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About the Book

Julia Blackburn’s brilliant and haunting new book is a life of Billie Holiday told in the voices of those who knew her. During the 1970s a young woman called Linda Kuehl, planning to write a biography of Billie, recorded interviews with more than 150 people. Kuehl died in 1978 and her book never came out, but her recordings survived to provide the raw material for this extraordinary account of the life of America’s First Lady of Jazz.

Billie Holiday is usually portrayed as a tragic victim of her own vices. These intimate stories give us a much deeper picture of her personality – we witness scenes from her chaotic childhood; we see her when she first arrives in Harlem at the age of fourteen; and we follow her through her rise to fame and into the notoriety that came so close on its heels.

Of course Billie’s friends and lovers and fellow musicians talk about her troubles and her addictions, but they also have a lot to say about her warmth and her courage, and the ones who were really close to her understood that although she had a lot of men and drugs and booze in her life, all that really mattered was the singing.


About the Author

Julia Blackburn is the author of four books of non-fiction, Charles Waterton, The Emperor’s Last Island, Daisy Bates in the Desert and Old Man Goya, and two novels, The Book of Colour and The Leper’s Companions, both of which were shortlisted for the Orange Prize.
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 … and I will sing, that they shall hear

I am not afraid.

William Shakespeare, A Midsummer Night’s Dream




ONE

The Record Sleeve
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WHEN I FIRST heard Billie Holiday’s voice, I had just turned fourteen. I was at a party and everyone was much older than me and very drunk. Their movements seemed to have been slowed down; even the way they opened and closed their mouths was too slow.

There were two prostitutes at the party. One was a woman called Sally. She had short-cropped hair, but I can no longer find her face in my mind. She lived with a tall thin homosexual called Barry, who had huge front teeth and floppy black hair, and I can see him easily. They used to invite me over to their flat in Mayfair and they liked to show me a cupboard that was full of ropes and masks and whips. On one occasion when the three of us were having tea, a client dropped by, but Sally said she couldn’t do anything for him because she had a guest.

She did take me out for an appointment with two American businessmen. We went to the Ritz and ate lobsters, which I had never eaten before, and I was shocked by the sound their claws made when they were cracked open. One of the men asked me how old I was and, when I told him, he panicked and ordered a taxi and sent me away with a book on sexual techniques as a present. Sally and Barry wanted me to sell my virginity. They used to telephone me and tell me about an old gentleman they knew and how easy it would all be and how much he was prepared to pay.

I had never met the other prostitute at the party and I don’t know her name. She was plump and blonde. She had taken off all her clothes and she was dancing among the guests. Every so often she would squat down and run her hand between her legs and then lick her fingers with a loud lip-smacking noise. Everyone was laughing, and Barry, who was always competitive, took off all his clothes and did a little shimmying dance with his penis tucked tightly between his thighs. I was very impressed because he suddenly looked almost like a woman.

A man in a dark sweater was staring at me; he kept pursing his mouth into tight kisses and winking one wrinkled eye. I was frightened of him. I was frightened of every person in the room except for Sally, because she had always said she would look after me if there was trouble and I wanted to believe her.

My mother had arranged the party and invited the guests. She was laughing and drinking and having fun. The relationship between us had changed since she had separated from my father. Before, we had been allies of sorts, busy every night with an assessment of the danger and the likelihood of violence; ready to run and hide if things got too bad. But now things were different and we had become two women: one young, the other no longer young. My mother never said she would look after me if there was trouble and it never occurred to me that she might. I was aware of her watching the man who was watching me.

I escaped to a far corner of the room and sat down on the carpet next to the new record player, its wine-red plastic surface stamped incongruously with an imitation of the scales on a snake skin. I looked through the little pile of records that people had brought to the party and stopped at one called A Billie Holiday Memorial. There was a black-and-white photograph of a woman on the cover. She was illuminated by a stage spotlight and she was wearing a white evening dress that left her shoulders bare. She was standing very stiff and straight, her head tilted slightly upwards towards the benediction of the light, her arms bent at the elbows, her hands clenched into fists. I couldn’t see her feet, but I could tell from her stance that she must have had them planted firmly on the ground, as though she was on the deck of a ship and was maintaining her balance in spite of the breathing swell of the ocean. She was caught in the gaze of lights and cameras in front of an audience of strangers who were gathered in the darkness to watch her, and yet she seemed to be completely alone. It was as if the act of singing filled her with such a wild joy that she was aware of nothing else for as long as the song lasted.

I lowered the needle onto the spinning black disc. The music began with the notes of a piano stepping lightly as a dancer, and then some other instruments whose names I didn’t know joined in. They were like an excited crowd of people who were all talking, laughing, telling jokes, but bound together by the sound of a regular beat.

Suddenly and quite unexpectedly, a woman’s voice arrived. She flew in there among them like a bird and I realised that all the instruments had been waiting to welcome her. To my surprise she didn’t seem to care about the beat which they wove around her, and she kept pulling at it and stretching it until I thought she had lost it entirely. But just when it seemed too late, she was back again.

‘I …’ she sang, her voice as clear and strong as a trumpet, pulling out that one long vowel of sound. ‘I … cried for you, now it’s your turn to cry over me.’ She sounded so close and familiar. It was as if she was looking straight at me.

She was telling me a story about how she had once loved a man, and he was unkind to her and made her very unhappy. But then she met another man who was much nicer and she was happy again. Meanwhile, the man who had made her sad was beginning to miss her, and so the wheel had come full circle and it was his turn to cry.

She sounded as brave as a lioness and yet she also sounded as fearful as a child. Listening to her, I didn’t have the sense that she was bitter or resentful, or that she was angry with the man who had hurt her and glad to see him suffer. Her message was much simpler: she was telling me that things change, life moves on, laughter is followed by tears, and tears are followed by laughter. After you have been knocked to the floor, you rise up and get on your feet again.

