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Edited interview with Ethel Ennis

== 1 was born inlBaltimore on November 28, 1932,

I lived in no¥thwest Baltimore on the 500 block of North Calhoun

where I was born on the third floor of a row hous. Yeah.

We moved to Riggs Avenue where we lived on the 1200 block.

I went to school at number 111 elementary schood. Used to call it 111,

We were a small femily, my mama, daddy, brother and we were influenced

by my grandmother,

Grandmother was very rligious. She was the family councilor. She sort

of did and didn't live with S. ohe would visit everyday.

Grandmother's teachings made an impact on me from the start and I have kept
them to this day. She would qQuote the bible all the time and apply it to life
giving both side of the story--what to be, what to do in life. She would tell
the negative and the positive sides to the story. It is so funny, with

her sense of right and wrong--she would let you decide which way to go.

If you decided wrong they you Would have to ray for it.

If you tried to do right, you wouldn't get instant rewards but the rewards
were so great when they did come that you would never think other wise.
They would come from God,

By using here teachings I found that life wasn't as hard--it was hard enough
but not as difficult to me....my life has been nice remembering those
teachings.,

I was taught by mother and grandmother that this was a white man's world
though. It is funny--when I came in T thought "Oh this is a nice world!"
They would come back, "You can‘'t enjoy all of it. Just a little piece

of it...because of the color of your skin." "If you are going to survive, you
have to study hard, do the best you can, be threee times better in what

you do. And do not waste you time...use all of it and definatly be a lady."

My being a singer just happened. I was with an all male group called
Riley's Octette., I was the piano player st that time. We would work on
the outskirts of town where my age, 15, wouldn't be s question. There
were all ages in that group and I was the only female...so it was a great
place to be. We used to work in funny places., Imade $2.50 a show.

One night in Randalstown I was asked to sing the song "In the Dark"

Now, I used to lsten to the blues while in the Gilmore Projects...came

up through the floor. It came from the house with the blue and red lights and
the wonderful bass wag booming and the Blues were just pouring out. She

would be down there frying her. fish and making here cornbread...That was not
of my Grandmother's thinking and teaching however, "No Blues,"

I was taught hymms and definately not the Blues. But I was asked to sing

"In the Dark"

"Ethel, if you can sing this songe, we can keep this generous tip.”
0K, I sang the song not knowing what the words meant....they loved it, the

band loved it and I was a singer. I thought I woud be paid double to sing
and play the Piano....forget thatt
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It is so wonderful to do the things that you like because those are the
things that you can excell in, That i1s what I have to tell the young.

I was working at one point...six nights a week at Gamby's on Penn. Ave.
and going 1o business school and working downtown all at the same time,
1 was always taught to have something to fall back on because music....
forget it.

Entertainment world....my grandmother didn't want me in the "Beer Gardens”
When I put on my first strapless gown she gaid, " Where is your undershirt
gal?"

I pdayed piano fro the sSunday School and Mother pla ed organ for the gospel
cheir,

Bother my mother and my grandmother had a close rein on me. Even when I went tc
parties on the court...as soon as the lights went ocut

"ETHELLLLLLILLLLL"
some of the housed that you passed you would have to close your eyes when
you passed.

My Background was classicadh and in hymms. Singers like Diana Washing had
tooc much jazz in the music...they had the devil in them and they were
too negative...too nagative.

When 1 started singing I got plenty of acleimation--but I thought weell,
everybody has talent. I didn't think T was that special
Just say "Thank-you” and go on.

I remembered my family's teaching all the way along.

I lived off of singing but never considered it a career. I considered it a
hobby until threee or fours years ago...l never tried to be a star...If

you are just quist and meditate, what you are will come through...and enjoy
g

I stayed in Baltimore. For me, it has just been living my life. OQthers
would say that they could do this and that...but they always told me what
I had to do to get it. It went against my grain. This playing the game

of show b z, this behind the scenes....cocktall parties just. to be seen. ..
spending time to win faveor. I have my 1ltalent, why lower or bend myslef
to what they want....to go against the grain for gain is not right.

People would tell me “"Ethel, move away fro Baltimore, ove to LA or move to
New Yourk, these are the entertainment capitals of the worid. We will do
this for you, we will do that, Bhe talent is there, let us package it."

