






















Brother Ray















also by David Ritz







Biography





DIVIDED SOUL: THE LIFE OF MARVIN GAYE


FAITH IN TIME: THE LIFE OF JIMMY SCOTT



Autobiography




BROTHER RAY (cowritten with Ray Charles)


INSIDE MY LIFE (cowritten with Smokey Robinson)


THE RHYTHM AND THE BLUES (cowritten with Jerry Wexler)


RAGE TO SURVIVE (cowritten with Etta James)
BLUES ALL AROUND ME (cowritten with BB King)


GUIDE TO LIFE (cowritten with Sinbad)
FROM THESE ROOTS (cowritten with Aretha Franklin) 
THE BROTHERS (cowritten with the Neville Brothers)


REACH (cowritten with Laila Ali)


GUILLAUME (cowritten with Robert Guillaume)


HOWLING AT THE MOON (cowritten with Walter Yetnikoff)



Novels




SEARCH FOR HAPPINESS 
THE MAN WHO BROUGHT THE DODGERS BACK TO BROOKLYN
DREAMS
BLUE NOTES UNDER A GREEN FELT HAT 
BARBELLS AND SAXOPHONES
FAMILY BLOOD
PASSION FLOWERS
TAKE IT OFF! TAKE IT ALL OFF!



Songs




SEXUAL HEALING
BROTHERS IN THE NIGHT
LOVE IS THE LIGHT
RELEASE YOUR LOVE
CAN YOU TELL ME WHO THE HEROES ARE?




















Ray Charles and David Ritz




[image: i_Image1a]






BROTHER
 RAY





[image: i_Image1a]






Ray Charles’ Own Story







[image: i_Image1]


























For our mothers, Aretha Robinson and Pearl Ritz

















Copyright © 1978 by Ray Charles and David Ritz
 New material copyright © 1992, 2003, 2004 by David Ritz


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without the prior written permission of the publisher. Printed in the United States of America.


Cataloging-in-Publication data for this book is available from the Library of Congress.


First Da Capo Press edition 1992
Second Da Capo Press edition 2003
Third Da Capo Press edition 2004
This Da Capo Press paperback edition of Brother Ray is an unabridged republication of the edition published in New York in 1978, with the addition of an Epilogue, discography, and some new photographs. It is reprinted by arrangement with the authors. 
ISBN 0-306-81431-5


eBook ISBN:9780786728039


Published by Da Capo Press
A Member of the Perseus Books Group
http://www.dacapopress.com


Da Capo Press books are available at special discounts for bulk purchases in the U.S. by corporations, institutions, and other organizations. For more information, please contact the Special Markets Department at the Perseus Books Group, 11 Cambridge Center, Cambridge, MA 02142, or call (800) 255-1514 or (617) 252-5298, or e-mail j.mccrary@perseusbooks.com.


9—07 06   05


Lyrics from “Romance in the Dark”: Words and Music by Lil Green. © Copyright 1940 by Duchess Music Corporation, New York, N.Y. Used by permission of Leeds Music Limited, London


Lyrics from “Blackjack” by Ray Charles: Copyright © 1955 by Progressive Music Publishing Co., Inc. Assigned to Unichappel Music, Inc. (Belinda Music, publisher). Reproduced by permission of Carlin Music Corporation. International Copyright Secured. All rights reserved.


Lyrics from “What Have They Done to My Song Ma” by Melanie Safka: © Copyright 1970 Kama Rippa Music, Inc. and Amelanie Music, Inc. All rights for the world assigned to Yellow Dog Music, Inc. Reproduced by permission of Carlin Music Corporation. All rights reserved.




















Acknowledgments



[image: a1.gif]




This project could never have existed without the wonderful example set for me by my passionate, music-loving father when I was a very young boy. And without the love of my family—my wife Roberta, my daughters Alison and Jessica, and my sisters Esther and Elizabeth—I surely would have suffered some wild breakdown before completing the book.


I am grateful to Joyce Johnson for her splendid editing and to Aaron Priest for his splendid agenting.


And for their assistance, I thank Joe Adams—who first let me in—Mrs. Joshua Kahn—who patiently transcribed every word of this book into Braille for Ray—Ron Boyd, Ivan Hoffman, Vera Tussing, Darryl Hardy, Gwen Cavitte, Beatrice Williams, Ruth Reams, Milt Garred, Quincy Jones, Nancy Jeris, Robert Foster, Jeff Brown, Norman Granz, Percy Mayfield, Paul Behn, Clarence Nelson, Lowell Fulson, Hank Crawford, Ahmet Ertegun, Mac Rebennack, Betty Carter, David Newman, Eddie Palmer, James Clay, Billy Brooks, Bill Tallmadge, Sid Feller, Charlie the Collector, Jack Lauderdale, Jorgen Grunnet Jepsen (for his Jazz Records), and Jerry Wexler, whose enthusiasm came at just the right time.


—D.R.


















Introduction





by Ray Charles








[image: a1.gif]








Before I decided to work on this book I thought about it a long time. I considered all the possible consequences and rewards.


Would I be hurting myself? That was my first question. Would I be hurting anyone else? Did I really have anything to hide, anything which I couldn’t tell, anything which I was ashamed of?


The answer to those questions is no. Looking back, I couldn’t see anything that needed to be censored. There was no reason not to be straight. What’s done is done. Ain’t no taking it back. I can’t turn around, and I don’t want to. That’s not my nature. Besides, I’ve been there already. So I decided to tell you all I can remember, according to my truest memories.


I never planned to write a book about my life. Had no earthly idea. So I’ve been sloppy about keeping things—even my own phonograph records—and I’ve come to these pages cold. No notes, no diaries.


It’s all coming from my mind, from months and months of talking, from letting my thoughts run loose and free. Sometimes my memory’s been sharp as a tack; other times my brain’s given out and I’ve just drawn blanks. I’ve tried to recall everything—the good along with the raunchy—but I know I haven’t succeeded.


I’ve been hearing about myself for a long time. Some of the things people say are just opinion—good or bad. Some of the items are highly inaccurate or misleading. And there’s also lavish praise—folk calling me a cornerstone of music or a legend in my own time.


That’s strong language, and lately I’ve been trying to figure out how I really feel about it. How do I look upon myself? Well, in order to figure that out, I must look into myself.


That requires going back. Putting everything in the right perspective. Seeing where I come from and what I’ve actually been through. That takes some time and some thought.


I intend to go back and relive it. And I’m pleased to have you come along with me, pleased that you’re interested enough to sit there and listen to me tell my story.




















Brother Ray
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Before I begin, let me say right here and now that I’m a country boy. And, man, I mean the real backwoods! That’s at the start of the start of the thing, and that’s at the heart of the thing. All I ever saw—and I’m talking literally—was the country.


I didn’t lose my sight till I was seven. It happened gradually. So I have years of pictures of country places, country people, country animals in my mind.


I was born in Albany, Georgia, on September 23, 1930. A few months later we moved to a little town in northern Florida, only thirty or forty miles from the Georgia border. On the map it reads Greenville, but we always pronounced it Greensville, with an s. That was home. Greensville’s very much like Plains, Georgia, if you’ll pardon my comparison. Same part of the country and same sort of tiny rural village.


