


t a special ceremony coinciding with this year's

Grammy Awards, Brenda Lee got uncharacteristically

choked up—understandable, given that it's not
everyday one receives a Lifetime Achievement Award. When
Recording Academy President Neil Portnow handed her the tro-
phy, Lee—her 4 foot 9 inch frame dressed in a shimmering black
pantsuit—kissed the muted-gold, miniature gramophone in
amazement. Then tears came rolling down her face.

In that moment, there's little doubt her classic “I'm Sorry"
and the holiday favorite "Rockin’ Around the Christmas Tree”
flashed bhefore her eyes ahead of her dozens of other 1960s pop
hits (collectively they've sold more than 100 million records).
Remembrances of headlining tours across the globe (the Beatles
actually opened for her when they started out) probably
jockeyed for attention alongside past performances for heads of
state like a young Queen Elizabeth II. And her achievement as
the only woman to have dual memberships in both the Rock and
Roll Hall of Fame and the Country Music Hall of Fame likely
crowded her thoughts even further.

When an artist begins a career, his or her mind is flooded
with questions instead of accomplishments. Is this image going
to sell me? Will this song get me a record deal? Will playing this
venue get me a touring contract? It's often difficult to entertain
thoughts of what happens after "making it," much less the possi-
bility of future decades of successful musical contributions. So it
must've been gratifying, yes, but also somewhat shocking to be
recognized for having achieved such longevity and then to have
that longevity meet you full circle in a barrage of thoughts, clips
and testimonies. "You don't stop on an everyday basis to think
back about what you've done and what you've been able to do in
the industry,” Lee says from her Nashville home. “When it all hits
you slap-dab in the face one night, it's pretty astounding.”

Perhaps nothing dominated her mind more, though, than
just how far she's come from her childhood growing up in
Lithonia, a then-rural, red-clay covered town just east of Atlanta
that was a far cry from the success she would achieve. Back then,
her thoughts were far more singular, her dreams far more simple,
“I didn't know what I wanted [from my career]," she says in her
scrappy southern drawl. "It sounds so trite—‘all I wanted to do
was sing’—Dbut that'’s all I wanted to do.”

From about the time she could talk, little Brenda Mae Tarpley
could sing, The unusual smattering of toughness and maturity
that boomed out of her tiny frame left everyone listening
astounded and wondering if what they just heard was real. "I can
only attribute [my voice] to a gift from God," she says simply. "It's
just a gift that I've been blessed with that I've tried to take care of
and use it to the best of my abilities. People say, ‘Oh, I'm going to
therapy." Well, that's been my therapy; my singing has been my
therapy. It's meant a lot of things to me on different levels. It's
brought me joy and comfort and peace. And it's brought other
people in my life a chance to get out of dire situations, me as
well.”

Because work wasn't always easy to come by for her carpen-

ter father, Lee says her family periodically had to move in with rel-
atives because her parents couldn’t afford a place of their own.
And often, her parents asked for help just to put food on the table
for Lee and her two siblings, "I always say [ was poor, [but] I never
knew [ was poor. I was rich in things that matter—in love, in care
and family.” Still, it was hard to mask the monetary challenges. "I
know that there were people much worse off than we were,” she
clarifies. "But when you're in that situation you always think, ‘Oh,
this is bad." I knew at an early age that it was not good. [ don't
know how [ knew that, but I did. And I knew we had to do some-
thing about it. If I was the catalyst for that, then so be it.”

From very early on, around age three, the duality of using
her voice for entertainment and using it for survival was present.
For pure fun, she'd tag along with her father to the local ballpark
where he played semi-pro baseball during his time off. Amid the
dirt and sparse hometown crowd, she'd sing “Take Me Out To the
Ballgame," hopefully adding a bit of luck for her father's team. But
at the corner store in Lithonia, she would shrewdly prop herself up
on the counter and knock over patrons with her voice as they came
in to shop. She'd then hit them up for some necessary change—
nickels, dimes and quarters her family desperately needed.

Around age six, she garnered her first paid job—a $20 per-
formance for a Shriner's Club luncheon—thanks mostly to atten-
tion received from regular appearances on local radio and televi-
sion. And with that performance, her voice shifted from being a
novelty to a means to actually change her family's impoverished
circumstances.

Lee's big break came when she turned down a radio station gig
in Swainshoro, Ga. in order to muscle her way into meeting Grand
Ole Opry staple Red Foley. He'd brought his Missouri-based
national television show Ozark Jubilee to Georgia for a special
broadcast. After an impromptu audition, he agreed to let her per-
form Hank Williams' honky-tonk standard "Jambalaya.” She
received three encores. At only 11 years old, Lee was asked to be
a regular on the show, cementing her career's destiny and her role
as family breadwinner—a lot of pressure on someone so young.

“T think if somebody would've said, ‘Boy this is really hard,
you've really got a hard job,' maybe I would've thought, '‘Oooh,
this is hard,"" she explains. “But I loved to sing, so singing to me
was a joy. And getting to do whatIloved to do was great. Being that
young, you don't realize the enormity of the situation that you're in.
Tjust knew [ was getting to sing. [ had no idea that I was making any
kind of money or enough money to sustain my family—thank God
that I did. It was never hard for me; it was never a burden for me
simply because I absolutely loved what I was doing.”

That same year, her stint with Foley led to a contract with
Decca Records. But while the label recognized her talent, they
weren't so sure what to do with a little girl whose songs needed
to compete with emotional powerhouses like labelmate Patsy
Cline. First they branded Lee as a rockabilly artist, highlighting
her infectious growls with songs like 1957's “Dynamite”—not a
runaway hit but important in bestowing her the lifelong moniker
“Little Miss Dynamite.” It wasn't until she was paired with Cline's
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her powerful vocal and backed it with slick, pop orchestrat
sure to cross over to the mainstream. Those recordings, along with
Cline's, would help lay the foundation of what would eventually
define a musical generation as “The Nashville
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