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“Nobody knows you. . . .

“We're going to do ‘St. Louis Blues.’ There’s no arrangement. 1 want
everybody’s input for what they think is best,” Ruth Brown tells the
musicians gathered around her in the studio. Guitarist Rodney Jones
asks if he might switch to banjo for this number; she nods, She tells
trumpeter Spanky Davis he is to start it out, specifying: “I want an in-
tro that won't give away what I'm going to sing—not the melody.”
She directs the other musicians to hold off until she reaches a certain
point in the lyrics. Davis experiments with possible introductions,

In the control room, producer Ralph Jungheim says to engineer
John Eargle: “Let’s roll tape.” They don’t inform the musicians they’re
rolling. Davis settles on an intro, and Brown intones, “I hate to see.”

['watch the unfolding of this song in fascination, marveling at the
expressiveness she can bring to a line like “if I'm feeling tomorrow
like I feel today”—a line that takes on added meaning because I know
that in recent days, due to the flare-up of an injury, her legs have
been giving her much pain. In fact, yesterday, the first day of the
recording session, she had been in a wheelchair. Now she repeats the
line, coming in just a bit later than you’d expect and thereby build-
ing anticipation; she’s calling out now, testifying with an unexpect-
ed urgency: “If I'm feeling tomorrow.” This timeless blues is a perfect
song for Brown. Not e€very song is big enough, sturdy enough to suit
her majestic, often highly dramatic style.

She extends a hand toward Rodney Jones, summoning him to take
a banjo solo. Finally, she begins to wrap it all up—or so we think.
But Davis plunges forward on trumpet, former Ellingtonian Britt
Woodman opens up on trombone, and Brown returns to take one
final pass at the lyrics, ending—as she sometimes will—with a note
that has a hint of sadness in it Jungheim looks at the clock: “Nine
and a half minutes of pure heaven,” he remarks. Some disc jockeys
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will be afraid to play a song that long. But that will be their loss,
because this is a magnificent performance. There is no need for a re-
take. And that’s much the way this whole 1989 session for Fantasy
Records goes; most songs are recorded in single takes.

But Ruth Brown has been preparing for these performances all her
life. As she puts it during a break in the taping, “You got to live 'em
a little to sing 'em.” And Lord knows, she’s had her ups and downs
in her career. After making so many hit records for Atlantic in the
1950s that industry wags referred to the company as “the house that
Ruth built,” Brown's career gradually went into an eclipse that by the
1970s seemed total.

She sings “Nobody Knows You When You’re Down and Out” to-
day with a conviction, a sense of authority she couldn’t have pro-
jected in the early years of her career when she and Dinah Washing-
ton vied for the title of the nation’s top female rhythm and blues
singer. “I try to pick a lyric [ can relate to,” she explains as we listen
to the playback. “And I can relate to this, baby! You can’t find ’em
when you need ‘em.”

In recent years, she’s made a striking comeback, scoring successes
on records, in clubs, on screen, and on stage, and in the process
reaching many who are too young to remember her first period of
fame. When she’s inspired and performs the right material, Brown
can pack about as great an emotional wallop as any performer I've
seern.

In 1989 she won the Tony Award for best female starring perfor-
mance in a musical for her galvanic work in Broadway’s Black and
Blue. She made her way to the stage of the Lunt-Fontanne Theatre
to accept that award, saying, “It took me forty-two years to climb
those eight steps.” When we 8ot together for the first of our inter-
views for this book, I asked Ruth Brown to begin by telling me of
the earliest steps she took in her career as a singer.

LI )

“I sang for practically as long as I can remember, whether it was some-
thing that I just wanted to do or whether it was required,” recalls
Brown, who was born Ruth Weston on January 30, 1928, in Ports-
mouth, Virginia. “In the very beginning, it was like required because
Sunday was the day that we went to church and participated in Sun-
day school, and after Sunday school, the morning service, and after
the morning service, a little bit of break and then you come back for
youth counsel, and after youth counsel, you would 80 to the night
service. Those things occurred actually after [ was old enough to have
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friends that we would go to Sunday school or whatnot together. But
in the very beginning, it was a case of the children being taken to
church by their parents. If my mother was not able to take us—which
on many Sundays she was not able to, due to the fact that she was a
domestic and some Sundays she was required to be at her job—I had
an aunt who acted in mother’s place. But there was always somebody
to see to it that we got to church. You didn't plan to do anything on
Sunday.”