You hear folks talking ‘bout being poor. But listen here: When I say we were poor, I’m spelling it with a capital P. Even compared to other blacks in Greensville, we were on the bottom of the ladder looking up at everyone else. Nothing below us‘cept the ground.


Fact is, I was fairly old when I got my first pair of shoes. Indoor plumbing was something we never even dreamed of. And yet I was taken care of. Two women loved me. It sounds strange, but I actually had two mothers.


My father’s name was Bailey Robinson, and to tell the truth, I wouldn’t bet a lot of money he and my mother ever were married. My mother’s name was Aretha. ‘Retha was what everyone called her.


The old man wasn’t part of my life. He was a tall dude—I remember that. But he was hardly ever around. He drove steel or spikes on the crossties on the railroad between Perry, Florida, and Adel, Georgia. Sometimes he came around to see Mama, but not very often. He was so big and she was so small that people often confused them for father and daughter.


I recall one morning—I still must have been a very small child—when he was leaving the house and I asked him if he was going to get on top of Mama and play with her. I knew they were always doing something like that when I was supposed to be sleeping. But I didn’t know exactly what it was.


Those little shotgun shacks were tiny, and you were just about on top of each other anyway.


So Bailey came and went. I didn’t really get to know the man. Maybe ‘cause he worked on the railroad and was always gone; maybe ‘cause he didn’t care. Can’t say.


But in the country we had two kinds of marriages—common law and the normal type. Relationships between men and women, though, are things that a little child can’t easily understand, and to this day I’m not certain what the entanglements were all about.


I do know that Bailey’s first wife—a woman named Mary Jane—was someone who loved and cared for me like a mother. Probably it was during his marriage to her that Bailey had a love affair with ‘Retha—which is how I got here. Bailey had another wife after he split up with Mary Jane. Her name was Stella, but I didn’t really know her.


Yeah, Mary Jane took to me like I was her own. She’d lost a son named Jabbo, and maybe I became a substitute. Who knows?


There’s a lot about this part of my life—the earliest years—that remains mysterious, but you have to remember that I was too young to do any serious questioning. And besides, a little kid wasn’t supposed to be asking any questions.


In spite of all this confusion about who was loving who, living with who or leaving who, I do know that two women—Mama and Mary Jane—bathed me in affection and cared for me as long as they were both alive. Fact is, I called ‘Retha “Mama” and Mary Jane “Mother.”


Mama was small—110 pounds or so—and she was also sickly. It wasn’t that she couldn’t work. In fact, she worked all her natural life. She quit school after the fifth grade and worked the tobacco and cotton fields, snapped beans, and hulled peas.


But now her main job was washing and ironing. Other women in our neighborhood gave her some of the extra work they got from white folks. It was like subcontracting. Hardly made any money at it, but whatever there was went toward clothing and feeding me.


Mama was a rare human being. She was no softy; really strict as hell. I mean discipline was her middle name. She showed me that discipline is a kind of love. And that’s something I believe to this day. Mama taught me all kinds of things—big lessons, little lessons—which I’ve kept with me and use every day of my life.


She was a weak woman, but that was only physically. In all other ways, she was strong. Didn’t drink, smoke, or swear. Lots of rules. Lots of practical, down-to-earth common sense. And at the top of the list were two: You do not beg and you do not steal.


We slept together—Mama and me—till I was eleven or twelve. Or else I slept on the floor. It was very cool down there, specially on hot summer nights.


We lived in all sorts of different places, moving from pillar to post. Often we found ourselves in the kind of shack which could have gone up in smoke at the drop of a match.


But somehow we made it.


Mary Jane and Mama were two very different women. Mary Jane had a couple of good jobs. Her first gig was for white people, supposedly one of the older families—the Osbys. And she also worked at the sawmill. Actually, Greensville was a sawmill town, and women worked there alongside men. Truth is, most men today would shy away from the sort of work Mary Jane did—lifting huge wet boards and throwing ‘em into the steamer.


This might surprise you, but Mary Jane and Mama got along just fine. Mama was a lot stricter and Mary Jane much more lenient—but that didn’t matter none. For instance, Mary Jane wouldn’t let Mama whip me. And usually Mama didn’t argue with her. Maybe that’s because she knew that Mary Jane was always giving me stuff—little foods that I specially liked and small articles of clothing.


I also remember that when they were still together, Bailey and Mary Jane ran a cafe not far from my grandmother’s house, the kind of place that sold candies and breads and beer. I must have been around three years old at this time.


Mary Jane called me her “monkey doodle.” Yeah, that was her name for me, and she was an awfully protective woman. On the other hand, Mama had a little more vision about preparing me for the real world. She let me roam, let me make my own mistakes, let me discover the world for myself.


There were two sons born to ‘Retha—my brother George and me. George was a year younger than me, and he was a phenomenal kid. By the time he was three, he could add, multiply, and divide. Neighbors came by just to watch him do his little mathematics; they were fascinated by him.


George also had a highly developed talent for inventing games and designing toys. Since there was no money for stuff like that, you had to make your own. And George did just that—putting together tiny cars and other devices with strings and wires. The kid was inventive and, in many special ways, brilliant. I could see that Mama was amazed by George, and so was everyone else living around us.


The two of us were little free spirits. We ran off into the woods, threw pebbles and rocks into the streams. We picked blackberries and we laughed when Mama yelled, “Get outta that berry patch ‘fore a rattlesnake up and bites your head off’


I can see the landscape—the pecan, chinaberry, and pine trees, the pigs and cows and chickens. I remember hog killing time. I can see men shooting hogs in the ear and cutting their throats to let the blood drain away. Then a short while later we’d be chewing on that same animal for dinner.


Country folk don’t miss nothing on the pig—ears, feets, insides, and outsides. We ate everything on the hog except the oink. Neck bones, chitlins, collard greens, rice smothered with onion gravy, cabbage with thick pieces of ham, sweet watermelon. . . . Man, we might be poor, but we ate good.


If we had chicken, it had to be on Sunday, our church day. Oh yes, Lord, Mama believed in going to church. Ours was the Shiloh Baptist Church, and I liked it best for the singing.


Church was simple: Preacher sang or recited, and the congregation sang right back at him. Hardly any accompaniment—we didn’t have a piano in church until I became much older—and the services were basic and raw. That’s how I got my first religion and my first music.


I was a curious kid, a little mischievous, but for the most part well behaved. I was raised to obey my mama. In the country, you did what adults told you to do. If you didn’t, you got a licking. Never more complicated than that.


I was a happy kid. I loved the country with all its colors and mysteries. At night, when it got so dark that I couldn’t see my hand in front of my face, I snuck out back with a box of matches and struck ‘em all. My eyes glowed with wonder, and I felt like I was lighting up the whole world!


By day I gazed into the sun—maybe too much for my own good. And during storms I waited for the lightning. Most kids were frightened of lightning, but to me it was beautiful. I tried to jump into it—that’s how stupid I was. The white streak running across the black sky thrilled me.


And so did the radiance and glow of the sun. Thinking back, I see that I could have been an arsonist; it was a miracle to witness the power of light and heat.


And then there was music. I heard it early, just as soon as I was seeing or talking or walking. It was always there—all shapes, all kinds, all rhythms. Music was the only thing I was really anxious to get out of bed for.