The record went on playing and I listened as more and more stories were told. There was a lot of unrequited love and a lot of longing for a world in which a man and a woman could live happily ever after. But even the saddest songs were full of courage. It was as if just the fact of singing was in itself a triumph and a way of dealing with despair.

The last song on the record was called ‘For All We Know’. I had no idea how much time separated the first recordings from this one, but I could hear at once that a number of years had passed. It was clearly the same woman who was singing, but her voice had changed profoundly; it had lost that dancing, light-hearted effervescence and instead it seemed to be pulled forward by a sheer effort of will. But still she was strong and I was made strong by listening to her.

On the morning after the party, I bought myself a copy of the record. I played it over and over until I knew the words of all the songs and they had become my stories as well. It was not that I suddenly believed in eyes of blue and hearts so true, or in cottages by streams where I would just like to dream, but I did believe in Billie Holiday and the way her voice could chase out my fears.

The record has always stayed with me since then, travelling from place to place. I haven’t looked after it well; the black vinyl is warped and scratched, and only a few of the songs can struggle to be heard. But I have kept it anyway because of the memory of myself as a young girl at a party and because of the photograph of Billie Holiday on the cover and how she impressed me when I first heard her sing.


TWO

The Cardboard Box
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I AM TREADING in someone else’s footsteps.

More than thirty years ago a woman called Linda Kuehl wanted to write a book about Billie Holiday. As a way of beginning she made tape-recorded interviews with more than 150 people who had known Billie at one time or another during her short life. It was not just the famous names Linda Kuehl was after; it was anyone she could find, so long as they had a story to tell.

Eventually she had two shoe boxes filled with tapes, each one carefully named and numbered. Then she began the slow process of turning all these spoken words into written words. Turn the tape on, listen to a sentence. Turn the tape off, type down what is being said. Begin again. Back and forth, back and forth, until hundreds of pages had accumulated, a great babbling mountain of voices. As well as the interviews, Linda Kuehl also collected anything else she could find: newspaper cuttings, legal documents, hospital records, police files, the transcripts of court cases, royalty statements, and all the photographs and private letters that the people to whom she spoke were willing to let her use. She even obtained a hoard of shopping lists, postcards and little drunken notes that Alice Vrbsky, Billie’s secretary and assistant during the last years, still had in her possession:fn1
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The New York publishers Harper & Row agreed to take on the book and for several years Linda Kuehl was busy with it. But it seems she could never get further than the first few chapters, which she kept on writing and rewriting. It was as if she was looking for the key that would open the door and make everything else follow and fall into place.

On 9 August 1977 Frances McCullough, Linda Kuehl’s editor at Harper & Row, explained in a letter that the book wasn’t working. She said it had become a ‘choppy, patchy mélange, in which you, the reader, very easily lose your bearings’. She said perhaps another publisher could be found who could take it on and ‘if that works, believe me, I’ll be very happy’. She said, ‘God knows, if it’s painful to me, it must be awful for you.’

Linda Kuehl moved over to Dial Press and went on with her unfinished manuscript, struggling to find the right form. In January 1979 she had made arrangements to attend a Count Basie concert in Washington, DC, and ‘in spite of a fierce snowstorm and major travel snarls to the north-eastern seaboard’ she travelled there by train from New York. She arrived a few minutes before the music began, looking ‘quite flustered’, and then she disappeared and didn’t turn up for the reception after the show. It seems she went back to her hotel room, wrote a suicide note and jumped out of her third-floor window. Passers-by had seen her sitting on the ledge before she jumped.fn2 Her family kept her Billie Holiday papers until the 1990s, when they were sold to a private collector.

He kindly allowed me access to the archive. I was shown bundles of files filled with loose sheets of paper. Everything had been jumbled haphazardly together, either by Linda Kuehl herself or by someone else. Fragments of unfinished chapters, almost obliterated by handwritten revision notes, lay alongside the transcripts of Billie’s court appearances and her medical reports. Formal letters from publishers and record companies rubbed shoulders with very informal letters from friends and lovers. There were lists of addresses and several lists of the important dates and events in Billie’s life, but each list was uncertain and incomplete and covered with question marks.

If I had been a different sort of person I suppose I might have tried to establish order in this chaos, but order has never been one of my strong points and I wouldn’t have known where to begin here. And so I simply raced through the papers as they presented themselves to me and made copies of anything that seemed particularly interesting or relevant, trusting that I would never know what I had missed out. Before I left New York, I also collected a cardboard box filled with typewritten transcripts of the interviews Linda Kuehl had recorded. Even these were in a strange muddle, with pages missing or repeating themselves, and sometimes a whole interview had disappeared completely.

For about a year I did my best to construct the bones of a biography out of this material. Just like Linda Kuehl before me, I made lists of what seemed to be the main events in Billie’s life and I started chapters with titles like ‘A Baltimore Childhood’ and ‘Harlem in the 1930s’. I then arranged the interviews into little groups and tried to force all those voices into the cages I had constructed for them. But in doing so I lost the wildness and the vitality that made them so interesting, and all I achieved in return was a rather bland uniformity in which one voice merged seamlessly with the next. That was when I decided this book must be a documentary in which people are free to tell their own stories about Billie and it doesn’t matter if the stories don’t fit together, or even if sometimes they seem to be talking about a completely different woman.