You can hear a good bit of soulful southern church feeling in
Brown’s singing today. The church, not surprisingly, plays a strong
role in her early memories. “As a child, I was christened as a Meth-
odist in the Emanuel A.M.E. [African Methodist Episcopal] church,
and that was the church I mostly grew up in. That was my father’s
people’s religious persuasion. But my mother’s people, who were
North Carolinians, were Baptists, and when [ got to be a little older,
I was torn between those two. In the summertime, when we went to
North Carolina to work in the fields, my grandmother there was a
Baptist. And she indeed did believe that unless you had been sub-
merged, you had not been truly baptized. And baptizing came about
after you had heard the word. At some point or other, the word had
a spiritual effect on you—you took it upon yourself to make a deci-
sion that you wanted to be submerged, which signifies that you will
be washed clean. I was baptized when I was about twelve,

“Every true southerner knows that the third week in August is re-
vival, all around. And Revival Week meant being in the churches from
sunup to nearly sundown, with a break for lunch and dinner. And
you usually didn’t have to stray far from the church for that, because
when you came to the church in the morning, with the wagon or
whatever you drove to the church, you brought your food with you,
and the mothers and grandmothers would spread the tables out un-
der the trees at the church. And once the service broke, everybody
would come out to eat, and you would go from one table to the next,
So you didn’t have to leave the grounds of the church at all. There
was a well there for drawing the water, and the graveyards of par-
ents and loved ones was right on the grounds, so it was all very close-
ly connected.

“First, we had to sit on a mourners’ bench. That’s when you had
not received the spirit, so to speak; you sat on those benches, listen-
ing to the preaching and confessions, sometimes for days on end;
for me, I think it was at least sixteen, seventeen days maybe. Not only
myself, my other sisters and brothers—we were all here together—
and it’s only after you find that you feel you want to stand up and
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confess that the spirit has touched you, then you become a candi-
date for baptism. My sisters and brothers and I became a little rest-
less, we got tired of sitting there, so we had a scheme we planned at
night. We talked about it and by the time we got back to the church
for probably the tail-end of the revival, we already had choreographed
what we were going to do.” She chuckles at the reminiscence.

“So after a while, one of the deacons started marching around—
and one of the songs I remember yet was ‘Sit Down, Sinner, You Can't
Sit Down’—you ain’t going to heaven so you can't sit down. And I
had given the cue that when I got up, everybody else was sort of
timed to get up shortly after that. So eventually I stood up and I went
into my ‘holiness dance’ and my sister Goldie followed. We almost
followed in age group—my sister Goldie, my brother Leonard, and
then Benny and then Leroy, in succession. But my grandmother was
very wise. She knew. She knew that we had done this, and nothing
had touched us deep, nothing had touched us except restlessness. And
she had a way of just looking at you—she didn’t have to open her
mouth—and you knew that when you got home, the best thing for
you to do was to go out and select your switch for your whipping,
because you were going to get it, baby. And she gave us one look,
and I'll never forget it, as we were coming out of the church, she
said, 'Oh, you're going to Play with God, right?” And that's all she
said. But we knew that without a doubt, punishment time would be
coming.

“I have fond memories of my singing beginning. I started singing
like that, just sitting in the church as a listener to the minister, be-
cause my grandmother was sitting there, requiring that everybody
at least be able to sing a children’s song, ‘Jesus Loves Me, This [
Know.”” It’s hardly surprising that there’s much of the church feel-
ing in Brown’s singing today. “It was there then,” she acknowledges,
“because that was all I'd ever heard.” She sang spirituals throughout
her formative years, first in a soprano that eventually ripened into a
contralto. “You are familiar with what you hear constantly. And I
grew up in that. In the Methodist church, the spirit and feeling was
a little more laid-back and a little more reserved, because they in-
deed had the big organ and the Piano and everything. But when we
went to North Carolina, to the rural church that my mother grew
up in, which was Lovely Hill Baptist Church, there were none of these
things. Someone in the back just started the tune, and the hands went
together, and the feeling just took over, and you sang. And we had
no thought of drums and instruments and everything else—not at
that particular church. [t was all done a capella and just being im-
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provised as the spirit touched. And somebodv woujd just pick up a
s0ong and start singing it, somebody else would join in.”

