“The Soother”

The Ernie Andrews Story
(Part 1) by Opal Louis Nations

Ernie Andrews 1s currently working on gathering a collection of songs for recording by thos
he has both cherished and admired over the past half century, a time during which he has bee
working almost constantly in nightclubs, supper joints, after hours sessions, concert halls and

festivals.

Eckstine and Al Hibbler are my peers,”

“Folks like Johnny Hartman, Herb Jeffries, Pha Terrell, Arthur Prysock, Bill
says Ernie as he recalls sharing moments on stage wit

almost all of them at one time or another. Indeed, Ernie is the equal of all the above-mentionec
So why does he get short shrift from most of the jazz scribes in the land? He says it is becaus
some find him arrogant and cocky, and indeed it might have seemed that way to some before h
quit the booze. But the honest-to-God reason is that Ernie Andrews is Ernie Andrews and will

not be pigeon-holed by any self

respecting hack.

During a lifetime of appearing on
at least thirty-six record labels, Emie
has endured good times and bad times.
His insistence on presenting his work
the way he feels he needs to present it,

on having sympathetic aggregations of

musicians who support his work as
opposed to those who put their own
ideas first, his stubborn insistence on
playing clubs  whose  owners
understand all that, even though they
have a particular image to convey, is
how he wants to demonstrate his craft
that is of major importance. Although
acceptance is lacking in certain
corners of the jazz community, one
cannot write Ernie off as a minor
league player.

When you speak with Ernie, you
can detect a measure of bitterness and
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regret, but this can be expected from a
troubadouring balladeer who has
never fully received his dues and who
never considered making a lot of
money more important than being
honest about his art. Ernie also insists
on not being the last on the bill, the
last to go on stage. I just hate
picking up the load.” he says with a
half-smile. He also believes that,
stylistically, singers and musicians
live in different worlds. “Jazz singers
can imitate instruments,” says Ernie,
“but instruments cannot fully mimic
what a singer is trying to say. Music is
my mistress,” says Ernie, “and what
kept me going over the years are
honesty, integrity and a belief in one’s
self.”

Ernie’s steadfast grip on moral
Integrity is probably due to the fact
that he comes from a very strong
Baptist church background. Both his
mother and grandmother were
impressive Baptist singers and his
father was a widely noted gospel
soloist from Virginia. Ernie was born
on December  25. 1927 in
Philadelphia, PA. He says it never
worried him that his yearly birthday
gifts were perhaps reduced in quantity
because of his Christmas birth date.
Ernie loved his mother and remembers
fond times when she read to him from
books. In 1938 Ernie was packed off

to Jeanerette, Louisiana for a visit fc
his maternal grandmother.

Ernie’s family were country-living
sharecroppers. He says he neve
expected to stay, but as it turned out
the visit lasted six years, during whicl
time he was baptized in the bayou
helped cut sugar cane, worked in the
fields, carried dinner buckets out fc
where they were needed and attendec
St. Mark’s Baptist Church on the
weekend. Ernie learned the toughnes:
of life and suffered the harshness o
racial segregation for the first time
Four years passed before his mothe
came out to visit., At Jeanerette High
Ernie joined the school band and tool
up drumming under the direction o
the great Bunk Johnson who hac
retired from performing music anc
was living in New Iberia. Bunk’:
teaching was long in the tooth and dic
not relate to the popular music of the
day. Consequently. when Bunk wen
to the restroom, Ernie led the band ir
a few bars of Glenn Miller’s “String
of pearls.”

Some evenings he would stanc
outside the bars in town and marvel a
Ella Fitzgerald singing “Rock it fo
me” over the jukebox. Ernie movec
out to Los Angeles, California in late
1944, He spent one year at Jeffersor
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High where he befriended fellow
schoolmates Dexter Gordon, Art
Farmer, Sonny Criss, Teddy Edwards
and Eric Dolphy. Even back in
Philadelphia Ernie wanted to be a jazz
singer most of all and to hang out with
the hippest of the hip only cemented
his resolve to become one.