So this is Billie Holiday’s life, seen through the eyes of some of the people who knew her. I begin with the friends she ran around with when she was a young girl in Baltimore: Freddie Green, Mary ‘Pony’ Kane, Skinny ‘Rim’ Davenport, Wee Wee Hill, ‘Sleepy’ Dean and a woman called Christine Scott, who was an inmate at the reform school where Billie was sent when she was accused of being a ‘minor without proper care and guardianship’. I end in the late 1950s, with the lawyer Earle Zaidins, who lived in the same cheap hotel where Billie was staying for a while and who got to know her when they were both out in the street late at night, walking their dogs. And Alice Vrbsky; she of the shopping lists. In between there are all the others.

I lift out a sheaf of papers stapled together at the top left-hand corner and there is an orange stain where the little strip of rusting metal bites into the pages. The interview date, the number of the tape cassette and the name of the person who is speaking are written at the top of the page and there are occasional corrections and notes added in Linda Kuehl’s rather bulbous handwriting.

Sometimes an interview includes a brief account of the circumstances of a meeting, ‘in a brown Cadillac Eldorado’; or of what the speaker was wearing, ‘a shiny red suit and a white cowboy hat’; or of how they looked, ‘shaking and sweating profusely from the effects of a cocaine high’. But such descriptions are unusual; mostly the voices are not given faces to recognise or clothes to wear, and so unless the person happens to be a well-known figure in the jazz world, their words float in a haphazard space without any anchors of recognition to hold them steady.

I have listened to a number of the original tapes. The quality of the recordings tends to be very poor and it can be difficult to disentangle what is being said. You might hear the human roar of a late-night bar, juxtaposed with the closer, intimate sound of the clink of glasses on a table top, the cellophane rustle of a cigarette packet, someone coughing directly into the microphone. Or the interview is being held in a car with the activity of the street echoing on all sides, or in a private house where doors bang, dogs bark and children burst in and are shouted to silence. Several of the speakers are quite old and obviously frail and forgetful; others are drunk, or high on something.

It is always strange the way the mind works. We often do not know what we think until we have transformed the amorphous creature of our thoughts into words. We do not know what memories we hold until we have opened the door of recollection. Looking back on a far-away time, the mind often gets stuck on a point of its own forgetfulness and then, like a scratched record, keeps repeating the search for the name it has lost or the event that it cannot quite recapture.

But Linda Kuehl was obviously a very good interviewer and she never seemed to be in a hurry, or to be trying to steer people’s thoughts in a particular direction. And so, if sometimes awkwardly at first, the memories soon begin to flood in, the past accumulating on all sides and becoming vivid. And once the talk is flowing easily, then all sorts of unexpected recollections and emotions emerge out of nowhere and float to the surface like strange balloons.

As well as being patient and friendly and not easily shocked, Linda Kuehl was also pretty and flirtatious and people obviously enjoyed talking to her. A lot of the men were very challenging – when asked if he rehearsed before a music session with Billie, the trumpet player Roy Eldridge said, ‘Why should I rehearse? Would I need to rehearse before making love to you?’ – and several of them, including Billie’s pianist and fellow heroin user Carl Drinkard, the bass player (and junkie) John Simmons and the music writer Arthur Herzog, obviously fell in love with her in one way or another.fn3 But over and over again, Linda Kuehl was ready with the relevant questions and a knowledge of dates and circumstances, and people were happy to talk. When I met Billie’s pianist Bobby Tucker in 2003, he remembered Linda with great affection. He said she came to see him on three occasions and she took the time to listen.

However, although many of the interviews are rich with information and anecdotes, they are often very complicated and difficult to follow and the stories that are being told emerge in broken fragments. In order to make a coherent sequence out of what is being said, I have had to do a lot of untangling, to separate out the various threads of a narrative before piecing it back together. But although I have reshuffled people’s words, I have never put words into their mouths or added any detail that wasn’t actually there. I also make it clear when I am quoting directly and when I am paraphrasing.

Take the black narcotics agent, Jimmy Fletcher. He was involved in arresting Billie Holiday on a drugs charge in 1947 and as I read his interview I realised that he had maybe never told this story before and it involved a lot of emotional effort for him to do it. He had met Billie several times, he had talked with her, danced with her, enjoyed her company and had even been in love with her in a way. He knew she had been singled out for a big public arrest and he wished he had not been the one chosen to bring this about. He wished he could have stopped the whole unpleasant business before it unfolded. And as you follow the halting and complicated progression of what he is saying, you slowly begin to realise that he is ashamed of having betrayed her and is struggling to put his shame into words.

On a different note, Carl Drinkard, who worked with Billie in the late 1950s, tells stories that cover more than a hundred typewritten pages, but his stories keep spinning into junkie paranoia and boastfulness and it is hard to tell the real from the imagined. And then there is the pianist Jimmy Rowles, who says he got drunk in anticipation of talking about Billie, and he drinks as he talks and gets more and more excited as the image of Lady Day becomes increasingly vivid and she swims into the room and is there standing in front of him.

In an interview she gave at the Storyville Club in Boston in April 1959, just over two months before her death, Billie said, ‘I’ve got no understudy. Every time I do a show I’m up against everything that’s ever been written about me. I have to fight the whole scene to get people to listen to their own ears and believe in me again.’

