PLAYING TRUTH
IN EVERY KEY.

Not as a star. Stars burn out.

Remember me as a woman who

played the truth —

in every key she knew.

ome stories pull you in
before you even realize why.
Hazel Scott’s did that to me.
Born in Port of Spain,
Trinidad, she left as a child
and built a life that made

her an icon — a virtuoso pianist, a
Hollywood boundary-breaker, a television
pioneer, a civil rights force. And yet, she
called herself “an American by choice.”

I wanted to bring her here, into this series,
because her life was a study in alignment
under fire — refusing roles that diminished
her, refusing audiences that were
segregated, refusing to stay silent when
silence might have saved her career. Hazel’s
brilliance wasn’t just in what she played, but

in how she chose to live.

The first thing you notice is her stillness.
Hazel Scott doesn’t fidget. She sits at the
grand piano like it’s a throne, her back
straight, her gaze steady — the kind of gaze
that makes you sit up a little taller. One
hand rests on the keys, the other on the arm
of the chair, as if she’s balancing between
telling you her story and letting the music
do it for her.

“I'was born in Port of Spain,” she says, her
voice warm but measured, “and I came into
this world with rhythm in my blood. My
mother, Alma Long Scott, was my first and
fiercest teacher. A classically trained pianist.
An all-women’s band leader. She believed
my gift was a responsibility — and she didn’t
believe in wasting gifts.”

By three, Hazel could pick out anything she
heard on the piano. “I thought it was
normal,” she laughs. “Turns out, not
everyone could play Bach by ear at that age.”
Alma didn’t wait for the world to discover
her daughter — she packed them both off to
Harlem in 1924. “Harlem gave me swing.

Juilliard gave me discipline. I needed both.”
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The Juilliard story is nothing short of epic:
an eight-year-old girl — too young by every
rule — ushered into an audition by her
mother, playing Bach with such precision
that the professors stopped looking at her
age and started listening. “Music has no age
limit,” Hazel says. “But people do.”

It was Harlem’s streets and clubs that taught
her how to bend those rules. She absorbed
Art Tatum’s elegance, Fats Waller’s joy, Billie

Holiday’s ache. “Billie became a friend,”

Hazel says softly, “a woman who knew the
highs of applause and the lows that follow
you home.” Then Hazel began blending the
worlds: Chopin with stride piano, Bach with
a backbeat. Swinging the classics.

Café Society — New York’s first integrated
nightclub — was where it all came together.
“Imagine a room where Black and white sat
side by side, listening to the same song.
That's where I wanted to live.” Onstage, she
was elegance in silk gowns, but her playing
was pure defiance — proof that genius was
not the property of any one race or
tradition.

Hollywood called, but Hazel walked onto the
lot with her own rules. “They wanted me in
maid uniforms. They wanted ‘Yes, ma’am’
and shuffling feet. I said no. If I appeared in
a film, the credits read ‘Miss Hazel Scott as
Herself.” That clause cost me work. I didn’t
care. [ wasn’t going to use my talent to lie

about who we are.”

Her boundaries didn’t stop there. When she
toured, Hazel’s contracts stated she would
not perform for segregated audiences — and
if a venue ignored the agreement, she would
still be paid in full. “If you want my music,”
she would say, “you have to want all of me.”

In 1945, Hazel married Adam Clayton Powell
Jr., the charismatic pastor of Harlem’s
Abyssinian Baptist Church who would go on
to become a powerful Congressman. Their
marriage was a union of two public forces —
glamorous, passionate, and often under the
glare of the press. A few years later, they
welcomed their only child, Adam Clayton
Powell 111

By 1950, Hazel was not only a wife and
mother, but also the first Black American to
host her own national television program,
The Hazel Scott Show. She booked jazz
greats like Charles Mingus and Max Roach.
“I wanted a little Black boy or girl watching
at home to see my face and know that we
belong anywhere we choose.”

Then came the blow. Her name appeared in
Red Channels, the blacklist of supposed
Communist sympathizers. She could have
stayed silent. She didn’t. “I testified before
the House Un-American Activities
Committee,” she says, her voice tightening.
“I told them exactly where | stood. And then |
paid for it.” Within a week, her TV show was
gone.

The public loss was followed by a private one
she could barely absorb. Alma, her anchor
and fiercest defender, fell ill with
pneumonia and was gone within days. She
was in her forties. “I thought I was prepared
for anything,” Hazel says quietly, “but losing
my mother... it was like losing the ground
under me.” Depression crept in, a shadow
she couldn’t simply outplay.

Paris became her refuge. “In Paris, I could
just be Hazel. I could walk into a room
without proving I belonged in it.” She played
concerts across Europe, shared cafés with
Baldwin, marched for civil rights from a
continent away. But the loss of her mother,
the public exile, the strain of a marriage
under pressure, and the relentless demands
of her career caught up to her.

One night, the despair became too much.
She attempted suicide — and by the time she
reached the hospital, she was declared dead
on arrival. Somehow, she came back. “I'm
still not sure why,” she admits, eyes fixed on
the keys. “But I decided that if I stayed, I'd
play. I wouldn’t just exist.”

Her belief in her adopted country never fully
dimmed. In a recorded address, she said:
“I'm an American by choice... I think America
is as big and as strong as its weakest point.
And I think that as a Negro, it is my duty to
speak out against injustice... America is great
because we are allowed to speak our mind.”
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Returning to America in 1967, she found a
changed cultural landscape. Smaller clubs,
fewer headlines, but the same unwavering
commitment to her art. “People think talent
is armor,” she says. “It isn’t. The hurt still
gets through. But the piano — the piano was
where I could turn that hurt into something
worth hearing.”

When I ask her how she wants to be
remembered, she doesn’t answer right away.
Her eyes drift to the keys, her fingers
pressing a few chords so softly they're
almost a whisper.

“Not as a star,” she says. “Stars burn out.
Remember me as a woman who played the
truth — in every key she knew.”

The last note hangs in the air long after she
lifts her hands.

Reflection

Hazel Scott’s story — as told by Karen
Chilton and through Hazel's own words — is
more than a biography.

I was drawn to her first because of her
Trinidadian roots — a child born on the
same soil that raised me, who crossed the
ocean and carved her place in the world
through sheer talent and conviction. And
yet, after settling in America, she claimed a
different national identity — proudly
declaring herself “an American by choice.”
Those words carry the weight of someone
who knew both the privilege and the paradox
of that choice — a woman who could love
her adopted country and still demand it live
up to its promise.

Hazel’s life is a mirror for what I value most
in the people I feature here: alignment when
compromise would have been easier. She
refused to let others define her belonging,
her worth, or her right to be in the room.
Her choices — as an artist, a wife, a mother,
and a citizen — remind me that clarity and
conviction aren’t luxuries. They are survival

tools.

3 key takeaways from Hazel's interview:

1. Non-Negotiables Shape Legacy—Hazel’s
contracts were radical for their time: no
segregated audiences, no demeaning roles,
no exceptions. Her clarity set the terms, not
only for her career but for how others
engaged with her talent.

2. Courage Has a Cost. As the first Black
American woman to host a national TV
show, she refused to dim her light. But when
she spoke her truth before HUAC, she lost
the platform she had built. She chose

integrity anyway.

3. Clarity is Creation. Hazel’s life reminds
us that clarity isn’t a survival tool — it is the
beginning of awareness. And awareness is
the foundation on which anything great can
be built.
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