I was born with music inside me. That’s the only explanation I know of, since none of my relatives could sing or play an instrument. Music was one of my parts. Like my ribs, my liver, my kidneys, my heart. Like my blood. It was a force already within me when I arrived on the scene. It was a necessity for me—like food or water. And from the moment I learned that there were piano keys to be mashed, I started mashing ‘em, trying to make sounds out of feelings.


Sometimes I’m asked about my biggest musical influence as a kid. I always give one name: Mr. Wylie Pitman. I called him Mr. Pit.


Now you won’t find Mr. Pit in any history of jazz, and the man’s not in the Down Beat Hall of Fame. But, sweethearts, you can take my word for it: Mr. Pit could play some sure-enough boogie-woogie piano. And best of all, he lived down the road from us.


Red’Wing Cafe. I can see the big ol’ red sign smack in front of me right now. That was Mr. Pit’s place. It was a little general store where he and his wife, Miss Georgia, sold items like soda water, beer, candies, cakes, cigarettes, and kerosene. Mr. Pit also rented out rooms.


Mama and me were always welcome there and, in fact, during one period when we were really down and out, we lived at the Red Wing Cafe for a while.


Mr. Pit’s place was the center of the black community in Greens-ville, and when you walked into the cafe you saw two things—right off—which shaped me for the rest of my life.


Talkin’ ‘bout a piano and a jukebox.


Oh, that piano! It was an old, beat-up upright and the most wonderful contraption I had ever laid eyes on. Boogie-woogie was hot then, and it was the first style I was exposed to. Mr. Pit played with the best of them. He just wasn’t interested in a musical career; if he had been, I know he would have made it big. He just wanted to stay in Greensville and lead a simple life.


Well, one day when Mr. Pit started to playing, I waddled on up to the piano and just stared. It astonished and amazed me—his fingers flying, all those chords coming together, the sounds jumping at me and ringing in my ears.


You’d think an older cat would be put off by this young kid hangin’ round. Not Mr. Pit. Maybe that’s ‘cause he and Miss Georgia didn’t have children of their own. But for whatever reasons, the man treated me like a son; he lifted me on the stool and put me right there on his lap. Then he let me run my fingers up and down the keyboard. That was a good feeling, and forty-five years later, it still feels good.


I tried to figure out how he could make all those notes come together. I was a baby, but I was trying to invent some boogie-woogie licks of my own.


Some days I’d be out in the yard back of the house. If I heard Mr. Pit knocking out some of that good boogie-woogie, I’d drop what I was doing and run over to his place. The man always let me play.


“That’s it, sonny! That’s it!” he’d scream, encouraging me like I was his student or his son.


He saw I was willing to give up my playing time for the piano, so I guess he figured I loved music as much as he did. And all this was happening when I was only three.


I couldn’t spend enough time with that gentleman. I was there for hours—sitting on his lap, watching him play or trying to play myself. He was a patient and loving man who never tired of me.


“Come over here, boy, and see what you can do with this pie-ano,” he’d say, always helpful, always anxious to teach me something new. And when I look back now, I know he saw something in me, felt something in me, which brought out the teacher in him.


The jukebox was the other wonder. There was a long bench at Mr. Pit’s place, and I had my special place, right at the end, smack against the loudspeaker. That’s where I would sit for hours, enthralled by the different sounds.


I heard the radio round town, though there were only white stations on it. No way they’d be playing real blues—I mean hollering-through-the-hollow-log blues. But records were also around, and the first ones I listened to were on Mr. Pit’s jukebox.


Boogie-woogie, baby! The jukebox was jumping with the stuff. There was Pete Johnson, Meade Lux Lewis, and Albert Ammons. And you better believe that there was also some filthy blues, some country blues, coming out of that same box—Tampa Red, Blind Boy Phillips, and Washboard Sam.


Sure, I listened to the blues and boogie-woogie, but I also heard the big bands of the time. And you gotta remember that this was the Deep South, and the airwaves were running wild with hillbilly tunes from morning till night.


The earliest part of my life was filled with music of many styles, and I liked it all. I was also curious ‘bout it. I wondered . . . hmmm, how’d they do this, or how’d they do that?


There’s a mechanical side of music which has always fascinated me: the way the thing is put together. Actually mechanics of all kinds interested me. ‘Round Greensville my nickname soon became “Mechanic,” ‘cause even as a toddler I was poking my nose inside engines and motors to see what made ‘em tick.


When I wasn’t called Mechanic, they called me RC. My full name is Ray Charles Robinson, though how and why I dropped the Robinson is something I’ll tell you later.


I remember seeing colors. Red. Well, that was hot and bright and brilliant. Brown and blue were cooler colors. White was pale. And green was soothing.


And though I went blind before I got to look at a big city or an airplane, I did see cars. Mr. Pit had an old brown Plymouth, and he let me ride in it with him, showing me how to shift gears, how to steer, and how to apply the brakes.


Can you picture this little country town? You must remember that it was simple—a simple time and a simple place. We were back in the woods, and the feeling of life and the spirit among the people was good. There was something very nice about these early years.


Of course Greensville was segregated to the teeth—blacks on one side, whites on the other. But I was a little kid, and what did I know? To me, it seemed like a connected community. Everyone had a link to everyone else. Folk really cared about one another.


There were chitlin switches and giant fish fries. Since Greensville was in a dry county—Madison—some of the men drove to Georgia and brought back what we called sealed liquor. And if they didn’t do that, they filled themselves silly with moonshine.


Us kids slurped down Kool-Aid, went racing off into the woods and played games, exploring that world of ours back among the trees and the ponds. And naturally my brother George and I were always together; he was my first and my best pal.


On my fourth birthday Mama gave me a party. Someone had an old-fashioned ice-cream churn, the kind that’s packed with salt and ice. We had to stir the thing by hand, and it took lots of manpower and womanpower. But when we were through, we were glad about the results. Never tasted anything before or since so good.


Didn’t bother us any that we were poor. Didn’t bother us ‘cause we didn’t know any better. Folks who don’t have much—and ain’t ever had much—can get along just fine. Just fine, that is, till they start seeing that there’s more to be had.


The main thing I saw, though, was Mama. She and Mary Jane were the only ones to really take care of me, and naturally I still remember the way both those women looked.


I often shared Mary Jane’s bed, too, though I never saw her or Mama naked. They were always careful to be right proper around me.


Mary Jane was a bit larger than Mama, and her attitude toward me was more like a grandma doting over a grandson. She indulged me. Still, it didn’t bother Mama none if I went to Mary Jane’s to spend the night.


They were both beautiful women, I know that for sure. Both brown-skinned with clear, lovely complexions. And though they worked hard doing rough, burdensome chores, they had gentle souls.


Thing I remember most ‘bout Mama was her hair. Wasn’t like the hair you see on so many women today—all teased and toughened up, sprayed and shellacked, so when you touch it you might get cut. No, sir.


Mama’s hair was like a good cat’s fur, if you can feature that. And it was long: it trailed all the way down to her buttocks. There was a fine sheen to it. And one of the prettiest pictures in my brain is that dark black hair, soft and velvety. I loved stroking it; I loved running my fingers through it. To this day, I’ve never felt a woman’s hair as smooth as Mama’s.


Life went on for our little family in the country. There was nothing spectacular about it. George played with his numbers and constructed his little toys. I fooled around any piano I could get my hands on. Mama looked after us both. And between going to church and playing on the dirt roads and back paths of Greensville, not much changed. Until one day.