One of the music teachers, Sam
Brown, brought bebop stars and other
jazz luminaries to Jeff High to play.
Miss Rawlings served as voice coach
at Jeff High, but she and Ernie had a
rough time getting along. Miss
Rawlings wanted Ernie to learn the
basics of singing while Ernie, on the
other hand, refused to go along,
arguing that he had enjoyed a certain
amount of singing experience. Ernie
ended up being thrown out of class
because of his attitude towards Miss
Rawlings.

In the evenings Ernie worked as
an usher at the Lincoln Theatre at
2300 South Central Avenue. The
Lincoln showcased the best black
musical talent in the country, opening
in 1927 and continuing on into the
1950s. At the Lincoln Ernie got a
chance to see first-hand artists like
Ella Fitzgerald with Chick Webb, Cab
Calloway, Basie, Andy Kirk and the
Jimmy Lunceford Bands. Being an
usher made it easier for Ernie to
volunteer for the talent shows. On
“Talent Quest” nights he sang T-Bone
Walker’s “T-Bone Boogie™ to great
effect. But it was Billy Eckstine and
Al Hibbler who captured Ernie’s

imagination the most.
‘ During one of his talent contest
triumphs at the Lincoln, he was
noticed by songwriter Joe Greene,
who was setting up the Royal Record
Company to showcase his personal
writing talents. Ernie was a perfect
match. In what seemed no time at all,
Ernie was whisked into Master
Recorders for his first session. Joe
had written a cool, smoky ballad

called “Soothe me.” Ernie gave the
song an evenhanded, infectious, heart-

aching lilt which caught the attention
of the general public. “Soothe me,” a
B-side first released on G & G (which
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SOOTHER from Pg. 18 stoo0d for Joe and his father Sam
Greene), was later reissued on Joe’s Gem imprint. Then
later still, in 1947, Ernie re-recorded it for Columbia
Records with the Eddie Beale Fourtette. ' The Eddie Beal
Fourtette was composed of Lucky Thompson, tenor sax,
Eddie Beal,” piano, Barmey Kessel and Irving Ashby,
guitars, Red Callender. Bass and Edward Hall, drums.

Ernie’s original “Soothe me” featured the Clara Lewis
Trio with Red Callender on bass, Clara Lewis, piano, and
Leonard “Lucky”” Enois on guitar. The A-side. “Wrap it
up and put it away (Till daddy comes home from the
army)”. another Greene chart, was chosen because it dealt
with topical issues. But it was “Soothe me™ that caught the
public ear, selling more than 300,000 copies, a large
number in those days for a fresh talent. Joe enjoyed even
more mileage on the song when June Christy scored with
I1.

In 1947 Ernie’s pals Johnny Moore’s 3 Blazers
recorded “Soothe me™ for Exclusive, then the group’s ex-
vocalist Charles Brown took a stab at it for Aladdin in
1956. Two other charts, on a G & G session date shared
with Effie Smith, were recorded soon after the first -
“Green Gin,” a morbidly deep back alley blues about the
evils of liquor, and “Dream Awhile” which ended up as a
strong-selling follow-up the next year. Alto sax player
Rene Block was added to the Clara Lewis Trio.

This release also wound up on Joe’s Gem subsidiary.
[t is thought that both Effie Smith and her husband John
Criner had a partnership share in Gem Records. Ernie’s
carly G & G / Gem / Coronet sides were full of sweet
heartache, innocence and a certain color in his voice one
misses on his later sides. Of course, Ernie was young,
handsome and attractive to the fair sex at the time and was
able to attract a group of young women he labeled his
“cheer-leaders.” As the young seventeen-year-old, Ernie
Andrews grew and matured, and so did his musical
influences, which included Billy Daniels. Dan Grissom
and Herb Jeffries. Legend has it that Ernie sat in on an
impromptu scat-singing performance with top LA sessions
guitarist Irving Ashby after which he was told that his
improvisations were out of place, contrived and not the
natural flowing emotive measures they should have been.
Ernie was learning a lot from those musicians around him
and did his level best to iron out his imperfections.

