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On jazz stage, she’s electric
Lisa Henry is booked for the White House in celebration of a contest that helped her career.

By STEVE PAUL
The Kansas City Star

CHRIS OBERHOLTZ | The Kansas City Star
A former social worker, Lisa Henry continues outreach work, but music is never far away.

In 1994 Lisa Henry was a young singer with a big voice just getting her bearings in the Kansas City jazz scene.

Then came the call that she’d landed a spot in one of the top, career-launching contests, the Thelonious Monk
International Jazz Competition. She screamed into the phone. A giddy, joyous shout.

Twelve years later, two more Kansas City-bred musicians are about to compete in the same contest, and the ripple effect
for Henry continues as buoyant as a Monk piano solo.

In a couple of weeks, as part of a celebration of the 20-year history of the Monk competition, Henry will take her
swinging way with a song all the way to the White House.

Dinner with the first couple; a concert for television: So much for the lonesome musical fate of a chick singer from
Kansas City.

Henry, now 38, says she got on the jazz path as early as the fourth grade. As a “military brat,” she grew up in Oakland,
Calif., and Leavenworth. And she fell under the spell of Billie Holiday.

“Jazz was always music where you could express who you were,” she says. "I found a place for myself. I saw Ella
Fitzgerald and Billie Holiday and Rosemary Clooney and I figured, oh, this is where the larger chicks can hang out, and
it's OK.”

By the time Henry graduated from Leavenworth High School, she’d begun gigging in Kansas City, eventually singing with
bandleaders Vince Bilardo, Kerry Strayer and Steve Miller and top players such as Paul Smith, Rod Fleeman and Bobby
Watson.

One especially meaningful mentoring experience involved Everette DeVan, whose Hammond B-3 organ powered jazz
jams and club dates all over town. From him she learned that musicians didn’t much respect “chick singers” until they
could prove themselves as musicians, with talent so spontaneous they could keep up with anyone.

“You will know,” she recalls DeVan saying, “if you're supposed to be part of this music.”
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Henry didn't expect much when she sent a recording of five songs to the Monk competition. But she made the semifinals,
and she planned to wrap her bright, satin-edged voice around “Sophisticated Lady” and “It Was Just One of Those
Things.”

When T.S. Monk, son of the competition’s namesake, got to the hall early the evening of the 1994 event, he found one
person sitting there, waiting. It was Henry.

"I remember how excited she was,” Monk says, “and how absolutely convinced she didn’t have any chance at all.”
Yet, she went on to place second, winning $5,000 and a six-week performing tour of Africa.
Thelonious Monk was a singular pianist and composer who helped shape the sound of bebop jazz.

His son, an accomplished drummer in his own right, says he has since watched Henry grow from a pretty good singer 12
years ago to one on the verge of a major breakout.

“She’s able to do what very few singers have done. She’s taken all these influences” — he names Billie Holiday, Nancy
Wilson, Sarah Vaughan and others — “and come up with Lisa Henry.

“She just has a wonderful, refreshing sound that doesn’t have any pretense to it,” Monk says. “That’s the way it works in
jazz. You undress and you show them who you are.”

“Hey, mommies.”

That’s Henry bouncing into a small basement room at Operation Breakthrough, an expanding midtown social-service
center.

A former social worker, Henry continues outreach work, but music is never far away. Twice a month she meets with a
group of single, working mothers. They vent and chill and girl-talk.

Tyrone Clark, Henry’s longtime bassist, is laying down a soft thuum-thuum when Henry counts out a funkier, rapping
groove. The fluorescent light glistens off her gold-frame glasses. Her dreadlock curls start bobbing above her round
shoulders.

The subject is safety and children, and soon Henry has each woman in succession imagining a scene. Rapping rhymes,
clapping hands and all. “You got to keep the beat now,” she says.

The energy accelerates when the topic turns to the "man diet,” and by the end of those made-up raps, the women erupt
into a pealing, cackling mass of laughter.

To Henry, music and helping people go together.

She’ll never forget an encounter in Katrina-mauled Biloxi, Miss. Henry performed a community concert on a tour
promoting the Monk Institute’s Jazz in America curriculum program. A man came up afterward. He seemed like someone
who wouldn’t stand for anything but good-ol’-boy country music, yet, like many along the Gulf Coast, he had lost almost
everything.

“Tell me what you need,” she told the man, not sure what else to say.

“Ma’am,” he replied, “we need more pretty music like yours.”

The Monk Institute, founded not long after Monk’s death in 1982, spreads a jazz curriculum and other education
programs to school districts around the country ( www.monkinstitute.org ).

It's about putting young people together with masters, says T.S. Monk, its chairman.

http://www .kansascity.com/mld/kansascity/entertainment/special packages/kansas city ja... 8/27/2006


www.monkinstitute.org
http://www.kansascity.com/mld/kansascity/entertainment/special_packages/kansas_city_ja...

On jazz stage, she’s electric Page 3 of 3

“Believe me,” he says, “you get new masters.”

Lisa Henry and Bobby Watson, the Kansas City saxophonist and teacher, travel four or five times a year to take their
masterful sounds to underserved schools under the Monk banner.

“She turns it out, man,” Watson says of Henry. "When she hits the stage, she’s electric. The kids just love her.”

Henry has been emphasizing jazz education in Kansas City, too. She spent eight weeks this summer training two dozen
children in the ways of the music world. She hopes to do more.

Unlike her friends and fellow jazz singers Kevin Mahogany (now in Miami) and Karrin Allyson (New York), she thinks she
can make a career here, doing jazz her way, while learning and teaching. She says she’s adopted local bassist Bob
Bowman’s philosophy: “As long as I have an airport near me and a phone, I can go anywhere.”

With husband Leslie Bowen, who helps her manage her business, and 5-year-old son Curtis, Henry makes sure her
musical life is about balance: “I'm a real quality-of-life person.”

Kansas City gives her room to breathe. And besides, “"As a mother, I've got more stuff to sing about.”
This year’s Monk competition takes place in Washington on Sept. 16-17.

A couple of nights earlier, the White House dinner and concert will honor the 20th anniversary of the event and the
institute’s role in fanning the talent of young players.

PBS will be there to record a special, “In Performance at the White House.” On the bill: Herbie Hancock, Wayne Shorter
and Bobby Watson.

And, of course, Lisa Henry on stage among some of the best in the business, singing — what else? — “Kansas City.”

Note to West Wing and Oval Office: Prepare to smile for a change.

KC connection

Two Kansas City-bred musicians have made the semifinal competition in this year’s Thelonious Monk International Jazz
Competition.

Pianists Harold O’Neal of Kansas City and George Dulin, now living in New York, are among 12 players who'll compete
Sept. 16 in Washington.

Dulin, a graduate of Shawnee Mission Northwest High School, left the area in 1996 for the Berklee College of Music in
Boston and recently finished a master’s degree at New York University.

O’Neal, a graduate of Paseo High School, also went to Berklee and the Manhattan College of Music in New York. He works
frequently in New York and on tour and plays in Bobby Watson’s new band, Live and Learn, which makes its club debut
at 6 p.m. and 8 p.m. Sunday at the Blue Room.

The reach Steve Paul, call (816) 234-4762 or send e-mail to paul@kcstar.com. | Steve Paul
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