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			This book is dedicated to Joseph and Susie Brown, Minnie Walker, Velma Warren Brown, Allyn Lee, Emma and Leon Austin, Charles Bobbit, Ella Overton, Robert “Flash” Gordon, Laura Garvin, Henry Howard, William Glenn, Charles A. Reid Jr., Danny Ray, and Bobby Byrd—and all the others who kept the faith and loved James Brown as much as I did.

			 

			Anything he did, he did it whole heartedly. He did it from the heart. . . No matter what anybody says or anybody thinks, he was a good person, and he believed in giving. He did. He really did. He believed in giving, and he would give it his best. And, however these things [legal matters] turn out it’s nobody to blame but themselves. They can’t blame him, because he gave it all. . . . I can say that I truly loved him and want nothing to be a mockery of him, because he certainly doesn’t deserve it. I look at it like this: If a man leaves and takes care of his family, then he’s all right, because a lot of men leave and forget about their family.

			There are people who want to believe the bad things about him and they don’t want to look at the good, but in my heart I know he was a good person. That’s all that matters—no matter how many books are written because I’ve read a lot of stuff that I knew wasn’t true about him and heard a lot of stuff that I knew wasn’t true about him. The way I loved him in life is the way I love him in death, and that’s just the way it is.

			 

			—Velma Warren Brown First Wife of James Brown

			Toccoa, Georgia, February 8, 2008

		

	
		
			
			CONTENTS

			Title Page

			Copyright

			Foreword

			Preface

			Acknowledgments

			1 Death Comes to the Godfather

			2 The Early Years

			3 Taking Flight with Byrd’s Help

			4 Macon and the World Beyond

			5 Live at the Apollo

			6 Getting Ready to Come Home

			7 Saying It Loud and Being Proud

			8 Keeping the Hometown Calm

			9 National Politics and Funk Music

			10 Big in Europe, Failing in America

			11 Hello, Grand Ole Opry

			12 Singing with the Blues Brothers

			13 The Saga of Adrienne Brown

			14 Funeral in the Imperial

			15 The Godfather Gets Respect

			16 More Famous Flames as His Office Burns

			17 Keeping on the Good Foot: 2002–2004

			18 The Final Two Years: 2005–2006

			19 The Home Goings and Name Callings

			Epilogue

			Photographs

			Appendix A: An Interview with Gloria Anderson Daniel

			Appendix B: A Brief Chronology of James Brown’s Life

			Appendix C: Suggested Further Reading

			Appendix D: Selected Discography

			About the Author

			Index

		

	
		
			
			Foreword

			I would love to say that James Brown, the 5-foot-6-inch, pompadoured “Mr. Dynamite,” and I, the 4-foot-9-inch, bouffanted “Little Miss Dynamite,” had the opportunity to perform together, but that, unfortunately, would never be. 

			Nevertheless, we were connected in many other distinctive ways. 

			We both had our first, career-making, debut hits in 1956—James with the cry ballad “Please, Please, Please” and me with the rockabilly tune “Jambalaya.” He and I both performed many times individually on the storied stage of Bell Auditorium in Augusta, Georgia, and were both greatly influenced by the blues, big band, gospel, and country music that pulsated on Augusta’s radio stations.

			We both lived and worked in Georgia and South Carolina, with me singing on WRDW television station in North Augusta, South Carolina—James’ home state—and James later buying WRDW radio station in my “adopted” hometown of Augusta. 

			James loved country music and performed once on the Grand Ole Opry stage, and I love soul music, even first meeting my husband, Ronnie Shacklett, at a Jackie Wilson concert in Nashville. 

			We are both inductees into the Georgia Music Hall of Fame and the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame. 

			And last but not least, both James and I came up poor doing what we could as children to help earn money for our families; with me picking cotton and with James picking up pieces of coal from railroad tracks so his family could have some heat in the winter. But we both ended up selling more than 100 million records each and touring internationally with fans in many countries.

			It’s a great honor to share so much in common with James Brown, but perhaps one of my biggest thrills was seeing him perform live in Nashville. His raw emotion was palatable, and his incredible energy and trademark dance moves drove the crowd completely wild, me included. 

			I absolutely loved his signature, one-three beat and funky horn arrangements. And, of course, the screaming fans couldn’t get enough when he dropped, exhausted, to the floor in his famous lavender cape only to rush back to the microphone to give us more. He was truly a phenomenal performer.