It was afternoon when it happened. Can’t recall it all, but I can remember the main thing. I can see it almost too vividly. It shines inside my head. It’s hard to look at it again. Hard to recreate the scene. It hurts. It was my first real taste of tragedy and, even after more than forty years, the taste hasn’t left my mouth.


George is a little older than four. I’m five. We’re playing out back, just messing round. Mama’s inside ironing. There’s this huge tub—a number four tub I think it’s called—filled with rinse water. Me and brother love to splash around in those things and play like we’re swimming. It’s one of our games.


George climbs inside the tub and I think nothing of it. Happens all the time. I’m close by, and I watch him kicking his legs, hooting and hollering. Seems like he’s having a good time. But suddenly I realize something which sends a chill up and down my body: I realize he isn’t playing; I realize he’s in trouble. My heart starts pounding like it might explode. Waves of fear pass over me. I shiver. I’m watching my brother drown.


And I find that I can’t do anything. Has someone ever thrown something at you—a bottle, say—and you can’t duck? You see it coming, you know you’re about to be clobbered, but for a few seconds you can’t move. You’re frozen.


Well, that’s what happens to me when I first see that George is in trouble. He swings his little arms around and kicks his little legs. He screams, and finally—after those first moments—I run to the tub and desperately try to yank him out. I can’t do it. I’m too small and weak myself.


“Mama!” I scream with all the strength I can find. “Mama! Mama!” I keep on screaming all the way to the house.


I run—run to the house like I’m on fire, yelling, hollering, crying for Mama who’s at the ironing board. She drops everything and comes running, pulls George from the tub and tries to breathe life into him.


I’m shaking like a leaf as I watch her.


Now she’s pumping him, now she’s blowing air into him, now she’s breathing inside his mouth, now she’s slapping his back, and now I see her tears spill onto his face.


Now she stops.


I look at her. Seems like she’s drowning in her own tears. I also weep uncontrollably. I’m scared. I want to help.


She rests her hand on my small head, and then she lifts George—who’s limp and still—and quietly carries him inside. Following her, I understand what she already knows:


It’s too late to do anything else. My brother is dead.


Don’t ask me why, but now my mind goes blank. I know there was a funeral. I know there was mourning and weeping. I know there was a cemetery and a grave. I know I was there when it all happened, but for some reason I can’t see it. I can’t even remember crying.


Who knows what goes on in the mind of a five-year-old? Sometimes I think I might have been feeling guilty ‘bout not being able to save my brother. But that’s something I think about now, as an adult. As a kid, it just happened to me.


It was a powerful thing to have witnessed. And it came at a strange time in my life. Turned out to be one of the last things I would ever see.


Just a few months after my little brother drowned, my eyes started tearing. And they weren’t real tears, but matter that was thicker than tears; it was mucus. Some mornings it’d be so thick Fd have to pry my eyes open. It didn’t take Mama long to figure out what was happening.




















Going Blind
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Going blind. Sounds like a fate worse than death, doesn’t it? Seems like something which would get a little kid down, make him afraid, and leave him half-crazy and sad. Well, I’m here to tell you that it didn’t happen that way—at least not with me.


That’s probably ‘cause it took me two years to lose my sight completely. It slipped away gradually. And I suppose that’s the reason I was never too frightened.


Images began to blur, and I saw less and less. When I woke up, my little eyes were shut tight as a door, crusted over and so sticky that my eyelids were matted together. Sometimes Mama took a damp cloth and gently mopped around my eyes. After five or ten minutes, I’d slowly start blinking and adjusting to the morning light.


But soon my horizons grew shorter and shorter. Faraway distances were fading. I was like a guy who stands on top of a mountain and one week sees fifteen miles off, the next week only ten miles, the third week only five. At first, I could still make out large forms, then only colors, then only night from day.


There were only two doctors in Greensville—a Dr. McCloud and a Dr. King. Dr. King was the more expensive of the two, and white folk went to him. Dr. McCloud—who was a white man—took care of everyone. He tried to help me as best he could, treating my eyes with ointments and drops, but there wasn’t much he could do.


Finally he suggested that we go to a clinic in Madison, a town close by. So we went. Just Mama and me. We walked into the office of the doctor there and he looked into my eyes and examined me every which way.


“Is there any hope?” Mama asked.


“Well,” the doctor answered, his face glum, his head hanging down, “I don’t think so. I’m afraid the boy’s going blind.”


“I understand,” Mama said. She was not afraid; she didn’t weep or scream for the Lord’s mercy. Mama was a strong woman—a smart woman—and she knew what she had to do.


Mama always wanted me to learn things. Even though she didn’t have much education herself, she taught me all she knew—the numbers, the alphabet, the way to spell, how to add and subtract. So when I started going blind, she began looking into schools for me. Remember, I was the only blind person in Greensville; people just didn’t know what to do with me.


Mama sought out advice. She asked Miss Lad who worked at the post office. She talked to the banker and to Mr. Reams who owned the general store. Soon everyone in town learned about my plight.


It was the white folks who told Mama about the State School for the Blind in St. Augustine. I think a few of them saw something good in me and cared about making sure that it was nurtured. Maybe they knew I had half a brain; maybe they heard I had some musical talent. I don’t know, but Mama was able to get good advice, and I’m certain that many white people were encouraging her to send me to school.


It didn’t take her long to decide. I was going to have to go to school and live in St. Augustine.


Now Mary Jane felt differently. She didn’t want me to leave her. Ignorance and love sometimes mix in strange ways, and I think she simply had a fear about letting me go.


Mama knew what was best, though, and she insisted that I get some education in one form or another. She couldn’t see me growing up without knowing how to read and write. She understood that one day Td have to be on my own.


My own reaction to leaving was a big fat NO. Didn’t want to leave Mama and didn’t want to leave Mary Jane. That simple. Going blind was one thing; I was getting used to that. But leaving these women was something else. They were all I knew. They were my whole world.


No matter. Mama told me I was leaving, so I was leaving. End of discussion. I had a couple of months to get used to that idea, and during this last period at home I was treated the same as a normal child. Fact is, I was made to do the same chores I had done when I could see.


Mama was a country woman with a whole lot of common sense. She understood what most of our neighbors didn’t—that I shouldn’t grow dependent on anyone except myself. “One of these days I ain’t gonna be here,” she kept hammering inside my head. Meanwhile, she had me scrub floors, chop wood, wash clothes, and play outside like all the other kids. She made sure I could wash and dress myself. And her discipline didn’t stop just ‘cause I was blind. She wasn’t about to let me get away with any foolishness.


So I still had the freedom to fend for myself on the outside. That made me happy. Even though I couldn’t see much, I wasn’t afraid of running around. I knew every inch of Greensville, and I didn’t lose my confidence about finding my way; I went wherever I wanted to.


Some of the neighbors gave Mama a hard time. They got on her case when they saw me working out back or helping her in the house.


“He’s blind,” Mama told them, “but he ain’t stupid. He’s lost his sight, but he ain’t lost his mind.”


Mama was looking way down the line.





Blindness didn’t break my spirit, but it might have added to my already shy personality. Many kids’ games required sight, so I couldn’ play with‘em. On the other hand, I had my own circle of friends, and I still raised some hell with the other kids.