A huge amount of myth and gossip and savage misrepresentation had already gathered like a thick fog around her during her lifetime and it has gone on growing and proliferating ever since. Of course it is not possible to disentangle an absolute truth about who Billie was or how she lived, but at least we can listen with our own ears to the voices of the people who knew her, and then we can make our own decisions about what to believe and what not to believe.


fn1 When she was interviewed by Norman Saks, on 18 February 1985, Alice Vrbsky said rather wistfully that, among many other things, she’d had a letter that Billie sent her from Italy in November 1958, ‘which I gave to that woman who was working on the book and I never got it back’.

fn2 The story of Linda Kuehl’s last day was given to me by J. R. Taylor, who knew her in connection with the Jazz Oral History Project, which he supervised while it was based at the Smithsonian Institute in the 1970s. He met her once in 1978 and saw her again briefly on the night of her death. He learnt of her suicide from the drummer Jo Jones, who had been a friend ever since she interviewed him for her Billie Holiday book in 1971. Apart from the problems with getting the book finished, I do not know what other factors were involved in Linda’s decision to take her own life.

fn3 Carl Drinkard wrote to Linda Kuehl when he was in jail, asking for help with a legal problem and saying he missed her. John Simmons wrote letters on the First Church of the New World headed paper, calling her ‘dearest Tripper’. He said he was ‘highly optimistic, waiting for your return when you’re ready to resign yourself to the fact as to how I feel towards you. I know we will be good to and for one another.’ The songwriter Arthur Herzog had a long correspondence between 1971 and 1976, and when they finally met in 1976, he said he ‘had had no ideas of being amorous’ and enclosed a limerick about ‘a lovely lady named Linda’ for whom ‘Lowly impulse succeeds when she’s highish’.




THREE

The Facts of Childhood
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7 APRIL 1915: Born in Philadelphia General Hospital. Her mother, Sarah Julia Harris, known as Sadie, is nineteen and her presumed father, the banjo player Clarence Holiday, is sixteen. Sadie gives her occupation as ‘housework’. The baby is given the name of Eleanor and is registered as the child of Frank DeViese, a twenty-year-old waiter who then disappears without trace.

The baby is collected from the hospital by Robert Miller, the husband of Sadie’s half-sister, Eva Miller. Robert Miller takes the baby to Baltimore and hands her over to his mother, Martha Miller, ‘who was always taking in neighbourhood kids who had fallen on hard times or had been abandoned’.fn1

1918: Sadie returns to Baltimore. For a while she stays with Martha Miller, who is still looking after the child. Clarence Holiday visits occasionally, but in October 1918 he goes as a soldier to France. He is back in Baltimore nine months later.

1919: Sadie starts a relationship with Philip Gough, a twenty-five-year-old driver who lives on Spring Street.

1920: Sadie moves in with Robert and Eva Miller, to a house in Colvin Street, and brings the child with her. Eva Miller looks after the child and Sadie works in a shirt factory. Sadie starts using the surname of Fagan, after her father, Charles Fagan.

October 1922: Sadie marries Philip Gough and moves with him to East Street. The child goes on living with Eva Miller, who has moved to Bond Street in the Fell’s Point district, the home of Miss Viola Green and her son Freddie Green. When the child starts school, Eva Miller is registered as her mother.

1923: Sadie separates from Philip Gough and the child returns to Martha Miller in North Barnes Street for a while. ‘The child was left with my grandmother … Her mother would be off working or with other men. She left her all the time and that was the problem. The child had an attitude, I guess from being neglected.’fn2

According to Freddie Green, the child moves back to the house of Miss Viola Green on Bond Street and lives with them for ‘about a year and a half’. Freddie says that Sadie is mostly absent. ‘Miss Sadie used to make trips to New York over the weekend and be back for Monday mornings because she was “working out” as a maid somewhere else in Baltimore.’

1924: Sadie gets a house of her own on Dallas and Caroline Street, near to the docks in the Point district. She moves there with her nine-year-old daughter.

January 1925: The child is brought before the Juvenile Court, for playing truant and being ‘without proper care and guardianship’. She is sent to spend a year at the House of Good Shepherd, a reform school in a converted warehouse on Franklin Street and Calverton Road.

3 October 1925: The child is released on parole. She moves to a place on the East Side with Sadie.

26 October 1925: The child stops attending school. She moves with Sadie to Durham Street, the home of Miss Lou Hill. Sadie starts an affair with Miss Lou’s son, Wee Wee Hill.

24 December 1926: The eleven-year-old child is raped by a neighbour. She is returned to the reform school as a State Witness.

2 February 1927: The child is released from the reform school after the intervention of a lawyer who uses the grounds of habeas corpus. She goes to stay in Miss Lou Hill’s house. Sadie and her lover Wee Wee move to the house next door.

1928: Sadie moves to New York, leaving the child at Miss Lou Hill’s.

1929: The child comes to New York to join her mother. Sadie is staying in Harlem, between Lenox Avenue and 7th Avenue in a whorehouse run by Florence Williams.

2 May 1929: The child, along with her mother and several other women, is arrested during a night raid. She is tried and found guilty of vagrancy. She is sent to Welfare Island, first to the hospital and then to the workhouse.

October 1929: The child, who is now fourteen years old, is released from Welfare Island. She joins Sadie in Brooklyn. She sings at the Grey Dawn, a small cabaret bar in Queens.

Spring 1930: She moves with Sadie to a tiny room in Harlem, between 5th and Lenox Avenues. She does waitress work at a club called Mexico’s, which is popular with musicians. She sings at tables ‘like a gypsy fiddler in a Budapest café’.fn3 It is around this time that she changes her name to Billie Holiday.


fn1 Evelyn Miller in an interview with Stuart Nicholson (Billie Holiday, 1995, p. 19). Evelyn was raised by her grandmother Martha Miller and was ten years old when this new child suddenly arrived in the household.

fn2 Evelyn Miller again. It seems likely that Billie’s later stories about the grandmother who loved her were based to a large degree on her memories of Martha Miller.

fn3 The composer and bass player Spike Hughes, quoted in Nicholson, p. 35.




FOUR

Freddie Green
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‘I’m in your corner, girl!’

ON THE MORNING of 27 October 1971, Linda Kuehl had arranged to meet Freddie Greenfn1 at the Red Rooster club in the Point district in Baltimore. Billie Holiday’s friend Ethel Moore used to have a whorehouse a few blocks from here, down by the docks. Billie always went to see Ethel and other old friends whenever she came back to Baltimore. She’d see Willie Diggs and Hilda and Rosie, the Polish lady who had a bar on Pratt and Bethel Street, and Wee Wee Hill and ‘Pony’ Kane, and she’d see Freddie too.