			So, here’s to you, James. You are unequivocally one of the major musical influences of my time, and I feel privileged to have been along side you in the world of entertainment.

			 

			—BRENDA LEE

			Nashville, Tennessee

		

	
		
			
			Preface

			On an average work or weekend day, I wake up at 5 a.m. regardless of the alarm on my clock radio. My three dogs always need out whether it’s a holiday or not. But on Christmas Day, 2006, I slept until about 6 a.m.

			The previous Friday I had been watching the early TV news when I saw that James Brown would be at the Imperial Theatre in Augusta, Georgia, just before noon for his annual Christmas toy giveaway to needy children. 

			As it had sometimes happened during my forty years of friendship with James Brown, I was being given the cold shoulder by the Brown camp. I wasn’t sure why; most likely I had written something that his fourth wife, Tomi Rae, didn’t like. JB never got mad at me. It always was someone else who was “looking after his best interests.”

			Whenever that happened, I always kept in mind this was the same James Brown who autographed a scrapbook that I had put together about him in 1988 “To Don, My young bro who never fails to amaze me. Living in America, James Brown, I’m Real.” The “I’m Real” referred to his then new album; typically always promoting his latest projects.

			Watching the news that Friday morning I thought maybe the Christmas season of 2006 would be a good time to find out if I was again welcome in the inner Brown fold. But as the weather that day grew increasingly cold and wet, I chickened out; deciding to stay in my warm home across the Savannah River in North Augusta, South Carolina, less than three miles from the Imperial Theatre.

			It was a decision I will forever deeply regret.

			That evening on the local TV newscast, I saw the coverage of JB’s toy giveaway at the Imperial. There were the usually excited kids with their mothers waiting hours in line, and there was JB wearing a brown western hat with round silver medallions on the band. He loved western hats and was photographed often in public wearing that particular one. But I noticed JB wasn’t really giving out a lot of toys but letting others do it.

			He was attempting to look cheery and sound upbeat, but I was struck by how very frail he appeared. Frail was not a word usually associated with JB. He had been a tough kid who became a tough adult, and he exuded that physicality on stage over five decades of professional performing. He was a live wire of celebrity electricity that no one could touch. He didn’t earn the title of The Hardest Working Man in Show Business by sitting on his butt.

			Still, I dismissed his look of frailty. 

			On the night of Saturday, December 23, my life partner, Eddie Smith, and I joined our friends, Bill and Linda Macky, for an evening at the Mission nightclub in downtown Augusta to see a thrown-together band called “Tobacco Roadkill” consisting of close friends and expert local musicians. They were drummer Jamie Jones and guitarists Patrick Blanchard Jr. and James Brown’s own lead guitarist Keith Jenkins—a tall, handsome redhead who usually played just to JB’s right.

			At midnight, it became Christmas Eve and my 61st birthday. And when the band concluded at about 1 a.m., I spent some time talking with Jenkins and praising his incredible guitar solo on “Ramblin’ Man.” If he knew then how sick his boss was that very day he never let on; he was to join JB and the band the week after Christmas for more shows, including two New Year’s Eve shows at B. B. King Blues Club & Grill in New York City.

			For me, the rest of that day passed rather quietly. 

			Then came Christmas Day morning when I arose at about 6 a.m. and turned on the TV and learned James Brown had died about four hours earlier at a hospital in Atlanta, two and a half hours west of Augusta.

			Once I got over the initial shock, I went to the Web site of the Augusta Chronicle, www.augustachronicle.com, and saw there was nothing about JB dying. But why would there be? This was a little past 6 a.m. on Christmas Day when most Web site people and Chronicle reporters were off for the holiday. Most reporters and editors arrived about mid-morning or closer to noon on a normal weekday to put out the next day’s edition.

			The only thing I saw on the Web site about JB was a link to the story about his toy giveaway at the Imperial three days earlier. I grabbed the telephone book and looked up the home number of Dennis Sodomka, executive editor of the Chronicle and my former boss when I was the entertainment editor in the Chronicle newsroom. The phone rang a few times and a very groggy sounding Sodomka came on the line. I blurted out, “Dennis, this is Don. I hate to bother you this early but Channel 6 is reporting that James Brown has died in Atlanta, and there is nothing on the Chronicle Web site. Y’all need to get on this.”  And I added, “This is going to be HUGE!!”

