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Introduction

Ray Charles Robinson was born on September 23, 1930, in the southern backdrop of Albany, Georgia. His mother, Aretha Robinson, had left Greenville, Florida, for her hometown of Albany at age 16 to give birth after the news broke that the baby’s father was her own adoptive father, a railroad worker named Bailey. When Bailey eventually left his wife Mary Jane for another woman, Aretha returned to Greenville with her infant son and moved back in with Mary Jane. The two women would then jointly care for Ray. “I called Aretha ‘Mama’ and Mary Jane ‘Mother,’” he later remembered.

Before his first birthday, Ray was joined by a younger brother named George. The identity of George’s father remains a mystery, but what is clear is that he was absent from the brothers’ lives. Nonetheless, George showed early signs of promise. He displayed an aptitude for mathematics and possessed an innate mechanical skill, easily taking things apart and putting them back together again. In many ways, it seemed that George was the son who was destined for something great. However, fate is unpredictable, and tragedy would soon shift the family’s trajectory.


Chapter One

Early Life and Vision Loss

“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.”

—Ray Charles

Charles later described his upbringing as being “backwoods country” and “poor.” According to him, the first glimpses of life he had prior to becoming blind were that of country people and country landscapes in the Deep South. Growing up in Greenville, one of his biggest sources of inspiration was a local man, Wylie Pitman, whom Ray would fondly remember as simply “Mr. Pit.” Mr. Pit had his own café and convenience store dubbed the Red Wing Café. This local hangout came loaded with cheap soda, snacks, beer, and good times. It also had a beat-up old piano, which a young Ray quickly became acquainted with.

Ray sauntered into the Red Wing one day to find Mr. Pit hammering away at the keys. He was mesmerized. Mr. Pit noticed Ray’s interest and encouraged him to give it a try. He let Ray jump right up onto the piano stool, and soon the boy was running his hands up and down the piano. He was only three years old when he first sat down at the keys, but he would never forget it. It was this first exposure to music that would ignite a fire within Ray’s soul for all things musical. His mother used to give him money to buy candy at the Red Wing, but more often than not, Ray used his pocket change to play some tunes on the jukebox. He would sit back, mesmerized by artists such as Duke Ellington and Louis Armstrong. He was also turned on to the more obscure sounds of artists that were not at all mainstream, such as the great Washboard Slim.

As a youngster, Ray’s weekends typically consisted of listening to tunes at Red Wing on Saturday evening and then getting up early for church on Sunday morning. For his part, Ray Charles thoroughly enjoyed both. At church, he was treated to the wild exhortations of the pastor, lively music, and a hearty meal served afterward. Despite the relative poverty of his upbringing, life seemed to be full of fun and adventure.

A dark shadow would be cast over all of this, however, when Ray’s brother George passed away. George, who was only four years old at the time, was playing in a large wash tub that his mother kept outside. The tub was full of water, and the two brothers often splashed and played in it. On this day, however, George slipped under the water and didn’t come back up. Ray tried to pull him out but, being only five years old himself, found he couldn’t lift his little brother out. Moments later, Aretha arrived on the scene, but it was too late—George was dead.

Ray was almost certainly traumatized by this incident. Not only had his brother died right in front of his eyes, but he had been helpless to save him. Such a thing might burden anyone with a sense of regret and guilt, most especially a young and impressionable child. More hardship was to follow because shortly after George’s passing, Ray began to have trouble with his eyes. He had no problem with his vision prior to George’s death, but immediately afterward, he began to wake up in the morning finding that he could barely even open his eyes. His mother would try to help him wipe the mucus out of his eyes, but it seemed that Ray’s condition was only getting worse.

Aretha finally broke down and took Ray to see a doctor, and the fateful prognosis was given. Ray was losing his eyesight. Aretha was devastated at the news but was determined to have her son living as normal of a life as possible. She had him continue to take care of himself and do various chores around the house. Some felt that Aretha was pushing him too hard (Mary Jane being one of them), but Aretha just wanted to make sure that her son learned to support himself as well as he possibly could.

Aretha should probably be commended for her efforts since Ray grew up strong and independent despite his failing eyesight. He was an active kid who had plenty of friends. He also made sure to continue his visits to the Red Wing, where despite his poor vision, he continued to learn how to play the piano. Ray soon found that he actually understood the music better as his vision grew worse. His lack of sight forced him to rely more and more on his ears and had him focus on the precise tones of the notes he played.

Before long, Charles’s prowess at the piano garnered the attention of a wealthy Greenville family. Moved by the boy’s talent and circumstances, they approached his mother with an idea. They wanted to write a letter of recommendation for Ray to secure him a spot in a specialized school for blind students. Their efforts bore fruit, and Ray was accepted. At this school, he would learn braille and acquire skills essential for navigating the world with vision impairment.

 Yet, this opportunity came with a significant sacrifice. Young Ray would have to leave home at the tender age of seven to live at the school, which was located some 140 miles (225 kilometers) away in St. Augustine, Florida. This understandably came as a shock to the young Ray Charles, who not only had to deal with the loss of his sight but also the loss of familiar surroundings. No matter how much his mother might have told him that it was all for the best, he was understandably upset to learn of the new and entirely unknown fate that awaited him.


Chapter Two

The Death of His Mother

“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.”

—Ray Charles

Ray was quite anxious when he left the comfort of his family home for the unknown rigors of the Florida School for the Deaf and the Blind. That was understandable since, despite the shared challenges, the students Ray met were not always welcoming. One of their favorite ways to play pranks on the newcomer was to get Ray to agree to run with them. They had a method of enabling themselves to run safely in the courtyard by holding onto a long wire. Each end of the stretched-out wire was held by a fellow student, ensuring that the runner wouldn’t run into anything. For Ray, however, the kids would tie one end to a solid pole. This, of course, led to Ray running right into the pole, and as he cried out in pain, they only laughed all the harder.

Nevertheless, Ray Charles would soon get into the swing of things. He lived by a fairly strict schedule. He would wake up early in the morning, get ready for the day, and have a light breakfast, which typically consisted of orange juice and oatmeal or cream of wheat. After breakfast was done, he would head into the school’s chapel, where the kids were encouraged to sing classic standards such as “America the Beautiful.”

After everyone was awake and alert, the students would head off to class to begin their day’s worth of learning. This, of course, included the system of reading known as braille. Kids would learn how to interpret raised dots by feeling them with their hands. This spate of learning was only interrupted by a lunch break at 1 pm. The students would then go back to work before receiving a recess, followed by a dinner. It was then off to their dormitories to wind down, go to sleep, and prepare to repeat the routine all over again the next day.

Some who have lived in prolonged states of rigorous routine can attest that it has a way of ingraining rigid timing, but Charles would never really show that he was affected that much by it. He would, in fact, maintain a certain degree of spontaneity for much of the rest of his life. At any rate, he made it through the year well enough, and by the time summer came around, he was back home with Aretha as if he had never left.

After he returned to school that fall, his musical passion was indulged when he was given his first official piano lessons. Although Ray was already endowed with the jumpy sounds of jazz and blues, he was nevertheless quite quick to absorb the classical training that was presented to him. He especially enjoyed the classic work of the composer Beethoven. One of the first classics he studied was Beethoven’s “Moonlight Sonata.” Ray immediately understood the sadness of this tune, later reflecting that Beethoven must have been “very lonesome” when he composed it.

The fact that Ray learned to read braille sheet music
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