In her notes Linda Kuehl said that when she arrived at the club she had to put her face to the peephole and say the word ‘Freddie’ before she was let in. I imagine her leaving the daylight world behind as she steps into a darkened room, full of murmured talk and cigarette smoke. I imagine her walking carefully between the tables, a tape recorder clutched under her arm. In the one photograph I have seen of her she wears pink lipstick, and she has lines of kohl drawn around her eyes. Her pale face is framed by a waterfall of straight dark hair.

She went to sit next to Freddie at the mirrored bar. She said he was wearing a shiny red suit and a white felt hat with a feather stuck in the brim. She said he was sweating profusely and coming down from what he called ‘a wee morning cocaine high’. He called her ‘honey’ and ordered her a drink. She turned on the tape recorder. Listening to the interview, you can hear the electric buzz of voices on all sides.

Freddie was eager to talk. ‘I’m in your corner,’ he said. ‘You’re gonna get it from the horse’s mouth. You’ll get it together, honey, we’ll put that thing together! I can’t tell you more than I know, and it’s easy to repeat something you know is the truth!’

Freddie said that his mother, Miss Viola Green – known as Miss Vi – rented out three rooms in her house on Bond Street. Billie and her mother had a third-floor bedroom at the front. He remembered that they brought their own bedroom suite with them when they arrived and they had what he called ‘some Christian pieces’: the figures of Mary and Jesus and a ‘little tiny statue of the Saviour on the cross’.

Freddie insisted that he and Billie were the same age and ‘we was fourteen’, but this must have been in 1922, when Billie was just seven years old. There is a photograph of her from around that time. She wears white socks and a white ruffled dress with long sleeves. Her right elbow rests on the polished surface of a little table and her left hand reaches across to touch the right hand, as if for reassurance. She stands very serious and poised and erect, and a big white ribbon perches like a butterfly on the side of her head, in a curious visual presentiment of the white gardenias that later became her trademark when she appeared on stage.

Freddie said that his mother had two daughters as well as him. There was Goldie, who became a singer and performed at the Diamond Subway in Baltimore for a while, but ‘she didn’t get nowhere’. And there was Pearl, who was the youngest. Miss Vi did day-work as a maid, but the money was ‘so measly’ that she needed to take in roomers as well.

Miss Vi had a wind-up Victrola or ‘graffaphone’, as well as an ‘old-time roll piano’ in the downstairs room, and Freddie remembered how Billie would ‘sing along and could pick up a tune just like that’, and on the tape you can hear him snapping his fingers.

You can see that serious child standing transfixed by the miracle of the player-piano, watching as the black-and-white keys come alive and pour out their wild music with no hands touching them. You can see her captivated by the defiant energy in the voice of a great female blues singer like Bessie Smith, who tells the world that she is as blue as blue can be, because her man has a heart like a rock thrown in the sea. Even then, Freddie said, it was the sad songs that Billie liked best.

All the roomers had the use of the one kitchen and on Sunday mornings everybody would gather there and ‘It would be tripe fried in batter and eggs and hot biscuits and bacon and a dish of molasses on the side.’ But it seems that Miss Sadie was never around for those Sundays. ‘She used to make trips to New York over the weekend and she’d be back for Monday mornings, so she must have had a friend there.’

Freddie thought that Billie and her mother kept the room in Bond Street for a year and a half, but ‘Sadie wanted her own home’ and he remembered her telling his mother that she had found ‘this little home on the Point and that she was moving.

‘My mother said, “Freddie can help you”, and she gave me this money for a harness team. I think I paid two and a half dollars for a horse and a wagon.’ The moving was very easy because there was nothing more than the bedroom suite and some chairs and they all fitted in a single load.

The new house was on Dallas and Caroline, right in the heart of the red-light district and very near to Ethel Moore’s whorehouse. Freddie described it as a ‘two-storey row-house’ with three rooms downstairs and two rooms up. ‘There was a bathtub in the kitchen and everything was in place … Miss Sadie was a very clean lady.’

Freddie would visit Sadie and her daughter once or twice a week. They lived right at the end of town in a district they called Bottom of the Point, or just the Bottom, where ‘you could get everything’ and ‘you had to fight your way to get down there’. If he came on a Sunday he’d stay for dinner.

He described Sadie as a ‘short little lady and a very pretty lady … with a beautiful set of chestnut hair’. Billie was always dressed ‘very plain’, in gingham cloth skirts and blouses that her mother had made up for her. She wore her hair pulled straight back from her head and cut in a bob.

And then Freddie saw no more of Billie and her mother. When Linda Kuehl asked him if Billie was working at Alice Dean’s whorehouse, he said he ‘got lost with that part of her life’. The next thing he knew was that she had set out for Harlem to join her mother there. He thought Harlem must have been even tougher than the Point in Baltimore, because it was more of ‘a dog eats dog place where you had to struggle, you had to squeeze more, and people had their thing and didn’t help one another’.

So Freddie’s friend disappeared into the big city and for years he heard nothing more of her. He had been buying records by a singer called Billie Holidayfn2 and ‘having a ball with ’em’, but the name ‘threw him off’ and he didn’t realise this was ‘the same girl he came up with’, whom he had always known as Eleanor Gough or Eleanor Fagan.

And then one day, sometime in the late 1930s, Miss Sadie came to tell Freddie’s mother that Billie was in town over at the Royale and that they all must go and listen to her. ‘It shocked me,’ said Freddie. ‘My mother asked, “You know who Billie is? – Eleanor!”’