			Before saying goodbye, I told Sodomka that I would be heading for my office to write something for the next day’s paper. Even though I had transferred twelve years earlier from the Chronicle newsroom to the corporate communications office of the Chronicle’s Augusta-based parent company, Morris Communications, I still have kept close ties with the newsroom including writing my weekly country music column, “Ramblin’ Rhodes,” for the Chronicle’s Applause entertainment section and occasional guest editorials for the Chronicle’s editorial pages.

			I took a quick shower and got dressed in good clothes because Eddie and I were planning to see the first showing in Augusta of the movie Dream Girls at 2 p.m. at Regal Cinemas Augusta Exchange 20. I also grabbed my large scrapbook about JB, which he had autographed for me years before. 

			On the way to the newsroom, I stopped at the Waffle House on Georgia Avenue in downtown North Augusta to get some breakfast. There were several customers along with the jovial Christmas Day crew. 

			While waiting on my order, I mentioned to a young black short order cook standing nearby, “Did you hear about James Brown dying?” He said back, “Yeah, I did hear something about that on the news.” 

			“Hear about what?” said a white waitress. He told her the news about the same time four black female customers came in with two wearing Santa Claus hats. The white waitress handed them menus and said, “Did you hear that James Brown died this morning?”

			The news was passing fast.

			After eating and paying the bill, I crossed the 13th Street bridge into Augusta and passed Reynolds Street (where I normally would turn left heading for the News Building) and instead went up two blocks to take a left onto Broad Street so I could drive by the new statue of James Brown.

			In all of the huge state of Georgia, there are only three statues to entertainers: One is of the late great soul singer Otis Redding in Macon; another is of the incomparable Ray Charles in Albany; and the third is of James Brown in the middle of the 700 block of Broad Street a short distance from James Brown Boulevard.

			I was standing next to JB at Augusta Common on November 15, 2003, when he was shown a clay model of the statue. It depicted JB standing erect with a full head of hair, wearing a suit and floor-length cape and holding an old-style, stand-up microphone. JB took a hard look at the model in a clear plastic case that day, broke into his wide familiar grin and exclaimed joyfully, “Looks like Thomas Jefferson! Looks like Thomas Jefferson!”

			And he was totally right. It looked very much like the statue of Jefferson at his memorial in Washington, D.C.

			On that Christmas Day morning of 2006, it looked wet and cold from the previous weekend’s rain. Someone had placed a lone Poinsettia plant at its base, and wind had toppled it on its side.

			Two blocks later, I parked and went upstairs to my second floor office, turned on the computer, and wrote a long tribute, concluding:

			 

			One of the greatest honors I’ve had as a journalist was when then [Augusta] Mayor Bob Young asked me to write the wording for the metal marker near Mr. Brown’s statue. 

			And this is what I wrote: “Singer, songwriter, musician and one-of-a-kind performer James Brown has thrilled millions around the world with his hit recordings and electrifying performances. The 1983 Georgia Music Hall of Fame inductee, 1986 Rock and Roll Hall of Fame inductee and 2003 Kennedy Center honoree has called Augusta “home” since moving here when he was five. It was in Augusta’s Lenox Theater that he first received recognition for his talent by winning an amateur contest. His songs have enriched the world, and his personality and generosity have enriched this city.” 

			What I should have wrote, however, is what he told me in 1986 when I asked what he regarded as the keys for success. 

			He replied, “Just work hard, give the people their money’s worth and be sincere in what you do. It’s worked for me.” 

			 

			By the time I had finished writing the tribute, Chronicle metro editor Bill Kirby had arrived in the newsroom. I e-mailed the column to him from my office two buildings away and then took a print-out version to Kirby, a longtime friend, former coworker, and popular local columnist.

			“I know it’s long, so cut it down like you want,” I told Kirby. 

			Back at my house, Eddie and I got ready to head out to the Augusta Exchange to see the movie. But on impulse before leaving, I checked into the Chronicle’s Web site and was pleased to find there were now two local items posted about James Brown: a basic news story compiled by Bill Kirby and Donnie Fetter and also my tribute article.

			Instead of editing it down, Kirby had left it pretty much in its entirety. The article was posted on the Chronicle’s Web site on Christmas Day at 11:03 a.m., making it one of the first online tributes posted anywhere after Brown’s death.

