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For Sarah and Leah, with love. 
May all of your dreams come true.




Author’s Note

ELLA FITZGERALD WAS a megastar, but she kept her private life incredibly close. There has always been a mystique surrounding this legend. She was a private soul, protective of the details that made up her life. This fact led to major challenges in researching her story. Thankfully, sorting it all out was made infinitely less daunting by historian and jazz expert Stuart Nicholson’s essential book for adults, Ella Fitzgerald: The Complete Biography. Most previous accounts of Ella’s life were muddied by misinformation, exaggerations, and half-truths, many of which were intended to clean up what was a somewhat messy start to life. But the Nicholson biography sets the record straight on many anecdotes of Ella’s history. I would like to thank Mr. Nicholson, both for writing an excellent account of Ella’s life, and for offering feedback on this book.




Foreword

I GREW UP NEAR New Haven, Connecticut, a city close enough to New York City to be a stop on many a musician’s tour schedule. New Haven was, and still is, a hot spot for all kinds of music. Yale University’s Woolsey Hall hosted the best of the best in the music world, and my father made sure we were exposed to a lot of it. From the time I was so young my legs dangled from the seats, I visited Woolsey Hall and heard both the Yale and New Haven Symphony orchestras multiple times, and was lucky enough to be introduced to a variety of music that included the lyrical classical guitar of Andrés Segovia, the exuberant marching-band music of John Philip Sousa, and the red-hot jazz of Dizzy Gillespie. I’ll never forget the sheer fun of seeing Dizzy’s trademark move in action—he puffed his cheeks out huge and round as he wailed on his trumpet!

New Haven is also home to a world-class jazz festival. I used to go to the festival with my friends from the performing arts high school where I was a music major studying voice. We soaked up everything we could about music history and theory, we played in ensembles—jazz and classical, vocal and instrumental— and bounded off to the jazz festival together to take in the sights and sounds of the hippest folks in the industry. It was a trip! I still have the now-faded posters from those jazz festivals. They hung on my walls in high school and traveled with me for dorm-room decorations at Oberlin College—where I studied voice at the Conservatory of Music. I didn’t realize the full impact of just how fortunate I was to have grown up in New Haven to hear those greats live and in person until much later, reading the many names off those old posters that cataloged a veritable Who’s Who of jazz.

Even though I trained as a classical vocalist, I was way into Billie Holiday, Sarah Vaughan—and of course, Ella Fitzgerald. Theirs were the songs I gravitated toward when given the chance to sidle up to a piano bar. There is no doubt that my comrades’ taste in music influenced me. There’s nothing like a wild-eyed guy all hopped up on Sonny Rollins and Artie Shaw to make a girl sit up and take notice.

Jay Rowe, a jazz-piano student at the time—and now a great pianist—had an infectious passion for all that was jazz. He couldn’t wait to play me a Dave Brubeck album or marvel at the fact that I hadn’t ever heard Charlie Parker (a.k.a., the Bird) blow. I haven’t seen Jay for more than twenty-five years, but if I close my eyes I can still see the smile that took over his entire face when he listened to, or even talked about, jazz. Man, it was infectious! It had me wanting to say “cat” and “gig.”

And I’ll never forget hearing Ella sing for the first time. On went the record and out came this voice that sounded like butterscotch. It permeated the room, mesmerizing me with its soothing tone. From then on, anytime I wanted to change my mood and feel calm or peaceful, an Ella album would be one of the first things I would reach for. All of these memories flooded over me as I started to research Ella Fitzgerald’s life and treat my ears to her smooth, velvety tone. I am proud to be able to contribute to the body of literature about this American icon of jazz.
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Introduction

ON JUNE 12, 1935, Ella Fitzgerald walked into the Decca recording studios. Just a little more than six months earlier, a teenage Ella was living on the streets of New York, scraping to get by. She struggled just to have enough to eat and a clean place to sleep. But by summer, everything had changed. She was singing with a band. A big band. A successful band.

It must have been exciting—and probably a bit overwhelming, too. One minute she was homeless. The next, she was poised to be a star. Her voice, smooth as silk, pure as honey, had given her a new home with the Chick Webb Band. Ella was ready to make her first record. The song was “Love and Kisses,” and with lively horns accompanying her, Ella’s young voice carried the song with an innocence that made it instantly appealing.

Love and kisses, never misses, 
making a heaven for two.

With the tender, sweet surrender, 
coming from someone like you.



When the record was released, Ella was on tour with the Chick Webb Band. The group was in Philadelphia and she was itching to hear her song. There was a jukebox at a nearby bar, but she was too young to be let in to a place that served alcohol. Determined to hear it, Ella had someone else go in and put money in the jukebox for her. Then she stood outside the door, listening. Hearing her own voice on a record for the first time must have been profound. Ella couldn’t have known that that first cut was just the beginning of a long, illustrious recording career.

