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Bridgetown Flexes Its Funny Bone
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god·dess [ˈgä-dəs ]   
1. supernatural being: one of the 
group of supernatural female 
beings in some religions, wor-
shiped as the personification 
or controller of some aspect of 
the universe  2. figure or image: 
a representation of a goddess, 
used as an object of worship  
3. somebody admired: a woman 
who is widely admired or imi-
tated, especially for her beauty

is perhaps one of the 
coolest women on the planet. The kind of 
modern-day goddess who in theory, should 
intimidate the hell out of you: Harvard cum 
laude graduate, actress, writer, mother, craft-
er of nifty things made by hand and oh yes, 
there’s that whole Pink Martini thing; she’s the 
notorious band’s songstress extraordinaire 
with a voice smoother than silk and smokier 
than the bear or the bandit. 

Yet in-person, she was as easy-going, conver-
sational and dare I say as goofy, as some of my 
closest average Jane working mom friends. 

Passion and creativity are certainly a core 
part of who China is. She immerses herself in 
a labyrinth of artistic pursuits and surrounds 
herself with vibrant, spirited catalysts for the 
sake of creation. It was this amazing scope of 
talent, energy and inspiration that reminded 
me of mythology’s goddesses — such as 
Gaia (mother of creation), Athena (wisdom 
and crafting) or Isis (life and magic). She is a 
woman in touch with those inner desires to 
explore, pursue, dream and express; all femi-
nine deity qualities we can use more of.

Thankfully China calls Portland home. She, 
Thomas Lauderdale and Pink Martini are inte-
gral to our cultural landscape. There’s pride in 
knowing China hypnotizes audiences around 
the world with her talent, and is an unspoken 
ambassador for our little corner of the globe. 
It’s even slightly a notch cooler to witness a 
woman in today’s world building a successful 
life stemming from self-expression and god-
given talents. Yet China remains grounded. 
She has the love of her artistry, friends, city 
where the rain makes her happy, and a tod-
dler son she sings her own version of the 
ABC’s to… 

China:  When I was in college, I got the lead of Maria 
in “West Side Story.” People brought in makeup from 
CVS pharmacy and threw it on the table for dress re-
hearsals. Everybody in the cast used the same makeup 
including eyeliner. One time after I used the eyeliner, I 
felt like there was a grain of sand stuck in my eye. I kept 
rubbing it during rehearsal and when I went to sleep 
that night I put a tea bag on it to sooth it. 

I’d fallen asleep and forgot the tea bag. When I woke 
up it was stuck to my eye which had swollen shut. I 
had to sing “I Feel Pretty,” so as a half-joke I thought 
I’d paint an eye on my swollen shut lid. (laughs) Luck-
ily my grandfather, who had come to see me opening 

night, was a doctor. He gave 
me some steroid drops so 
my eye was almost opened to 
normal by curtain call. That whole 
swollen shut eye episode was so gross 
and scary that I never share makeup. Ev-
ery time I do a photo shoot with a make-
up artist I tell them. 

Janna:  Though that incident sounds 
like it was one of your more potentially 
disastrous stage moments, earlier we 
also talked about some of your favorite 
performance highlights. You mentioned 
singing with Sarah McLachlan on stage …

C: We were in Perth, Australia in October. She was 
on the same bill at this festival. We were all in the art-
ist tent. I’d mentioned to one of the agents that I was 
excited to meet her. Then she said, “Sarah is standing 
right there and she said you should sing with her at the 
end of the show.” At the end of Sarah’s shows, such as 
Lilith Fair, she invites someone on the bill to do a song 
with her. I sang with her, Butterfly Boucher and Melissa 
McClelland who both play in her band now. 

Sarah is amazingly open. I’d just met her and she com-
pletely told me about her life and personal stuff. It was 
unusual. I wouldn’t necessarily be that open if I were in 
her position with some random fan. I went to see Sarah 
again and that time she let her bandmates each do four 
of their own songs. It’s an unusual format and so much 
more interesting than a standard show. Then Sarah read 
and answered questions from the audience. The whole 
thing was just great.

J: That kind of openness and audience inter-
action makes you wonder why more artists 
don’t do that.

C:  No one has ever thought of it? It’s weird.

J: Pink Martini has a very orchestrated, 
choreographed show. Everything is pol-
ished and refined. If you tried to translate 
that into something different, how would 
that fly?

C: It would probably be a train wreck. There 
are so many aspects and personalities to man-
age; our shows require restraint and order. 
Thomas is good at managing that. He keeps 
it elegant and beautiful. 

