
Cabell “Cab” Calloway III was born in 1907 in Rochester, New York, and grew up in 
Baltimore, Maryland. He became one of the most dynamic bandleaders, singers, and 
performers of the jazz and swing eras. 

He came from a middle-class African American family. His father was a lawyer, and his 
mother taught music — an unusual background for a Black entertainer in early 
20th-century America, where opportunities were still limited by segregation. 

From a young age, Calloway showed talent both in academics and performance. He 
attended law school for a short time but left to pursue a life in show business — drawn 
by the excitement and freedom of music. 

His early career began in Chicago in the 1920s, a city that was then one of the centers of 
jazz. After the Great Migration — when many African Americans moved north seeking 
opportunity — Chicago’s clubs were alive with new sounds and energy. 

Calloway started singing with local bands but quickly stood out because of his charisma. 
He didn’t just sing the blues — he performed it, adding theatrical gestures, humor, and a 
sense of fun that audiences loved. 

In 1929, he joined The Missourians, a talented jazz band that would soon be renamed Cab 
Calloway and His Orchestra. Under his leadership, the group developed a polished, 
high-energy style that blended swing rhythms with showmanship. 

Calloway’s breakthrough came at New York’s Cotton Club, the same Harlem nightclub 
that launched Duke Ellington to fame. The Cotton Club was glamorous but segregated: 
Black entertainers performed for white audiences. Still, it was one of the best stages in 
America. 

His orchestra became the house band at the Cotton Club in 1930, performing for radio 
broadcasts that reached homes across the nation. Calloway’s lively personality and 
musical talent made him a star. 

One of his most famous songs, “Minnie the Moocher” (1931), became his signature 
number. It was the first jazz record to sell over a million copies. The song’s catchy 
“Hi-de-hi-de-ho!” refrain turned into a national craze. 

That call-and-response phrase came from African American oral and musical traditions 
— ways of engaging an audience directly, rooted in both work songs and gospel. 
Calloway transformed that heritage into showbiz magic. 

“Minnie the Moocher” told the story of a poor woman who dreams of wealth and glamour, 
a theme that reflected both humor and hardship during the Great Depression. 



Calloway’s performances were a spectacle. He danced, shouted, twirled his baton, and 
led his band with explosive energy. He was one of the first bandleaders to turn 
conducting into choreography — turning music into theater. 

His sense of style was also legendary. He wore elegant white tuxedos, wide-brimmed 
hats, and flowing zoot suits — exaggerated, flashy outfits that symbolized pride and 
rebellion within African American culture. 

The zoot suit, with its long jacket and baggy pants, became a cultural statement. For 
young Black and Latino men, it represented confidence and resistance to mainstream 
norms, especially during an era of racial tension. 

Calloway’s music bridged jazz and swing but was also influenced by scat singing, a 
vocal technique where the singer uses nonsense syllables to imitate instruments. He 
learned it from Louis Armstrong and helped popularize it. 

His voice was elastic and playful — he could shout, croon, or growl, often switching 
styles within a single song. This made him not only a singer but an actor of sound. 

Throughout the 1930s and 1940s, Cab Calloway’s orchestra toured extensively, recording 
hits like “The Jumpin’ Jive,” “Zaz Zuh Zaz,” and “Reefer Man.” Each song was full of 
rhythm, humor, and life. 

He also introduced audiences to future stars. One of his band’s early members was Dizzy 
Gillespie, who would later become a pioneer of bebop. Calloway’s orchestra helped 
shape the next generation of jazz innovation. 

Calloway’s popularity crossed racial lines, but he always celebrated Black culture 
proudly. His use of African American slang helped bring elements of Harlem speech into 
mainstream language. 

He even published The Hepster’s Dictionary in 1938 — the first dictionary of jazz slang — 
defining words like “hep” (cool), “cat” (musician), and “joint” (club). It was both 
humorous and revolutionary, proving that Black street culture had linguistic creativity 
and influence. 

During World War II, his music lifted spirits on the home front. Though swing music 
dominated dance halls, Calloway’s band stood out for its humor and innovation — 
always slightly ahead of the trends. 

In the 1950s and 1960s, musical tastes shifted toward rock and rhythm & blues, but 
Calloway adapted. He performed in musicals like Porgy and Bess and Hello, Dolly!, 
showing his versatility as an entertainer. 



Later generations rediscovered him through film and television. His memorable 
appearance in The Blues Brothers(1980), performing “Minnie the Moocher,” introduced 
him to a whole new audience. 

He continued performing well into his eighties, always full of vitality. When asked about 
his secret, he said, “You can’t be a hip cat if you don’t have fun.” 

Cab Calloway passed away in 1994, but his influence remains vivid. He was inducted into 
the Big Band and Jazz Hall of Fame and recognized as one of the key figures who 
brought jazz to the mainstream. 

His legacy is one of joy, creativity, and cultural pride. He proved that music could be 
intellectual and playful at once — and that showmanship, when done with heart, could 
bridge the deepest divides. 

To understand Cab Calloway is to understand the spirit of Harlem jazz — a mix of rhythm, 
wit, rebellion, and hope that turned survival into celebration. 

Even today, when you hear the phrase “Hi-de-hi-de-ho,” it echoes more than just a song 
— it’s a reminder of how art can transform struggle into style and rhythm into power. 