I still went over to Mr. Pit’s place and climbed up on the piano stool. By then, even at age six, I could fake a little black-bottom blues of my own.


I started teasing and messing with little girls the same time as the rest of the boys—maybe a little earlier. I played around like all kids, getting into more trouble than I should and less than I might. Luckily, Mama held the reins tight, and I was taught to mind my elders. Either that, or my butt would be burning for days.


I wouldn’t want you to think I was a model kid.


Look here: Some friend would show up and convince me to follow him down the road, just before dinnertime.


“C’mon, RC, let’s go, man.”


I was dumb, I was stupid, and even though Mama had instructed me to clean the house, I’d leave anyway. Two hours later I’d come back and Mama’d be burning mad. She wouldn’t whup me right away, though. She had the good sense to realize that you don’t hit someone when you’re full of rage and anger. No, she’d wait till she was calm—maybe an hour or two later—and then she’d come after me.


But the discipline didn’t bother me. I came to expect it. No, I loved my home life, loved my mama, loved Mary Jane, loved the feeling of roaming round the woods with my friends. So when they put me on the train to St. Augustine, I was one unhappy boy.


The idea of leaving Mama and Mary Jane was almost more than I could bear. What did I know ‘bout St. Augustine and some strange-sounding school for the blind?


“Mama,” I cried, “don’t make me go, Mama. I wanna stay with you.” But she remained firm.


“You gotta go, son. How else you gonna learn to read and write? I can only take you so far.”


I understood that I couldn’t go to school in Greensville and learn like normal kids. But at the same time, the thought of getting on a big train and going far, far away—leaving everything and everyone I knew behind—man, that was enough to get me down and keep me down.


Remember, I’d never really been outside the country, and here I was going off on my own.


Mama and I had always been very, very tight. I told you how we’d even sleep together in the same bed. It didn’t seem possible my life could go on without her. I was just a seven-year-old kid. It didn’t seem possible that I had to leave. None of it seemed possible. But let me tell you: It sure enough happened.




















First Year
 at School
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Like it or not, when the train pulled out of Greensville early one morning toward the end of September 1937, I was on it.


It was the old Seaboard line, and there was a special car just for the blind kids going to school in St. Augustine. Other little boys—in the same shape as me—were on the train, but I was in no mood to socialize. I stuck to myself and moped.


The trip wasn’t that long—160 miles or so—but to me that was much too far away from home. Man, I was homesick the minute I climbed aboard. This little country boy ain’t ever been on a train before, ain’t ever been with strangers before, ain’t ever left home. And on top of that, my vision was near gone. By this time, I could only make out obvious colors—day from night—and very large shapes.


Once I got to school, I still stayed to myself. I hardly talked to anyone. Everyone else seemed to know each other; there was all this laughing and carrying on, reuniting and celebrating about the beginning of school. But to me they were all strangers, and I didn’t care about them. With all these people around me, I was still alone. And I hurt. Deep down inside, I hurt bad.


My eyes also hurt. Every time I looked at light, I had trouble. So it wasn’t much fun trying to get these things straight in my brain—the new surroundings, the new kids, the changes going on inside my eyes.


I was suffering plenty. The first couple of weeks I did nothing but cry. Missing Mama. Missing Mary Jane. Missing the whole little town of Greensville and everyone in it. Yeah, I was feeling mighty sorry for myself; all this newness had me afraid.


The other kids were no help. They saw me cry and right away they got on my case:


“Little sissy boy, crying for his mama.”


“My, my. Baby don’t do nothin’ but cry.”


You know kids. They got no tact; they can be awfully cruel. So I continued to pout and moan, feeling all sullen and gloomy. But then—don’t ask me why—I finally came round and started getting into the swing of things. Strange, I must say, but that’s me: Finally, I do adapt.


Listen here, I say to myself, ‘tain’t much you can do about this here situation. So you better just continue to continue.


That’s one way of looking at my life. I was able to adjust. Sure, it was a struggle, but I somehow muddled through the emotional mess. Downhearted and lonely, scared, nervous, and unsure of myself, I finally realized I had no choice.


No use boohooing for Mama. She wasn’t coming. I was all alone. So very slowly I forced myself into the routine of day-to-day life at school, and I tried to make the best of the thing.


To tell you the truth, school wasn’t all bad. It was run by the state, and us kids didn’t have to bring anything but our clothes. In some cases, when we were too poor even for that, we’d get hand-me-downs. I was given some secondhand clothes. Of course the other kids—blind or not—learned that I was wearing these hand-me-downs, and that didn’t help my status none.


Now in those days—and it’s the same today—the school housed the deaf and the blind, boys and girls, black and white, from around ages six through eighteen. And talk about segregation!


First, everything was broken down between white and black. I don’t have to tell you about that. There was a white side and there was a black side. If you were black, you were made to understand—right quick—that there was no crossing over the line, unless you were asked to. If you had to go to the hospital, for example, you were allowed to travel over to white territory. Even our teachers had to be black.


Then within each color group there was another division—between the blind and the deaf. And then within the blind and deaf groups, the girls were separated from the boys.


There must have been around thirty or thirty-five black kids who were blind, and a good many of those, unlike me, could see something. This was my little family, the kids I’d be living with for the next eight years of my life.


Thinking about all this makes me laugh now—at least in one respect. I didn’t realize it then, and I suppose that’s because I wasn’t all that aware of the race thing. Going blind made me even less conscious of it. But imagine the nonsense of segregating blind kids. I mean, they can’t even see!


I can’t say it made me angry. It didn’t. I was too far into my own problems and, besides, I just didn’t think in those terms. Actually, the whole race business didn’t hit me till years later. As a musician, I went on the road and discovered that I couldn’t pee where I wanted to; that’s when the chickens came home to roost.


Anyway, it’s awfully strange thinking about separating small children—black from white—when most of ‘em can’t even make out the difference between the two colors.


School routine was tight. Up at 5:30, breakfast, chapel, classes, recess, more classes, dinner, workshop, play, supper, and a study hour at night. (We called lunch, dinner.) The place was strict, and they didn’t put up with any monkey business. That didn’t bother me too much. I was a Southern boy who had been raised by a woman who didn’t exactly let me run wild. I knew that obeying was part of life, though I wasn’t always crazy about the idea.


All the blind kids lived in a single building—the boys’ dormitory in one part of the building, the girls’ dormitory in another. The supervisors of each section—Mr. Knowles for the boys, Miss Katy for the girls—lived between the dorms, making sure there was no trespassing between the boys and the girls.


I made some friends. There was Clarence Nelson from Pensacola and my bunkmate, Joe Walker (who’s now a disc jockey). Once things started rolling, I quickly got the hang of the place and was able to get around very easily. I spent lots of time seeing how the big boys did things.


The big boys. That was a popular phrase. The big boys did this, the big boys did that. Among the kids, they had the power, and soon I could see things would be much hipper when I got to be a big boy myself.


First off, I had to learn Braille. It was easy; in fact, it only took ten days or so, and within a couple of months I was able to read storybooks like Living on John’s Farm or The White Rabbit We called those primers. Didn’t seem like much of a chore.


A couple of years later—maybe at nine or ten—I also discovered that I was good at workshop. I actually learned some crafts—how to carve, how to weave cane for chair bottoms, how to put together brooms and mops, pot holders and leather goods. I dug it. And soon I could turn out the merchandise like a pro. I was a specially hot weaver, and I could really cook with that cane.