So there she was with a three-piece band at the Royale. She looked very stylish and wore her hair pulled back in a tight bun with an orchid pinned on the side, just like that early photograph. But Freddie was not so impressed by her when she sang, because ‘She was more of a stand-still type. She wasn’t that exciting type. She just stood still … I couldn’t see her as a star coming up.’

She sang from about twelve till close-up and then she went on to the Savoy Grill, where they had ‘turned it all out for her and they had tablecloths and everything’. There was a chorus girl called Evelyn Randolph, who was a friend of Billie’s in New York, and she told Freddie to come and join the party.

As soon as Billie saw him she called out, ‘Freddie, hey, Freddie!’

He said, ‘Oh, girl, you’re fabulous.’

And she said, ‘Sit down and shut up!’ and he was given a seat right next to her and her mother.

The last time Freddie saw Billie was in 1948. She had come to Baltimore with Count Basie and his band. In the early days she had been smoking grass pretty hard, but now she had got into ‘this other bag and … she was going for the hard thing’, which surprised him because he never thought she would. Freddie was particularly shocked because she was so negligent. ‘She’d have grass on her dresser and some powder over there and people could come in and see it.’

He remembered how he called her one evening and she was in bed, but she told him to come on up anyway. When he got to her room he saw this powder and she said, ‘D’you want some horse?’ and he said, ‘Oh, no! I never could do anything but smoke grass.’

But in other ways Billie never changed, ‘no matter how much of a star she was. She’d go down in the slums, in the bars, and she’d have her mink, you know, and she’d just throw it on the chair and sit down with a little booze and buy for everyone else. And say “bitch” and “motherfucker” and “what you doin’ now?” And she would tell jokes in different voices … And there’d be little kids, dirty and all, and she’d grab ’em in her arms and not care, and hold ’em and they’d have molasses on ’em, and she wouldn’t care.’


fn1 Not Freddie Green the guitarist, ‘the quiet guy’ who played with Billie in the Count Basie band and with whom Baltimore Freddie said she had ‘something going for a while’, although he couldn’t ‘put them together’.

fn2 Billie’s first recording, with ‘Riffin’ the Scotch’ on one side and ‘Your Mother’s Son-in-Law’ on the other, was issued in 1933. In 1935 she made the first of a number of recordings for Columbia, with Teddy Wilson and his orchestra.




FIVE

Christine Scott
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‘She never bothered with nobody.’

ON 5 JANUARY 1925, the nine-year-old Billie Holiday was brought before the magistrate at the Juvenile Court in Baltimore. Her mother Sadie was there in court as a witness, along with the probation officer who had reported Billie to the authorities for playing truant. She was described as being ‘a minor without proper care and guardianship’ and was sentenced to spend a year at the local reform school, the House of Good Shepherd for Colored Girls.

The school was a big, ugly, six-storey warehouse on Franklin Street and Calverton Road in East Baltimore. It was run by a dozen or so nuns who belonged to an order called the Little Sisters of the Poor. They were provided with an annual income of $3,000 by the State of Maryland, but that was not nearly enough for them to feed and clothe themselves, let alone a shifting population of about a hundred girls who were mostly between the ages of fourteen and eighteen.

People who remembered the House of Good Shepherd from that time said it was an awful place, very bleak and grim. When Linda Kuehl asked some of the sisters to tell her what it had been like to live there, they did not want to speak about it; they were simply glad the school had been moved to a new location and that conditions had improved. This was except for one very old and senile sister, who kept saying over and over again that it had been ‘Heavenly! Heavenly!’

The sisters supplemented the school’s income by taking in washing. The girls helped to run the laundry and also did sewing, crocheting and knitting as well as their household duties. There were lessons in reading and writing for the younger ones and in organ playing for anyone who was interested. The days were regimented by prayers in the chapel.

All the girls had their hair cut short. In the summer they wore blue capes and blue dresses with pleated or gathered sleeves and white cuffs and collars. In the winter they wore the same capes, with black skirts and white blouses. The sisters wore a similar uniform.

Linda Kuehl spoke to two women who had been sent to the House of Good Shepherd. One of them was Billie’s childhood friend Mary ‘Pony’ Kane, who spent a few weeks there in around 1929, just after Billie had left for New York. Pony was then moved on to the training school, ‘where they put the real bad girls’. That was followed by a term in the local jail, which was where she learnt to steal and ‘do other things’.

Pony Kane said that Sister Margaret, the Mother Superior, was a mean woman who would hit you and make you stand on one foot in the corner if you didn’t do what you were told. And every time you used swearwords she’d hit you across the fingers with a ruler. But it was the hierarchy of bullying among the inmates that she hated most, especially since all the sisters seemed to know what was happening, but turned a blind eye.

Pony said, ‘Some of the girls were there five to ten years and some of them were tough. Girls used to get together and they used to fuck you, if they seen you and liked you. The older girls would fuck the younger girls, if they liked ’em. They would sneak ’em candy and talk to ’em … And if a girl didn’t come across with ’em, they would catch ’em in bed and nobody would holler and nobody would tell on nobody … Some of the girls would cry … a lot of ’em would tell their parents about it and a lot of ’em wouldn’t tell nobody.’

Pony Kane mentioned one inmate who had ‘been there so long’. She must have been thinking of Christine Scott, whom Linda Kuehl interviewed on 4 November 1971. Christine had been born in the 1890s and sent to the House when she was still very young. I have no idea why; maybe she simply lost all her family and there was nowhere else for her to go. Whatever the reason, she was still an inmate when Billie arrived in 1925 and she stayed on throughout the years that followed until she was eventually moved to an old people’s home outside Baltimore, which was also run by the Little Sisters of the Poor.