			The movie Dream Girls is based on the 1986 book Dreamgirl:  My Life as a Supreme by Mary Wilson of The Supremes vocal group, whom Brown knew well even though he was said to have held a grudge about Tamla-Motown Records failing to ever sign him. There is a character in the movie called James “Thunder” Early portrayed by actor Eddie Murphy, obviously based on Murphy’s love of James Brown.

			When Murphy sings his final number in the movie, “Jimmy’s Rap,” there is no question that the interpretation is totally based on Brown, including JB’s trademark soul rhythm section and his famous growls and wails.

			The audience in that theater burst into applause after Murphy finished his number; which seemed to me an expression of tribute to both Murphy and Brown. I knew there very likely were many in that Augusta audience who had either encountered JB around Augusta or who were just there because of the loss of a guy who gave so much back to the area.

			And I knew in that moment in that darkened theater on the afternoon of that Christmas Day, Soul Brother Number One James Brown may have died earlier that very same day in Atlanta, but his massive amount of recordings and video images and written accounts would ensure that his memory and fame would endure forever.

			 

			Don Rhodes Augusta, Georgia Hometown of James Brown
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			ONE

			Death Comes to the Godfather

			My faith in God is the only thing that brings me through. Faith is the only actual thing that keeps me going.

			—James Brown May 14, 1988 Augusta (Georgia) Chronicle

			The Reverend Al Sharpton, ordained minister and political activist, was awakened from a sound sleep at his home on Christmas Day 2006 about 3 a.m. by a startling phone call from Charles Bobbit, James Brown’s long-time road manager and trusted aide.

			Sharpton would later tell CNN cable TV host Larry King that Bobbit broke the horrible news by simply saying, “Your man is gone.”

			“What do you mean?” Sharpton responded, knowing from an earlier call from Bobbit that 73-year-old Brown was in Crawford Long Hospital in midtown Atlanta being treated for pneumonia.

			“Your dad died an hour ago,” Bobbit added, referring to the “father-son” relationship Sharpton had forged over the years with his mentor, close friend, and father figure.

			Although Brown was 73 and had battled diabetes and prostate cancer in recent years, his death still came as a shock to almost everyone. This, after all, was the same man who, in the last year of his life, performed in China for the first time and also presented his usually high energy show in Australia, Korea, England, and other countries as well as throughout the United States; keeping up a tough schedule far younger entertainers couldn’t match.

			Nobody—not Sharpton, not Brown’s children, not even his close friend Bobbit who was with him his final moments—thought for a second that the early hours of Christmas morning would be James Brown’s last hours alive on Earth.

			As the news spread rapidly from that hospital in Atlanta to places around the world, memories of James Brown flooded those who had known him personally and those who only knew of him through his music and moments in the media.

			“Little Richard” Penniman had been there from the start. At his first meeting with James Brown, Bobby Byrd and the other Famous Flames in Bill’s Rendezvous nightclub in Toccoa, Georgia, Penniman had been so impressed that he suggested they move to Penniman’s hometown of Macon, Georgia, where they might find work. They took his advice, and the Flames recorded “Please, Please, Please” at Macon radio station WIBB on November 1, 1955.

			“I heard about (his death) Monday night,” Penniman said. “I couldn’t believe that. It was too early. God bless him. . . . He was a great songwriter and hard-working entertainer, even before he had any fame. . . . His impact on R&B and soul was unbelievable. There was nothing like it. He was a great dancer. He did a move everyone used to call the ‘Suzie Q.’ 

			“After he started to do it on stage, we started calling it the ‘James Brown.’ Rap music came from him. . . . All the licks and hooks came from him. His impact on blacks and whites, red, brown and yellow, it was felt everywhere.”

			In Toccoa, Georgia, JB’s first wife, Velma, was awakened by her son, Terry, who had been told about his father’s death by Terry’s son, Forlando, a student at West Georgia College.

			 

			Terry said, “Mama, daddy is dead.” I couldn’t believe it, the first Mrs. James Brown would tell me in Toccoa a few months after JB’s death. This may sound crazy, but you know I still feel his presence . . . When he passed, that was a shock to me because I had been with him the Friday the week before at the house in Beech Island. . . . He was in good spirits, but I could tell in his face that he was tired and his feet were swollen. I thought about that a lot later, but it was far from my mind when I saw him. I never thought he would die. He had told me what his plans were about going to the dentist in Atlanta, so that was so far from my mind.

