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Carmen Bradford is one fine jazz singer. And she’s no slouch as a storyteller.

Bradford is next up in the Virginia Arts Festival’s Attucks Jazz Series, bringing a world-

class voice and a background rich in history, connections and accomplishments.

Her parents are international figures: trumpeter, composer and music educator Bobby

Bradford and singer, composer and jazz ambassador Melba Joyce. Joyce’s father, Melvin

Moore, sang with Dizzy Gillespie’s big band in the 1940s and the Ink Spots.

Bradford shared stories this week that go back to her childhood and her long connection

to one her jazz heroes, Ella Fitzgerald.

“I became very close to Ella at the end of her life,” she said.

Bradford’s mother used to take her to a Beverly Hills department store “to catch a sale”

every month or so, and Fitzgerald “would always be at the perfume department.” This

would have been around 1969, when Bradford was a girl and Fitzgerald, a Newport News

native, was in her early 50s.

“We would always say hello, and Mother would always chat with her, so Ella knew who I

was.”
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When Bradford became a singer with the Count Basie Band, and she has stories about

that, too, she got to work with Fitzgerald. Bradford mentioned their earlier meetings, and

the Queen of Jazz said she remembered Melba Joyce’s little girl, from the department store.

Bradford said she got one piece of advice from Fitzgerald. “She told me: ‘Be careful of what

you eat on the road,’” Bradford said, laughing.

Years later, when Fitzgerald was much older, Bradford opened a show for her in New

York.

Before the show, Bradford said, “I noticed she was pacing the floor, and I said ‘Miss Ella,

are you OK? Can I get you anything.’ And she said, ‘What if they don’t like me? I don’t

always do well. I don’t always do well, you know.

“And I said, ‘When?! When don’t you do well?’ And I told her she was the greatest singer in

the world.”

But she remained nervous, repeating: “I don’t do well all the time, honey.”

Bradford said an aide noticed that Fitzgerald’s shoes seemed to be slipping on the floor and

offered to take them outside and scuff the soles on the sidewalk so they would give a better

grip, but Fitzgerald said they would be fine.

“Well, at one point,” Bradford said, “she was swaying her arms back and forth, they way

she sometimes did, keeping time, and she slipped and fell down. Some of her dress went up

over her head. She was laying on her side, but she kept singing. Just got back up and

finished the song.”

Bradford said: “That is a real pro, honey. ’Cause I would have run for cover!”

After Fitzgerald died in 1996, there was an estate sale at her Beverly Hills home.

Bradford said she had gone to a show by singer Carmen Lundy in Los Angeles, and

brought her flowers and talked to her after the show.

The next day, Lundy called Bradford and said, “Come and meet me at Ella’s house.”
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“I said ‘What are you talking about? Why would I want to go to Ella’s house?’ She said, ‘Just

get dressed and meet me out there. Right now.’”

So Bradford went to Ella’s house. “I saw a few ladies looking through her crystal. ... They

were getting their sale on. You know? ... And it really bothered me.”

“Carmen took me by the hands and walked me to Ella’s bedroom. The bed had already

been stripped.” Bradford said she was even more upset by this time in the house of an

inspiration, mentor and friend. Lundy pointed out that on the bedside table was the case

to one of Bradford’s CDs. “She had a little CD player in her room, and she had been

listening to my music.”

“I just fell out on her bed and cried and cried and cried. So hard.”

Bradford said the moment still affects her. “It was really something. It makes me feel like I

have such a responsibility to get this right. It’s really difficult music to sing. I’m terrified.”

But experience shows that Bradford can handle it. She’s worked with the Count Basie

Orchestra and other big bands and stars like Tony Bennett, Wynton Marsalis and Frank

Sinatra, and performed on four Grammy-winning albums with the Basie Band,

singer/guitarist George Benson and composer Kenny Rankin. She’s sung for kings and

queens and traveled around the world a time or two.

Bradford’s just recorded a tribute to Fitzgerald with the Count Basie Orchestra and is

working on a new project with pianist Tyrone Jackson. She’s also writing a book about her

first meetings with music greats, like Bennett, Sinatra, Stevie Wonder and Louis
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Armstrong.

And the tipping point for that illustrious career came one day in her father’s office at their

home. Bradford had decided around age 5 or 6 that she would be a singer. Immersion in

music from her parents joined with the allure of the makeup and eyelashes and gowns

that her mother wore. “I asked her to save some dresses for me,” Bradford said.

But R&B was her music, and her goal.

Her father had an extensive record collection and would take albums daily to the college

class on jazz he was teaching. So every day, there would be a stack of records in his office

to refile.

One day, when the budding R&B singer was 16, she just happened into his office and a

Sarah Vaughan album on the daily record stack grabbed her attention. She put it on the

record player, and by the time that side was over, she was a jazz singer.

“I just loved it! Just loved it, and did a complete turn.” She started working on jazz

standards from that day on.

About six years later, Bradford’s big break came from William “Count” Basie, who was

then in his late 70s.

She recalls how he introduced his latest singer to the band on the bus. “He said: ‘This is

our new little girl. What’s your name again, honey? This is Carmen, our new baby girl.

And he held up a finger and pointed at the band and said, ‘Don’t even think about it. Don’t

even think about it,’ ” Bradford recalled with a laugh.

The next morning, his butler called and said, “Mr. Basie would like to see you this

morning.”

As she was getting ready, her father called to ask how things were going with the new job.

“I told him about the show, and that Mr. Basie had asked to see me at his house. And my

father said: ‘What the hell for?’ ”

Bradford told him not to worry, but his alarms were sounding.
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“Listen here, Carmen, if he tries to touch you, just knock him out!”

“I said, ‘He’s a thousand years old! I’m not going to beat up Count Basie! And my father

said, ‘I don’t care who he is, if he tries anything, you knock him out.’ ”

She arrived at the house and the butler said Mr. Basie was in his room, and she was to be

taken to him.

“He’s in his silk pajamas and a beautiful robe, and there’s a breakfast tray by the bed. He

asks me if I’ve eaten, would I like some breakfast.” She demurred. He asked her about the

previous night’s show, and noted that they’d be working the next night with Sarah

Vaughan.

Then he said, “But today’s our day off. What are you going to do today?”

Bradford said she would be getting ready for the trip, probably doing some shopping.

“Then, he said, ‘Come here and sit next to me.’ So I got a little closer, and he says ‘Come

here, come a little closer,’ and patted the bed. And I thought, uh oh, here it goes.”

Thoroughly on guard, she sat beside him. “Well, he took my hand and put something in my

hand and closed it very quickly. He said, ‘Now go shopping and come back and show me

what you bought.’ ”

It was $100, Bradford recalled with glee.

She said that Basie had a special needs daughter and thinks that she might have filled a

little void for him while he was on the road.

“He always talked to me like I was 6 or 7 years old. He was the sweetest and kindest man,”

Bradford said. “Mr. Basie gave me my wings.”

Now, Hampton Roads jazz lovers have the chance to see her soar.

Dan Duke,

757-446-2545, dan.duke@pilotonline.com
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Dan Duke

Dan Duke is the entertainment editor at The Virginian-Pilot.

Who: Carmen Bradford, with the John Toomey Trio

When: 8 p.m. Saturday

Where: Attucks Theatre, 1010 Church St., Norfolk

Tickets: $20, 757-282-2822, vafest.org.

Carmen Bradford in Tomsk

IF YOU GO
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