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Betty CARTER 

Biographical notes 

by Gottlieb GUNTERN 

 

Hailed by Carmen Rae and Sarah Vaughan as the greatest pure jazz singer, Betty Carter war born 

Lillie Mae Jones on May 16, 1930, in Flint, Michigan. At 16 she won an amateur contest at the 

Paradise Theater in Detrot and went on to gig with Dizzie Giilespie's Big Band, Charlie Parker, and 

Lionel Hampton, who dubbed her Betty Bebop. Polygram Records (Verve label) offered her a major 

contract in 1988. A year later, after over 40 years of refusing to cop out, she received a Grammy 

Award for Look What I Got! 

 

Today Betty Carter is also a one-woman jazz university, rounding up promising young talent for an 

unbelievable musical education in the form of Jazz Ahead. The week of composing and arranging, 

whose major goal it is to foster a genuine appreciation for jazz in young African-Americans, is 

capped off by a weekend of concerts. As Howard Reich of the Chicago Tribune so rightly put it, "… 

for sheer inventiveness, imagination and ability to make a song into a living drama, Carter probably 

has no peer." Anyone who has experienced a performance by Betty Carter can vouch for that. 

 

Exerpt from Introduction 

Gottlieb GUNTERN 

Year after year she has been voted number 1 First Female Jazz singer in the Down Beat Critics and 

Readers Poll. She took the Album of the Year and Vocalist of the Year Awards in American jazz in 

1992. 

 

This legendary jazz diva is a great composer, arranger and writer of lyrics. She is an independent 

producer and a one-woman university scouting for young jazz talents in their teens and early 

twenties, training them by means of cajoling, chiding, pushing, pulling and pruning - turning promising 

cubs into young lions ready to move out and make it on their own.  

 

To watch her perform on stage is to participate in an atavistic ritual. She is a technician of the sacred, 

a master of ecstasy, an ancestral mother belonging to the space-time of archetypes. Tilting her 

head, wrinkling her brow, rolling her eyes, swishing her arms, twitching her fingers, swinging her hips 

and swaying her knees, she prowls the stage, exuding a strange mix of simultaneous tension and 

relaxation. She'll stand motionless for a moment, take a deep breath and then begin to moan and 

groan, sigh an cry, cooing and purring, winding her silvery voice like a vine in and out and around 

the melody, subtly infusing into the lyrics the meaning born deep in the hollows of her marrow bone. 

And just as you are drifting off into a dreamy state of repose, abruptly she shatters the mirror of 

serenity. Innocent whispering leaps into reckless blistering. Gaily scatting for a while across those 
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octaves high above the ground, suddenly she swoops down the scales, a falcon chasing her prey 

while her triumphant voice pierces the air like a staccato horn reminiscent of Charlie Parker, Sonny 

Rollins or John Coltrane. Then gently she glides into yet another mode of expression, another mod a 

virtuoso forever dazzling and enchanting you with an effortless shifting of volumes, rhythms and 

tempos. She's able to proceed as slowly as a glacier creeping down the Alps - and as fast as the 

lightning that strikes in the desert. She is able to stop time in its tracks and unleash it again in an 

explosion of sheer rapture.  

 

 

Excerpt  

from Betty CARTER's speech 

Well, here I am at the Symposium in Zermatt, Switzerland, looking up at a mountain I've flown over 

dozens of times, the Matterhorn. When I look up at it, it truly is a wonderful sight, and I understand the 

obsession the Swiss have for skiing. As of yet, I have not taken the risk to ski. If something were to 

happen to these knees at this point in my life, my recovery would be long and painful. In my next life, 

I'll take up the challenge. 