			 

			She said that JB was at peace with his God with he died. “I think God gave him the talent, and he went out there to use it. He believed in God, and he knew that God would get him where he needed to be.”

			One of the first persons to get a call from Bobbit was Elif Crawford (formerly Pesmen), who was JB’s personal office assistant for the last eight years of his life. She got the call about 1:45 a.m. and immediately started calls notifying JB’s daughter, Venisha, and the band members.

			Like other of JB’s staffers, she would find it hard to grasp in coming days how his death was going to affect his family, friends, and business associates. “It’s very hard. All week, I cried one minute and I was OK the next,” she would say. And almost immediately what came to her mind was JB’s generosity with his Thanksgiving free turkey giveaways and Christmas toy giveaways in Augusta.

			“I know those meant a lot to him,” she told this author. “He planned his tour schedules around those events, and he would instruct us in the office and his booking agents to make sure we didn’t conflict with those events. How many celebrities do you know would give up their concert income every year for something like that?”

			Derrick Monk, who produced Brown’s critically lauded 1998 CD I’m Back and played organ at Brown’s last wedding, to Tomi Rae Hynie, would tell reporters that he was in bed when he heard of JB’s death. He sat up in bed in shock and then cried. He later would say the tears were not just for JB and his family but also in the realization that he would never again work with the Godfather. Monk would add, “The man made me feel that I was a musician, and that I did mean something as a musician, and suddenly that man was gone. I also felt like a bird getting kicked out of the tree, saying ‘OK, you’ve got to fly now and use all the stuff I gave you, Monk.’”

			Another Augusta-area person who had crossed JB’s path several times was Jennie Montgomery, the long time popular co-anchor of the evening newscast on Augusta’s oldest TV station, WJBF, Channel 6. It would be Montgomery who would inform many of Brown’s friends in Augusta of his death, as she had happened to pull morning-anchor duty that Christmas Day morning.

			“I was indeed the first news anchor to break the news in Augusta since WJBF was the only station with a live newscast Christmas morning,” she would tell me later. “I got a phone call at my home about 2:45 a.m. I was just getting up to jump in the shower and get to work by 4 a.m. The call was from the morning show producer, Rachel Weinstein. I was stunned by what she said, and I flat high-tailed it into the newsroom.

			“By the time my morning show producer was making the calls to confirm it, The Associated Press wires were flashing the alerts. CNN broke in with it, too.”

			Allyn Lee had known James Brown since they were children living in ’40s black Augusta. He grew up to become one of the most popular disc jockeys in Augusta and in Montgomery, Alabama, in the ’60s. He even booked Brown into shows in Augusta’s Bell Auditorium when he was working at WTHB radio station.

			Whenever Brown was performing in Montgomery, he often would visit in Lee’s home, and, likewise, Lee was a frequent visitor to Brown’s late ’60s, early ’70s home on Walton Way Extension in Augusta in the middle of rich white residents living on “The Hill” section.

			“We swam in his pool at the Walton Way house,” Lee would tell me. “I cooked for him when he came to my house both in Montgomery and where I live now. His favorite food was T-bone steaks, and he loved champagne. I always kept a bottle of it around for him.”

			Lee and his wife, Lu, had watched the TV newscasts on Friday, December 22, and remarked to each that their long time friend was not looking good at his annual toy giveaway earlier in the day.

			 “We woke up at Christmas morning at 4 o’clock to visit that day with my two daughters in Atlanta. We saw Jennie Montgomery’s early newscast and were shocked and saddened like everyone else.”

			One of the best early published tributes to JB was by Clarissa Walker writing a guest editorial for the Augusta Chronicle. Walker, who works as the international student administrator at Dean College in Franklin, Massachusetts, was a staff writer for the Chronicle in 1999 and 2000.

			“I grew up in east Augusta, but, after graduating from Davidson Fine Arts School in 1990, I traveled and lived abroad. Working as a newspaper reporter in Agana, Guam, I met my Chuukese next-door neighbor during my first days living in the village of Mangilao. Upon learning of my hometown, his eyes brightened as if something had clicked, and he belted out in a thick Micronesian accent ‘Ow! I feel good! Na-na-na na-na-na-na!’ Those were all of the lyrics he knew, but I told him, ‘Yeah. That’s the right place.’

