HAWAIIAN MUSIC/Brian Blevins

Yesterday and
today together

Eddie Kamae and his Sons of
Hawaii did not singlehandedly 1gnite
the perceived renaissance in Hawai-
ian musk of the past few years, but the
group has certainly been at its core.

Oddly enough, the driving force of
this group, which has now survived
basically intagt for 20 years, wad
himself very slow in developing an
interest in the music of his own
people. Kamae first began tinkering
with an ukulele st 14 when, in the
early ‘40s. his older brother found
one on & hus, By 1948 his agility with
the ukulele was so strong that he
virtually reinvented the instrument
through his innovative technique.
Working as one half of the Ukulele
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vear, Kamae was credited with lifting
the ukulele from its shadowy status
a3 a rhythmic instrument to one with

a full melodic voice in the front line, |

In exploring the full dimension of
the ukulele, Kamae ignored Hawai-
ian music in favor of strong Latin
tunes such as “Malaguena™ and
“Bolers” and popular songs, infusing
the sound with jazz and mariachi
influences. A vear later his emphasis
switched to hapa-haols, on tour with
Ray Kinney's orchesira across the
11.5. Mainland.

Through most of the early 50z, Ka-
mae stayed out of music altogether.

“Those were hard times.” he now
says. Rather cryptically, he adds:
“I'd suggest to any Young up-and-
coming group that there are three
things that won't work, and booze
is one of them. It it% boore and
drugs and someone else’s wife if's
not good. 11 never work, The
problems are always around. In
music, you'd say, ‘It's a past that had
o happen,””

It wasnt until 1957 that Kamae re-
emerged and, working with Haunani
Kahalewai, got his first taste of
Hawaiian music. “My father had
always wanted me 1o play Hawatian,
but 1 felt it was too simple,”™ he now
says. “I alwayvs refused, telling him
'd only do what | wanted to do, So
never did get it played for him; today
I wish | had. Now | appreciate the
complex phrasing, sound and rhythm
of Hawaiian music.”

Shortly after, Kamae was driving
from his Maunawili home into Wai-
kiki and stopped off to see some
friends in Waimanalo, There he met
an ailing Gabby Pahinui, and so
began a 20-vear institution in Hawai-
ian music, “Gabby was really skinny
and he couldnt eat. They were
feeding him liguids through a straw.
He asked me if T playved music, but
Hawaiian still wasn't really my thing.
We got together anyway, and that's
how the Sons of Hawaii started, right
there. It also started my divorce,
right there, When I got my divoree [
had to call the minister up and tell
him it was my faull. It happened,
that's all. And we plaved music from
day to mnight. Everybody got to-
gether—by accident,”

The other two charter Sons, steel
guitarist David “Feet™ Rogers and
acoustic bassist Joe Marshall, have
steadfastly remained with Kamae as
the nucleus of the group through all
its vears, Gabby, ever the gadabout,
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stayed for the first two albums onthe
Hula label, dropped out, rejoined
again for a while in 1966, cut several
glack key albums on his own or with
other collaborators, then reunted to
record with the Sons once agein n
971 for the Panini label

Through the early “70s the nucleus
held fast while new members and
guest artists came and went as if
through a revolving door, Palani
Vaughan was a featured singer for a
while in 1971, Moe Keale had joined
in 1970 and remained for 3ix vears
and three albums. “But at the end of
the period,” Keale recalled last year,
“1 was getting "bugey’ and wanted to
iry something new.” He went on to
form Anuenue, With the addition of
composer and | 2-string guitarist Den-
nis Kamakahi in 1974 the Sonz of Ha-
wail worked as a quintet until Keale’s
amicable departure, and the quartet
has maintained stability since then.

Kamae has been no slouch as a
songwriter. His “Morning Dew.” a
collaboration with Larry Kimura, s
o contemporary standard which has
now been interpreted by some 30
other artists. “Kela Mea Whifta™ and
“Ke Ala Ka Jeep™ are two other
Kamae favorites, and he has com-
posed numerous songs since with his
second wife, Myrna, as lyricist.

But Kamakahi has proven o be a
real treasure, regarded by many of
his peers as the finest composer
working in Hawau today, Robert
Cazimero is one such enthusiast, who
in this column a couple of months
back said that he and brother Eoland
await each new Sons album fo see
which Kamakahi songs they should
do next. So far, they've recorded his
“Pua Hone" and perform “Wahine
likea™ and “E Hihiwai” frequently
on stape.

