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Dolores Parker, Kay Davis and Joya Sherrill did a delightful presentation at Ellington '98. 
The unintentional choice of outfits symbolises their unanimity. 

The picture was taken by Geneva Hudson on May 7,1998. 
DEMS personnel is responsible for trie background. 

Ellimitoii *1MI Chicago «;-IO M a y 
by Roger Boyes 

Chicago is a wonderful city to visit for an Ellington 
conference. Indeed it's a great place to visit for any other 
reason, or for no reason at all other than for its own sake. 
For me, a European, it is the great American city, far enough 
from the Atlantic to be free of the backward glances towards 
Europe which I still sometimes find in the along the Eastern 
seaboard I see in Chicago's origins and growth, its spread, 
its dominance, its decay and revitalisation, a mirror of the 
extraordinary story of the USA in the last hundred years or 
so. 

What a wonderful city it has been for American music 
too. New York may have been the centre of the recording 
industry and Los Angeles may now be the USA's second 
city; but twice at least and maybe more often, Chicago has 
been crucial. For jazz in the 1920s and for blues in the 
1950s, Chicago adopted styles which had been forged 
elsewhere; modified them; then sent them out, thus redefined 
after they'd stayed awhile, to conquer the world. 

(to be continued on page 5) 
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JIMMY McPHAIL, 1928-1998: 
AN APPRECIATION 
by Theodore R. Hudson 

In the spring of 1983 at the first of what would become the 
Annual International Duke Ellington Study Group 
Conferences, Jimmy McPhail was a panellist 

After his talk, someone asked if he would sing 
something. Without hesitation he sang "Solitude" acapella 
with perfect pitch and enunciation in that silky voice with 
which he was blessed. 

Several years ago at the invitation of Patricia Willard, 
who produced the event, he was at a 
Library of Congress screening of 
Ellington's First Sacred Concert, at 
San Francisco's Grace Cathedral in 
1965, at which he had sung. After 
the film, during a discussion of one 
of the songs Catherine, his wife, 
said, "Jimmy, why don't you sing 
it." And he did, again in perfect 
pitch and clear enunciation in that 
silky voice with which he was 
blessed. 

Simply stated, Jimmy loved to 
sing. And simply stated, Duke 
Ellington loved to hear him sing. 
Not only for his pitch, enunciation, 
and tone, but also for his sensitivity 
and emotion. 

His start with Duke was a bit of 
luck for both. Jimmy had won a 
talent competition (the runner-up 
was Shirley Horn!), the prize being 
a week's appearance at the Howard 
Theater. It so happened that Duke 
was featured that week, so Jimmy 
sang with the backing of that great orchestra! Duke, who 
claimed to have the world's greatest ears, kept the young man 
in mind. 

Jimmy's career with Duke really wasn't a career. Though 
he toured with the orchestra occasionally, Duke depended on 
him mainly for special occasions. When Duke was preparing 
for his My People, presented at the Century of Negro 
Progress Exposition in Chicago in 1963, he called on 
Jimmy. 

Considering the great importance that Duke attached to 
his sacred music, it is significant that for that First Sacred 
Concert he again called on Jimmy, as he did for subsequent 
sacred concerts. 

Jimmy's Ellington-connected performances were not 
limited to the orchestra. On October 1950 he recorded for 
Duke's son on the Mercer label with Duke and/or Billy on 
piano and Wendell Marshall on bass. 

Probably his best known non-Ellington recordings were 
pop tunes "Sugar Lump" and "Gee, I [G.I.] Wish," done with 
small groups. 

Jimmy was aware of the importance of being an 
Ellington vocalist, yet he kept his values in perspective: 
Most important to him were family and home. Second was 
his career as a teacher. He earned a masters degree and taught 
with distinction for many years on the secondary level, his 

This picture was taken by Theodore Hudson in 
Washington on May 6,1983 

during Jimmy's rendition of Solitude. 

academic disciplines being mathematics and science. These 
value factors influenced his declining to go on the road as a 
regular vocalist 

Once shortly before he was to sing with Duke on some 
special event, he dropped by my home to ask if he could 
borrow a certain Ellington recording so that he could refresh 
himself on the lyrics Duke wanted him to sing. Wouldn't 
most people who had ever sung with Duke likely remember 
lyrics and have the recordings? But that was Jimmy — a 
value system that would allow a certain honor in having 
sung and recorded with Duke in major productions but that 
would not allow overwhelming pride. 

He was also a businessman, 
having a small club, Jimmy 
McPhail's Gold Room, for which he 
booked major singles and small 
groups and that stayed open for years 
after similar enterprises had fallen 
victim to changing tastes in music 
and lifestyles. 

His connection with Duke was 
not only professional, but by 
extension, personal. He married 
Catherine Gant, one of the two 
graciously mannered, lovely 
daughters of a couple who had gone 
to school with both Duke and Edna 
Thompson, whom Duke married. 
The Gants remained friends of the 
Ellington and Thompson families 
over the years. 

Edna, at whose funeral Jimmy 
sang, was one of Mrs. Gant's 
lifelong friends. So it was not 
surprising, when I was for many 
years a neighbor of Jimmy and 
Catherine, to find one or another of 

Duke's grandchildren at their house. While they were in 
Washington in college, the McPhails' was sort of their 
home-away-from-home, a warm off-campus place where they 
could entertain their friends, relax, and enjoy Catherine's 
cooking. 

Unfortunately, the Washington Post obituary for Jimmy 
characterized him as "a blues singer." Jimmy could sing the 
blues, including the jump blues. Yes, indeedy! But in this 
regard Duke's admonitions about categories are applicable. 
For Ellington enthusiasts and even casual listeners, he has 
left a legacy of splendid renditions of various kinds of music 
— "Heritage," "Come Sunday," and "Solitude" immediately 
come to mind. 

To say that Jimmy McPhail had a host of friends is 
hardly an exaggeration. They knew Jimmy as a singer, 
certainly. Perhaps more knew him better as a teacher and as a 
businessman. Above all, they loved him for the special 
human being he was. As Catherine says, Jimmy was 
"something else!" (I was privileged to know him and 
Catherine as friends and to have known her family even 
before Catherine and Jimmy were married.) 

Along with Ellington-Strayhorn enthusiasts, I will 
cherish memories of Jimmy McPhail the vocalist, but more 
important, along with many, many, many others I will 
cherish memories of Jimmy McPhail the friend. 


