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hen she was just eight years old, Julia Keefe sang
the national anthem at a high school basketball game
between Kamiah and Lapwai. “I don’t know how I did
it,” she says, looking back. “I had a speech impediment, was
scrawny and wore a little red dress.” Obstacles aside, she took
the microphone, grasped it in her hands and let her voice take
over the room.
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If that task of singing before a crowded gymnasium seemed overwhelming for the then-eight year old, imagine what it was like when
Keefe took to the stage to sing in front of a standing room only crowd
on the National Mall in Washington D.C., last spring. This time the
scrawny girl in the red dress was a confident 19 year old in an emerald
silk gown, and the voice that rained down on the crowd was a finely
tuned work of art. Amazing what eleven years can do.
Growing up in the Northwest, Keefe is a proud member of the Nez
Perce Indian Tribe, having lived on the tribal reservation in Kamiah,
Idaho, for six years before moving to Spokane. Her first school in
Spokane was St. George’s, where she was introduced to the jazz choir.
For two years she traveled with her class to the Lionel Hampton Jazz
Festival in Moscow, Idaho, where she first saw individual jazz vocal
competitions. “I thought, that’s so cool, I’d like to do my own,” she
says of the competition entries.
Spurred by her experiences at the Lionel Hampton Jazz Festival,
Keefe joined the jazz choir when she transferred to Gonzaga Prep
for high school. Around this time she discovered a jazz competition,
hosted by Down Beat magazine. In order to enter, she had to find
local instrumentalists willing to do recordings with her.
The piano player with whom Keefe worked on these recordings,
Danny McCollim, was so impressed with her vocals, he invited her
to perform with his band at the now-defunct Ella’s Supper Club.
On December 23, 2004, at age 15, Keefe had her first public solo
performance. “I sang my entire repertoire that night,” she says. “I was
so scared, but the thing I found fascinating about performing is that
I would get nervous before the performance and after, but during it I
got an adrenaline rush.”
That adrenaline rush, paired with Keefe’s newfound interest in
a famed local jazz vocalist named Mildred Bailey, helped pave the
path on which Keefe has been traveling ever since. “I found out that
Bing Crosby went to my high school and thought that was really
cool,” she says. “It turns out that everyone who was a big performer
came through Spokane because
it was such a big railroad town.”
While the railroads brought some
acts in, it also took some out.
One such act was Mildred Bailey,
sister of Al Rinker, who was Bing
Crosby’s musical partner in crime.
Bailey had headed out of Spokane
and landed in Los Angeles, where
she developed quite a following.
Crosby and Rinker left Spokane
and struck out for Los Angeles
partly at Bailey’s urging and
encouragement.
The more Keefe learned about Bailey, the stronger the connection
she felt with her. “I thought it was so cool that a female jazz vocalist
was from here, and so I researched more and found out about her
background, and I was struck by the similarities,” says Keefe. Both
Bailey and Keefe are from Idaho, but lived in Spokane; both are
Native American, both lived on a reservation for a time, and both are
amazing jazz singers.
“I really like American songbook, and my favorite composer is Cole
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Porter,” says Keefe. “I had a lot of his tunes down, but found out
that Mildred Bailey recorded a lot of Porter’s tunes. It was very easy
to turn my repertoire to Mildred Bailey.” In May 2007, a few days
after graduating from high school, Keefe did her first full tribute to
Mildred Bailey.
Keefe’s first year away at college she attended Catholic University
in Washington D.C., where she studied musical theatre. “I was really
craving some jazz, so I set up a singing gig at Twin’s Jazz Club,” she
says, referring to a local jazz club in D.C. “Someone from National
Museum of the American Indian was there and saw me,” she says.
“They liked what they heard and left their card.” When Keefe called
them, they invited her to sing during Jazz Appreciation Month on
the National Mall. “I said yes! I was really excited. In the months up
to it I was looking at it like another night club gig, I wasn’t thinking
how big it was.” When Keefe peeked around the corner of the stage
though, and saw the standing-room only crowd, the enormity of what
she was about to embark upon hit her full force.
There are quite a few jazz clubs in D.C. which gave Keefe a jazz
outlet. “Being a part of the musical theatre program didn’t give me
much of a chance to be involved with jazz,” she says. The students
of musical theatre program “live the life of musical theatre,” meaning they are up to date on the newest show tunes being sung on
Broadway and in current musical productions, but their knowledge
of jazz is limited. “I really was having jazz withdrawals,” says Keefe.
Realizing her passion was in the arena of jazz, Keefe transferred to the
University of Miami’s Frost School of Music in Coral Gables, Florida,
where she just completed her first year of school. “This past year I was
just trying to adjust to living in Miami. You know you’re from the
Northwest when too many sunny days get you in a bad mood.”
This summer offered Keefe a chance to soak up the beauty of the
Northwest while back in Spokane, and to relax, get caught up with
her friends and travel with her family. It was the first trip home that
Keefe didn’t have a major gig planned, but when she returns home in
December, she will be back to performing locally, showcasing an art
form for which she
has a deep passion.
“Jazz is a truly American
“Jazz is a truly
American
art form
art form that is very
that is very underunder- appreciated
appreciated nowadays,” she says. “It
nowadays”
developed in the
brothels of New Orleans and traveled to the big stages of New York
and Chicago. It is an art form for all people, and it shouldn’t be forgotten. A lot of jazz musicians come from the Inland Northwest and
they should not be forgotten.”
“The Inland Northwest is such a great arts community,” continues
Keefe. “As someone who has gone through the education system here,
I think it would be a shame to see those programs eliminated. I got a
letter in dance and pins in choir. It would be a shame for people like
me to a.) not get a letter and b.) not develop himself or herself as an
artist. Not everyone is an athlete or even a Mathlete, but we shouldn’t
be denied the opportunity to showcase talent the way others get to
showcase theirs.” Showcasing her talent seems to be working well for
Keefe who continues to hit all the right notes.

