
A Tusca loosa  B iography

THE STORY OF 
D INAH WASHINGTON

(1924 -1963)

Shifting effortlessly from extraordinary work in 
gospel, blues, jazz, rhythm-and-blues and pop, 
Tuscaloosa native Dinah Washington became known 
one of the most versatile female vocalists in the 
history of American popular music.

Born Ruth Lee Jones, her family left Alabama for the 
north when she was three years old.  Washington 
grew up in Chicago, where she first entered the 
world of music playing piano and directing her 
church choir. For a while she divided her time 
between performing in clubs and singing and playing 
piano in Salle Martin’s gospel choir.  She won an 
amateur contest at the Regal Theatre when she was 
fifteen.

Stories differ about Ruth Jones’ sudden name change 
to Dinah Washington.  Some say the name was given 
to her by the manager of the Garrick Stage Bar, 
while others insist that she was rechristened Dinah 
Washington once she came to the admiring 
attention of legendary jazz vibraphonist Lionel 
Hampton.  

Washington’s penetrating, high-pitched voice – along 
with her incredible sense of drama and timing, her 
crystal-clear enunciation and equal facility with sad, 
bawdy, celebratory or rousing material – enabled 
her to sing anything and everything.  The so-called 
“Queen of the Blues” recorded any style of music 
she liked, regardless of whether the material was 
considered suitable for the commercial market.  She 
even recorded a hit cover of Hank Williams’ country 
standard “Cold, Cold Heart.”

Washington’s most gripping recordings were 
released during the first fifteen years of her career, 
leading up to her biggest hit on the mainstream pop 
charts, “What a Difference a Day Makes,” which won 
a Grammy Award. 

She was inducted into the Alabama Jazz Hall of Fame 
in 1986. The Rock and Roll Hall of Fame inducted 
her as an early influence in 1993.



“Tuscaloosa unveils Dinah Washington Avenue,”  by Bebe Barefoot

Tuscaloosa News (March 13, 2009)

Tuscaloosa honored one of its nat ive daughters on Thursday with the unvei l ing of Dinah 
Washington Avenue at Kaulton Park in the city ’s West End. On hand from Chicago to do the 
honors were Washington’s only surviv ing son, Robert Grayson, and three of the blues diva’s 
grandchi ldren, Tracy and Tera Jones and Bobby Hil l  Jr. Grayson and his chi ldren addressed the 
crowd, which included Mayor Walt Maddox and City Counci l  President Harrison Taylor. An 
emotional Grayson took the stage and announced that i f  his mother could be there , she “would 
f l ip out, she’d be so happy.” He said that s ix months ago, when he f irst heard that the city was 
considering renaming 30th Avenue to honor Washington, he was pleased, but he did not expect 
the honor to happen for several years. He was “thri l led and overwhelmed” to learn that it  
became a real ity so quickly. “I ’m searching for words,” he said. “My brother George would have 
loved this , too.” 

Grayson, who is ret ired, spends most of his t ime maintaining his mother’s business and her 
legacy in music .“Every day I  get cal ls from al l  over the world,” he said. “A couple of years ago, 
the BBC interviewed me for a documentary entit led ‘The Six Greatest Voices in the World.’  
Dinah Washington, my mother, was one of them.”

Tracy Jones thanked the city for giv ing her “al l  the history lessons” about Washington, and 
Tera Jones said that the city has helped her and her s ibl ings get to know the grandmother they 
never met. “We’re so honored,” she said. 

Robert Ratl i f fe , director of the Tuscaloosa Convention and Vis itors Bureau, said the 
possibi l i ty of a Dinah Washington Avenue in Tuscaloosa had been discussed for years. The idea 
gained momentum last summer when several City Counci l  members embraced it . . . .Taylor, 
president of the Tuscaloosa City Counci l , sa id he saw the event as a win-win proposit ion for 
the city. “Musicians, c it izens and off ic ia ls are equal ly excited,” Taylor said. “We have so many 
unsung heroes … people l ike Washington who are almost forgotten. This is a way to bring them 
back and keep them al ive in our memories.”


