came from Goodwill. But we did have an old upright piano. And my time spent playing it would serve me very well later on.


My dad became an evangelist after he was diagnosed with lung cancer. We kids would play and sing, and he would preach hellfire and brimstone (an old Southern expression).


In my childhood, I began to analyze how to move up the food chain while remaining humble. I wouldn’t change a thing about the way I was raised. My musical ability, cultivated during that time, became my “glass slipper,” except I wouldn’t lose it!


I love the sentiment of the Ricky Skaggs song “Don’t Get Above Your Raisin’.” It’s kind of funny, but it’s the way blue-collar Southern folks thought about things. And it’s the way I still think about things.
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1. Me in front of Dad’s car in Greensboro, North Carolina.






[image: image]







2. Me in front of our house in Greensboro.
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3. Me with Dad, my brothers, and my sister in Elkin, North Carolina, at my grandmother’s house (I’m first to Dad’s right).
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4. Me (center), Mom, and my brothers on our dairy farm in Greensboro.
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5. Me (second to right), my brothers, and my sister dressed up for church in Walkertown, North Carolina.
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6. Grandma Brown, Dad, and all my aunts in Winston-Salem, North Carolina.
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7. Me, Mom, and my sister at home in Walkertown.














1950s


MY FIRST PERFORMANCE


When I was thirteen, I played piano in my first live performance as part of The Brown Family Singers at the annual Southern Gospel Music Festival in Benson, North Carolina (photo left). My feet barely touched the pedals. The crowd’s big response to my confidence, despite my small stature, caused me to catch the bug for being in showbiz. I played the song “All the Way” in the key of F. It was the only song I knew but I could play the hell out of it!




1. Me at my first performance at the Southern Gospel Music Festival in Benson.


2. Me, Mom, and my aunts at a family gathering in Winston-Salem.


3. Swimming in Monroe, Louisiana.
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MY FATHER WAS A STRICT EVANGELIST. I WAS ONLY ALLOWED TO LISTEN TO GOSPEL MUSIC.


















1950s-1960s



THE BROWN FAMILY SINGERS


The Brown Family Singers would become a musical sensation. We were a very close family, and life revolved around music and all things church. We didn’t have much money but excelled because of the fun and love that surrounded us.


I left home at fourteen years of age to live with two other families that had gospel singing groups. That’s when I experienced middle-class life. These families lived in brick houses and drove brand-new cars. Getting a taste of their lifestyle made me feel rich, and it gave me the drive and desire to rise to that level of living.
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Mom, Henry, Dad, Nancy, me, and Jerry in our family singing group promo photograph.


















MY EVANGELIST FATHER AND PLAYING CHURCH REVIVALS


Because we weren’t necessarily affiliated with one particular denomination—although I think we kind of called ourselves Baptists—my dad preached and we sang at all kinds of evangelical churches and their revivals. That included Baptist, Methodist, Moravian, Salvation Army, Church of God, Assembly of God, Nazarene, Holiness, and churches from different branches of those denominations.


We also sang and preached in black churches. Those had the best music and I took notice. Also, Pentecostal churches always had great music.


Every day of every week was about church for the Brown family. There was Sunday morning service and Sunday night service. On Mondays, we visited people’s homes to invite them to church. Tuesday nights we went to the old folks’ home to sing to all of the shut-ins. On Wednesdays, we had prayer meeting at the church. Then Thursdays we either had Bible study at someone’s home or some church hosted Dad to preach. Friday nights were usually times for gospel singings, or concerts we held with other Southern gospel groups. Saturday nights were like Friday nights—we’d hit other towns to perform with different gospel music groups.
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Walkertown newspaper clipping featuring The Brown Family Singers.








MY MUSICAL FAMILY


Dad was a musical evangelist, who originally played piano for The Brown Family Singers while my two brothers, my sister, and I sang together as a quartet. My brothers, Jerry and Henry, were featured up front as the main singers while my sister, Nancy, and I covered the harmony parts. After singing in the group awhile, I eventually learned to play the piano and was given the opportunity to play on one song during our shows. It became a highlight of our service. I was small in stature and there was a lot of excitement when I played. Needless to say, it made an impression on me. I later talked the family into letting me play two songs at every service. It was a hit. My future was sealed at that point, and the rest is history.















1960s



THE EARLY YEARS


MOVING IN WITH MY PIANO TEACHER


Once I was playing piano on two songs at every service, my dad realized that I had talent. He put me on a bus and sent me to a six-week gospel music camp in Dallas, Texas. It was called The Stamps Quartet School of Music. They strictly taught the Southern gospel style of singing and playing, which in those days looked like four singers around one piano player.


Linda Robinson was my teacher there, and months after camp ended, she persuaded my dad to let me move in with her family who were a gospel singing group in Bastrop, Louisiana. The catch was that, in exchange for free board and piano lessons, I would play in their group. Linda encouraged me to expand my ability to play by ear since I could not read music. It literally changed my life. My brothers had learned to read music and I had not, which had always made me feel like a failure—until I met Linda and got a boost in my confidence. I can thank my dad for pushing me to do that.


I LEARNED TO GROW UP FAST WHILE AWAY FROM HOME


Being away from home from a young age helped me grow up fast. Playing with Linda’s groups also offered me a lot of experience onstage and helped lay the groundwork for my career backing some of music’s greatest performers.
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1. Linda Robinson showing me some new licks at her home in Bastrop, Louisiana.
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2. Linda Robinson and her brother, Danny, at my home in Nashville in 2017.
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3. Me, Linda Robinson, and Rita Robinson of the Robinson Family Singers featured in a Bastrop newspaper.
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4. Janet Downey and I at a talent show at Bastrop High School. We won the contest that night and were featured in a Bastrop newspaper.
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