Hear what some of her colleagues, friends, and admirers had to say about Ella Fitzgerald.

Producer Quincy Jones: “When you listen to Ella, you hear a jazz musician interpreting the melody, blending variations of phrasing, melody, rhythm and spontaneous improvisation. She could use her exquisite, very human voice just like a saxophone, sometimes like a violin, sometimes like a trumpet.”

Singer Mel Tormé: “Male or female, she was it. She was the best singer on the planet.”

Singer Johnny Mathis: “She was the best there ever was. Amongst all of us who sing. She was the best.”

Pianist Lou Levy: “Ella was divine. You can’t get better than that. It will never be that good again.”

Entertainer Bing Crosby: “Man, woman and child, Ella Fitzgerald is the greatest!”
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One

"We were all poor in that neighborhood then.”

IN NEWPORT NEWS, Virginia, Temperance (Tempie) Fitzgerald gave birth to a baby girl. Contrary to what many history books report, however, the date was April 25, 1917—not 1918. And so began the life of Ella Fitzgerald—a life lived largely in the public eye but whose private details were well guarded.

Tempie and William Fitzgerald, Ella’s biological father, lived together in Virginia but never married. Although William gave them both his last name, he had left by the time Ella was three years old. Tempie had been working as a laundress when she met Joseph Da Silva and he became the new man in her life.

Things were difficult for African American communities in the South. Racism was rampant, and the South was segregated under the Jim Crow laws. These laws stated that African Americans were “separate but equal,” which, in reality, translated into separate and inferior. African Americans went to separate schools, had separate drinking fountains, and used separate entrances to public buildings. The attitude toward African Americans in the South was much more negative than in the North.

In addition, economic conditions in the South were poor, especially for African Americans. Stories of better jobs and more racial tolerance in Northern cities triggered a massive move between 1910 and 1930, in what became known as the Great Migration. Many Northern jobs were created with the boom in production during World War I. Some Southern employers tried to convince their workers to stay, with promises of improving conditions and pay. Others took a different approach, boarding northbound trains and using force to try and make African American workers get off and stay in their current jobs.

Still, the Great Migration continued. In fact, an estimated one million African Americans left the South and headed for the North. Tempie, Joe, and Ella were among them. They took a chance at a better life and left Virginia. Along with Chicago, Cleveland, and Detroit, New York City was one of the cities that saw the largest population increase, and that’s exactly where they went.

Unfortunately, the Great Migration was filled with disappointment for many. The number of available jobs could not keep up with the steady incoming flow of people, who often ended up swapping one bad set of circumstances for another. This was true for Ella’s family. Although they found shelter at 27 Clinton Street in Yonkers, New York, it was in just one room for all three of them. Joe took odd jobs and Tempie once again got work as a laundress, this time at the Silver Lining Laundry. But even with a roof over their heads and some money coming in, things were tight.

In 1923, Tempie had another daughter. She and Joe named her Frances, and gave Ella’s half-sister Joe’s last name, Da Silva. In September of that same year, six-year-old Ella started at Public School 10 in Yonkers, just down the street from where they lived. In the summer of 1925, Ella’s family moved five blocks away, to a large apartment building at 72 School Street. Their neighborhood was made up largely of Italians and blacks, with smaller numbers of Irish, Greek, and other ethnic groups. A girl Ella knew as a kid, Josephine Attanasio, remembered, “We were all poor in that neighborhood then. . . . Where I lived was mostly Italian, and where Ella lived was with the black kids down below. . . . It was a little rough.”

In fact, one of the “rough” moments Ella experienced was with Attanasio, during the fourth grade. Apparently, Ella said something to Josephine’s little sister that scared the girl. Josephine got into a tussle with Ella over it, and Ella bloodied her nose. This story later turned into an incorrect tale about Ella beating up a boy who had insulted her. But Attanasio set the record straight. “We had a little fight and she [Ella] gave me a bloody nose. She intimidated my younger sister. . . . I ran down and had it out with her!”

But besides the odd clash now and then, people who lived in that neighborhood at the time recall an atmosphere in which different ethnic groups got along fairly well. One childhood friend of Ella’s, a middle-class Italian girl named Rose Sarubbi, talked about their growing up together. “Ella would always come to our home and loved eating my mother’s spaghetti,” she remembered.

Rose’s impression of Ella was that of “a very happy girl who loved to dance and sing.” There didn’t seem to be much musical influence at home or at school, though, except for some piano lessons her mother may have arranged when she could scrounge the extra pennies. Ella did say, “My mother had a very beautiful, classical voice. . . . But I don’t think she ever really did too much of it. They tell me that my father was a guitar player, but I don’t know.” Ella had some opportunity to sing as a result of attending church. She went to services and Sunday school at the Bethany African Methodist Episcopal Church in Yonkers. She may have also sung at other local churches, as another childhood friend, Annette Gulliver, remembered that it was common for kids to go to their friends’ churches, as well. The church inspires future singers all the time. It’s easy for a person with a heart for music to pick up rhythm, tone, and style from the resounding sound of a church filled with music.