 

About this crazy, wonderful business that I am in, it is probably the most misunderstood occupation 

there is. When I say misunderstood, it is because it does not make fast money. In business, the bottom 

line is what makes the wheels turn. Most business people perceived that Jazz - America's indigenous 

art form - will not and cannot afford you a good living. That is simply not true. You have to work 

harder because of the art's demands to be creative. You do have to have patience, try to maintain 

your integrity and be willing to make sacrifices - all those wonderful things. It truly is up to the artist, 

because the record companies are known for turning their backs on Jazz. The two go hand in hand 

for the music to succeed, the record company has to believe as you and in you. I do believe that if 

used correctly, and if you as an individual give it all you've got, and if those who have the power to 

do so promote it as they should, and it is given the respect it deserves, it can and will make money. In 

today's world there has been a steadily declining interest because everyone is in a fast track mode, 

and Jazz being an evolving art form patience is needed. That is very difficult for the young players 

and business executives alike, because the emphasis is on the bottom line. 

 

What needs to be done, in my opinion, is to steadily emphasize the importance of music (Jazz) to our 

youth. It's a culture that we can't let lie; a culture that started a long time ago before I became 

involved, and before I was born. I arrived during the swing era, entered the business at the end of the 

swing period and the beginning of the bebop era.  

 

In 1964 bebop arrived in Detroit, my hometown, and was immediately accepted as the new sound 

of the times. Not everywhere was this the case, but in Detroit we were on top of things. Charlie 
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Parker, Dizzy Gillespie, Stan Kenton, Woody Herman, Miles Davis, Bud Powell, Max Roach; singers like 

Billie Holiday, Ella Fitzgerald, Sarah Vaughan, Billy Eckstine, singer and band leader; these talented 

musicians had already started recording the new sounds of bebop. I could not afford to buy the 

records. Even if I had, my parents would not hear of it, but fortunately for me there was a soda 

fountain drug store across the street from my school (North Western High). On the jukebox ere all the 

bebop sound, and we used to crowd around it to learn the latest riffs and try to emulate them. The 

beginning of a new form of vocalizing emerged. Louis Armstrong was the first musician scat singer, 

Leo Watson, another scat singer, came later. Few musicians know of Leo because he didn't play an 

instrument. In fact, I didn't learn about him until a few years ago. 

 

Then along came Ella Fitzgerald in 1945 with her scat (another word for bebop) versions of Lady Be 

Good and How High the Moon, which in turn freed up women, allowing them to try their hand at 

improvising. Most of the singers laid back but I forged ahead in school having fun with it. I thought it 

would remain a novelty until I joined Lionel Hampton - but I'll get to more of that encounter later. 

 

The idea of becoming a singer never entered my mind That came later when I joined the school glee 

club. I realized right away I didn't have the voice, but I did have rhythm and big ears; I could 

harmonize easily. Charisma, I had - a very important ingredient if you intend to become a performer. 

 

Most singers today come out of the church, and I also sang in the church choir, but never as a lead 

singer; my voice was not big enough, as in school I was the lead alto ready to harmonize anything. 

 

In those days, the idea of profiting from the ability to sing the Gospel commercially never crossed my 

mind Being of the Baptist faith, most things outside the church (alcohol, movies on Sunday, bars, etc.) 

were viewed as sinful. My parents strictly adhered to those rules, so if I dared to venture out into that 

other world, I would have todo it under cover. And that's exactly what I began to do. 

 

I was doing more music in school than my parents knew. They were letting me take piano lessons, 

preparing me for the day I would play in church, not one of my ambitions. I did like the piano and 

was happy to take the lessons. In school music wa part of our education like reading, writing, 

arithmetic, so I became quite appreciative of all kinds of music. When my family realized I was not 

going to play in the church, my music lessons were cut off - to the disappointment of my music 

teacher who thought I had some talent. 

 

An injury to my music teacher's back gave me the opportunity to become the student director of the 

Acappella choir at a commencement exercise. I think that was when my ego began to be 

encouraged. I was out front, in charge, and I really felt I knew what I was doing. 
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While all these things were happening in my young life, at the same time music was going through a 

transition across the country in Jazz, from swing to bebop. I had no idea that eventually it would 

affect me. 

 

I became aware of some theatres across the country in key cities like New York, Chicago, 

Philadelphia, Washington DC, Baltimore, St. Louis, and of course Detroit. Hey all had the same format 

catering mostly for African American audiences and artists. Each theatre did at least four shows a 

day and an amateur show every Wednesday night. The winner would get a chance to appear on 

one of the shows and win a cash prize of $ 25. 

