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As the sun set behind the Egyptian pyramids, Leona filled her lungs deeply.  Her 

voice floated across the desert, and listeners melted.   

Sound like the introduction to an exotic novel?  Here, unfolds the true story of an 

African-American girl from Enid who became an international opera singer.  Leona 

Mitchell was the “toast of the town” in Paris and the superstar of the Metropolitan Opera 

in New York.  She traveled the globe, sang under the pyramids, and performed for four 

American presidents.  Her career paved an unprecedented path through the music 

industry.  And after thirty whirlwind years, she has returned to her beloved home, 

Oklahoma. 

 Leona was born tenth of fifteen to Hulon and Pearl Mitchell, and she grew up 

surrounded with music.  Her mother played the piano and her father, a country preacher, 

had “music in his veins.”  He could play any instrument and he filled their home with as 

many instruments as children!  Leona remembers her older brothers and sisters singing 

gospel music as The Musical Mitchells, and she directed the church choir.   

In high school, Mrs. Maurine Priebe, the music teacher, heard raw talent in 

Leona’s voice.  She, herself, had wanted to be an opera singer.  Instead, she began 

training a progeny.  

“Mrs. Priebe let me hear my first opera,” said Leona.  “She taught me arias from 

Verdi’s Aida.  She even drove me to OCU for my first audition when I was seventeen, 

God bless her.  I call her my second mother.” 



Leona’s first years of performing followed the script of many a black-and-white 

vaudeville movie: gifted-but-broke musician struggles to makes it big. 

 “When I first started out, I had no money.  I couldn’t stay in hotels, I was just a 

measly student,” said Leona.  “But I always had a sibling living somewhere in the 

country where I could stay.  It became a running joke before we booked each show.  Do 

you have a brother or sister living there?”    

Even so, Leona was quickly making a name for herself.  At the age of 24, she 

debuted at the Met in New York.  She achieved nation-wide notoriety with her voice and 

began to get bookings around the world—five years in advance!       

“Can you image being booked five years out?” Leona asked, sounding surprised 

herself.  “It was daunting how fast and furious it went.  For more than twenty-five years, I 

was booked 330 days a year.”   

With such a tight schedule, it was imperative that Leona stay vocally healthy.  She 

developed a regime to keep from overextending her voice.  Every night before a 

performance, she had a “voice-off” policy after ten o’clock.  As she explained, talking to 

people takes energy.  

“Vocal chords are small.  It’s not like having a violin that you take in and out of a 

case.  You have to care for them, and then they will produce a lot--which is important 

when singing for three to five thousand people without a microphone.” 

Only twice during her career did Leona cancel a performance; a fact of which she 

is proud.  Leona admitted, however, that such intense dedication to her voice was 

difficult when she visited home, because her family wanted to hear about her incredible 

travels.  She laughed, remembering the time she told her mom she needed to sign-off for 



the evening to conserve her voice.  “My goodness, Leona,” her mom said, “You’ve 

gotten eccentric.”   

As Leona’s fame grew, so did the pressure.  She admitted to having “tremendous 

nerves” in her early career, mainly from excitement.  Over time, that nervousness 

progressed to a different level as she began to share the stage with international greats, 

including each of the “Three Tenors.”    

    “When you are up there with Luciano [Pavarotti], so much more is required of 

you,” Leona said.  “The audience expects you to sound the same as you do on a 

recording, so the stakes are higher.  At times like that, I prayed that I would do a good job 

for the many people depending on me.” 

Leona’s career took her to Europe, Asia, and Australia.  She traveled with her 

husband, Elmer Busch, whom she met during her first year performing in Porgy and Bess 

in Los Angeles.  He gave up his career to marry Leona and become her manager.   

“He’s my ears.  He hears everything I do and we decide together what I will sing 

or not sing,” Leona said.  “We’ll be married thirty years next year, and I’m so happy he’s 

still with me.” 

Among many memorable performances, a few stand out in Leona’s mind.  Paris 

was a wonderful time in her career when audiences surged to the stage to be close to her.  

She also has fond feelings for the time Mrs. Priebe overcame her fear of flying and 

traveled to New York to watch her sing.   

Leona holds the honor of performing for four presidents: Ford, Carter, Reagan 

and Clinton.  In each case, the president personally thanked her for sharing her talent.  

The Carters’ hosted her all day in the East Room of the White House, and she remembers 



Ford saying, “I’m so proud your father had fifteen children and that one has come to 

entertain me.”     

A single-most powerful event in her career was performing in Egypt—a moment 

which brought her life’s work full circle.  Mrs. Priebe had first exposed her to the arias of 

Aida, an opera about a Nubian princess torn between love and patriotism.  It was the 

same music from which she auditioned at Oklahoma City University, and the opera 

which eventually became her signature role.  She performed it hundreds of times around 

the world, but singing the part outdoors, “nestled under the pyramids” (the site of the 

original opera in 1867) was especially memorable.  

Leona described being under the stars, surrounded by hundreds of “extras” 

dressed in military uniform, marching to Verdi’s thunderous music.    

“I was transported to a time when Egyptians and Ethiopians were at war,” Leona 

said. “I was no longer acting; I became Princess Aida, caught between choosing a lover 

from the enemy over my family and country. That night, Aida took on a new and very 

real dimension for me.” 

Leona still performs the occasional concert around the country, but prefers to 

spend time in her hometown of Enid—a place where her “Oklahoma accent” isn’t of such 

interest!   

Her life story, however, is of interest.  She has been inducted into the Oklahoma 

Hall of Fame and has an entire room dedicated to her career in the Leona Mitchell 

Southern Heights Heritage Center and Museum in Enid.   

“It’s a wonderful museum dedicated to the contributions of African-Americans,” 

Leona said.  “And yes, it’s a bit embarrassing, but my sister is the curator.”    



Enid also named a street for her, which led to an interesting conversation with a 

kindergartener who said, “How can you have a street named after you?  You’re not 

dead.” Leona laughed as she shared the story.  “He expected me to be dead or an old lady 

in a wheelchair.  Truly, it is nice to be recognized, not after I’m gone, but while I’m 

alive.”  

Now that Leona is semi-retired, she doesn’t miss the constant drama of running 

through airports, dealing with passports, or choosing what to pack.   

“The question was always, “Do I take coats?” Leona said.  “I was constantly 

changing seasons; going from winter in Australia to summer in the United States.”           

Despite her less-demanding appearance schedule, Leona is still active in the 

community.  She runs a music camp each summer for underprivileged and talented youth.  

She also sings at various statewide events, such as last year’s Centennial.  

This December 14th, Leona will be giving a special holiday performance in 

Oklahoma City with the Windsong Chamber Choir.  The concert’s studio recording will 

be her first-ever Christmas album.  

“Christmas music is my favorite,” Leona said.  “It’s a sound that echoes back to 

centuries before.  We’ll be doing lots of traditional pieces, such as Ava Maria.  I’m 

thrilled to be able to do this with such a great choir.”   

From pyramids to presidents, Leona’s whirlwind life is one which could fill the 

pages of a book—a feat which she does hope to accomplish.  Pity the publisher who tries 

to decide whether to market her story as fiction or non-fiction.  Although she said, “every 

person who performs has a unique story,” it is doubtful that any could boast of such 



exotic experiences and prestigious venues as Leona Mitchell, opera singer from 

Oklahoma.       

-------------------------------------------- 

For information or tickets for the Leona’s concert with Windsong, visit 
www.windsongchoir.org 

 
   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