Linda Kuehl was impressed by Christine. She said she was ‘remarkably sharp and her memory was astounding’; she was shown to be correct in all the information that could later be proved. Christine was, however, convinced that Billie was about fourteen years old when she first arrived at the House, and she failed to mention that Billie was there a second time, from 24 December 1926 until 2 February 1927.fn1

Christine Scott explained that she had never been an affectionate person. She didn’t like hugging or kissing; in fact she didn’t like to be touched at all. ‘Everybody knew it,’ she said, ‘because I could never let the children take hold of my hand. I was awfully touchy. That’s the truth. I am strange. Always was … I had nothing to do with nobody. I didn’t want to be bothered with people. You get into trouble when you have lots of friends flocking around.’

When she was asked about her first meeting with Billie, she said she remembered how she was sitting on her own in the chapel one Monday morning, when the chaplain beckoned her over. He had a very shy young girl with him, whom he said was called Madge.fn2 Christine had hardly noticed the girl before and had never said more than two words to her, but now she looked at her for the first time. ‘She was a very nice-looking brown-skinned girl. She wasn’t quite as light as I am, but she was light. And she had a nice suit of hair. And her features were even and light. She was as tall as any fourteen-year-old would be and she was right plump.’

The chaplain explained that he wanted to have Madge baptised because he’d had an ‘awful time trying to find out where she came from and where her people came from’. He asked Christine if she would be the girl’s godmother. fn3

Something changed in Billie when she learnt she was going to be baptised; while she was being prepared for the ceremony she was no longer so silent and fearful and she told everyone in the House how excited she was. And when the day came, she was dressed like a bride in a white frock with a white veil and she rushed to show all the sisters how pretty she looked. Christine said, ‘She was so happy, poor child, she was grinning from ear to ear – you could almost see her back teeth, and she was just as light as a feather.’

As soon as the baptism and the First Communion that followed were over, the sisters gave Billie a string of rosary beads and her new godmother was told to present her with a prayer book. And Christine said that as long as she stayed in the House, Billie ‘had that prayer book in her hand all the time, so she must have appreciated it’.

But once the brief immersion in the limelight had ended, the little girl withdrew back into her shell. She was clearly frightened of the other girls, but she felt safe with Christine and used to follow her everywhere like a lost puppy, padding after her from room to room and then sitting on the floor at her feet, silent and watchful.

‘She liked me and she didn’t want to be with the girls. She never told me her reason. I didn’t ask her a thing about herself or about her parents and she never told me anything … She very seldom had anything to do with anybody else and she was always down in the dumps … In the classroom she’d go to sit on a chair by herself, and when she went out in the yard she’d go to sit by herself. She never bothered with nobody. She very seldom spoke to anybody … She was almost like a stick … She sewed a lot: overalls, shirts …’

Billie, in the form of a child called Madge, was released back onto the streets of Baltimore on 3 October 1925, three months before she had completed her sentence. This was presumably because her silence and lack of contact with the other inmates were interpreted as good behaviour.fn4 Christine Scott said she did not know who came to fetch Billie when it was time for her to leave, but she was quite sure it was not her mother Sadie.

Apart from the period between 24 December 1926 and 2 February 1927 that Christine failed to mention, Billie made one final visit to the House, in around 1950. She came because she was planning to go to Europe and needed a copy of her Certificate of Baptism in order to be able to obtain a passport.

She arrived with John Levy, her current boyfriend and manager, and in a flurry of excitement showed him around this place that had been one of her many childhood homes. She led him to the chapel where she had been baptised, to the dormitory where she had slept in a narrow bed, to the room where she had kept herself busy sewing shirts and overalls, to the kitchen where she had eaten her solitary meals and to the yard where she had sat in silence, ‘almost like a stick’. One of the sisters looked at John Levy’s pale skin and smooth black hair and asked him if he was Jewish. ‘Half-Negro and half-Jew,’ he replied.fn5

Then Billie agreed to sing a song for the girls. Perhaps one of the sisters was willing to accompany her on the piano, or she had a pianist with her, or she sang without any music at all. The song she chose for the occasion was ‘My Man’. The girls squealed with delight, while the sisters were appalled.

He’s not much on looks

He’s no hero out of books

But I love him.

Yes, I love him.

Two or three girls

Has he

That he likes as well as me,

But I love him.

I don’t know why I should,

He isn’t true

He beats me too.

What can I do?

Christine Scott missed this performance, but she was told about it later. She thought she must have been out in the yard feeding the chickens at the time, and nobody bothered to come and tell her that her famous god-daughter had returned. So she never had a chance to see for herself how the frightened child she knew as Madge had been transformed into such a bold woman, full of laughter and talk, her lips painted as red as blood, her mink coat slippery on her shoulders.

Linda Kuehl asked Christine what she thought had happened to Billie and why it had all gone so wrong. Her reply was, ‘She got off track. You see things and you know how it is; how a young girl feels.’


fn1 In the small hours of the morning of 24 December 1926, Sadie discovered her daughter being raped by a neighbour called Wilbert Rich. Billie was bundled off to the House of Good Shepherd as a State Witness and might have languished there for years had not her uncle Charles Fagan paid for a lawyer to fight for her. She was released on the grounds of habeas corpus. At his trial, Rich was found guilty on the count of ‘Carnal Knowledge of 14–16-year-old’ (there were six counts against him in total), in spite of the fact that Billie was only eleven at the time and both the court and the House of Good Shepherd held her correct date of birth (Nicholson, pp. 26–7).

fn2 All the girls were given new names when they arrived. In theory this was to protect their identities, although it seems more like a way of making them forget who they were. Billie (whose name at the time was still Eleanor) was called Madge.

