Grayslake -  One often hears about a famous artist being so poor during his lifetime that he didn’t have enough to eat, let alone enjoy the better things in life which he so richly deserved.


Mozart, despite his brilliance, died a pauper.  In modern times, there have been countless stories about how Hollywood stars got fleeced, their riches turned into rags.


How come?


Ask Joan Hammel, Lake County’s own rising start as a singer, songwriter and producer.  She’ll tell you it all boils down to a woeful lack of business education, to say nothing of financial savvy.


“If you remove the façade of everything that is glamour, it all comes down to business,” said the owner and president of Paxton Productions in Grayslake.


“Unfortunately, most artists don’t even know how to negotiate a contract,” she lamented from her observation of fellow artists.


Even today, art schools hardly teach business, she pointed out.


“Of all the classes taught at art schools, business is not one of them when it should be one of the most important.”


Hammel, an alumnus of the College of Lake County and Chicago’s Columbia College, just got invited by the Pentagon to present a USO show with her six-member troupe on New Year’s Eve to entertain troops at Guantanamo Bay in Cuba.  The nine-day tour is her first USO show outside the country.  She has entertained the troops at other military installations, including Naval Station Great Lakes.


On Sunday, she is going to unveil joanland, her first CD, for which she wrote all but two of the 11 original songs.  The collection “explores the ups and downs of how people come together, blossom or whither,” she said.


“It’s going to be standing room only,” she said noting the number of RSVPs she’s received to invitations to the party at the Lake County Discovery Museum near Wauconda.


Hammel, who has a clear, strong voice that ranges from alto to soprano, will treat her guests by singing songs from the CD.  Among them is Lover Prevails, which has lines like” “If I had a choice, I’d give the child a voice so they could speak of all the things they find inside their dreams”


Another one she wrote is See Ya! which she wrote about a friend’s divorce.  The simple but emotion-drenched lines include:


I’m gonna go out and get your off my mind


Don’t even think about me coming back this time


Before you know it I’ll have forgotten about you.


Songs, like poems, express a person’s inner feelings and reflections about other people’s experiences in life, both happy and sad.


Asked about what prompted her to write the songs, she said, “I wanted to express myself musically with depth in my music life.”


She said at first she began searching for songs from record companies and other sources, but found that most of them are “rap” music.

“Frustrated, I began learning to write my own songs,” she added.


While she wrote nine of the 11 songs for the album, one of the contributors is Eric Smyth, grandson of the inventor of the jukebox.  His songs, He Asked Me to Dance, has romantic lines like:


He asked me to dance tonight.  I’m not sure what to say.


He holds me tight throughout the night. I sure wish I knew his name.


His looks was heavenly.  His hair, his eyes, his smile was gleaming.


Hammel. A 1981 graduate of Warren Township High School where she has been inducted into the school’s Hall of Fame, said the initial release of her CD is for 1000 copies.  But demand is such that it is already on a second order at a record company in New Jersey that makers her CDs.


Joanland will be available in stores in January in the United States, Europe and Australia.  It will retails for $12.99.  Buying direct from her through Paxton Productions, PO Box 486, Grayslake, IL 60030 or through her website: www.joanhammel.com

Around this time, her swinging band is booked solid.  Joan Hammel and Friends has played various corporate and public functions – most recently at the Guys & Dolls Club at the Deerpath Inn in Lake Forest.


The group was enthusiastically received when it played at the 2002 Olympics in Slat Lake City.  Her voice also filled Holy Name Cathedral in Chicago at special Mases for which she was invited to sing.


She also has dabbled in television as a producer, first as a production assistant for Daybreak, a morning news-talk show on CBS.  Her credits include segments of Inside the NFL, first aired in 1986 and is still on the air from time to time.  Others include segments on the Chicago Bears.


More significantly, she made a name for herself as the voice behind America, a CD with two songs in memory of the Sept 11 attacks in New York City.  She sang both America and Wind on the Water.  The proceeds went to the victims of the terrorist attacks.


For her contribution, she received thank you letter from New York Governor George Pataki and former New York Mayor Rudolph Giuliani, as from as from police and firefighters.  But the letter that moved her the most came from the widow of the co-pilot of the plane that hit the World Trade Center’s North Tower.


“Nothing is more rewarding than you can help people through a difficult time,” she said, her blue eyes tearing.


Back to the importance for artists to learn about business, she acknowledged she learned it the hard way.  She formed Paxton Productions to handle bookings, contracts, promotions and paper work.

When needed, she would hire two students from Warren High to help her out.  To the students, it has proven to be valuable business experience that is not taught at school.


After the USO Show, Hammel will be headed for the International Music Show in Cannes, France, where she will perform and hopefully cut some music deals.


And long before joanland is released, she has begun working on her next CD which will be a collection of Christmas songs – mostly written by her.


Her fans, of course, can’t wait to hear how White Christmas is sung at joanland.