J: Your shows have great sym-
biosis; you bring such different 
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energy to 
a show. 
Being a 
singer you 
are front 

and center. 
Some might look at that as the 

show. Yet, anyone who’s seen Pink Mar-
tini experiences how much of the show 
Thomas really is. 

C: Yes, the band has been Thomas’s vision from 
day one. It is his favorite musical genres combined 
into something magical. We both kind of host the 
show and because I sing I can be the focal point at 
various moments but it really is Thomas’s band.

J: The chemistry is so unique and so is the 
capacity for creativity. You and Thomas 
each bring such unique aspects to the 
table. 

C:  I think that’s what works. Neither of us on our 
own would create something as great as Pink Mar-
tini. Thomas would twirl off into a stratosphere 
dream world and I’d be too heavily anchored to 
the real world. The two of us come together and 
it’s a combination of real and dream. I try and  
keep up…

J: Not to blow smoke up your gown, 
but you’re a smart, sophisticated, world-
traveled woman. The motherhood aspect 
adds a whole other dimension. Smart 
women, who are leaders in whatever they 
do, are often misunderstood. 

C:  Oh yes!

J:Sometimes people can’t keep up. You 
probably can’t keep up with yourself.

C:  I’ve got too many ideas to ever follow through 
on them.

J:  You act, 
play multiple 
instruments, 
write, and 
sing? You’re 
one of those 

women other 
women wish they 

could hate, but can’t, 
‘cause you’re too nice 
… know what I mean?

C: Luckily, I’m chubby, so 
everyone loves me anyway. 
(laughs) It helps to have a 
little extra padding to soft-
en the blow. Cushion the 
cushion.

J: Women don’t know 
what to do with other 
strong women. When 
you have a lot of ideas, 
a lot of energy and  
talent …

C: No, men don’t know what 
to do.

J:  Men may be intimi-
dated, but women can feel 

threatened. 

success. People didn’t 
know that Lady Gaga 
toiled for years before 
she was successful. 
American Idol is un-
usual in that they have 
actually found good, 
successful artists and 
singers that didn’t 
amount to anything. 
You can be a good 
singer but not a good 
artist. What a cool thing 
that from these random 
towns are kids who are 
incredible singers that we’d 
never see in our lives. Now 
they have a platform — as cor-
porate as it is — to wow us. I watch 
American Idol and learn a lot from it. 
Where else do you get to see that many 
ways of singing? It’s inspiring.

J: Pink Martini’s music, format and ap-
proach are very different from what the 
industry would classify as a “commercial” 
success. Yet, you’re in demand all over the 
world. What prompts such overwhelming 
success? Is it the multiculturalism? Band 
chemistry? The melodic vocals combined 
with polished sound? There’s something 
very nostalgic about the sound... 

C: I think it’s about craving hand made things 
right now. We sit in front of screens. Everyone 
interacts through their computer. People want 
something they believe was made by a local artist 
or to touch something real. Pink Martini is a musi-
cal answer to that. It’s not synthesized, marketed, 
canned or pre-packaged. It’s classically based. 
We’re real musicians who are incredibly talented, 
playing on real instruments that are beautiful to 
look at. We’re elegant. We’re not slumping in jeans 
and t-shirts. Everyone wears suits, I wear gowns. 
Our show takes you back to eras we’ve never per-
sonally experienced. It’s a way to escape to what 
we imagine as a romantic time, like what we see in 
black and white movies. It appeals to that dreamer 
in everybody.    

J:  When you go to a Pink Martini show it’s 
easy to escape. The vibe also depends on 
the venue. The music is always amazing, 
I’m swept right up into it and the feel is 
different at the Zoo versus the Schnitzer.  

C:  The Zoo is a little more carefree. The Schnitzer 
is upscale. We’re often a little more uptight at the 
Schnitzer, which is unfortunate because it’s always 
our biggest local show though not our best. We 
have our best shows in unexpected places.

J: Such as … ?

C: Some small unexpected town, somewhere 
like Omaha, Nebraska. If we go through a little 
town, we’re like, “This will be easy, no pressure.” 
Then whoo hoo! It was the best show on our tour. 
But when it is high stakes, like Carnegie Hall, that 
makes us nervous.   

J: I’d love to see Pink Martini at the Hol-
lywood Bowl. There’s such glamour there. 
Orchestra members in white suits, amaz-
ing sound, hills with a setting sun behind 
them, warm summer breeze …

C: Women are threatened when they’re insecure. 
But, if they’re confident, they thrive on it. I wasn’t 
confident for many years I was in Pink Martini. 
I had to learn how to form my role. But it’s still 
confusing, I struggle with what my actual role is. 
When I wasn’t able to own it, I didn’t feel I could 
embrace other women. 