Radio had a big influence on Ella, too. When she was young, it was relatively new that radio was available to the general public. Ella had a natural talent for imitating singers and song styles. She liked to teach her friends the newest hits, such as “Sweet Thing” and “Fidgety Feet.” Her ability to sing helped make her popular with both girls and boys, even though the boys didn’t seem to find her attractive. But Ella’s joy was infectious, and it made people like her. She seemed to lighten the overall mood of her neighborhood. Attanasio remembered, “She just smiled all the time, just shaking her shoulders and singing. She had dangling earrings, those big hoops, and broken-down shoes.”

Even more than singing, though, Ella was passionate about dancing. She and Annette’s brother Charles were thick as thieves, starting in the third grade. They would hang around outside the school or in the streets and just dance and dance. They liked to learn new dances from the older kids, then turn around and teach the steps to their friends. Annette remembered, “She would get up and sing and dance—her, my brother, and my nephew would dance, the three of them. It was then that we’d say Ella was going to go places, as a dancer!”

As Ella and Charles got a bit older, they took their dancing even more seriously. Living in Yonkers, they were not far from the dancehalls and jazz clubs of Harlem, New York City. In the late 1920s, that was where the pulse of jazz was beating. In fact, Harlem was experiencing what would later be called the Harlem Renaissance—a period of time when African American artists, writers, and musicians were flourishing. In part, the Harlem Renaissance resulted from the Great Migration, which brought so many African Americans to New York City. Norma Miller, a dancer, remembered: “When the bands got up on those bandstands and played music, well naturally, the music emanated out of the ballroom into the street. So you could always hear music on the streets of Harlem.” The huge Savoy Ballroom, which took up a whole block on Lenox Avenue from 140th to 141st Street, and the Cotton Club on 142nd Street were among the hottest spots of all. The Savoy had opened in 1926, built from the ground up where once there had been just a vacant lot. Charles and Ella would take a trolley and then a subway from Yonkers into Harlem and slip into the dance clubs. Many of the clubs had amateur nights where a dancer could perform and compete, sometimes for prize money. Charles and Ella also found sporadic work dancing at the clubs in Yonkers.

Charles said about Ella, “She was some dancer, oh yeah! . . . We used to go down to . . . the Savoy. We’d learn all the latest dances.” At that time, dances like the Shimmy and the Lindy Hop were all the rage. Ella particularly loved the moves of a dancer named Snake Hips Tucker. “Snake Hips Tucker. She used to like that. She was crazy about that type of dancing,” Charles said. And in an interview in her later years with conductor André Previn, Ella recalled, “There was a man called Snake Hips. And I used to try to dance. . . . Snake Hips Fitzgerald,” she teased Previn with a wry smile.

Ella was young and full of spunk. But when her mother died in 1932, things changed. There are two stories about her mother’s death, and it’s difficult to know which one is true. At one point, Ella gave a story to the press that told of her mother holding a young boy on her lap in the front passenger seat of a car. When the driver stopped short, Tempie moved to protect him and hit her head in the process. According to Ella, the wound never healed. However, Annette and Charles Gulliver were not aware of this event, which seems unlikely, given how dramatic it would have been and how close Ella was to the Gulliver siblings. The other story that was reported was that Tempie died as the result of a heart attack. Regardless of which account is accurate, Ella’s life took a turn for the worse upon her mother’s death.

Joe Da Silva did not take kindly to his fifteen-year-old stepdaughter’s habit of staying out late dancing. When Ella and Charles got back one night, Da Silva punished her by confining her to the house. “He made her stay in the house for quite a while,” Charles said. There is some evidence that Da Silva began drinking, and word began to carry through the neighborhood that all was not right at home between Ella and Da Silva. Charles later said, “I sensed that he wasn’t kind to her. You could sense what was going on, y’know, from her actions. But I would never ask her . . . did he mistreat you . . . because she wouldn’t tell me anyway. ”

Whatever was going on, it was enough to prompt Tempie’s sister, Ella’s aunt Virginia, to remove Ella from the household. Virginia lived in Harlem, and Ella moved in with her and her cousin Georgiana at West 145th Street. She left the high school she had been attending in Yonkers, and Charles and Annette did not see much of her from then on. Not long after, Da Silva died from a heart attack, and Ella’s half-sister Frances also moved in with their aunt Virginia.

Although Ella loved Frances very much, she was in dire need of attention, and sharing Virginia with both Frances and Georgiana was likely hard on her.
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