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RETROSPECT -  JOAN ARMATRADING

I l  comes as a surprise to  many Black people that the Joan A rm atrad ing  they 
hear on the rad io  and read about is indeed Black.

Part o f  the problem is that A rm atrad ing  doesn't f it  the standard r& b  female 
singer m old. W hile she's been compared vocally to B illie  H o lliday  and N ina 
Simone, other writers have likened her to  Joni M itche ll and E lton John.

The situation gets even more laughable when one notes that, as a gu itarist, 
she’s been compared to  Richie Havens and Jim i H endrix, because Joan A r ­
m atrading is one woman who doesn't pose w ith  a gu itar; she plays it as well as 
any musician — Black, white, male or female — around today.

W ho is th is proud and private Black English woman who has earned such 
critica l praise at such a young age?

H is to rica lly . Joan A rm atrad ing  was born December 9, 1950 in St. K itts in the 
West Indies. She and her five brothers and sisters moved to England when she 
was seven. Her earliest ch ildhood memory is “ seeing snow fa ll fo r the firs t 
tim e.”

Her father did not encourage her musically. In  fact, he even went to  the 
lengths o f h id ing his guitar. She admits that "m aybe  that was why I got so in ­
terested in music, a lthough I was o rig ina lly  interested in studying law .”  When

her mother bought a piano she was assigned the task o f cleaning it. It wasn't 
long before she taught herself how to  play it as well. When her mother traded in 
two o ld  baby carriages fo r a gu ita r, earlier thoughts o f going in to  law were 
dispelled forever and she made the decision to  try  music as a career.

It is interesting that her firs t influences weren’ t The Beatles or The Rolling 
Stones. Instead, she thrived on Nat K ing Cole and Jim  Reeves. (When one o f 
her older brothers heard her songs and persuaded her to sing at the local school, 
she qu ick ly  learned one Bob Dylan and one Paul Simon song. " I ’d never heard 
any o f  the ir music before tha t.” )

When a friend auditioned fo r  the London Com pany o f  " H a i r , ”  she went 
along as a lark. The friend d id n 't ge> hired but Joan did and she toured in the 
show fo r eighteen months. (She also composed on the pit piano when no one 
was around.) She wrote songs fo r a year after the tou r ended, and, when she 
met Pam Nestor, the tw o decided to  w rite together. In  1973, Joan recorded 
"W ha tevcr's  For Us”  on England’s Cube label. (A & M  released it in the U.S.) 
It was an exciting firs t LP and the presence o f Gus Dugeon (E lton  John’ s 
then-producer) served to  draw attention to what was already prom ising w ork; 
however, problems w ith  Cube resulted in no more records fo r eighteen months.

The d ifficu lties  ended when A rm atrad ing  met M ichael Stone, her manager. 
Fo rm erly  associated w ith  J im i H end rix  and Kandy Newman as a music 
publisher, Stone negotiated a release from  Cube and a new contract was signed 
w ith A & M . Her record album “ Back To The N igh t”  released in 1975 earned 
her a single h it (the title  cut) and her firs t critica l recognition. It also marked the 
end o f  w riting  w ith  Nestor, though the two remain friend ly. The album made 
the top  ten list o f  several English critics and big things began to  be expected o f 
Joan A rm atrad ing.

As her perform ing grew more self-assured, her songs got better and her 
resolve to have her songs heard grew even stronger. The interp lay between 
talent and practice culm inated in "J o a n  A rm a trad ing ”  which went gold in 
Austra lia , Canada, New Zealand and England. “ Sounds,”  the British pop
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magazine, called it the best a lbum  o f  1976. A  year la ter, "S how  Some 
E m o tion ”  earned sim ila r p laudits w orldw ide. U ndertak ing her firs t in te r­
national tour as a headliner, Joan played to  200.000 people in  fo rty  concerts, 
playing eight countries over a five-m onth period.

In recognition o f her accomplishments on stage, "P e rfo rm ance”  magazine 
named her I977's Most Promising Female Vocalist. Her playing hasn't gone 
unnoticed eithei. She's also w ritten her firs t movie theme fo r the $18,000,000 
film  "T h e  W ild  Geese”  and recently played to  over 100,000 people supporting 
Bob Dylan at a London concert.

Success has made very l it t le  change in the basic Joan A rm a tra d in g . 
"B lo o m in ’ ’ is s till the extent o f her cursing. She doesn’ t smoke or d rink and 
has never taken drugs. On stage, stieet clothes are still the order o f  the day and 
" je w e lry ”  is confined to  the housckey that dangles from  her neck. She is still 
fiercely protective o f her privacy. Com m enting on this po in t, George A rthu r 
wrote in the Seattle Post-lntelligencer, " I f  privacy is what's needed fo r her ar 
tis try  to  flourish , i t ’s a small price to pay.”