Take Katy Perry. First I’d think, “I like what she 
does but I hate it!” Now I can say “I like Katy Per-
ry,” and it’s okay to say it. At first I was, “Ewwww 
what is that?” Then I heard her new record and 
think it’s kind of kick-ass!  

J:  There are differing opinions about mu-
sic today. Some think music is overpro-
duced.

C:  It is.

J:  Or too pop-driven, like Justin Beiber.

C:  I love Justin Beiber.

J:  He actually has a good voice. People 
knock him without listening. Whether or 
not an artist has talent becomes second-
ary to how quickly they’re built up. 

C:  The thing I don’t like is something being 
shoved down my throat. If something is success-
ful in pop, my first impulse is rejection. I even re-
jected Sinead O’Conner when I was 15. My best 
friend said, “Oooo, I like this new artist Sinead 
O’Conner … ” I heard it and was like, “Ewww, 
cheesy!” I don’t know what I was thinking because 
she went on to be one of my favorite artists of all 
time. I have a negative first impulse when it comes 
to pop music. I like it, it threatens me, so I hate it. 
Then I realize I love it.  

J:  Do female vocalists today pay creative, 
musical dues the way many female vocal-
ists did in the 1970s? For example, Helen 
Reddy, Joni Mitchell or Carole King? I was 
shocked when I found out that in 1971, 
Carole King’s “Tapestry” album became 
the top-selling pop solo album ever and 
held that position until Michael Jackson’s 
“Thriller” in 1982.

C: Carole King was first a song writer. In this day 
and age, it’s not that everyone is having overnight 21
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C: I want to go see a show at the Hollywood Bowl. 
I’ve only performed there and never been in the 
audience.

J:  Bucket list item?

C: Definitely.

J: How do you create a bucket list when 
you’ve done so much? You’ve been all 
over the world. 

C: I haven’t been to Morocco. We’re about to play 
in Buenos Aires. I’ve never been to South America 
so this will be cool. It’s funny. I didn’t have a bucket 
list at all last summer. Summers are hard for me. 
I’m a winter girl. Portland winters are my favorite 
thing in the world. I may be the only person who 
feels this way. I’m from Boston. The bitter cold, I’ve 
been through that. Portland’s winters are mild. I 
don’t need sun all the time. Sun can be depressing 
because there’s pressure to have a great day and be 
happy. What if I am not happy?  

was happening here. I didn’t know any of the res-
taurants anymore. Suddenly it just felt drab to me 
because summers are drab for me. 

Yet having this time home since December, I love 
all my friends and I’m having a blast. I love the 
restaurants that have opened. I’m exploring the 
city again. If I had time to go to a movie or cul-
tural event there’s always plenty to do. But I have 
a young son and I don’t even go out that much 
at night. When I lived in New York there was too 
much to do, so I felt guilty all the time because I 
never could do everything.  

J:  If you could become mayor of Portland 
for a day and make a few changes, what 
would you change?

C: Get some signage around town to know where 
to go! The signage is terrible here. On Water Street 
there’s an entrance to the Hawthorne Bridge, 
which I never knew was there. I happened upon 
it by accident and there’s no obvious sign. Why 
would you have an entrance to a bridge with no 
sign? One time I parked my car in front of Whole 
Foods and there was a 4-foot-high sign that said 
“Taxi stand after 7 pm” which was entirely blocked 
by an SUV. There was no other visible sign and my 
car got towed! I took pictures of where my car was, 
the lack of signage and wrote a long letter explain-
ing the situation and telling the city that this is un-
acceptable. 

J:  Did you get any feedback?

C: No reply. I wanted them to refund all that 
money. There was nothing to do about all the time 
wasted dealing with this incident. I had a babysit-
ter that I had to pay more because I had to get my 
car at 10 pm and pay this ridiculous fee all because 
of a little, non-visible sign. My letter must not have 
been compelling enough because I never heard 
back. So circuit court, you have another thing 
coming!*    

I’d also like to have a better music venue; smaller 
than the Schnitzer, but bigger than Crystal Ball-
room. I’d like a 2,000-seat theater but not a ball-

J: To be forlorn, Portland is the perfect 
place. 

C:  I need to be forlorn. Summer can be like a dead 
time.

J:  Did having a child improve any of the 
forlorn time?

C:  No, it made it worse. I already had a predisposi-
tion to being sad in the summer and then add this: 
I had to go to Europe on a really brutal tour, where 
I couldn’t take my son because it would have been 
miserable for him. So I had to wean him, then 
leave him. Crash hormonally and be gone 33 days 
from my 16-month-old. That is not a prescription 
for happiness. I had the worst summer. I was basi-
cally on tour from March through December.

