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American Masters – Charley Pride: I’m Just Me
Premieres Friday, February 22 at 9:00 p.m. ET on PBS (check local listings)

Charley Pride
Grammy Lifetime Achievement Award Winner and Country Music Hall of Fame Inductee
@CharleyPridee

Becoming a trailblazing country music superstar was an improbable destiny for Charley Pride, especially considering his humble beginnings as a sharecropper’s son on a cotton farm in Sledge, Mississippi. His unique journey to the top of the music charts includes a tumultuous detour through the world of Negro American League, minor league and semi-pro baseball, as well as many long years of labor alongside the fires of a smelter. But in the end, with boldness, perseverance and undeniable musical talent, he managed to parlay a series of fortuitous encounters with Nashville insiders into an amazing legacy of hit singles and tens of millions in record sales.  
Growing up, Pride was exposed primarily to blues, gospel and country music. His father inadvertently fostered Pride’s love of country music by tuning the family’s Philco radio to catch Grand Ole Opry broadcasts. At 14 years old, Pride purchased his first guitar and taught himself how to play it by listening to the songs he heard on that radio.  
By 16, Pride began emerging as a talented baseball player. He first played professional games in the Negro American League as a pitcher and outfielder for the Memphis Red Sox. In 1953, he signed a contract with the Boise Yankees, the Class C farm team of the New York Yankees, but during that season, an injury hampered his pitching. After rejoining the Memphis Red Sox in 1956, he won 14 games as a pitcher and earned himself a position on the Negro American League All-Star Team. As an all-star player that year, Pride pitched against a group of major league all-stars that included Willie Mays, Hank Aaron, Al Smith, Gene Baker and Ernie Banks.
In late 1956, Pride was drafted into the U.S. Army, and during Christmas leave from basic training, he married his wife, Rozene, who he had met earlier in the year while playing baseball in Memphis. After his service, he began making a name for himself as a music performer by singing the national anthem at baseball games and performing at honky-tonks and nightclubs, sometimes as a solo artist and other times as a member of a combo or group.
Pride traveled to Nashville in the early 1960s and by sheer luck met Jack Johnson, who had been actively searching for a promising black country singer. Johnson became Pride’s manager and introduced him to producer Jack Clement, who shopped Pride around to the Nashville labels. Finally, in 1966, Chet Atkins signed Pride to RCA Records. His song “Just Between You and Me” caught fire in 1966, breaking into the Top 10 Country Music chart and garnering Pride his first Grammy nomination. 
What happened next is country music history. Charley Pride quickly became the genre’s first African American superstar. Between 1966 and 1987, he amassed 52 Top 10 Country hits, sold tens of millions of records worldwide, won multiple Grammy Awards, and was named both “Entertainer of the Year” and “Top Male Vocalist” by the Country Music Association. Some of Pride’s unforgettable hits from that period include “All I Have to Offer You Is Me,” “Is Anybody Goin’ to San Antone,” “Amazing Love,” “Mississippi Cotton Pickin’ Delta Town,” “Burgers and Fries,” “Roll On Mississippi” and “Mountain of Love.”  
In 1993, Pride was inducted into the Grand Ole Opry, 26 years after he first played there as a guest. He opened the Charley Pride Theatre in Branson, Missouri the following year and performed over 200 shows annually. Pride was honored by the Academy of Country Music in 1994 with its prestigious Pioneer Award. From 1994 until 1997, Pride released several albums on the Honest Entertainment record label, and in 2000, he was honored with an induction into the Country Music Hall of Fame. Shortly thereafter, he began releasing new music on the Music City Records label, including his critically acclaimed A Tribute to Jim Reeves (2001), Comfort of Her Wings (2003), Pride & Joy: A Gospel Music Collection (2006) and Choices (2011). 
Pride began working in the studio with artist-songwriter Billy Yates as his new creative partner and producer in 2016. The magic of the Pride/Yates collaboration is self-evident on Music in My Heart (2017), an unapologetically traditional country album that marks a high-level return to form for Pride. 

Barbara J. Hall
Producer and Director, American Masters – Charley Pride: I’m Just Me

Barbara J. Hall boasts 20 years of experience in all aspects of development, producing and directing of original documentary programming. She oversees TH Entertainment’s music-based productions, including 22 episodes of the documentary series Song By Song, and continues to manage the company’s Canadian productions.
As an independent producer, Hall has enjoyed a long history of working with many broadcasting networks, both domestic and international. Her production credits include Patsy Cline: American Masters (PBS); Titanic: Band of Courage (PBS); Song By Song (Ovation Network); Biography (A&E) episodes on Blondie, Carrie Underwood, Reba McEntire, The Mamas & The Papas, The Monkees (which received an Emmy nomination), Davy Jones, Selena, Drew Carey, Weird Al and Billy Ray Cyrus; Lovin’ Spoonful: Do You Believe in Magic (PBS); the 12-episode series Impact: Songs that Changed The World (Bravo U.S., Canada, Israel, MTV Latin America, Poland, Italy, Discovery India, Australia, Finland); and the eight-part series Four Strong Winds (CMT & W Network). Her latest feature, Charley Pride: I’m Just Me, will make its world broadcast premiere on American Masters February 22 on PBS. 

Michael Kantor
Executive Producer, American Masters
@mkantorfilm

[bookmark: _GoBack]Michael Kantor joined American Masters as the series’ executive producer in April 2014 during its 28th season on PBS, and founded its theatrical imprint, American Masters Pictures, in January 2016. American Masters Pictures will world premiere three films at Sundance Film Festival 2019: Miles Davis: Birth of the Cool, N. Scott Momaday: Words from a Bear and Toni Morrison: The Pieces I Am; and was represented by three films at Sundance in 2016: Norman Lear: Just Another Version of You, Maya Angelou: And Still I Rise and Richard Linklater – Dream is Destiny. Other films include Sammy Davis, Jr.: I’ve Gotta Be Me, Bombshell: The Hedy Lamarr Story, Itzhak and Garry Winogrand: All Things are Photographable. An Emmy and Peabody Award-winning filmmaker, Kantor has worked on projects for PBS, HBO, Bravo and 20th Century Fox. His PBS series include Broadway: The American Musical (hosted by Julie Andrews), Make ‘Em Laugh (hosted by Billy Crystal) and Superheroes (hosted by Liev Schreiber). He served as executive producer of Give Me the Banjo with Steve Martin, and distributes the American Film Theatre series, including Edward Albee’s A Delicate Balance, starring Katharine Hepburn, and Chekhov’s Three Sisters with Laurence Olivier. Kantor has co-authored three books, serves as a Tony nominator and hosts the American Masters Podcast.
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