Kamakahi, now 27, dominates the
new Sons of Hawail album, fross-
roors Music, with nine of the D
songs, the odd one out being another
Kamae-Kimura effort, The new re-
lease has a decidedly country and
Western [wang, swinging more to-
ward Austin, Texas, rather than
Mashville with & blend of old Bob
Wills style Western-swing and the
new progressive cowboy sound of
Willic Melson and Waylon Jennings,
“With most of the music on this new
album,” Kamakahi says, “we tried (o
reach some median point at which we
feel the kind of music we play can be
appreciated by the majority of the
potential audience, Its a new depar-



professional
interior design

CHARLES BLACK ASSOCIATES INC.

83T Cocks Sirest

Homolule, Hawal S8813

1615 Silva Street,

 HONOLULU /HOVEREER 1030

Ph: (808) 537-4925

in

San Francisco

Life Design

400 Pacific Avenua

Meraleraft will do

Jor you owldoors
what mterior
decarators do for
you indoors.

Call us today, well gladly
assist you in decorating—
there's na consullalion
charge,

e make howse calls!

Honoluluy = Fhone 8d1-d268

ture in a different ficld, yvet we still
feel that the old rhythms we use are
closely identified with the backlands
eountry music here in Hawaii.™

The album completed, the Sons
are now to be lound back in the Blue
Dolphin Room at the Waikiki Out-
rigger, playing weekends wuntil al
least next March. From there, any-
thing's possible. They'd love to take
their Hawaiian country sound to the
Mainland, Kamaes friend Jerry Byrd
pul some feelers out for the group to
the producers of the “Grand Ol
Opry™ during his last Mashville rec-
ording session, and something might
click. “Apparently they said they'd
welcome uws,” savs Kamae, “but
there’s only one hitch—we'd have to
pay our way up thers,”

Theres an old dictum of the
enteriainment world that “in show
business, if theres no business, there’
no show,” and while Kamae's firse
priotity 15 music, his atiention fo
business details is more astute than

| most of his breed,

“When we first started years ago,
the idea of forming a parinership was
to use part of the money we'd earn for
sgome Kind of investment,” he says.
“It didn't go that way—some wanted
to take the money home and some
wanted to have a good time, 5o it
didnt work out. Mow the way we
have it, with a corporation, it's easy
to do all the things you wani to do,
You want to invest insomething, you
want o borrow for things you need.
You dont have to worry about an
agent putting up so0 much money for
all the things you need like sirings,

| instruments and amphiiers. Right

now we're a corporation, we all sit
down and make the decisions, and we
go. And it's easy all the way around.”
For the past seven vears, the group
has recorded for its own Hawaii Sons
label, financing the studio sessions
and manufactuning costs, then turn=
ing the completed product over to a
distributor for a far more advanta-
geous return. Kamae alse handles
all the bookings and other business
negotiations for the group. Does this
indicate a basic distrust of the way
others in the business operate?
“Mo,” Kamae says, "But it does
give you the freedom to do as you
wish. Somebody can come along and
tell you "OK, we'll handle wvou,
manage vou, we'rte gonna do this and
that for vou.' But then lomorrow
might be another thing. 5o you have
to be consistent with what vou really



want to accomplish, and then go do it
for yourself,"

While Kamae was one of the first
artists to sel up his own independent
record label, he doesn’t recommend
it for everyone, cspecially for new
artists, “When we first started, it was
with Hula Records and as far as I'm
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One step ahead, The Sons’ own album sales have

it e Fashions, been reasonable, if nol spectacular.
*“At the time we tirst started, 1'd say if
we go five [thousand copies per
album] % pretly good,” Kamae
allows. *You po three, you're on safe
road. If you move slowly every vear
[with steadily selling albums from
back catalog], 1 love that. 1'd rather
have one that moves every year
instead of having one come up and
then fading when the next album’
relemsed

o kast album has staved pretiy
close to 5,000, and thats healthy for
us. This new one should be better, |
believe, because of the market and
the way people think today. [ think
the times right for this one,™

At 53, Kamae's still not ready for
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The the retirement home. Working with
it younger pecple like Kamakahi, he
Fumily says, keeps him rejuvenated —

although Kamakahi says he had
trouble keeping pace with the others,
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