J: Can you develop the tour schedule so 
that you are gone at certain times and 
home at others for your son?

C:  Luckily this year, it’s looking much more man-
ageable. I’m in a better      

posi t ion. 

room, and with amazing sound. I thought 
Randy Rappaport was going to do that. Maybe 
he still is. If you’re not doing that Randy, may-
be you should revive that plan! 

J: So when you come home to Port-
land, after you’ve been somewhere 
uber fast-paced or cosmopolitan like 
Europe or New York, do you get right 
into our Northwest groove?   

C: Portland sparkles to me. If I ever have the 
benefit of being a passenger in a car going 
over the Hawthorn Bridge, I look around. 
I’m always blown away. It always gets sunny 
and pink in the afternoon here. It doesn’t 
pay to wake up early in this town if you can’t 
stand the rain because mornings are misty 
and gloomy. But there’s always a break like a 
“tea time” sun. Maybe it happens two or three 
times a day, but all those days said to be rainy 
days aren’t exclusively rainy days. This is the se-
cret of Portland that people don’t know. This is 
how I experience Portland. It’s a pink 
glowing town; a rosy pink. It’s truly 
the Rose City.

 * Since the time of this interview, Circuit Court 
refunded China the amount of the parking ticket. 
Her letter must have been compelling after all. 
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Last year was crazy. 

J: Most working women feel that way. It 
doesn’t matter if they’re at a nine-to-five 
job, or any kind of job, they always feel 
guilt. 

C:  Yeah! I don’t want that. Now my son is aware. 
I almost felt like he didn’t know who I was until 
recently. He loved his nanny. He loves his daddy. 
Last year I was always gone. He came with me on 
tour for the first year. Then as he started getting 
mobile, it wasn’t fun for him. He couldn’t talk so 
he couldn’t ask for what he needed. Now he’s in 
school and happy in his routine. But he’s definitely 
less insecure since I’ve been home for the last few 
months. 

J: Do you sing to him?

C: Yes, but sometimes he doesn’t want me to! He 
pulls my hands off the piano and says, “Momma, 
no! My piano!” I’ve re-written the ABC song to 
a much better melody and chord progression. 
We manage to do that one every morning. My 
husband plays the congas and my son plays the 
shakers or the tambourine and we all sing before 
school. I’m going to do a children’s album. I’ve al-

ready written every song. I just need to get into 
the studio.

J: That’s fantastic!

C: I’d love to do a children’s TV show like 
Zoom.  I have a way with kids because 
they think I’m the same age as them. My 
spirit might have arrested development at 
around and equivalent to the age of eight. 
My solo album was called “’78” because 
1978 was when my mom and dad moved 
to different cities.  I didn’t see my Mom 
enough after that. That’s maybe when I 
stopped growing up.  

J:  For every child there is probably 
a time and place when something 
stops and becomes a time we wish 
we could go back. That time can 
be recreated but maybe when you 
have kids, you can help them with 

whatever you missed. You show your son 
how creative you really are …

C: Yeah I feel very creative right now … I ’m ready 
to do a solo album. I’m ready to do a children’s 
album. I’m writing a screen play. I’m writing a 
Broadway one-woman musical memoir.

J: You’re going to write, star and sing in 
the musical by yourself? 

C: Yep! It’s my life story told through this thing 
that happens to me all the time, which is the title 
of the play, and all these different ways in which 
this question is asked. Basically there are vignettes, 
or little monologues, with examples of how it is 
asked. There are overarching themes throughout 
my life about how this question helps me learn 
and grow in each of these areas. 

All the songs are already written because over 
time, I’ve always written joke songs my friends 
would laugh at. I wondered what I could do with 
them. They’re ridiculous. So they’ll be strung to-
gether like a beaded necklace. The show’s done. I 
just don’t know what to do with it. Do I start it in 
Portland? It’s a long road to Broadway, honey. 

J: Speaking of the East Coast …You grew 
up in Boston, do you miss it? People com-
pare Portland to Boston’s vibe.  

C: Boston is so historic and architecturally beauti-
ful, but with a totally different energy. It has that 
edgy East Coast thing. But Cambridge, where I 
grew up in the ‘70s, does have a similar vibe. The 
‘70s were the best time for Cambridge which is 
kind of ruined now because Harvard Square is all 
corporatized. It doesn’t have anything cool in it 
any more. 

J:  What else is it about Portland when you 
come home and say, “Wow I know I am 
here”?

C: I’ve always loved Portland. I reached this mo-
ment at the end of last summer when I thought 
that maybe I didn’t. I got disconnected because 
I traveled so much and I was coming and going. 
I couldn’t see my friends. I lost touch with what 