Brown mentions, as an aside that at today’s matinee of Bluck ang
Blue, drummer Grady Tate was not able to get to the theater in time
to play for her first number. Although some performers backstage
voiced concern about having to go on without a drummer setting
the beat, Brown says she recalled how many times she'd sung in
church without any instrumental support whatsoever; she knew she
didn’t have to hear a drum to have a sense of rhythm. She sang with-
out drums until Tate 80t to the theater and doubts if anyone in the
audience noticed.

When did Brown first know she wanted tc, sing for a career?

“First time [ got paid,” she Says with a laugh. “] sang for 4 wed-
ding once and | 8ot paid. I think I made $5 or $10, and that was 3
lot of money. I was Seven or eight. Yeuh, by that time [ had a little
bit of a Téputation—the little Weston girl (Weston was my family
name) could sing. And my dad was a singer, so hie introduced me to
a lot of those things. He played piano by ear. And I was sort of like
his little prize. He would stand me up on the piano because | was
small, and he would play and I would sing. And I could sing ‘Oh
Promise Me,” ‘I Love You Truly,” ‘The Lord’s Prayer,” and ‘Ave Maria,’
all those strong things. And | had gotten to be a little familiar at the
Tom Thumb weddings in the church. And all the children of the
church, their parents would make them litt]e tuxedos and little
gowns, like the bride, and they’d have a Tom Thumb wedding. And
they’d sell like little raffles, to earn money for the children, for pic-
nics or whatever. They always had littje Tom Thumb weddings, with
the little bride with the veil, the cutest things. All children. Won-
derful, wonderfu]. I used to love those Tom Thumb weddings, which
YOu never see any more, when I was a child. And I was always a part
of that, always had to be the one that did the singing. I never got to
be the bride. All of that is the foundation upon which Ruth Weston
Brown has grown.”

Did her family fee] good about her going on to become 4 profes-
sional singer? Did they encourage that?

“Well, I think my father was very proud once | really got a foot-
hold. I'm sure he was, but it went against everything that he had
stood for, because he had said, ‘No, no, Nno—you’re not going to sing
outside the church.’ Yoy see? And then there were these awful un-
true thoughts about people involved in show business. That every-
body involved in show business, as the movies and radio and Every-
thing else depicted them—you know, you have visions of the
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ballroom girl or the ‘hostess with the mostess'—and no, I will not huve
my child be a part of that. If you sang anything outside the church, it
was truly the devil’s music. So, his standing in the church and the
fact that he only sang gospel kind of went against the grain for me.
But I think that secretly, outside of the confines of Portsmouth and
when he really was with his real friends and could let his hair down
and just tell the truth about it, he was probably the most proud. He
was probably the most proud because I've gone home and heard peo-
ple say, ‘Oh your father told me you was making a movie.” I wasn'’t
even making no movie, because he could exaggerate a little bit. So I
think indeed he was proud, and mostly because everybody would say
to him, ‘Well, she got that voice from you.’ And indeed I did. It was
passed down.” The baritone voice of her father, Leonard Weston, rang
out strong when he sang in the church choir. He was also active in
-the all-male Hiram Simmons Glee Club. And he'd sing with his fam-
ily at home—not the blues, of course, for the blues, with their often
frank dealings with sexuality, were considered profane—but some
favorite older pop songs and novelties.

“We had an old raggedy upright piano, and when he was in a good
mood, he would sit down and we’d all sit around and he would sing
some of his little things. ‘Down by the Old Mill Stream.’ It’s inter-
esting—'Am [ Blue’ [which Brown recorded on her album Blues on
Broadway] was one of the old things he used to do. And ‘I Ain't Got
Nobody.” Oh, my Daddy used to sing it. Someday I'd like to record
that song. And there was a little novelty thing he used to do, like,
‘Saturday night in the pdle moonlight . . . the vegetables was having
a stew. Even the turnip top was dancing with Miss Turnip Top.’ Yeah,
he always had some cute little things he would do to keep us enter-
tained.” Brown says that someday she’d like to do a whole album of
songs her father taught her.

When she began singing, Brown did not really feel comfortable
singing the blues. That was something she’d do out of earshot of her
parents—out with the boys who were sneaking smokes.

“Well, I had been given this understanding that blues was just not
the proper thing to sing. The people who had made these decisions,
of course, probably were listening to the blues with the doors closed,”
she notes. “Because as [ have become a woman and experienced life,
[ know that at one time or the other, the best Christian in the world
has had the blues about something. And its not until you get the
blues that you go to Christ for help—believe me. You understand?
When they get so low down they can’t deal with it, then everybody
jumps on the other side and says ‘Lord have mercy.” Even when they






