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THE	NIGHT	AT	THE	BAR

A	summer	night	on	June	24,	1974	Edmonton.	Over	100	jazz	fans	had	gathered	at	 the	 local	Captain’s

Table	bar	 to	see	 the	famous	New	York	drummer,	Cliff	Barbaro.	The	air	was	groovy,	sticky,	and	had	the

fragrance	 of	 sweet	 summer.	 Glasses	 tinkled	 and	 the	 snack	 corner	 buzzed.	 Edmonton	 Journal	 reporter

Wyman	 Collins	 had	 been	 sent	 to	 cover	 the	 summer	 jazz	 event,	 but	 once	 the	 concert	 got	 going,	 he

realized	 the	 story	could	not	 just	be	about	Barbaro.	He	needed	 to	write	about	a	 local	Black	and	South

Asian	jazz	artist.	A	woman.	

The	jazz	queen	took	to	the	stage	with	her	hair	pulled	in	a	bun,	thick	kohl	lining	her	eyes.	She	wowed	the

crowd	with	 her	 new	 release	 “Body	 and	 Soul.”	Collins	 thought	 her	 “flawless,	 calm	 and	 deserved	more

stage	time	than	she	was	given.”	The	jazz	fans	that	night	went	home	chanting	her	name.	

Judi	Singh.	

“There	were	not	any	other	female	Black	and	South	Asian	musicians	back	then.	She	was	gentle,	both	with

her	music	and	as	a	person,”	says	87-year-old	Harry	Pinchin,	who	worked	with	Judi	and	Tommy	Banks	in

the	1970s.	Harry	and	Judi	recorded	several	commercial	jingles	together.	

Edmonton	in	the	1970s	was	perhaps	the	most	happening	place	for	jazz	west	of	Toronto.

Downtown	and	the	surrounding	ten	blocks	played	music	every	night	of	the	week.	Yardbird	Suite	and	The

Embers—a	nightclub	and	restaurant	owned	by	Tommy	Banks—had	jazz	acts	on	every	evening.	Judi	was	a

familiar	face	on	both	stages.	Cover	charges	were	usually	one	to	two	dollars.	Judi	was	so	popular	that,	in

1984	when	Yardbird	had	to	close	for	a	month	to	do	some	facelift	in	order	to	receive	a	liquor	license,	The

Journal	had	to	publish	a	story	to	assure	the	readers	that	the	temporary	closure	will	not	affect	“Judi’s	Jazzy

Christmas.”	

The	media	sometimes	spelled	her	name	as	Judy.	Emily	Hughes,	Judi’s	daughter,	is	not	exactly	sure	how	the

spelling	change	happened,	but	thinks	“Judy”	was	a	common	English	name	of	the	day	and	easier	to	fit	in.

In	spite	of	being	a	star	in	the	local	music	scene,	the	artist	was	poor.	Emily,	who	was	born	to	Judi	and	the

famous	guitarist	Lenny	Breau	in	1968,	recalls	how	her	single	mom	was	a	powerhouse.	She	worked	as	a

barber,	an	office	assistant,	a	production	assistant	and	took	up	any	jobs	that	came	her	way.	“She	was	a

petite	strong	woman	with	a	big	afro	and	a	great	sense	of	fashion,”	says	Emily.	They	lived	south	of	Whyte

Ave	in	a	little	house.	

Sometimes	 the	 mom	 and	 daughter	 took	 off	 to	 rural	 parts	 of	 the	 city	 to	 attend	 gatherings	 and	 house

concerts.	Usually,	 these	 trips	were	 full	 of	 happy	memories.	But	 there	were	 some	 that	 invoked	pain	and

experience	of	othering	as	interracial	people.	Speaking	of	one	such	incident	Emily	said:	“I	can’t	remember

the	exact	year.	But	it	was	the	’70s.	We	were	lost	on	the	country	roads.”	Judi	saw	a	little	farmhouse	store

and	 stopped	 to	 ask	 for	 directions.	 As	 they	 pulled	 into	 the	 driveway	 and	 walked	 in,	 the	 white	 female

storekeeper	yelled	at	them,	“Get	out!”
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The	experience	of	othering	was	not	uncommon	for	Judi.	Her	dad,	Sohan	Singh	Bhullar,	and	mom,	Effie

