















































probing, might have found the answer in Billie’s case.
Tragically, Billie turned for help not to psychotherapy but
to a release that was to prove even more expensive, offered
no solution, and ultimately helped to kill her.

Most readers who elected Billie to the Hall of Fame
probably never heard her in person when she was in her
prime, which, according to personal taste, could have been
anywhere between 1935 and 1950. But the poll outcome
could have been based on the study of records made during
that period, or on nostalgia, or the death cult, or a combina-
tion of the three.

Whatever the answer, it is safe to assume that what
Billie’s voice meant to the jazz scene in her white-gardenia
years cannot quite have the significance to the typical present-
day listener that it had for her contemporaries, just as listen-
ing to a Louis Armstrong-Earl Hines 1928 masterpiece for
the first time in 1962 can never quite achieve the value of
having heard it in correct chronological sequence during its
own era as part of an evolution. Nor can this handicap be
overcome by reading books or seeing her on the screen* or
listening to her LPs.

In this article I hope to bring something of the zeitgeist
of Lady Day to those who arrived too late to be bound up
in it and some of the facts of her life to some who may
have read her autobiography Lady Sings the Blues and
swallowed it whole without salt.

To call Billie the voice of jazz is logical, for no matter
what controversies raged around other singers’ relationship
to jazz, it could never be disputed that whether she sang a
ballad, a Tin Pan Alley potboiler, or the national anthem,
Billie’s remained inescapably a pure jazz sound.

The rough, tortured edges on the tones, the firm grasp on
the note gradually released in a widening vibrato (in later
years the grip weakened and the timbre sank), the frequent
spontaneous use of flatted thirds and sevenths, the innate
sense of syncopation; because of these and other elements
she was musically, technically, and emotionally forever a
part of jazz.

In the event of her arrest or some other unhappy incident
that it took to bring her name into the news section, the
papers almost invariably referred to her as a blues singer.
This was a curious and inaccurate association that remained
with her through her career and can be found today in
retrospective assessments of her work.

The fact is that Billie from start to finish turned most
often to Tin Pan Alley for her material, using both the better
standards and the lesser popular songs. Of the hundreds of
tunes she recorded, not more than a dozen were really blues,
though they included two of her early hits, Billie’s Blues
and Fine and Mellow.

She brought the spirit of the blues to some of her slow-

*1know of only two motion pictures. In Symphony in Black, a 1935 short
filmed on Long Island, and devoted mainly to Duke Ellington's orches-
tra, Billie is seen and heard briefly, singing 12 bars of blues. This was
just before her 20th birthday. In 1946 she finally landed an acting part
gn a feature film—as Endie, a singing maid, opposite Louis Armstrong

New Orleans. 1t is often seen on television. When Billie broke the
:ms to me that she had accepted this role, she smiled bravely and
, “I do play a maid, but she’s a cute maid.”

tempo ballads rather than the form and letter of the 12-bar
source. Lover Man, possibly her biggest hit of all, certainly
her first to reach extensively into the popular market, was
also her first to use a string background.

Some of the critics at the time lamented the idea of
“forcing” Billie to record with strings; they were unaware,
or unwilling to face the fact, that it was Billie who had
longed to record with a string background and persuaded
Milt Gabler of Decca to let her do so. This was in 1944,
almost a decade after she had started recording regularly.
The performance, heard today in the light of Billie’s entire
recorded spectrum, remains a jazz masterpiece. The song
was a superior pop tune, unrelated to the blues.

The blues tradition, in short, was never strongly rooted in
Billie, though she was occasionally exposed in childhood to
the records of Bessie Smith and Louis Armstrong. Show
business, from the beginning, had more meaningful overtones
of glamour for her; even when she changed her name from
Eleanora she borrowed one from a Hollywood star. (“l
don’t think I missed a single picture Billie Dove ever made.”)

ER BIRTH AND early years in Baltimore are starkly
outlined in her autobiography. In 1927, when she

was 12, Billie followed her mother to New York
City. Her singing career began about five years later when, as
Billie said, “The rent was overdue. Mom got a notice that
the law was going to put us out on the street; it was in the
dead cold of winter, and she couldn’t even walk. I told
mom I would steal or murder or do anything before I'd let
them pull that.”

Walking down Seventh Ave. in Harlem, coatless, she
cased bars, looking for a job of any kind. On 133rd St., at
a speakeasy called Pod’s and Jerry's, she said she was a
dancer but flunked a fast audition. Asked whether she
could sing, she said, “Sure I can sing, but what good is
that?” She had been singing all her life, but had never thought
of this as a source of income. The reaction to her first song,
Trav'lin All Alone, was immediate and overwhelming. After
staying at the club all night and bringing home what seemed
like a small fortune in tips, she was hired at $18 a week.

Billie's life up to that point had been so traumatically
chaotic that this episode might easily have been broken off
as casually as it had begun, and she might have returned
to domestic service, or found a boy friend with money, or
wandered off in any of a dozen other directions that would
have eliminated her from musical history.

It is here that Billie’s recollection of things past begins
to rock conspicuously in her story. The saying that talent
will out is a canard. Talent has to find channels or it may
wither and die. It is very probable indeed that there would
never have been a Billie Holiday Story had not John Ham-
mond been in the habit of frequenting the Harlem night spots.

Once having heard Billie at the club, and having developed
an uncanny ear for talent (Hammond was then 21 and
already deeply involved in jazz as a producer of records,
stage shows, and broadcasts), he proceeded to spread the
word.

It was Hammond who took Benny Goodman to the club,
as a direct result of which Billie made her first records—
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