			“In a beautiful dance club called the Rhapsody in downtown Rio de Janeiro, I felt ownership and hometown pride when a frenzied, dancing crowd of Carioca—as those indigenous to Rio call themselves—encircled a Portuguese singer when he sang the first line of the Godfather’s anthem. What’s most amazing is that most of that crowd, including the singer, didn’t speak or understand English. Yet signature James Brown—polished horn riffs and the feeling of release in his guttural vocals—had captured them. I left full-time journalism in 2001 and began a career in international education. 

			“Intermittently, I worked in Chengdu, China, and was able to conduct research for my master’s thesis in Geneva, Switzerland. I remember the beginnings of these experiences as awkward and isolating. In these situations, you fumble. Those around you—blocked by language, cultural, stereotype barriers—fumble around looking for a common thread. Often, for me, JB was the first nugget of familiarity shared.”

		

	
		
			
			TWO

			The Early Years

			I hope to someday turn this building (old Silas X. Floyd elementary school) into the James Brown School of Music. I love this area and the people in it. The school looks good. But you look around and can see the houses are dilapidated. It’s visible in this community, this town and in America that we have regressed. . . . If I can put hope into the eyes of just one child, it’s worth it.

			James Brown June 25, 1991 Augusta Chronicle

			Who’s Who in America has given James Brown’s date and place of birth as June 17, 1928, in Pulaski, Tennessee, but James Brown himself always claimed he was born on May 3, 1933, in a small wooden shack that no longer exists on private property off U.S. Highway 278 in rural Barnwell County, South Carolina, near the small town of Snelling.

			Family legend has it that Brown came into the world as a stillborn, but his aunt, Minnie Walker, supposedly blew life back into him and gave the world the voice that millions would hear. His father was said to have walked nine miles into Barnwell to record his birth, but no official record of that has turned up at this writing.

			JB’s father, Joseph Brown, had been born as Joseph Gardner on March 29, 1911, in Barnwell County. His adopted last name of Brown came about when his mother left South Carolina for New York with a white man and left her son behind with a woman named Mattie Brown. The boy eventually took her last name with Joseph Gardner becoming Joseph Brown.

			JB’s mother, Susie Behling, was born on August 8, 1916, in Colleton County, South Carolina in the southeastern part of the state known as the Low Country which touches on the Atlantic Ocean. Her parents were Monnie and Rebecca Bryant Behling. Susie was educated in both Colleton and Bamberg counties.

			It is not as important how Joseph Brown and Susie Behling met as it is the fact that when their only child was about four or five, Joseph Brown decided to move his family 40 miles west from rural Barnwell County, South Carolina, to the growing big Georgia city of Augusta.

			As often told by James Brown in later years, the family moved into a house of prostitution at 944 Twiggs Street owned and operated by Joe Brown’s aunt, usually identified as “Handsome Honey Washington.” (Her real name was Hansone.) One of her sons, William Glenn, would become James Brown’s friend from childhood and longtime office manager. 

			About 1946, Joe Brown again would move his family—this time into a house that would be shared with another aunt, Minnie Walker, the same woman who had breathed life into the newborn James Brown. 

			An often told, but apparently erroneous, story is that James Brown’s mother, Susie, left the family in South Carolina before they moved to Augusta and ran off to New York City just as Joe Brown’s mother (JB’s grandmother) had done. JB apparently would tell a biographer that he didn’t see his mother again until some 20 years later when he was appearing at the Apollo Theater and there was a knock on his dressing room door and there stood his mother. 

			While that is a compelling and sensitive story, it apparently is not true according to official records and insider accounts. The 1947–1948 and 1949 Augusta directories list Susie as living with Joe Brown. And two of JB’s longtime friends—who asked to remain anonymous—also contend that Susie, indeed, did move with the family from Barnwell County to Augusta and did not willingly abandon her family.

			“The account that I got was Aunt Honey’s house had two or three stories to it, and the Browns were staying on the second floor, and Pop threw Susie out of the second floor window. And so it wasn’t very long before she ran for her life out of Augusta.

