Page 4

The Portland Gbserver

April 4, 2012

Healthcare Blues ¥

continued A Jfrom page 3

Fame, knows many musicians join
other Oregonians who suffer from
the inability to pay for their own
health care.

“Being amusician, I have partici-
pated in and contributed to numer-
ous benefits for musicians without
healthcare, including individuals
diagnosed with Stage 11l Cancers,”
he said. “The cost is sky high for
that kind of stuff, and if you are
outsourced and lose healthcare in-
surance, that is astronomical stress
on heads of households.”

Sylvester said the community in
Portland often comes together for
their fellow brother and sister musi-
cians to lend a helping hand in the
name of health.

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

Sylvester, the father of seven
and grandfather to nine, said family
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 musician in the
Pacific Northwest, where he has

performed in countless venues
throughout the region.

“When I was young I lived on
my grandma’s 110 acre farm. She
was one of the biggest African-
American farmers in Louisiana at
the time,” he said. “She believed
everything that happened was spe-
cial.”

The gardens, he remembered, had
everything from sugarcane to pea-
nuts. “We didn’t go to the store. We
would just go out to the garden and
get something. The same, he said,
went for medical ailments. “We had
home remedies. I didn’t get a cavity
until I came to Portland,” he said.

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

“My dad bought me an $11.95
acoustic ata pawn shop, and he told
me if I learned three songs, he would
buy me an electric,” said Sylvester.
“Andhedid, but I learned way more
than three songs.”

Once Sylvester completed high
school, he went on to earn his asso-
ciates degree in heavy duty equip-
ment mechanics and worked at a
trucking company. But the job was
not the only means of income for
Sylvester. He would work 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 company went
bankrupt, however, Sylvester never
feared having nothing to do. He
went through a dislocated worker’s
program to help guide his unem-
ployment, and told them, “I'm gonna
play music,” he said.

“The lyrics I have on my songs
are the lyrics of my life, and the first
song on the first track was written at
the trucking company,” he said.
“But 1 had to keep my children in
medical insurance. I worked at the
company for 20 plus years because
they had such a good benefits pack-
age.”

Sylvestersaid, he knows first-hand
the painand toll anexpensive medical
condition and recovery can have on
a person, which is why he advocates
so persistently of the importance of
health coverage for all.

In 2000, Sylvester had toundergo
a hip surgery on his right side be-
cause of lost cartilage from his truck-
Ing years.

Today, however, he has endured
four surgeries, two of which he had
to have complete hip replacements.
“This was due to automobile acci-
dents from being on the road playin’
music that aggravated the resur-
faced hips,” he said.

As Sylvester faced health
troubles, his local musicians union
called up an organization based out
of California called Music Cares,
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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 month
and provided him with dental work.
The organization, he said helps out
artists who actively perform and
record professionally.

“Iam thankful we were okay, and
it (the costs of surgery) didn’tkill us
because everybody is not that lucky
to be in that situation,” he said.
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“Now Iamabionic Blues
man,” he joked. “And the
hip is the Boogie Cat in
town.”

Sylvesterexplained how
he’s dedicated to support
his fellow musicians as
much as he can, like he was
supported.

For the future, he said, it
1s going to take a lot of help
from the corporate world to
help the masses of people
with healthcare problems.

Music is a way to drop
any barrier in any conver-
sation, said Sylvester, add-
ing his excitement for the
upcoming event.

“There will be a down-
stairs and upstairs ballroom,
with tables about the single-
payer movement, medical
advice, informational docu-
ments, and of course musi-
cal performances,” he said.
“The festival is the humani-
tarian side of the movement.
[t will bring people together
for awareness, education
and musical enjoyment.”

“I would hope that in
the next year, or 18
months, that some major
health care reform will be
passed for not only musi-
cians, but also for all families in
transition,” he said.

Tickets are available at Music
Millennium, Geneva’s, Pattie’s
Home Plate and by visiting
ticketsoregon.com. For more infor-
mation on the universal health care
campaign, visit
singlepayeroregon.org.
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strengthen and focus the agency
for a new leader."

Watts was employed by TriMet
from January 2000 through May 2011.
As the Senior Director of Diversity &
Transit Equity in the office of the
General Manager, he led the develop-
ment and implementation of Transit
Equity and Disadvantaged Business

programs for TriMet.

He currently provides DBE and
consulting services under contract
for TriMet and for several other
public agencies. He has also worked
extensively in the community to cre-
ate opportunities for individuals and
the community.

Asamemberof Coalitionof Black
Men since its inception in 1988,
Watts first served as the
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organization's secretary, then the
programdirector for six years and as
its executive director for two years.
He is afounding board member of
the Josiah Hill III Clinic, established
in 2000. He is also aboard member of
the Metropolitan Contractors Im-
provement Partnership, a business
development, support and training
program  for  historically
underutilized businesses.
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