In her Ham pton W ick home, she is content to  "b e  boring like  everybody else 
at hom e.”  She likes to  draw cartoons, collects antique autos and clocks, an 
cient British comic books and is currently on an Agatha Christie kick She also 
finds tim e to expand musically and is currently studying both the clarinet and 
m andolin. As always she writes songs.

Despite critica l acclaim, record sales and bankable box o ffice , Joan Ar 
matrading remains unimpressed w ith herself. Some sample quotes . . .  " I  write 
a song. I listen to it. I f  I don 't cringe, I keep i t ”  . . .  " I  haven’ t much to say 
when it comes to w riting  songs. I ’ m not te lling anybody what to do or how to 
run their lives”  . . .  " I  w rite  about silly things and hope the lyrics don ’ t sound 
too rubb ishy.”  Fortunate ly, others are less hard on Joan A rm atrad ing  than 
Joan A rm atrad ing  herself. Most critics find  her form s o f musical expression 
both de ligh tfu l and p ithy. Summing up an A rm atrad ing evening, Rob Patter 
son o f  "C irc u s ”  declared, “ A fte r the spotlight is out, i t ’ s all been said.”
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Mrs. Bernadette P lum m er and her 
daughter Mrs. Olga Talley, returned 
December 8th from  an exciting, in ­
te resting  and edu ca tio n a l t r ip  to 
M oscow  and L e n in g ra d , R ussia. 
They visited many h istorical sites in ­
cluding the K rem lin .

The tou r was sponsored by P ort­
land State U niversity. Russia is the 
largest c o u n try  in  the  w o r ld . I t  
covers more than h a lf o f  Europe and 
nearly tw o -fifth s  o f  Asia.

A cco rd in g  to  the  U .S . Census 
Bureau, Black popu la tion  grow th in 
the  suburbs in  1977 reached, 
5,596,000 up 349?» since 1970. The 
to ta l p o p u la t io n  g ro w th  in  the 
suburbs reached 83,114,000 up I29?o 
since 1970.

M r. C harles  P a tte rso n  (P a t) , 
A u d ito r, Department o f  Estates and 
Trusts, State Revenue Department is 
retiring December 28th after 23 years 
o f  service.

The Portland Public School’ s legal 
s ta ff, M ille r, Anderson, etc. would 
welcome court litiga tion  fo r integra­
tion . They w ould pocket at least tw o 
to  five m illio n  do lla rs o f  the tax­
payers m oney, depending on how 
long they could delay the court o r­
der.

Zeta S igm a Omega C hap te r o f  
A lpha  Kappa A lp h a  S oro rity  spon­
sored a fo rm a l dance to  celebrate its 
tw enty-th ird  anniversary, December 
17th, at the Sheraton H otel.

Los A nge les U n if ie d  S choo l 
D istric t opened September 14, 1978 
w ith  2,100 buses criss-crossing the 
750 square m ile d is tr ic t to  achieve 
court ordered racia l in tegra tion  in 
the C ity ’ s schools.

The D is tric t had doggedly insisted 
on exemption from  the C iv il Rights 
A ct o f  1964 mandating in tegration o f 
a ll sectors o f society on the grounds 
that the C ity ’ s “ rac ia lly  iso la ted " 
schools were the result o f  housing 
patterns, and that segregation, while 
de facto, was not de jure .
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Ms. N ove lla  Long, eighth grade 
teacher at Boise School, is recovering 
from  surgery at the Bess Kaiser Hos­
p ita l on Greeley.
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The Portland Public Schools has 
one B lack  re g u la r schoo l S oc ia l 
W orker, yet, the behavior problems 
o f Black children are reported to  be 
three to  fo u r tim es tha t o f  w hite  
children in the schools.

In  early November a New Y o rk  
appeals court upheld a malpractice 
award o f  $500,000 to  parents against 
a school board. A  youth had been 
m istakenly assigned to  a class fo r 
mentally retarded youngsters.

M r. and Mrs. D ouglas Johnson  
(D oug and Beverly) are the proud  
parents o f  a baby g irl. M rs. Johnson 
teaches at D uniway School Doug is 
a city  planner.
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M iss S y lv ia  J. G ales, B ro w n  
University medical student, is home 
fo r the holidays v is iting  her parents 
M r. and Mrs. O .J. Gates. Miss Gates 
is a N ationa l Health Service Corps 
scholar.
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Ron Sykes, Sports Editor o f the 
Observer, has been nam ed to  the  
Board o f Directors o f  the C o lum bia- 
W illam ette Y M C A , to  complete the 
term o f Ellis Casson. Sykes was a 
m em b er o f  the U r b a n  S ervices  
Com m ittee for o ne-an d-a -ha lf years.
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