Jones,	were	pioneer	Sikh	and	Black	Albertans.	Her	dad	came	from	India	in	the	early	20th	century	and

owned	a	small	property	next	to	her	mom’s	family	in	Amber	Valley	in	northern	Alberta.	Jones	arrived	in

Amber	Valley	 in	1904	from	Mississippi.	 Like	several	other	pioneering	Black	 families,	 they	crossed	 the

Canadian	border	at	Emerson	 in	Manitoba,	and	continued	by	 train	 to	Edmonton,	eventually	settling	 in

Amber	Valley.	The	 two	families	grew	close	once	 they	moved	 to	Edmonton.	 It	was	not	very	uncommon

among	pioneer	Black	and	Sikhs	to	date,	have	babies	and	a	life	together.	A	search	through	Mount	Royal

University’s	Southern	Alberta	Sikh	History	project	shows	Sikh	men	in	the	early	20th	century	often	ended

up	finding	love	and	home	in	Black	women.	Sohan	Singh	was	almost	20	years	older	than	Effie.	The	two

married	in	1926	and	went	on	to	have	seven	kids.	

Back	 then,	Edmonton	was	not	as	diverse	as	we	see	 it	 today.	The	 Liberator,	a	Ku	Klux	Klan-controlled

newspaper	that	inflamed	xenophobia,	was	located	on	Jasper	Avenue.	A	Klan	member	by	the	name	of

Harold	Wright	wrote	a	 letter	 to	 the	city	council	 in	August	1932	informing	 them	of	“open	air	 initiation

during	the	course	of	which	a	fiery	cross	will	be	burned.”	Racism	was	rampant.	Judi’s	parents	escaped	to

Victoria	with	their	children	as	it	was	tough	for	interracial	couples	to	live	in	Alberta	in	the	’30s.	They	ran

a	small	dairy	farm	with	other	South	Asian	families	and	decided	to	come	back	to	Alberta	in	1938	once	it

was	safer	to	return.	

Judi	was	 the	youngest	of	 the	seven	children.	She	was	born	 in	May,	1945.	“My	grandma	thought	she

was	going	through	menopause	and	didn’t	know	she	was	pregnant	with	Judi,”	said	Donna	Singh,	Judi’s

niece.	Sohan	Singh	was	very	entrepreneurial.	He	flipped	homes,	trained	police	dogs,	ran	hot	 tamales

shops	 and	 helped	 fellow	 Sikhs	 to	 adapt	 into	 Canadian	 culture	 by	 cutting	 their	 hair,	 helping	 with

language	and	accents,	and	polishing	up	resumes.	Sunday	nights	were	a	family	night.	Sohan	Singh	and

Effie	would	dance	together	and	cook	curry	and	southern	style	dishes	for	the	entire	family.	Their	home	by

the	 current	 day’s	 Stadium	 LRT	 station	was	 always	 humming	with	 newcomers	 and	 roots	music—South

Asian	 sitar,	 flute,	 African	 American	 jazz,	 gospel	 and	 more.	 While	 identities	 were	 expressed	 and

celebrated	at	home,	name	change	was	necessary	for	survival.	Judi’s	dad	changed	his	name	to	Sam	or

Samuel	to	fit	in.	But	it	was	never	enough	to	be	accepted	into	white	society.	

In	1953,	Sohan	Singh	decided	 to	get	baptised	as	a	 Jehovah's	Witness	 in	New	York	Yankee	stadium

and	 took	 the	 family	along	 to	make	a	 trip	out	of	 it.	Effie	wanted	 the	children	 to	see	her	birthplace—a

small	 town	 called	Water	 Valley	 in	Mississippi.	 Judi	 and	 her	 siblings	 Paul	 and	Hazel	 went	 with	 their

parents.	 Excitement	 of	 the	 road	 faded	 away	 when	 they	 were	 about	 to	 enter	 the	 south.	 In	 the	 early

1960s,	the	south	was	the	site	of	daily	tensions	between	those	who	favoured	integration	and	those	who

opposed	 it,	 and	 the	 tensions	 sometimes	 led	 to	 bloodshed.	 Klansmen	 ran	 campaigns	 of	 terror	 and

planned	attacks.	Judi’s	family	was	not	allowed	to	use	washrooms,	grab	a	bite	to	eat	in	restaurants	or	get

a	room	in	a	hotel	as	they	were	not	white.	The	family	felt	unsafe	and	turned	back.	They	had	experienced

racism	and	prejudice	in	Alberta,	but	nothing	like	the	segregation	of	the	Southern	United	States.	

