The California Jazz Foundation

“Here to Help”

Unlike pop music whose success depends only upon the market place, jazz is an art form and depends on a small albeit stable and loyal fan base. Because it is not a popular music, the jazz life is not an easy path to wealth or, sometimes, even to a basic living. Jazz artists confront the day-to-day plight of sustaining and growing an audience despite a media consumed with the mass appeal of rock music and all its various cousins (hip hop, rap and such). As the old joke goes, "How do you become a millionaire in jazz? Begin with $5 million!" Along the same line, a jazz player once said “you do not choose jazz, it chooses you.” No music depends so much on the individual as jazz and those individuals sometimes need help. As their logo declares the newly founded California Jazz Foundation (CJF) is “here to help.”
Many fine organizations exist that promote jazz music but the purpose of the non-profit CJF is to provide services and support to the creators, namely the jazz musicians and others who have made substantial contributions to this art form. Attorney and jazz lover Edythe Bronston saw what was being done in New York by benevolent charities that serve jazz musicians in need. She recognized that out-of-work and out-of luck jazz musicians exist in Los Angeles as well as New York. Thus, on January 30th of 2006, she formed the CJF and later introduced it to the public at a very successful fund raiser at the Local 47 Musicians Union Hall on March 18th of 2007. As I write this, a second fundraising concert is schedule for December 2nd at Catalina’s jazz club in Hollywood.

Unfortunately, jazz musicians often have little access to the machinery of capitalism. Many of those that the CJF assist do not make enough to pay their rent, or to repair their car, or to receive medical care because they are not able to play as many gigs (or even find gigs) due to illness, injuries, age and ailments. Phones don’t ring anymore; the gigs have disappeared. Older musicians also have financial problems and may not have savings. They were often paid in cash and never received pension plans. Furthermore, some musicians need education as to their professional rights and their benefits. Thus, in addition to emergency financial assistance, a major objective of the CJF is to educate such musicians as to those rights and benefits and to help in the preparing of required paperwork.

As this is written, the CJF has assisted  jazz musicians with such services as payment of rents for a performer who had major back surgery, payment of utility bills for an elderly out-of-work musician, performing as a clearinghouse connecting those in need with appropriate service agencies, and other similar tasks. The CJF, of course, honors the privacy (and pride) of those it assists but, let me tell you about one individual, Sandra Booker, who has been dramatically helped by the CJF and has graciously given permission to be interviewed.

During April of 2007, after leaving a jazz venue in downtown Los Angeles, vocalist Sandra Booker’s car was hit and totaled by a city bus and she was seriously injured. Sandra is a single full time musician and, understandably, was unable to meet the monumental medical expenses of such a serious accident. The CJF not only helped with her expenses but brought meals to Sandra’s home and drove her to medical appointments. To paraphrase Sandra “it is so important to have this organization (the CJF), such volunteer effort is vital to assist the disenfranchised. It has not only helped me financially but, equally important, psychologically. They were wonderful, doing more than I expected.” With help from the CJF Sandra is recovering and is now a full-time UCLA music major and will be returning to a singing career.

Yes, the California Jazz Foundation is “here to help” and has, in fact, already assisted many musicians in its short existence. Isn’t it nice when folks not only care but organize and act on their concern. For more information or to become a member or to contribute to this wonderful organization you can contact the CJF at 818-528-2893 or write by going to the website at CaliforniaJazzFoundation.org  or email Edythe Bronston at ebronston@bronstonlaw.com.

Roger Crane

*published in the December 2007 edition of the L.A. Jazz Scene *