			“It was James’ second wife, Deidre, who decided to try and find Susie in New York City and somehow did,” the friend related. “Susie supposedly told Dee Dee that she had to flee for her life because Pop Brown had promised to kill her if she tried to take his son away from him. She also told Dee Dee, ‘All of these years I wanted my son to know how proud I have been of him.’ And that’s why she showed up at the Apollo, but James thought she was just coming because he was famous and would not see her.”

			After Deidre Brown reunited her husband with his mother, Susie would remain in James Brown’s life. He would move her in her final years from New York to Augusta so she would be near him and his father.

			 “He tried to put them back together so they could be a real family,” JB’s friend said. “That was something he always wanted, and I think that’s where the families of his early friends played such an instrumental role in his childhood; that he could see what a real family life and home life could be like.

			“But that was one thing out of all of his fame and fortune and everything else that he never was able to accomplish and enjoy. I think that because of that early relation so early with his mother and the feeling he had been abandoned and not wanted by a woman is why he had such a hard time really, really relating to women.” 

			 No matter where James Brown lived in Augusta or whom he lived with, it was those formative years growing up in Augusta that made him friends who would last until his death—friends who would be there in the lowest moments of his adult years. It would be Augusta also where he would be infused with musical influences that would create the recordings that would sell millions of copies worldwide.

			By all accounts, James Brown was a survivor; doing what he could to make money for food, clothes, and shelter for his family. He was everywhere all over the downtown Augusta area in his pre-teen and teen years and became well known to Augustans be­fore he became well known to the world.

			Country-gospel singer Flo Carter, who was a friend to JB for several decades, recalls that her mother, Ada Collins, had young James Brown running errands for her and hotel guests when she was the executive housekeeper at the massive Bon Air Hotel in its heyday. He would set up shoeshine stands on various corners in downtown Augusta where soldiers from Camp Gordon would pass, and he would dance for the coins they would throw his way. 

			Allyn Lee, a popular radio disc jockey and show promoter turned car salesman, recalls knowing James Brown when they were youngsters in Augusta: 

			“There were sections of Augusta where you couldn’t go past certain streets because of the tough guys in those areas,” he said. “And if you did pass through, you had to crawl. But James Brown always walked tall. I don’t care where we were (Brown and Lee together), he could handle it. He was never afraid.”

			Leon Austin, later to front his own band Leon Austin & The Buicks and owner of Leon’s DeSoto Club, first met JB when they were in the third grade at Silas X. Floyd Elementary School.

			JB would go to Austin’s home on Wrightsboro Road, where the Austin family had a piano, and Leon would help improve JB’s playing. JB in later years always gave Leon credit for developing his talent in playing keyboards. JB in those childhood years also was learning to play different instruments including a harmonica that his father brought home.

			In 1944, James Brown won his first talent contest singing a mournful ballad called “So Long” at the popular Lenox Theater in Augusta. 

			James Brown began getting a wider reputation as a singer and entertainer thanks in large part to an elementary school teacher who believed in him.

			Laura Garvin, who taught seventh graders at Silas X. Floyd Elementary School and lived not far from the Brown family at 950 Hopkins Street between Ninth and 10th streets, was one of the first educated professionals to encourage JB’s talents as also was the Floyd school’s principal and future Augusta city councilman, Yewston N. Myers.

			“Neither of us called him James or Brown,” Garvin told reporter Keith Claussen of the Augusta Chronicle in 1969. “It was always James Brown. It just seemed to go like that.

			“We used to have little performances in the class,” she further recalled of JB’s school years in the late 1940s. “I could tell when James Brown was in the mood for a show, and he would do it whenever I asked. He enjoyed performing for the children.

			“Now the school has one big fund raising project a year, but back then we did lot of little things. We would charge 10 cents to see James Brown, and the children would just pile in. So, we had to rule out classroom shows. Sometimes we would move the show into the library. There was a piano there, and James Brown would play it or dance or sing. That was the real beginning.”

			Both Garvin and Myers described JB as being an excellent student who came across calm, cool, and collected. But they knew of his tough family life and that he had to miss school sometimes for his family or for himself.

			“He would stay out of school two and three days a week, but when he came to class, he would still do more than the other children,” Garvin recalled. “Nothing could make you dislike him. When he came back to class, I would call him up to my desk and he would lean against the radiator. I would ask him why he had been absent, but he never told me. He’d just smile that big smile, and you couldn’t say anything else to him.”