In the afternoons, after classes, I played in the yard with the boys. I loved to run, and I was plenty fast. I was not a great all-around athlete, but I was okay. We had our own silly games, and there was one which I really liked. Here’s how it worked:


We’d take a magazine, roll it up and fold it a couple of times so it became hard, and then tie it with cord string. That would be our ball. Then we’d take a broomstick and use it as a bat. The hitter would put the paper ball in his left hand and drop it as he swung at it with the broomstick.


You’d be surprised how many guys missed the ball—even those who could see. There were three or four players on each team. Wherever the ball stopped, that’s where the other team would hit it back. And by hitting the ball back and forth, we marched on each other’s territory.


It was a dumb game, but I loved it. (We also played football, just like regular football, except we didn’t pass.)


I’d say I was about a B student. Math and music were my best subjects, and now I realize that’s because they’re very related. Didn’t know that then, but I could sure feel it.


After I got used to the place, I’d wander over to the rooms where the big boys or the big girls were practicing the piano. I’d love to just hang around and listen.


I was always on the prowl for new sounds. I tried to copy anything I heard just for the fun of it. I didn’t really begin formal lessons till I was eight, the following year.


But just when I began to settle into the groove of school, something happened which threw me off balance.


At Christmas, everyone got to go home. Everyone, that is, except me. Mama didn’t have enough money to send for me. (The state only paid for transportation to and from the school at the beginning and end of each nine months. Holiday transportation was paid by the parents, if they wanted the kids to come home.) And, baby, when everyone had gone home for the holidays and I was left alone, I was really alone. That was something I wasn’t ever gonna forget. That’s when I knew how poor poor can be.


Course it wasn’t Mama’s fault. If she had the bread, she would have sent it. She wanted to see me as badly as I wanted to see her. The money just wasn’t there. And, man, I was miserable. My heart ached for Mama, Mary Jane, and all the folk back home. It had been nearly four months since I left Greensville.


So there I was. Christmas at the State School for the Blind in St. Augustine. Alone. I cried my little eyes out during those weeks.


I suppose I’ve always done my share of crying, especially when there’s no other way to contain my feelings. I know that men ain’t supposed to cry, but I think that’s wrong. (Drying’s always been a way for me to get things out which are buried deep, deep down. When I sing, I often cry. Crying is feeling, and feeling is being human. Oh yes, I cry.


These were tough times for me, but I cannot remember praying to God for help. That’s not my style. When I was going blind, I didn’t turn to God. It didn’t seem to me then—and it doesn’t seem to me now—that those items were His concern. Early on, I figured I better begin to learn how to count on myself, instead of counting on the supernatural forces.


I never felt worse in my life than I did those couple of weeks. Didn’t seem fair. My friends had split. They got to be with their families. Why not me? Now I was really feeling sorry for myself. In Greensville, being poor didn’t mean all that much to me. We were all in the same boat. But now I was the only one left in school.


Only months earlier I had been scornful about the other kids in the school and didn’t want to talk to them, didn’t even want to get to know them. But, boy, when I heard them romping down the halls and screaming and hollering, when I knew they were coming back from vacation, I was as happy as a mud duck in the rain. Never had been so glad to see people in my life!


The second part of the year was rough for a completely different reason: My right eye started aching in the worst way. It throbbed with pain from morning to night. Then someone at the school told me that the eye had to be removed.


Removed! Oh man, that’s all I needed to hear. Take out my eye! No way. I was scared—real scared—at the very thought. Going blind didn’t seem half as bad as actually losing an eye. And what did I know about operations and stuff like that?


They took me to the hospital and removed my eye. Had no choice. Couldn’t live with the pain.


I was laid up in bed for a few days, and then I slowly returned to the normal routine. (Years later, as a man, I’ve asked a few doctors what they thought my ailment was. They’ve speculated that it was glaucoma, but I’ll never know for sure.)


So the second part of the year wasn’t much easier than the first. After all this time, I just wanted to go home and see Mama and Mary Jane. It had been nine long months.
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When I stepped off the train in Greensville it wasn’t long ‘fore I was wrapped up in Mama’s arms. It felt good all over. I didn’t realize how homesick I had been till I actually set foot back in my own stomping grounds.


Life in a little country town is like a soap opera; nothing really changes much. You can be gone for a long spell, return, and find the same things as before. Oh, maybe someone’s left town or someone’s died, but for the most part, things are as they’ve always been. And always will be.


My old friends were all there: Talkin’ ‘bout people like Johnny Williams—we called him Johnny Cake—and his sister Lou Dell, Beatrice (who later married Johnny), Mary Lee, and Wilbur Miller. These were the kids who always messed around with me, even before I went blind.


When I had left Greensville I could still see something. But now all my vision was gone, and yet I wasn’t all that different. I was still the same little RC. I could get around by myself. I’d take walks round town, usually barefooted. I’d try to stay on the grass during those hikes ‘cause the sand roads would be hotter than burning hell. I learned to use the transportation I was born with.


Mama didn’t mind letting me wander off on my own. She knew, blind or not, that I was able to watch where I was going. If I was sent to the commissary to buy some meats, I’d walk downtown—a couple of miles from where we lived. And of course I knew not to go wandering over to the white side of town without a specific purpose.


Naturally I went to the Red Wing Cafe whenever I pleased. That was my hot spot in town. I was always asking Mr. Pit to show me something new on his piano, and he never refused.


Sometimes I heard a piano being played in someone’s house. But I’d never ask if I could play. I was raised to wait until someone asked me to play. And even then, I’d have to turn to Mama or Mary Jane—whoever was with me—and say, “Is it okay if I play for the people?” Judging by most folks’ reactions, I must have been sounding pretty good, ‘cause they kept on asking me.


Confidence was building in me, and that applied to girls as well as music. I must tell you that the opposite sex has always intrigued me. Like my feeling for mechanics or for music, I’ve always been curious to see what makes women tick, from the inside, down underneath.


And on the romantic side, I liked those sorts of little love friendships where you get stuck on someone and start smooching. Actually it was fairly early in my life—couldn’t have been older than ten—when Mama caught me under the house with a little girl. Listen to what happened:


You know, the way houses were built down South, you could creep under the foundation and play around so no one could see you. Or so I thought. One bright afternoon I had this gal down there and managed to climb on top her, the way I thought older folks did it. Well, she didn’t seem to mind—no, didn’t mind at all—but Mama, who spotted us, sure as hell did. She came after us with a Georgia peach tree switch swinging away and whipping the daylights out of us both. Me, I straightened up so fast I didn’t have time to think, and I almost knocked my brains out against the bottom of the house. Mama kept swishing and I kept banging my head, trying to duck those hard licks. The little girl was able to escape, and Mama chased her all the way home.


As I got older, I sometimes wondered why Mama hadn’t found another man for herself. I knew that there were several who had come around to court her. But none of them stayed for very long. She was a fragile lady, and maybe she didn’t want to burden a man.


She also had this blind boy to look after, and maybe she wasn’t too anxious to take care of anyone else but me. I never asked her, but I couldn’t help but wonder.