But they would have destroyed the talent.

"Ethel if you only want to £0 your way, you will never be notheing but a semi-
star,...."

Ck. I will be only a semi star,

01d Baltimore...Eubie Blake tells a story that he used to walk by peabody

but he couldn't go in and on his 90th birthday Peabody had a show honoring lhim.
HE startd playing in whore houses....housed that my Grandmother would S8Y,

"No, no, no, you are not kupposed to look tha t way" ...
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I don't know too much about Cass Elliot....

Zappa---Frank---1 have seen him perform. He is a free spirti, he releases
what we alld have--just to be crézy--1 am getting to that point now.

Billie Holliday was a poetic singer. She painted what she sang....you can
see the pictures clearly when she sang. That, to me is what a singer is.

They all left. They had a desire...] never had a burning desire to be

a star or to get away from anything....I guess i believe that wherever you are 1
rooted there you will bloom. This is my home...When my spirti came here

this was it! Why tear myself away? A lot of people can do it elsewhere but

a lot of them have to a% some piant go back home.

Soft Power is lwhat grandmother would call spirit or God. It is the reason
we are here tody taling. We all have it,

We come into the world brogrammed and aquire a second program--society
teaches us this to live together under control. Sometimes the programs
clash and that is when you have to go with feelings...

We are taught so many things that mke you unhappy...If you are not true to
yourself -- xX®r sthen you have to pay.

You have 10 remember that the next person is you...we are all one. Part of
the same one.

You have to know the spirti and not be afraid to listen and to practice
whai it tells you.

§ could always come back to Baltimore and be refueled. I could gc home to rest
with friends and family. I never have wanted to leave friends and family..
I could never m ve away from my heighborhoocod...we have made friends there.

I remember the Royal Theater, Hollywood on Penn. Avel And there was
Gagmbies, the Casine, The Comedy Club,

Tiajauna--it was there that I saw Billie Hollidey, 1In '56, '57 I was working
at the Red Fox a few steps awy from Billie Holliday...

Penn. Ave was alive with entertainment...I worked all these places but not
as part of my life. I was always the church girla working in clubs...

But T didn;t want the life...T didn't like the clubs in the daytime...

Why Hide from the beautiful day?



Pennsylsania Avenue was just loaded.
Every corner that you turned, you found a bar or a nighteclub.
They had engkertainment. Floor shows and bands. Big bands and thingsl
like that. They had to entertain the people.,
Cab Calloway, Baltimore's his home.
Billie Holliday, she's one of our great sin ers....artist.
We had just countless different bands]

we speak of music and we characterize this music as whatever it is, I
d of feel that any type of music would be soul music. It all

It is Jjust the feeling that you put into it.

There is music that lets you down

There is music that picks you up

I have to work on the basis of the feeling of the person

the feeling of the person that is trying to pertry something
in the music.

We had the live people performing live acts right on the stage.

Real singers, real dancers, real people

Oh, i1t was so wonderful, oh, god in those days of the early twenties
we Thought we was good!

And I rember that they would just go crazy for Pearl Bailey, and Iremember
that they would all come out to hear herg And I remember that one time
one guy was trying to heckle herr and she atood there and said...I amnm
getting paid for mine....what have you got.

And in the afternoon everybody would sit on the front stcops on those
marble steps....and you had to be dressed for the afternoon...other
wise you couldn't come out...and sometime we wiuld just sit out on the
front steps and sing.......

Oh, we worked like the devil but it was like a family thing..,you would
work like the devil and then sign at the top of your voice.....

And when we were children...dad always wanted us to be a t home and
80 we would bring out the friends to his house in Highlandtown and
that is why he bought the piano so we could stand around and sing...

And on Pennsylvahia Avenue...there was gambies....the Casino, the Comedy
Club , The Tisjuana......

Their was the Plantation Club, and Green Willow, the Ritz. The spot ,
the Wagon Whell, The Golden Room, ..The Spinx Club.

We went to New Albert Hall..

My mother never did allow me to g0 to any other theatres...we always went
to church...there was the music there...that is what I went for if for
othing else for Momma and the music,

I rm mber going to the eagle theatre and seeing a man play the paianc ther,

And we would gather out aroudn that old record changer and the kids would
sing all the songs......
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