THERE'S	A	BOAT	LEAVING	FOR	NEW	YORK

Mississippi	was	hard	on	eight-year-old	Judi.	 It	gave	her	a	 first-hand	experience	of	what	her	mom	had

fled.	Memories	that	stick	with	a	child	for	a	lifetime.	Back	in	Edmonton	and	as	a	student	of	Eastglen	High

school,	music	was	her	escape	and	dream.	“All	I	wanted	to	do	was	jam	with	the	boys,”	said	Judi	in	an
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	41	interview.	She	was	a	shy,	private	teenager	with	a	big	afro	and	petite	frame	who	ran	a	band	called	the

In-Crowd.	They	played	in	the	local	community	leagues,	functions,	bars	and	many	other	places	that	would

welcome	an	interracial	young	person	to	sing.	A	Journal	article	dated	December	7,	1965	recognized	her

as	a	promising	teen	talent	with	a	bright	career	in	music.	Money	was	tight.	Judi’s	sister	Hazel	made	a	trip

to	the	local	fabric	store	to	buy	leftover	fabric	and	sewed	a	beautiful	dress	for	the	performance.

Judi	was	barely	in	her	twenties	when	she	met	the	legendary	guitarist	Lenny	Breau	from	Winnipeg.	In	true

Bollywood	style,	the	beautiful	and	disciplined	girl	of	the	family	left	her	flourishing	career	at	home	to	be

with	the	love	of	her	life.	She	moved	to	Winnipeg	for	a	CBC	gig	and	to	be	with	Lenny.	

They	 recorded	 the	 famous	 “There’s	 a	 Boat	 Leaving	 for	 New	 York''	 in	Winnipeg.	 It’s	 a	 classic	 song

associated	 with	 the	 racial	 struggles	 of	 African	 Americans	 from	George	Gershwin’s	 opera	 Porgy	 and

Bess.	When	it	debuted	in	1935,	 it	was	a	daring	artistic	choice	given	 the	racially	charged	 theme.	Judi

pours	her	heart	out	 in	 the	 song	begging	her	 lover	 to	get	on	 the	boat	with	her	 to	New	York	 for	better

fortune.	

The	song	theme	was	also	driving	her	real	life.	The	two	grew	tired	of	the	prairie	music	circuit	and	moved

to	Toronto	 for	better	career	opportunities.	By	 this	 time,	Lenny	had	started	showing	signs	of	heavy	drug

abuse	and	Judi	was	pregnant	with	Emily.	With	a	baby	at	her	breast,	a	partner	whom	journalists	would

describe	as	high	on	acid,	poor	and	lonely,	Judi	struggled	to	be	herself.	The	passing	of	her	parents	within

seven	days	of	each	other	in	the	fall	of	1969	was	tough.	“Judi	was	so	broke	that	she	could	not	fly	back	to

Edmonton	 to	attend	her	parents'	 funeral,”	 Judi’s	niece	Donna	said.	The	 family,	 sensing	she	was	going

through	tough	times,	sent	her	a	plane	ticket	to	come	back	to	Edmonton.

THE	GIRL	RETURNS	HOME

Judi	came	back	with	a	broken	heart	and	the	urge	to	make	it	big	in	the	local	jazz	scene.	And	she	did.	

“To	most	 songwriters,	utopia	would	be	a	place	where	 they	knew	 that	everything	 they	wrote	would	be

sung	by	an	artist	with	the	kind	of	understanding	that	Judy	Singh	brings	to	every	performance,"	wrote	the

legendary	Canadian	musician	Tommy	Banks.	She	was	Banks'	lead	vocalist	in	the	’70s.

The	duo’s	biggest	hit,	“Time	For	Love,''	a	big	CBC	release	with	old	and	new	jazz	and	sunshine	pop	hits,

is	still	a	record	collector’s	dream.	

