















































native Detroit. Today, though she hasn’t achicved com-
mercial success, she sull projects a feeling of delight in hey
job, of joy in creativity. To her, singing is an end in itself,
She explained, “I always wanted 1o sing jazz and never
thought about doing anything clse.”

Like many jazz artists who have cmerged from the
Motor City. she credits the Detroit atmosphere for helping
her during her formative years along the road to artistic
fulfithment.

“The Dewroit environment was very good,” she suid.
“When | started, Detroit was well on its way 1o receiving
juzz, Detroit was aware, and 1 was readly aware.”

In 1948 she left Detroit 1o join Lionel Hampton's band,
remaining with him for three years. It was the vibraharp-
ist who nicknamed her Betty (Bebop) Carter. Even now
the name sticks with her in some circles, and she feels
that i detracts by suggesting a more limited singer than
she is now. Recently, for l.\dlllplt. when o clubowner put
up a sign billing her as “The Bebop Girl,”™ she told him
she wanted it taken down although the owner insisted it
might draw customers who otherwise wouldn’t know who
she was. By the time she went onstage the fiest night the
sign was down.

“Hamp made thar nickname predominant because of
my ability 10 scat,” she said. 1 no longer want to be
identificd with this. Ella’s not culled Ella (Bebop) Fitz-
gerald, is she?”?

Not that Miss Carter no longer scats. On a good night
with a sympathetic group, she can maintain an amazingly
high level of creativity, while achieving an excitement
comparable in the idiom only to that gencrated by Miss
Fitzgerald.

She usually scats the last tune of cach sct.

“IUs a pleasure to close out a set way up,” she said.
“After 45 minutes of not scatting, it’s good to scat one
tune. But if you're going to-scat at all, it’s got to be good.
IUs often a quastion of whether or not the musicians can
feed me.

“When Fscat, monot just doing it to do it. I've thought
about it. Pve put some work into it. Any of my scatting
is up to dute. Too many people fall back into the hehop
clement when they scat. I've kept up with the young mu-
sicians. They've given me a lot of encouragement and
imspiration. I want my music to be interesting o the
musicians.”

On lcaving Hampton in 1951, the vocalist went to New
York City, where she has spent most of her time since,
exeept for a time with Ray Charles from 1960 to 1963
Although Charles relies more strongly on the blues than
she does, Miss Carter didn’t feel restricted with his band,
adding, “It was the high point of my life as a jazz per-
former, because I had the chance to work to masses of
people, doing what [ wanted to do.”

But, then, she has always been too individual an artist
10 worry about who clse is on the bill.

“Anything that’s swinging,” she said, “the audience will
dig it. I worked a package New Year's at the Apollo with
John Lee Hooker, T-Bone Walker, Sonny Terry, and
Brownic McGhee. They drew an older audicnce than mine.
I guess | was there for contrast. But I had my own trio
and was able to do whiit I wanted. And it went over with
the audience.”

More recently she worked a concert that featured groups
from the other end of the jazz spectrum—such avant-
gardists as John Coltrane, Archic Shepp, Albert Ayler,
and Sun Ra—and scored with their audience.

But opportunities like these have been few in Miss
Carter’s career. Except for the period of touring with

Charles, she has been confined almost exclusively (o jazz
rooms but feels that she could win over adadiences in all
Kinds of situations if given the chance. Anvone who has
scen her in person and watched her take control of an
audicnce will agree. But promoters and clubowners will
have 10 accept her as she is and not expeet her to dilute
or alter her music.

“People try to force things on vou,” she said. “But if
vou make it on vour own, they can’t tell you this. Why
do 1 have o sing Bill Bailey 1o work the Copa? They try
(o brainwash me. 1 don’t think the audicrice is as fickle as
people make them out to be. T orefuse (o believe it

Miss Carter cut an LP with Charles in 1961, the only
record she has made that reached a really Jarge audience.
About this date, she said, o have rcecorded with Ray
Charles was like an honor, because he could have used
anyone he wanted.”

She also has recorded five albums of her own over o
t0-year period. Nonce is casy 1o find in record stores, al-
though all five reccived favoruble reviews. Her favorites
are her latest, luside Betry Carter, on United Artists, and
her second, Oue There, cut in 1957 for the Peacock label
in Houston, Vexis. The 1957 album featured such mu-
sicians as pianist Wynton Kelly and bassist Sam Joncs,
plus arrangements by Melba Liston, Gigi Gryee, and
Benny Golson. By that time the unique Carter taste for
scldomi-heard tunes was already well developed, and the
album included selections as unusual as Isle of May, a
pop tune of the "30s taken from a Tchaikovsky Andante.

Of this record, she said, “lC was weak on engineering
and rehearsals, hul it had the best jazz ideas of any record
I've done. The a&r man was a friend of mine. He cut it
for his own Kicks!

On record, as in her club and concert engagements, she
is basically responsible for all her own arrangements. She
had no formal training in music but picked up o reading
and writing knowledge from musicians. When a date calls
for a group larger than the trio she usually works with,
she may tape an outline of what she wiants to hear and
gives the tapes 1o an arranger.

In addition to arranging in this manncer, she writes an
occasional tune. Like muany musicians, .\hL doesn’t find
as much tme to write as she'd like. ~I'd like to have one
tune I wrote on cach album 1 do,” she said.

The vocalist also does her own booking, explaining,
“Suare, I've had managers. They always got in the way.”

She said of her first manager: “He sued me for anti-
cipatory breach of contract bhecanse | owent out and got
work in order to eat, when he wasn’t even trying (o get
work for me.” She won the case, but “he told all the
agencies not to book Betty Carter. For a long time 1 had
an ‘untouchable” veputation.”

Then there was the manager representing a European
film that was publicizing certain rock-and-roll groups. She
reminisced rucfully, “1 was traveling in big company. The
way they wined and dined me, 1 thought I was going to
be big.”

Fle olfered her a dream contract. Then, while she was
on the road, word came that the manager had been ar-
rested for embezzling $300.000 from the firm. That ended
the wining, the dining, and the contract.

Even after these scrapes, she doesn’t rule out the possi-
bility of acquiring another manager but points out that
“they won't touch me. They think I've got it made. They
think I'm working all the time and paying no dues.”

“And,” she added with a smile, “I'm told T have such
an air of independence about me that they're scared 10

(Continued on page 38)
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