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She graduated from Harvard, got her MBA and
a great job — but, as Alison Brown tells Eric J. McNulty,
her calling and true love wouldn’t let go.
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lison Brown i exaccly where she wanrs o e,
yet no one couled bave forecase the journey she
lias caken. Least of all, Beown herself. Her
company, Compass Records, celebrates its 10ch anniversary
this vear and her lacest CT2, Seafen Mowents, was release in May.

Compass Records has been called "Mashville’s hippest aleer-
nacive label,™ Brown, an investiment banker curned Grammy
Awardewinning banjo picker, prondly says Compass helps
praple discover grear music overlooked by the rainstrean.
Wich more chan 200 releases to s ceedic, o is a label with a
repurarion for quality so strong char customers will sample a
new artist simply becanse Compass has released che CD and a
business medel char is boch inspirarional 2nd profitable.

It is a story of perseverance and passion, karme and an
cxgquisite knack for being in the right place at che righe time, Te
i5 4 lesson i whar can bappen when vou take tme o listen o che
voice deep inside, 1t isa woce that Brown fise heard in childbood.

Brown's fascioacion wich che banjo stareed when she was
just 10, when she came seross che recordings of Earl Scruggs,
By the cime she entered jumor high school, she was carcying
piceures of Scruggs in her notebook, When che family moved
from preppy Connecticus to surf-cencered San Dhego, Brown
says she sruck our ag the gzl in che cowboy shives wich the big
hete buckles. Mou the fastesc roune to popularicy, she notes,

She spent her high school years splic berween serions
srucdving — "prepacing o be the docror my parents cxpecred me
to be” — and jamming wich blucgress bands and pacticiparing
in banjo and fiddle contests on the weekends,

When iocame time o choose a college, she did the only

logical thing she could think of: She combed the back pages of

Biuepras Dnfimired and compared the number of liscings in

Boscon versus Noew Haven, Boston won and she eorolled ar
Harvard, After two years she walked away from pre-med for a
derree o hiscory and licerature, She went on to receive an
MBA from UCLA and chen became an iovescment banker,

Liur che banjo wouldn't go away, Brown found herself

siteed inside the latest issue of Do

hidding hee copy of Bisegran Und
Bryer and deeaming of & caceer chat went bevond rax-cxempe
debr, The pull of che music she loved couldn't be resisted. She
decided o tuke a see-monch break from her day job.

That was when things began to happen. She reeeived o call

frem Alison Keuss, then a Gddie plaver and blusgrass singer
with a small bue growing cule following. Brown signed on and
“we rraveled arcund the country anea 197 0esomeching vin,
living che bluggrass dream.”

She recarded her fiesc album while plaving wich Kraoss,
and it was aominated for 4 Grammy. From there she roured
with folk-pop diva Michelle Shocked and selecred bass player
Garey Wese o join the band. [t proved to be a forcnitons
chaice, as West later became her husband.

While in Srockholm ouving wich Shocked, she and West
found chemselves at a café speculating abour whar the good life
gl ook like and chey skerched out che wlea for cheir own record
tabel an che proverbial napkin. Io was there char Compuss
Records was bornasd yes, she says, she sull has the gaplan,

Tletr desive was ro create an arcise-fnendly label whers the
music would be whar mattered. [dealiscic? Cerrminly, But o
Birowen and West it was realiscic as well.

They were srill rouring with Shocked, now in Auscralia,
and mer the owners of an independent label who wene looking
for like-minded peaple to discribure cheir caralog of world
music in the United Sraces. [t was the perfect apporcunicy




except for one small problem: They lacked capital. That was
whena lerrer arrived from a retired exccucive who had heard an
intervicw with Brown on Mationz| Pablic Radio, In the PS5, he
affered Tunding for a music-related vencure, should she ever
need it

“That kind of thing almost never happens,” savs Brown,
Bur 1t did — in this case launching Compass Becords. Today
chey represent almaose A0 arcises wich a caralog thar ranges from
Bluegrass co Celrig, jaze and folk.

tarting a record label may seem scary or risky in rec-
rospece, but Brown says ic scemed like a naroral
thing to do. Bue there were adjusoments in moving
from musician to musician-owner,

Ve occasionally had co temper our enthusiasm and
remember that running a label meant selling records and e
just recording chem,” she says. "We had to learn abour discri-
burion and how to construce contraces thao were borh Fair o
rhe arcist and faie to the business. We had to learn thar doeing
the righr ching for che music somerimes meant saving no. "

“Bur now I'm ina posicion thae [ really never dreamed char
I weuld e an, given that T ehoughe Twas going o be o doeton”
says Brown. “Here I am not only making a living as a banjo
player touring, bue also in che position as a record label owner
e pee o help and support other muosicians and artises whaose
music I feel really needs & voice ouc chere and a presence i the
workd ac large.”

Browi seill finds leadeeship a challenge. “It's tough to be
digging the crench and supervise the digging of the crench ac
rhe same cime,” she CEVES “And we're still a small business, so
we're all digging the trench.”

One key is finding the right people. “People who are inm
music are willing to make other sacrifices ro work on something
thr;.r are [:-ﬂ:-tsim‘.hate aboue.” Brown ateeaces ['.n:-fj['.*h' l}y
being one of the few labels in Nashville thar isn't focused
on counery muste. Many Compass employess also play in
bands on the side, so working for the label fies chesr

qra
i

ifestyle.

Ohe of che other challenges for Compass is building and
sustaining a culoure when che musicians who are che heart of
the business are not often in the building {or che city or olten
the conantryd, "They are here chrough cheir music,” Brown SRYE,
“Each album lives separacely feom vou as well as in you” To
Hrown, che office is just one pare of & larger communicy of music,

Brown also bas learned o ske smare risks, "Evervbody told
us not e buy o scodio,” says Brown. “Avoid the overhead, Bur
we recently bought one anyways I lecs us be more experimental
and try new chings withour worrying aboue che fees or schedul-
tng restricoions of @ rental scodio, 1D insparation stoikes, we can
ger prople ince che studio and just play. If we need more time
e waork an g session, we cen just teke ir, Haviog a scadio ac
biand will hely us stay focused on the muesic and thae 15 whae we're
&l abour, When you understand the soul of your business, you
almost instincrively know which risks are worth teking

"Wihen we discovered thar our studio was the former home
of ‘Hillbilly Cencral'~ where John Harcford had recorded Agva-
Flaiy — we knew we had done the righe ching, Thar album was
one of oy inspdeacions foe getting ineo music. And ehe spint of
thir session will be with ws as we creare new music.”

MNow, wich 10 vears behind her, she has a chance o look
back. "We stacred out wanting to be differene,” she says, “We
ry to be che mosc arcise friendly thar we can be. We are an
arcise-run tabel and sign artists whose music we love and
respect. IE we knew how moch work i was going to be, we
might not have starred ir. Ic's been @ marachon vacher than a
spring, bat thae's OK., We dida't start the COMPANY fo Fiip it

We want o be here to che end of our working careers.” [#
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