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Success for one Yakirna native has meant a
ccrtain arnount of gtobc-trott ing.

I\{ore tlran 10 years ago, Oleta Adarns left
Yakiura, travel ing to Kansas City, Mo., to pur-
suc her singing career and nrake her second
lronre. ' l 'wo years ago the rnuse of success
l:eckoned again, leading her to London and a
nerrv journey througlt the elusive world of pop-
rnr.r..iic famc.

Thc 1971 Davis High School graduate recent-
ly joined the recordirrg ranks of British pop-
rockers 'l 'ears lor lrears. She is featured on
thcir latest alburn, "The Seeds of Love" and
appears extcnsively in thcir " lVoman in
Cltains" viclco. l ler f i rst solo album for
Phonograrrr records is due for international
release in early 1990 and she is enjoying a star-
r ing role in the Tears for Fears world tour.

Adarns' nlove to Kansas City resulted in an
i lrrpressive reign as t lre city 's favorite
rr iglrtclub act as well  as a nrult i tude of labels.

On one hand. Kansas City rvr i ter Shifra Stein
described Adarns as "all razzle*dazzle."
r\nothcr u'r i ter cal led her "a l(ansas City alto
and piano sensation." She's been alternately
portrayed as a gospel singer, a rhythm and
blues siuger, arul when convenient for the Kan-
sas City prornotions crolvd, a jazz art ist.  She's
been r:ornpared to everyone frorn Nancy
Wilson to S:rrnrtry Davis Jr. And rnore than one
Lrooking agent lras told her that her voice
w{rsn ' t  "b lack"  enough.

ln a 1977 Kansas City Star interview, Aclanrs
cu[ through t lre variec] attempts to label her. "I

don't  emulate anybody," she saicl.  "And I don't
have to copy anybody. I ' rn Oleta."

FIer att i tude is less harrqhty than focused.
Arl ir111s lras l lw:r5's knorvn she rvantet! to sing
antl  play unrsic --.  lerrrru.sic. ' I 'he dauglrter of a
I laptist preacher in Yakinra, Adams was
singing in her father's church choir at age 5.
l3y age 9 she was plaf ing piano. At age 11 she
n'as conducting t lre choir.

In high schr-rol,  Adarns' talents captured the
attention of lrer nrusic teacher, Lee F-arrel l ,
wIro becanre t lre 15-year-old's vocal coach and
ac lv iser .  Farre l l  has remained Adams'
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At age 1S, Adams turned down a college
scholarship in favor of pursuing her career as
a vocalist. Fler father was not pleased. "My

father prayed for a daughtcr who could sing
and play piano," said Adams in another Star
invervierv. "Brrt what he forgot to rlo was pray
for one that would also stay honle." Years
later, Adanrs rvrote a song to explain to her
father why she had to follorv her dream. "I've

Got to Sing My Song" is still an oft-requested
favorite arnong Adarus fans.

An offer to join tire Peggy Fleming tour of
"Concert on lce" as featured singer gave
Adams ilre chance to test her talents on the
road, and rvith dates in Reno, Lake Tahoe, and
Vegas, dreams of breaking into the elusive but
beckoning big tirne. To accommodate Phyllis
Diller on the sarne bill in Vegas, the Fleming
shorv was pared down to half its original
length. Adanrs never appeared on stage.

Deeply disappointed, she returned to
Washington and focused on playing small
clubs. She was rnaking a reasonable but
frustrated living when a Westin food and
beverage manager saw her perfornr in Seattle.
He suggested she try Kansas City.

Adams played tlre Signboard Bar for the first
tirne in 19?5, Ilventually Kansas City becarne
her honre and -she spent a decade fulfilling
urrusually long and successful contracts at
Crolvn Center, the Flyatt Regency and the
Alameda llotel, Fans waited in lines spilling
down staircases and rvinding through lobbies
to sperrd an hour or tw<l with Adarns. lloorns
consistently sold out.

An Oleta Adams performance was a
sophisticated show by a consummate enter-

tainer. Even when drunken conventioneers
demanded "New York, New York" for the
sixth t ime in one night, Arlanrs lnade i t  sound
fresh, even fun. An cclect ic rnix of pop
favorites, stanclards, shorv tuncs and original
compositions rnade Adaurs hard to classify but
popular. I Icr abi l i ty to orchestrate for piano,
bass and drums was reularkable. Thick layers
of urusic tucked each listener in for the even-
ing.

Retween contrar:ts, shc rccorded two
albums, toured ot lrcr parts of the country and
did'an extended solo tour of l lurope. Sun-
marized, it sounds like a ivhirlwind of
glamour. In reality, Adanrs was routinely
frustrated by the hollow pronrises that
characterize the rnusic inclustry. Luminaries
of popular nrusir- '  checkctl  in antl  out Kan.sa.s Ci-
ty 's hotels rvcckly. [{any u'erc inrprcssetl  rvi t l r
Adanrs. Sorne said "c:r l l  nl t :  ."  Solt)r.  sait l  " I ' l l
have my peoplc cal l  you." Mosily, nothing hap-
pcned.

It rvas, thercfole, a reservc(l Arlartrs ttrilt
ntet with Rolancl Orzabal and Curt Smith of'fears for lrears. 'l ' lrey lrad heartl Adanrs ryherr
their "Songs froru thc ISig Clhair" tour stopped
in Kansas City i l r  19{}5. "S}rc got to me," Or-
zabal recal led in a recent interview with l l r i -
tain's Melody Maker rnagazine, "al lcl ,  for rne,
i f  music can open you up and rcducc you to
tears, then it's rloing its jol"r. I thouglrt shc rvas
one of the best singers I 'd ever heard."

In 1987 the tearsonte t losorrre visi tcd the
states again, this tituc for the sole purp<.rse of
gett ing acquainted rvit l t  Olcta Adarns. For
three days the tr io talked, and shopped for
each other's alburns. Aftcr Orzabal and Snrith
adjourncd to I lngland, Adarns passed the t inre
wait ing, negotiat ing, rvait ing sonre rnorc, sign-
ing contracts, and lvait ing again. Final ly, in
It'ebruary 1988, Adarns was flown to London to
record what lias bccorne a top 25 albunr in the
United States. It entered the llritish charts at
number one.
. Adams' contr ibutions rvere signif icant. She
graces the album's secortd single, "\Yontan in
Chains," with a l tauutingly r icl t  artd relaxcd
vocal debut, and is rcsportsible for the tasteful
piano highl ights in "Standing on thc Cortter of
the World." I t  is, howeveL, the denranding
"Badfiran's Song" t trat reveals l ter porver. She
fires the rhytlun section with ferocious hand-
fuls of chords, clustered anrl scooped fronr al l
parts of the keyboard. I . ier vocals l tave t l te
urgency and soulful stretcit  t l tat a piece
possessed of such passiou requires. In fact, Or-
zabal and Smith use thc l iner notes to l l tank
Adams for "authenticating our soul."

In a recent l lol l ing Stone intervierv, Adams
responded to the cret l i t  with characterist ic
poise. "'I'hat was swect, but they have an awful
lot of soul of their own," she .said. "Tircy just
needed to find another way to express it. I got a
chancc. to hclp a bit ."

No doubt newconler.s to the Arlarns fanri ly of
fans wil l  be thri l led to discover this new "ovet '-

night," sensation. In truth, the night lasted
thirty-some intense but relvarcling years. The
days ahead wil l  escort Adanrs through the
nraze-l ike sourrr l  antl  fury of grorving success.

(JOIIN ARMA'I'O rs a Kansas Citl', Mo.,
free-lance s,riter specializing in entertainnrcnt
features. )
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