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Fame, knows many m usicians jo in  
other Oregonians who suffer from 
the inability to pay for their own 
health care.

“Being a musician, I have partici­
pated in and contributed to num er­
ous benefits for m usicians without 
healthcare, including individuals 
diagnosed with Stage III C ancers,” 
he said. “The cost is sky high for 
that kind o f stuff, and if you are 
outsourced and lose healthcare in­
surance, that is astronom ical stress 
on heads o f households.”

Sylvester said the com m unity in 
Portland often com es together for 
their fellow brother and sister m usi­
cians to lend a helping hand in the 
name o f health.

“We are all in this together,” he 
said. “M edical insurance should be 
a right for everyone.”

Sylvester, the father o f seven 
and grandfather to nine, said fam ily 
has always had a strong presence in 
his life.

As a child in Louisiana, he was 
influenced by his father, who was a 
singer in a gospel quartet.

His southern roots never left him 
in all his years as a m usician in the 
Pacific N orthw est, where he has
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p erfo rm ed  in co u n tle ss  venues 
throughout the region.

“W hen I was young I lived on 
my grandm a’s 110 acre farm. She 
was one o f the biggest African- 
Am erican farm ers in Louisiana at 
the tim e,” he said. “She believed 
everything that happened was spe­
cial.”

The gardens, he rem em bered, had 
everything from sugarcane to pea­
nuts. “W e didn’t go to the store. We 
would just go out to the garden and 
get som ething. The same, he said, 
went for m edical ailm ents. “W e had 
home rem edies. I d idn’t get a cavity 
until I cam e to Portland,” he said.

During his time at Jefferson High 
school, he said he asked his father 
to get him  a guitar.

“M y dad bought me an $ 11.95 
acoustic at a pawn shop, and he told 
me if I learned three songs, he would 
buy me an electric,” said Sylvester. 
“And he did, but I learned w ay m ore 
than three songs.”

Once Sylvester com pleted high 
school, he went on to earn his asso­
ciates degree in heavy duty equip­
ment m echanics and w orked at a 
trucking com pany. But the jo b  was 
not the only m eans o f  incom e for 
Sylvester. He would w ork his day 
job , and then perform  his soulful
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blues at night.
In 1987, he opened for BB King at 

the Arlene Schnitzer Concert Hall.
Once the trucking com pany went 

bankrupt, how ever, Sylvester never 
feared having nothing to do. He 
went through a dislocated w orker’s 
program  to help guide his unem ­
ployment, and told them, “I’m gonna 
play m usic,” he said.

“The lyrics I have on my songs 
are the lyrics o f my life, and the first 
song on the first track was written at 
the trucking com pany,” he said. 
“But I had to keep my children in 
m edical insurance. I worked at the 
com pany for 20 plus years because 
they had such a good benefits pack­
age.”

Sylvester said, he knows first-hand 
the pain and toll an expensive medical 
condition and recovery can have on 
a person, which is why he advocates 
so persistently o f the importance of 
health coverage for all.

In 2000, Sylvester had to undergo 
a hip surgery on his right side be­
cause o f lost cartilage from his truck­
ing years.

Today, how ever, he has endured 
four surgeries, tw o o f w hich he had 
to have com plete hip replacem ents. 
“This was due to autom obile acci­
dents from  being on the road p layin’ 
m usic that aggravated the resur­
faced hips,” he said.

A s S y lv e s te r  fa c e d  h e a lth  
troubles, his local m usicians union 
called up an organization based out 
o f C alifornia called M usic Cares,
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strengthen and focus the agency 
for a new leader."

W atts was employed by TriM et 
from January 2000through May 2011. 
As the Senior Director o f Diversity & 
Transit Equity in the office of the 
General Manager, he led the develop­
ment and implementation o f Transit 
Equity and D isadvantaged Business

Bluesman Norman Sylvester at his 
northeast Portland home with the first 
acoustic guitar he received as a child 
which was a gift from his father.

which paid for his bills one m onth 
and provided him w ith dental work. 
The organization, he said helps out 
artists w ho actively perform  and 
record professionally.

“I am  thankful we were okay, and ticketsoregon.com . For m ore infor- 
it( th eco s tso fsu rg e ry )d id n ’tk illu s  m ation on the universal health care 
because everybody is not that lucky c a m p a ig n , v is i t
to be in that situation,” he said. singlepayeroregon.org .

programs for TriMet.
He currently provides DBE and 

consulting services under contract 
for TriM et and for several other 
public agencies. He has also worked 
extensively in the com m unity to cre­
ate opportunities for individuals and 
the com m unity.

As a m em ber o f Coalition o f Black 
M en since its inception in 1988, 
W a tts  f i r s t  s e rv e d  as th e

“Now I am a bionic Blues 
m an,” he joked. “A nd the 
hip is the Boogie Cat in 
tow n.”

Sylvester explained how 
h e ’s dedicated to support 
h is fe llow  m usic ians as 
m uch as he can, like he was 
supported .

For the future, he said, it 
is going to take a lot o f help 
from  the corporate world to 
help the m asses o f people 
with healthcare problem s.

M usic is a way to drop 
any barrier in any conver­
sation, said Sylvester, add­
ing his excitem ent for the 
upcom ing event.

“There will be a dow n­
stairs and upstairs ballroom, 
with tables about the single­
payer m ovem ent, m edical 
advice, inform ational docu­
m ents, and of course m usi­
cal perform ances,” he said. 
“The festival is the hum ani­
tarian side o f the movement. 
It will bring people together 
for aw areness, education 
and m usical enjoym ent.”

“ I w ould  hope tha t in 
th e  n e x t  y e a r ,  o r  18 
m onths, that som e m ajo r 
health  care  re fo rm  w ill be 
passed  fo r not on ly  m u si­

c ians, bu t a lso  fo r all fam ilies  in 
tran s itio n ,” he said.

Tickets are available at M usic 
M illenn ium , G e n ev a ’s, P a ttie ’s 
H o m e  P la te  a n d  by v is i t in g

organization's secretary, then the 
program  director for six years and as 
its executive director for tw o years.

He is a founding board m em ber o f 
the Josiah Hill III Clinic, established 
in 2000. He is al so a board m em ber of 
the M etropolitan Contractors Im ­
provem ent Partnership, a business 
developm ent, support and training 
p ro g ra m  fo r  h is to r ic a l ly  
underutilized businesses.
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