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Amber: Hello, I'm Amber, and you’re listening to bbclearningenglish.com.  

In The Music Show today, we listen to an interview with legendary American 

singer-song writer - Joan Baez.  

It was back in 1958 that Joan Baez first began performing folk songs. Folk 

songs are traditional songs that have been passed down the generations and 

they often tell a story, or have a protest message. A protest song takes a stand 

against something, for example, many protest songs of the 1960s took a stand 

against the Vietnam War.  

 

Joan Baez became one of the most famous figures of the 1960s - performing at 

the Woodstock festival, going out with Bob Dylan, marching with Martin 

Luther King, and protesting against the Vietnam War.  

Decades on, politics and music are still her passions and she has just released a 

new album. 

 

Here she is singing a protest song called There But For Fortune.  

Music 

 

Amber: Joan Baez singing There But For Fortune. And what a special, distinctive 

voice. In a recent interview with the BBC, Joan Baez was asked how young she 

was when she first realised that she had a special voice. 

As you listen to her answer, try to catch what her aunt told her about her 

singing ability. 
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Joan Baez 

‘Well I refused to recognise it that way until I was probably in my 20s, cos I thought - well, if 

anybody works this hard and stands in front of the mirror bobbling their Adams apple up and 

down, they’ll be able to sing, like this, and I had a big row with my auntie and she said “don’t 

be silly, it’s genes - it’s genetic!”’ 

 

Amber: So Joan Baez jokes about her singing talent – she grew up thinking everyone 

could stand in front of the mirror and sing well! And she had a big ‘row’, an 

argument, with her ‘auntie’ - that’s a fond abbreviation for ‘aunt’. Her aunt 

told her that her singing ability was inherited, she received it from her parents, 

it was passed down genetically, through genes – genes are the basic units of 

heredity which transmit characteristics from one generation to the next. 

  

Let’s hear that amazing voice again – and remember, she’s been singing 

publicly for more than fifty years! Here’s Joan Baez singing one of her best-

loved songs, The Night They Drove Old Dixie Down. 

 

Music 

 

Amber: I can’t help singing along! Next, Joan Baez was asked about what it’s like 

singing ‘live’ in front of thousands of people. Joan Baez is especially famous 

for performing at the Woodstock festival in 1969. She says she used to get 

terrific ‘stage fright’! And she was so frightened her knees would shake! 

 As you listen, try to catch one or two of the adjectives she uses to describe how 

exciting it was to sing on stage.  

 

Joan Baez 

‘Well, when I was young I had terrific stage fright. I mean, unbelievable stage fright and 

people would never know it because I was so collected by the time I got on to the stage.  I 
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remember my knees shaking before I went on to the stage! But I was also very, very excited. 

So you know, it was exhilarating, and terrifying and wonderful. It was the launch.’ 

 

Amber: Did you catch any? Joan Baez says it was ‘exhilarating’ and ‘terrifying’ and 

‘wonderful’ to sing on stage. It was ‘the launch’, the beginning, of her fame.  

 

Now here’s a list of the language we focussed on in the programme today. 

folk songs 

protest songs 

row 

auntie 

genes 

genetic 

stage fright 

exhilarating 

the launch 

More entertainment news stories and language explanations next time at 

bbclearningenglish.com 