During those summers when I was home from school, I was always around Mama and Mary Jane. Almost every weekend I spent one or two nights with Mary Jane, and she was constantly buying me baloney, weenies, and candies, the kind of food Mama couldn’t afford. She also gave me clothes; there was nothing the woman wouldn’t do for me.


Mary Jane’s job was rough. Working at the sawmill was no picnic. She flung round those soaking-wet boards like they be made of straw. But that was country life—women side by side with men, doing manual labor and not thinking twice about it. You can imagine how strong these women were. They had to be; the times demanded it.


In those days no man just took his pussy—not unless he had his gun. No, sir. You got what you were given. And there was no way you could throw your weight around. Gals were used to real labor. And if they didn’t want to give you a piece, Jack, you just weren’t gonna get any.


Fact is, I’d say the average gal of 125 pounds back then could whip the average cat of 160 pounds today who sits around an office, talking on a telephone, and getting fat.


Chores at home weren’t exactly lightweight either. I know, ‘cause I did most of ‘em. You be lifting huge tubs filled with water. You be lugging round heavy pots. You be carrying frying pans, three-legged iron kettles, and skillets big enough to kill a grown man. You be washing clothes. You be scrubbing. You be snapping beans and you be cleaning fish.


’Nother thing: Back in the country we had our own way of dealing with cuts and bruises. It might not have been the most scientific method, but we’d take clay—the kind you find around water wells—and put it on the wound. That be your Band-Aid. Or you could also use cobwebs.


We also had what we called a slop jar. That’s a bucket made of granite with a tin top. That’s where you’d pee at night—right into this slop jar.


Now, let’s say you got a boil on your behind. Well, you’d take a brick, put it on the stove, and let it get red hot. Then you’d place it on the bottom of the slop jar. Next, you’d sit on the slop jar and pee on the brick. The steam from the pee would rise up, hit that boil, and bust it. Or we’d cover the boil with the skin from an eggshell. That would also draw it.


Aside from these home remedies, we also used Sloan’s liniment or heat liniment. We’d apply turpentine to wounds to make them heal. I know a lot of you city folks will be surprised by this sort of medicine, but I’m here to tell you that such cures ain’t half bad.


Mama had a dual problem in dealing with me. She wanted to treat me like an average boy, and she often did. On the other hand, the folk living round us were convinced that she was some sort of witch inflicting pain upon me. You can appreciate how much pressure was on her.


Mama had no coaching from anybody. No professional or educated advice. This was a little ol’ country town and like I said, I was the only blind person there. What’s more, in those days the attitude was that the blind were helpless. No one expected them to do anything but be led around.


So you can imagine how strong Mama had to be—and how intelligent—to fight against this outlook and allow me to go out on my own. And she did all this even with the other folks looking down on her.


Not only did she make me help around the house, she made certain that I did the job right:


One day, for instance, she told me to scrub and mop the floor. I thought I might as well get off easy, so I skipped the scrubbing part. I just sloshed some water around the floor and mopped up.


Mama came back and blew a fuse; I mean, she was smoking with anger. Made me do the whole thing over again, from scratch. That hurt. But I do believe I learned something ‘bout doing a job right.


Mama was big on those sort of lessons. She knocked them into my brain with a sledgehammer. She had no choice. I wasn’t an easy kid. I was as stubborn and mischievous as any other boy. So she treated me like a naughty puppy and rubbed my nose in my own mistakes.


The woman never let me get away with anything just ‘cause I was blind. I was treated like I was normal. I acted like I was normal. And I wound up doing exactly the same things normal people do.


Take my bicycle. Somehow—I can’t remember the exact circumstances—I was given one. Couldn’t have been much older than ten or eleven. Riding was something I learned to do quickly. I loved the feeling of motion, and being blind wasn’t gonna stop me from enjoying the bike.


I knew practically every road and dirt pathway in town, so getting round was no problem. (If you go to Greensville today and ask about me, I bet the thing they remember most is the way I raced around town on my bike, as though I had 20/20.)


Somewhere in the back of my mind I knew I wasn’t going to hurt myself. Sure, I rode pretty fast, but my hearing was good and my instincts were sharp. Never got into any wrecks. Can’t even remember a close call.


Now most mamas would die rather than let a blind child scoot around on a bike. And at first I know Mama was scared for me. She had to be. But she let me do it. She let me find out for myself. She let me stray, little by little, further and further away from her. And once she saw I was capable of maneuvering this bike, she became less afraid.


In her own way, she was preparing me for tougher times—times which weren’t very far off.


On another day Mama asked me to chop wood in the backyard, and a neighbor got on her for that:


“ ‘Retha, now look here, woman. What you doing allowing that po’ child to go cutting that wood? Don’t you know a splinter’s gonna up and strike him in the eye!”


But Mama paid no mind. She understood that the same thing can happen—and often does—to the sighted. Those wood chips fly so fast that no mortal has time to move out of the way.


Same thing went for cooking. I’ve heard it said how dangerous it is for a blind person to be frying something in a skillet. The grease might pop up and burn ‘em.


Well, as a kid I learned to cook, and it was Mama who showed me how. When she was at the stove frying some sausage or bacon, many is the time she got hit in the arm with a wad of burning fat. She could see, but she couldn’t get out of the way in time. No one could.


I went to the Shiloh Baptist church in Greensville every Sunday of my childhood. (I never was what you’d call extra religious. I’m still not.) I went ‘cause Mama made me, even though she was never that hard on my case. We had what was called BYPU—Baptist Young People’s Union—and we’d sing and mess around and learn our little Bible stories.


To me, church was like listening to music at Mr. Pit’s cafe or fooling around at fish fries. Only difference was that I couldn’t leave when I wanted to. It was just part of life, part of growing up in the country. I accepted it because it was there.


I never expressed my opinion about church because I wasn’t asked for it. I was a kid, and in the woods little children were taught to be seen and not heard. Yeah, that was a very popular expression in Greensville. That was Mama’s philosophy. And lemme tell you—she wasn’t shy about enforcing it.


Don’t ever forget: Not only was the South old-fashioned, but blacks in the South were also extremely old-fashioned. Older folk just didn’t let kids butt in with their little opinions. When you were punished, chances were, it’d sting.


Nowadays a kid might be sent to his room, but when he gets there he finds a TV, a stereo, a radio, and three dozen toys. In my day, living where I did, I was taught to say “yes sir” and “yes ma’am.” I was taught respect.


On the other hand, adults in Greensville also showed respect for kids. You rarely heard a grown-up curse in front of a child, for example. Kids were taught to mind their manners all right, but as far as I could tell, the older folk set a decent example.


That’s probably the reason why I was able to do all right at school: I was the product of a strict Southern home, and, even though I was a shade wild and restless, I understood the meaning of rules.


















Back to School
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Second year at school was a whole different story. I was relaxed, and I was even happy to be there. By then I had my own friends. I knew everybody and everybody knew me. They gave me a nickname—Foots—though I don’t remember exactly where that came from.


That second year even the Christmas vacation worked out. The whole staff got together, chipped in, and raised enough bread to buy me a round-trip ticket home. I figured they must really like me.


Main feature was my music instruction. For the first time, I got formal lessons, learning little exercises and classical pieces. I took to it right away.


One time, though, I was almost kicked out of school for something I did during one of these lessons:


My music teacher—Miss Mallard—asked me to play my exercise. For whatever reasons, on this particular day I couldn’t get the piece together in my brain. So I flubbed it. You know, there are days when your fingers won’t do what they should.