fn3 This first baptism was on 19 March 1925 and Billie’s place of birth was given as Philadelphia. For some mysterious reason she was given a further ‘conditional baptism’ on 14 August 1925, when her birthplace had become Baltimore. When she returned to the House of Good Shepherd on 24 December 1926, she was baptised a third time and again her birthplace had become Philadelphia. The ceremony was performed by a different pastor on each occasion, so perhaps people forgot it had been done before and Billie, as always in such situations, kept silent.

fn4 In 1994 Stuart Nicholson interviewed one of the sisters from the House of Good Shepherd. He was told that Billie often visited the institution when she came to Baltimore and that Sister Margaret, the Mother Superior mentioned by Pony Kane, ‘retained a great affection for “Madge”’. Nicholson concluded that ‘in the disciplined environment of the House of Good Shepherd, Eleanor [Billie] found the guidance and security that were missing in her life.’

fn5 Almost everyone who knew John Levy hated him with a passion. When Billie heard of his death in December 1956, she said it was the best Christmas present she could have, while her pianist Bobby Tucker’s only regret was that he died of a heart attack and ‘didn’t even have the courtesy to let someone shoot him’. John Levy looked like a white man and people said you could only tell that he was black when you heard him say ‘motherfucker’.




SIX

Skinny ‘Rim’ Davenport
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‘All the old-timers are dead.’

SKINNY ‘RIM’ DAVENPORT was born in 1906. Linda Kuehl interviewed him on 30 October 1971, in the back seat of a brand-new brown Cadillac convertible belonging to Ethel Moore’s son, Lenny.fn1 It was parked outside Carter’s Club in East Baltimore. When I played the tape, Skinny’s voice sounded very old and frail and he spoke in a high-pitched whisper. Linda Kuehl described him as a ‘string bean of a man’ and said he had lost all his teeth.

Skinny was currently employed as a school janitor, or, as he put it, ‘a custodian of the schools system’, but in the 1920s and ’30s he didn’t need to work because he was living the fast life. ‘I was pimping, yeah,’ he said with a thin little laugh. ‘All the fellas was pimping.’ That way he was able to make more money in one night than his father could make in a month, working at the steel mill down on Sparrow’s Point.fn2

Skinny said it was hard to remember things, because ‘all the old-timers are dead and I’m the only one that’s living’. But as he spoke, everything started to come back to him. He began with the whorehouses. He knew of four or five main whorehouses in the city, where ‘The girls used to trade with the white cats, because the black cats didn’t have no money. The black cats had nothing.’

There was Snapper’s Big House on Eastern Avenue, but Snapper got killed; she had been shot by one of the big toughs years ago. There was Geneva’s, but she’s dead too. And there was Alice Dean’s house on Dallas Street, but that was not really a house, because Alice had no women who stayed there and so it was more of a ‘clip ’em and let ’em go joint’.fn3 Everyone in this business needed to pay regular protection money to the police, but the police were easier in those days; you might get bail or a short jail sentence if they decided to catch you, but if you had enough money to give them, ‘you could always beat it’.

Skinny said that of course he knew Billie. ‘The fellas all knew her and liked her and she liked to be with the boys.’ He never saw her around the big houses, because she preferred the after-hours places, like Ethel Moore’s whisky house on 20 North Bond Street, where there was a little bar upstairs and a jukebox. ‘You’d bring your own reefers and drink a little and play records and get high. Reefers was three sticks a quarter, and they was good stuff.’ Everyone in those days smoked marijuana, which was still not illegal, or they drank bootleg whisky and sickly home-made concoctions like blackberry wine.fn4 Skinny said, ‘They was also usin’ a little coke – snortin’ now and then. But we didn’t make it no habit. It was just somethin’ to do. We wasn’t usin’ no hard stuff.’fn5

Skinny said you could take a girl to Ethel Moore’s place and go to one of her rooms, but her house was just a good-time house and she didn’t make any money out of it. Billie was very fond of Ethel. ‘She looked up to her as a guardian, you know what I mean. Ethel was older and smarter, and she told Billie right from wrong and tried to steer her right.’

Skinny thought that Billie must have been about sixteen years old when he knew her, although in fact she would have been between the ages of twelve and fourteen. He found her a ‘nice, pleasant girl … and she wasn’t too fast and didn’t like to hustle around … She liked to sing and she used to sing every night, and every night she’d go to different places and she’d tell people where she’d be and they would follow her.’

She might begin at a club such as George’s, which later became a barber’s shop; or Carter’s on East Fairmount, where Skinny was being interviewed; or the one that got torn down on Pratt and Bethel Street. That would be until about two or three in the morning and then she’d go on to the after-hours joints. ‘We’d be partying together, and she would sing a song if we’d ask her.’ There was a boy who used to play piano for her, if there was a piano to play. Otherwise they might put on a record that had no words to it and she’d sing to the music, or she’d just sing with no music at all. ‘She had singing on her mind,’ said Skinny.

By five or six in the morning people would get tired and they’d go home to sleep for a few hours. Skinny had a room at the York Hotel. He had no idea where Billie went; he thought perhaps she stayed with her girlfriends, ‘perhaps Tooty or Nitey’.

And then in the early afternoon they’d get up and take a bath and be ready to return to the streets. They’d start in a bar somewhere and move on to a club. Goldfield, owned by the prizefighter Juan Ganz, was usually the first to open and soon the others would follow and they could again drift from one place to the next. Sometimes Billie was there with Skinny’s group, or she might go off with a different lot. She was ‘fine and talkin’ good’ and she was accepted wherever she went.

And then Skinny was gone somewhere and Billie had gone somewhere too, and when he saw her again it was 1937 and she was at the Royale with Count Basie. Skinny went backstage to talk to her a bit and then they went on to Ethel Moore’s together. He didn’t
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