			She said that even when she was positive that he had not opened a book, he still would shoot his hand up when she asked questions in the classroom and always had the right answers.

			“He had so much potential,” she said of noticing his above average talents. “He could sing so well. He was very musically inclined, very cooperative. He was a well-rounded student, good in all his subjects; almost brilliant. James Brown says that if he had listened to me and Mr. Myers he would have gone on to high school. He regrets it now, but has done well without it. He has several honorary degrees from colleges and universities.”

			Today, Silas X. Floyd Elementary School is closed. The dreams that James Brown and his fourth wife, Tomi Rae, had of transforming it into a neighborhood performing arts center are on indefinite hold. But, past students of Silas X. Floyd have vivid memories of their former classmate and of the world-famous entertainer delighting schoolchildren with his impromptu visits. 

			Besides music, JB’s love of sports also was offering him a way out of his poverty and a way to get his name known to a lot of people.

			“I used to hang from trees outside Jennings Park (actually Jennings Stadium at Allen Park located on Walton Way) and watch the ballgame,” Brown told sports writer Mitch Mitchell in an article published in the Augusta Chronicle on May 3, 1969.

			JB went on to say that he played a lot of baseball himself and was offered a contract with the Chicago White Sox but couldn’t accept it, for a very good reason. He added, “I couldn’t sign a contract with the White Sox because I was on parole and couldn’t leave town.”

			JB further noted, “I played football, too, and had a chance to go to school, but a poverty stricken family will make a man do a lotta things. I try to tell kids to stay in school, to get their lessons, because being a pro athlete isn’t enough. My advice is to study as hard as you can because it’s better to be a smart mediocre star than being a dumb one.”

			One of the money-making things young JB tried was boxing. Local fight promoter Sam Gantt said Brown was also a good boxer for his weight and added, “If he’d stayed fighting, he would have been a masterpiece. He had it in him; courage, desire, and he’d do whatever you said do. When he got hit, he’d never get mad. He’d stay calm. He was a pretty good puncher, too.”

			The Chronicle reported on January 29, 1946, of a boxing match in the Municipal Auditorium (later renamed Bell Audit­orium), where Brown would later perform his fast footwork while singing his hits: “James Brown, a nice jabbing welter [welter weight], scrapped Kid Owens to a four-round draw in the opener. Brown displayed a fine left, which, after proper tutelage, could be developed into a very damaging weapon.” 

			The next month on February 12, the Chronicle wrote about another fight in the Municipal Auditorium saying, “David Walker, 139, will run up against James Brown, 140, a left-jabbing specialist who has shown lots of class in previous scraps, meeting in a four rounder. Both boys are Negroes.”

			Brown conceded many times in his life that the tough nature and poverty of his growing up years forced him to take drastic measures which may not have been always been right but which were absolutely necessary for him and his family to survive in the days before, during, and after World War II. There were thousands of soldiers with money at Camp Gordon, and a boom time after the war, and James Brown wanted like a lot of others to take advantage of the money that was around to be spent.

			But that way of life of hustling or stealing to get by ended abruptly in the spring of 1949 when he was caught breaking and entering cars on the upper end of Broad Street. The Richmond County Grand Jury on May 31, 1949, returned a true bill against him (meaning there was enough evidence for a trial) for “four cases of breaking and entering and larceny from an automobile.”

			Solicitor George Hains on June 4 announced the complete criminal docket for the Richmond County Superior Court including Brown’s case set for Monday, June 13. When James Brown came before him and submitted his guilty plea, Judge Anderson sentenced Brown to two to four years of prison in each of the four cases: eight to sixteen years. 

			And, yet, while Brown must have felt that his whole world had come crashing down on top of him and that his life was basically over, it was only beginning.

			For if he not been caught that day breaking into cars and stealing items, he would not have been served time at a prison near Toccoa, Georgia, and would not have met Bobby Byrd. And, if he had not met Bobby Byrd, he would not have started singing with Byrd and would not have formed the Famous Flames.

			And if he had not formed the Famous Flames and they had not met Little Richard who steered them toward music opportunities in Macon, Georgia, the world may never have known James Brown, the singer and entertainer.

			So, that’s why the author of this book always has contended that one of the luckiest breaks of James Brown’s very lucky life was being caught by the city police on Broad Street in Augusta, Georgia, that spring day in 1949.
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