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Barbara Lea's taste and integrity and 
uncompromising standards, along with her 
devotion to lyrics and her deep musicality, 
have made her one of the most widely 
respected and admired interpreters of the 
classic American popular song. She was born 
Barbara LeCocq; her musical heritage is 
traceable to a great uncle, Alexandre Charles 
LeCoq, an important nineteenth-century 
composer of French light opera. Born into a 
musical family in Detroit, she worked with 

small dance bands there before attending Wellesley College on scholarship 
and majoring in music theory. Boston was a hotbed of jazz in the late 40s 
and early 50s, allowing Barbara to sing with major instrumentalists such 
as Marian McPartland, Bobby Hackett, Vic Dickenson, Frankie Newton, 
Johnny Windhurst, and George Wein. At the same time, she sang in the 
college choir, worked on the campus radio station and newspaper, and 
arranged for and conducted the Madrigal Group and brass choir concerts.

Her professional career started upon graduation. Her early recordings 
for Riverside and Prestige met with immediate critical acclaim and led to 
her winning the DownBeat International Critics' Poll as the Best New 
Singer of 1956. She appeared in small clubs in New York, including the 
renowned Village Vanguard, and throughout the eastern U.S. and Canada, 
as well as on radio and TV.

She studied acting to improve her stage presence and, with the near-
demise of classic pop in the early 60s, turned to the legitimate theatre, 
performing an impressive list of leading and feature roles in everything 
from Shakespeare to Sondheim. She moved to the West Coast and 
received her M.A. in drama at Cal. State-Northridge, then returned to New 
York and taught speech at the American Academy of Dramatic Art and 
acting at Hofstra College. In the 1970s, with the resurgence of interest in 
show tunes and popular standards, Barbara Lea was literally sought out to 
appear in the Peabody Award-winning National Public Radio series 
"American Popular Song with Alec Wilder and Friends". This led to two 
lengthy feature articles in The New Yorker (where Whitney Balliett
declared "Barbara Lea has no superior among popular singers") and a 
renewed singing career.

Barbara starred in the JVC, Kool, and Newport Jazz Festivals several 
times, and her increasing devotion to the songs as written led to concerts 
of the works of Rodgers and Hart, Arthur Schwartz, Cy Coleman, Cole 
Porter, Hoagy Carmichael, and the Gershwins, as well as cabaret 
appearances devoted to Kurt Weill, Jerome Kern, Johnny Mercer, and Yip 
Harburg. She has over a dozen CDs currently available on the Audiophile 
label, which has a reputation for featuring the best in singers of classic 
pop, plus reissues of her early LPs on Fantasy/Original Jazz Classics, and 
three releases on the European-based Challenge label. 

www.barbaralea.com

Barbara Lea
April 10, 1929 – December 26, 2011

How could I have ever known when I met Barbara Lea at the first Songbirds 
Convergence in NYC in 2000 that our lives would become so intertwined! I felt a 
connection with her before we ever met; her soulful, honest singing and ease with the 
French language on my favorite Autumn Leaves captivated this Francophile immediately 
and I fell hard for her less-is-more approach not only to singing but life in general. With 
my offer to create a website for her, I began spending more time in Manhattan helping 
where I could and absorbing as much knowledge of songs and singers as possible. 
Barbara dubbed us the WOW Twins, sparking a friendship that blossomed with every 
shared adventure. And with Barbara there were always adventures!

Barbara was a magnificent person, oddly eccentric and beautifully simple and 
complex at the same time. Singing was her life’s passion--she took voice lessons in her 
70s because “it is my karma to sing better and better”, she performed when she could 
and did odd jobs to make ends meet. She literally sang all the time, anywhere and 
everywhere!

Before Barbara’s beautiful voice was finally silenced by Alzheimer’s there were many 
productive years of performing and recording and I loved every minute of our journey 
together. There were trips to London to sing and to Paris, time spent in NYC and 
Raleigh and at the beach in SC; you see, Barbara had found an unconventional family in 
our best friend Junk, my husband Bill, and me. And no one could have loved her 
more. I was thrilled to be her friend and honored that I could be there for her when 
she needed help ,but I could never have done it all without those two very special 
unsung heroes, Bill and Junk.

Barbara was one of a kind, unique, gorgeous to the end and funnier than I could 
ever have imagined; it is her wacky sense of humor I will miss most, and that twinkle in 
her eye. I miss the sparkle she brought to my life as both sophisticated songstress and 
mischievous child. Not a second goes by that I don’t think of her and miss her presence 
in my life; some days I feel so lost that I wonder if I can go on. But when I remember 
her strength and courage as she braved a devastating illness, I soldier on, knowing 
that Barbara will always be with me. And the unsung heroes are still by my side.

Barbara, you are the wind beneath my wings, the brightest star in God’s heaven. 
I’m grateful to Him every day for bringing you into my life. “I love you” and miss you, 
dear Twinny.

Many thanks to all of you and to all of the wonderful performers, speakers and friends 
for taking time out from their busy schedules to be here tonight to honor Barbara and 
celebrate her amazing life and career. My special thanks go to our host, Daryl Sherman 
and to Melissa Hamilton for these lovely color programs.

A  few 
words
from

Jeanie...





~ Program ~
Hosted by Daryl Sherman

Shalom Chaverim (Peace, Friends)
Ronny Whyte Thanks for the Memory
Joyce Breach Blackberry Winter
Jan Wallman Remarks
George Wein Remarks / Sugar

Marlene VerPlanck Is It Raining in New York?
Sue Matsuki Frasier (The Sensuous Lion)

Karen Oberlin Bittersweet
Roger Schore Remarks

Jack Kleinsinger Remarks
Annie Dinerman Reading, Mother, May I Go Out To Swim?

Video Presentation
Daryl Sherman Lorelei

Loren Schoenberg Remarks presented by Daryl Sherman
Dick Miller Medley: Like Someone In Love / Oh You Crazy Moon

Lewis Chambers Remarks
Nat Hentoff Remarks presented by Roger Schore

Frannie Huxley Remarks presented by Daryl Sherman
Steve Ross You’d Be So Nice To Come Home To

David Hadju Remarks
Bob Dorough How Little We Know

Peter Wagenaar Remarks presented by Melissa Hamilton
Melissa Hamilton I’m Glad There Is You

I Walk With Music
Tedd Firth, piano  • James Chirillo, guitar  • Harry Allen, sax • Boots Maleson, bass

Reception immediately following in the Living Room courtesy of Jeanie and Bill Wilson and Robert “Junk” Ussery
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