 

A friend picked up an application for me so I could get a chance to audition; the answer came to 

her home. Auditions were held on Saturday afternoon. I would have to find a way to go without my 

parents finding out. As fate would have it, it was nt very hard because on Saturday everyone 

becomes busy with lots of things to do. I did the audition and passed; now I had to find a way to get 

out of the house on Wednesday amateur night, and that was a little harder. I managed to achieve 

that with help from my sister. 

 

On the show I played the piano and sang The Man I Love. I won and returned home with only my 

sister Vivian the wiser. We split the winnings. At these events there is always an agent in the audience 

looking for talent to book. There were a number of clubs in Detroit, but I was too young to sing in 

them; the legal age was and still is 21. 

 

I was still in school and wanted to get out as soon as possible. One day we heard Dizzi Gillespie and 

his band were coming to town. As I look back now, we were like groupies, all excited because finally 

we were going to see Dizzy. I got to see him by using some forged ID. He was to appear at this club 

called The El-Cino. Of course I had never been there. Fortunately there were so many people our ID 

was not looked at too closely. I was introduced to Dizzy by a young dancer that was already 

acquainted with him and is wife. How I never asked. Jeri was her name. Jeri was so funny, everyone 

like her. Dizzy couldn't get enough of her; they laughed all the time. That is when I found out how 

funny he was, an saw how much fun he was having in front of the band. Here I was, standing close, 

laughing too. Dizzy was the friendliest musician I have ever known to this day. He was nice to 

everyone. If you wanted to speak to him, you could, no problem. Jeri let him know I was a singer. I 

blushed and started to shake, full of anxiety. What if he called on me? What would I sing? The music 

was wonderful; everything I expected and more. Not realizing he had retained my name, suddenly I 

got the surprise of my life. He called me up on state. Up I went, looking confident, but boiling inside. 

That was the beginning of a wonderful relationship. 
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Open Discussion 

 

Carter: …Ask me a question with music, sing a question. You see, you are laughing, because in order 

for you to be spontaneous, you have to listen, you have to listen to the music, you have to listen to 

the time, and you have to think about what you are going to ask. That is what we have to do when it 

comes to dealing with music. I am not saying that you guys are going to do that, because I am sure 

you think: “What does she mean, sing me a question?” You got any ideas what I mean by that? How 

do you feel about it? Fine. Really. You are really interested in doing that? I will be a lot of fun. It will be 

a lot of fun. Think of your question, and the changes are easy. 

 

Guntern: (Singing) Why did Lionel Hampton fire you seven times in a row? 

 

Carter: (Singing) Now that is a nice question. I’ll tell you why. Why did Lionel Hampton fire me seven 

times in a row, that’s what you said, right? Well, I was young, young, thought I knew everything, like 

all young people do, I’m no different, I thought I had it going, so he asked me a question one day, 

he said: “Hey Betty Be Bop,” - that is what he used to call me, Betty Be Bop - who‘s band do you like 

the best ?” Now that is a dumb question. I came up in the bebop days - he knew I was in love with 

Dizzy’s music. And in my cocky way, as a cocky young person would say, I said, “Dizzy’s.” He said, 

“You’re fired!” That was one time. But whenever he got an impulse and decided he was going to be 

mad at Betty Be Bop, he would fire me. But I had a wonderful friend, his wife, and when he fired me, 

she would hire me back. It is true. So that is what happened. Now you’ve got the idea, sing me a 

question. Take a risk, take a risk, create something, listen and create something. Yeah. 

 

Participant: How do you choose these young people, is it just a feeling or what is it? 

 

Carter: Unfortunately it is not just a feeling, it is everything. They’ve got to want this music, they’ve got 

to want to play this music. You can tell, if you know your music, if the potential is there when you hear 

a musician. All I heard from him in the beginning were a few little bass notes and I thought, he’s got it, 

he’s got it. 

Are you thinking of another question, are you thinking of a lot of questions? Do not be chicken, take 

a risk; that is what this Symposium is all about. Risk. You have to swing, you have to be casual about it. 


