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PERRYN LEECH: Tell me a little 
about your childhood. 
RICHARD BROWN: I was born in 
Philadelphia and was an only child. My 
dad was a public school music teacher 
but we also had a family business, which 
was a music store and dance studio. Mom 
would run that while dad was teaching, 
and then he would come home after 
school and help in the shop. It was a real 
mom and pop business. 
 
So music was clearly part of your life! 
What instruments did you play? 
I started at the age of seven and a half 
playing the accordion—not exactly a 
conventional choice for someone at that 
age! I watched Lawrence Welk on TV 
and loved his program; that was where I 
first saw the accordion. Looking back, I 
didn’t really like it that much.
 
Although you were playing it, you 
weren’t really connecting to it? What 
did you move on to? 
The Philadelphia public schools had 
amazing music programs and, especially, 
really good summer programs. So when 
I was about twelve and a half, I did a 
summer program and played the drums 
for the first time—and immediately 
knew this was something I loved. I also 
immediately got my own set of drums and 
started to have lessons at the music school. 

So when you went to high school, you 
played drums? 
Absolutely—we had a great school band 
and I loved playing in it. I also knew that 
I needed a better teacher, so every Friday 
night my dad would drive me about an 
hour to my teacher. We had found Fred 
Hinger, who was the principal timpanist 
in the Philadelphia Orchestra, and by this 
point I knew that this was what I wanted 
to do. I then got a scholarship from the 
Philadelphia Board of Education to go to 
a great music school—Temple University 
in Philly—where I earned my BA. 
 
What was your goal at this point, in 
terms of playing as a career? 
It seemed to me that I only had two 
choices at that time. I could teach music 
in public school or I could join the army. 
There was an opening in the army band 
in Washington, D.C., and I auditioned 
and got offered the place. So I joined 
the army! I had a wonderful yet very 
hard three years in the army and truly 
learned how to be a professional. In 
1972, an opportunity came up at the 
Houston Symphony, and I auditioned 
for the position and won it. I moved, but 
honestly found it difficult to settle here 
at first. But I did, and for eight years I 
was in the Houston Symphony and also 
worked as an adjunct professor at Rice. 

 

RICHARD BROWN is the orchestra personnel manager for 
Houston Grand Opera (or fixer, for short) and is responsible 
for making sure that the right player is in the right chair for 
whatever HGO is playing in a given performance. He regularly 
plays as principal percussionist in the HGO Orchestra and is also 
the founder of the orchestra that takes his name—at some time 
or other, most of us have danced to his group at a gala or other 
event. Richard talked to Perryn Leech about his musical career 
and the wide-ranging positions he has held.
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You had something that many 
musicians strive for—the security of a 
full-time job and additional teaching at 
a very good school. 
I did, but I was a little tired of classical 
playing as well. I decided that I wanted 
to go to New York, so I left to become a 
freelancer. I had some wonderful years 
playing in various Broadway shows as 
well as playing as an extra player in the 
New York Phil and Orchestra of St. 
Luke’s and doing studio work. It wasn’t 
easy to break into New York, but it was 
a great time. I also did some interesting 
other work including playing with 
Ann-Margret in Las Vegas, and that 
relationship would go on for some 15 
years—we also played in Houston with 
Ann-Margret. Then I had a call from 
Larry Livingston at Rice and he asked if I 
was interested in coming back to teach. 
 
How did you keep that all going? 
There were cheap flights and somehow, 
I managed to make it work, but that was 
35 years ago, and I just did it! My son 
was living here, so there was an extra 

incentive to be in Houston when I could. 
Eventually, HGO decided to found an 
orchestra to play some performances. I 
was approached to help with that. I then 
came on board in the personnel manager 
position after the company toured to 
Egypt as part of the performances of Show 
Boat. I have now been doing that job for 
a long time and have seen the orchestra 
change a lot since Patrick Summers was 
appointed as music director. Together 
we have built a very strong orchestra for 
HGO and we also work closely with our 
colleagues at the Ballet to try to attract the 
very best core players we can. When we 
started, Patrick told me that it would take 
ten years to build the orchestra we wanted, 
and I think the Ring cycle operas proved 
we have done that. 
 
You have a lot to be proud of, but I 
know you are also proud of the work 
you have done with the Grand Teton 
Music Festival and the Richard Brown 
Orchestra. 
I am very proud. We have a truly 
wonderful time in the Tetons, and that 

festival has developed into a major music 
festival. It is inspiring to work with 
another amazing conductor in Donald 
Runnicles, and we now are like a second 
family of players who look forward to 
seeing each other every year and making 
music together. The Richard Brown 
Orchestra is something I love to do 
as well. We do about 30 events a year, 
playing anything from old, big band 
standards to modern pop and dance 
music. We normally play galas and 
parties, and they are always fun! 
 
You play an amazing variety of music 
and styles, and it all started from a 
small boy finding music in his life and 
starting to play the accordion! 
I have enjoyed being able to not just do 
one thing and have worked with some 
amazingly talented people in all of those 
fields. I retire from Rice this year and will 
travel a little more, but I am certainly 
not ready to stop yet. It has been a great 
adventure for sure.  

Clockwise from upper left: Richard in elementary school with his 
first-choice instrument, the accordion; finding his niche playing 
drums in junior high school; playing with the U.S. Army Band 
in Washington, D.C.; playing for a television show at Kennedy 
Center celebrating Bob Hope’s 75th birthday; the Richard Brown 
Orchestra (photo by D. Jones Photography). Richard is third from 
left in front.