In 1946 Ernie cut two more sessions for G & G. The
first, supported by the Wilbert Baranco Trio (Wilbert,
piano, Charlie Mingus, bass, and Earl Porter, alto sax)
gave us a tender reading of Joe’s “Don’t Let the Sun Catch
You Crying.” Haven Gillespie’s 1938 Glen Gray classic
“You Go to My Head,” Joe’s beautiful “Paradise Lost”
plus the Bing Crosby / Victor Young 1933 hit “I Don't




Stand a Ghost of a Chance.” Both releases sold well.
“Paradise Lost” became a particular favorite and was re-
released on Joe’s Coronet subsidiary.

Ernie’s final waxing for G & G brought us “Baby I'm
Gone™ and “My Pretty.” supported by Mannie Klein,
trumpet, Benny Carter, trumpet and alto sax, Calvin
Jackson, piano, Dave Barbour, guitar, Phil Stephens, bass,
Jackie Mills, drums plus The Air-Crew vocal group.
Ernie’s first professional engagement was at “The Villa” in
Oakland, on the city’s colorful Seventh Street. He had
taken up temporary residence on Adeline Street in
Berkeley, but he was soon back home on L.A.’s South
Central Avenue where Ernie became a fixture at Bardu
Ali’s *Club Alabam™ alongside Pigmeat Markham. Gigs
at the “Gaiety,” “Last Word,” “Jungle Room,” Dunbar
Hotel and The Elks® Hall followed.

It was not long before Ernie was appearing in out-of-
town clubs, concert halls and “after hours” joints. He
played with the Andy Kirk Orchestra at “Club Alabam,”
his debut with a large orchestra. He fell in love with
Delores, a cashier at “The Jungle Room,” although she
thought “Soothe Me” was sappy. They were soon married.
The ceremony was held at the club. Emie and Delores
stayed together for more than fifty years and were
completely devoted to each other. “We were like two old
shoes,” Delores used to say. Ernie puts it down to love
and mutual respect. Delores passed away not long ago.
His current Los Angeles extended family includes four
children, ten grandchildren and five great-grandchildren.
“One grandchild is trying to get into the music business.”
says Ernie.

When Joe closed his record company in 1947 he leased
“Soothe Me” to Columbia who, with his help, drew up a
contract on Ernie. On the flip of the Eddie Beale Fourtette
Columbia re-make is a jump song written by Bobby Troup
entitled “Hickory Dickory Dock™ on which Lucky
Thompson confects a cool tenor sax solo. Other songs
were cut on Ernie but held in the can. Joe then signed
Ernie and Effie Smith to a one-year contract with Aladdin
Records.

Aladdin conducted three sessions and released
seven singles. Ernie thinks the most significant among
these were “Be Nice,” “You Chased the Goody Goody Out
of My Eyes,” “True” and “Summertime.” All were
released in 1947 and all are supported by the Maxwell
Davis Orchestra or select members of his group. Both
Aladdin 175 and Aladdin 176 were reissued ten years later
for a three-artist collection on Aladdin’s Score subsidiary
(Score LP 4013.) Ernie was now billed as “The Crown
Prince of the Blues™ and thought his good fortune would
never end.

Central Avenue was a black music mecca of song,
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dance and every conceivable form of entertainment,
including gambling. “While black folk were trying to get
into Hollywood,” says Ernie, “white folk were trying to
get into Central Avenue.” “During the war” says Delores,
“Central Avenue was like one big parade.” But by the
time Ernie had quit recording for Aladdin Records things
had changed. Race ban laws were lifted. White patrons
and white bands poured into the black clubs. This angered
local law enforcement. Many of the officers still stuck to
racist ideals. Horrified that “decent” white women were
now mixing with black men, the police terrorized the black
clubs and had a few razed to the ground.

ERNIE ANDREWS
(Photo courtesy of Ernie Andrews)

Editor's Note.: There is never a perfect place to

split a story. This does end Part 1 of “The
Soother — The Ernie Andrews Story” by Opal
Louis Nations. We will remind the reader in the
next issue (October/November) where we had.
come to in the narralive. Thanks again to Mr.

Nations for his very detailed story on this great

performer.
“
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