Well, Miss Mallard got mad. Real mad. I tried a little bit more, but I still couldn’t cut it. Finally she got so upset she cracked me ‘cross my knuckles with a ruler.


Man, that sent me reeling! I hauled off and whacked her in the chest. Didn’t know what had come over me. Guess I was just reacting to someone messing with my most valuable parts; I knew I needed my hands to play. And I was real sensitive about anyone fooling with ‘em.


Anyway, I hit her. And that’s something you did not do, specially in the South. Teachers would not take that kind of crap. And she didn’t. She told the principal. (We called him Prof.) And he told the president of the school, Dr. Settles, who was about to kick my young ass out and send me home to Mama. I was scared to my bones. If Mama found out, she’d murder me.


When Miss Mallard discovered what Mr. Settles was gonna do, she intervened on my behalf. She told him to cool it. She figured I was only going to be whipped, and she thought that expelling me was too severe a punishment. Lucky for me.


I know Mama would have taken the side of the principal—no questions asked. That’s how it went back then. Parents didn’t question teachers.


You could see how important the piano was to me, even at age eight. When I was a kid, I never thought about being famous or rich, but I did think about being great. I wanted to be a great musician, and, early on, I understood who the great musicians were. I could hear them.


From the earliest days—listening to Mr. Pit back home—I was interested in winning the respect of genuine musicians. High standards had been set for me. I knew what real blues singing and boogie-woogie were all about. I had learned about jazz piano. The older I got, the more keen the competition became. Musically, I was raised during a time of absolutely no compromise: Either you could play your instrument or you couldn’t.


I wasn’t allowed to play boogie-woogie or blues in school. It was mainly simple things by Chopin or little waltzes by Strauss. The gut-bucket music might have been our own, but it was not tolerated during lessons.


I bet you that deep down every one of the three music teachers I had during my school days—Miss Ryan, Miss Mallard, and Mrs. Lawrence—loved the blues. But it just wasn’t thought to be proper. Makes me think of a time years later:


As an adult, I once attended a fancy NAACP dinner. I saw prime rib on the menu and I asked the woman in charge why we were eating white folks’ food. I wondered why we weren’t putting away some collard greens and pigs’ feet, the goodies I knew everyone really wanted.


“Honey,” she said to me, “if we had down-home food here, no one would leave home.”


Although there was nothing really down-home about the music I learned at school, all music fascinated me. I was happy to play melodies I hadn’t heard before. We learned silly tunes like “Won’t You Come Out and Play with Me?” and when I was eleven or twelve, I joined the choir where I was the youngest kid in the group.


Every chance I had, I imitated the hits of the day. We had one radio at school, and naturally it was controlled by the big boys—kids like James Kendrick, who was a real power, Otis Mathews, and James Young. They decided what everyone else would listen to. And if you tried to turn the knob, you’d get your hand slapped.


I was hearing what everyone else in America was listening to—the big bands. I learned the Glenn Miller numbers and all the big tunes by Tommy Dorsey, Glen Gray, and Benny Goodman. I liked them fine, and I was interested in studying the arrangements and hearing how the different sections—the horns, the reeds, the rhythm—were doing different things.


Now you didn’t find no muddy Mississippi blues on the radio. That music was available only on what we called race records. But those low-down sounds were things I already knew. They were as much a part of me as my nose, my teeth, or the hair on my head.


These other sounds were new, and I was pleased to pick ‘em up and learn ‘em. One cat in particular knocked me out. They always talked ‘bout Goodman being such a great clarinetist, but to me he wasn’t in the same category as my man—Artie Shaw.


When I heard Artie Shaw do “Stardust” or, sometime later, “Concerto for Clarinet,” I flipped. I loved his sweet sound and I loved his pure tone. It was Artie Shaw who inspired me to take up the clarinet—something I did when I was about ten—and Artie’s Gramercy Five was one of the first small combos which made me sit up and take notice.


There were three pianos in that school—one in the practice room for the girls, another in the boys’ practice room, and a third—the best one—in the chapel. (The chapel, by the way, also had rows of desks in the back and was used as a classroom.)


There were also a few cats at school who could always play for real. The best of ‘em was Joe Lee Lawrence. He was one of the big boys. And I’m here to tell you that he could play the piano. Joe Lee was blind, and so was his brother Ernest, a teacher of mine and also a piano player. (Mrs. Lawrence, my music teacher, was Ernest’s wife.)


Course Joe Lee couldn’t play exactly like Art Tatum—who could?—but he was able to approach that amazingly fast style, and, man, I was impressed. Anyone who could sound a little like Tatum had my vote. For my generation, Art Tatum was the main cat on piano. He was our hero, and I still haven’t heard anyone who could do so much with two hands.


Must say that even later, when I got fairly good at the piano, I knew that I couldn’t even carry Art Tatum’s shit bucket. The man was alone and no one could touch him. I loved how he played standards, and I also knew that he could play very filthy blues if he wanted to. He could do anything.


Over the years, my respect for Art Tatum has grown. There are other pianists I like. I admire Oscar Peterson tremendously. In fact, I love Oscar to his drawers. But Oscar will be the first to tell you that he ain’t Tatum.


Yeah, Tatum was God. And if God walked in the room, you stood up and paid your respects.


Whenever Joe Lee—bur local Art Tatum—showed up in the dorm, all the kids started yelling:


“Wow! It’s Joe Lee! We gonna be hearing somethin’ hot!”


He came through the door and right away he’d be thumping and singing like a bass fiddle—“boom boom boom boom.” Sure ‘nough, he’d start working out tunes and have us all jumping, dancing, and carrying on like lunatics.


Not long after that I found myself doing the same thing, playing “Honky Tonk Train” or “Beat Me Daddy” while the kids got up and slid around. All this, you understand, was done after hours, on the sly, in the practice rooms when the teachers were nowhere to be found.


By this time I was pretty sociable at school, even though I was shy with folk I didn’t knowx.


I was one of the few blind kids who could communicate with the deaf. I did it just ‘cause I wanted to talk to them. I learned the sign language so the deaf kids could “speak” to me in the palms of my hands. They made signs or letters against my skin. And of course they read my lips. It was fun.


Not that I was a goody-goody. Far from it. I was among the nervier kids, I’d say, and there was also a vicious side to me. If I was provoked, I’d almost always respond.


Let’s say a cat did something mean to me—squeal to the teacher that I was messing with a girl in the hallways or throwing spitballs. Once I found out who ratted—and I always made it my business to find out—I retaliated. Oh yes I did.


I’d tie a piece of wire between two benches. Then I’d settle back and wait till the kid started walking down the sidewalk. I’d take great pleasure in hearing him fall on his face.


Yeah, it might take awhile, but I’d always pay back these kinds of debts. And I always did it in a way where I wouldn’t get hurt. Toe-to-toe combat never appealed to me. If you’re after revenge, there be better ways of getting it than hitting someone upside the head. Now and then I was forced into a fight, and I recall one time when I clobbered someone in the face with a piece of coal.


I got into other kinds of trouble. If I was being punished, for example, they’d turn my plate down at the dinner table, so when the food was served I wouldn’t get any. Sometimes that made me mad, so I’d tilt the table and everyone’s food and drinks would go spilling on the floor.
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