Her	 standout	 tracks	 “So	 I	 am	Wrong	 Again,”	 “Raggedy	 Andy	 &	 Raggedy	 Anne”	 and	 “Emily”	 were

major	hits	that	spoke	gently	of	the	pain	of	love,	failed	relationships,	getting	it	wrong	and	life	as	a	single

mom.	Tommy’s	wife	Ida	loved	Judi	so	much	that	she	ended	up	being	her	booking	agent.	

The	’70s	were	a	wild	time	in	the	music	scene.	Networking	and	access	to	industry	meant	rigorous	public

relations	management,	being	on	the	road	and	sometimes	partying	with	drugs.	Donna,	who	was	also	her

housemate	in	the	’70s,	thought	Judi's	opposition	to	drugs	and	not	being	able	to	tour	beyond	Edmonton

with	a	child	definitely	hindered	her	career.	

THE	CHANGE	THE	TUNE

In	spite	of	Judi	being	the	queen	of	the	African	American	jazz	scene	in	Edmonton	for	almost	two	decades,

there's	 a	 gap	 in	 recognizing	 her	 work	 compared	 to	 her	 male	 contemporaries.	 Michael	 MacDonald,

professor	 in	 MacEwan	 University’s	 (Ethno)	 Musicology,	 thinks	 the	 challenge	 of	 documenting	 and
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	42	recognizing	the	stories	of	marginalised	artists	and	genres	existed	then	and	is	still	a	problem.	“It	seems

that	structurally	it’s	easier	for	white	musicians,	particularly	male,	to	be	successful	in	marginalized	genres

such	as	jazz,”	he	said.	“Musicians	of	colour	are	not	taken	seriously	and	struggled	to	have	equal	access

to	industry	opportunities.''	

Today,	it's	changing	slowly	and	gradually.	The	BuckingJam	Palace—a	Calgary	charity	which	wants	to

increase	female	participation	and	representation	in	jazz—has	started	a	project	called	Change	the	Tune

to	address	gender	inequity	in	jazz.	The	project	is	funded	through	the	Canada	Council	for	the	Arts.	They

are	profiling	Judi’s	work	for	 the	current	generation.	Lead	vocalist	Joana	Majoko	will	be	recording	the

famous	boat	song	that	Judi	once	sang	with	Lenny.	But	for	Change	the	Tune,	everyone	on	the	set	from

technician,	vocalist,	instruments—the	entire	ensemble	is	female.	Lisa	Buck	from	BuckingJam	said:	“We

should	 be	 celebrating	 figures	 like	 Judi	 who	 created	 space	 for	 generations	 of	 women	 of	 colour

musicians.	But	sadly,	we	don’t,	as	we	don’t	even	know	about	her.	It	needs	to	change.”	

Judi	 passed	 away	 last	 year.	 She	moved	 to	 Victoria	 in	 2015	 to	 be	 by	 the	 ocean	 and	 closer	 to	 her

parents'	remains.	It	was	like	a	family	tradition	that	her	parents	had	started—work	in	Alberta	and	retire

in	Victoria.	

In	her	last	days,	Judi	did	turn	to	religious	spirituality.	“We	even	got	her	baptised	in	April.	Just	months

before	 her	 passing,”	 says	 Donna,	 with	 a	 smile.	 “We	 were	 just	 waiting	 for	 her	 to	 give	 up	 those

cigarettes.”
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This	piece	is	about	Judi	Singh—perhaps	Edmonton’s	first	Black	&	South	Asian	artist,	who	entertained	us	from

1965	to	as	recent	as	2000.	She	did	not	get	as	much	recognition	as	her	male	counterparts.	I	want	my	niece	to

know	 about	 her.	 It's	 important	 in	 order	 for	 people	 like	 us	 to	 feel	 included	 today—that	 history	 like	 hers	 is

remembered	and	passed	on.	The	creative	process	was	a	result	of	the	urge	and	passion	to	feel	included	and

belong	in	Edmonton	as	a	racialised	woman.	The	historical	facts	were	gathered	by	interviewing	Judi	Singh’s

family	members,	 including	her	daughter	Emily	Hughes	and	her	contemporaries.	Backgrounds	on	 the	period

and	 Singh’s	 performances	were	 available	 through	 the	Edmonton	 Journal’s	 and	 other	 news	media	 archives

documenting	’60s-’70s	Alberta.		


