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Courtney Campbell: I'm Courtney Campbell.  I'm working with Crossroads to Freedom, 

summer fellowship.  This is Ms. Earlice Taylor.  She's a highly 

acclaimed singer and native Memphian, and I'm also interviewing 

with Annevia Madden, another fellow. 

 

 Ms. Taylor, can you tell us where you were born and where you 

call home in Memphis? 

 

Earlice Taylor: I was born in Summerville, Tennessee, which is 43 miles from 

here.  My mother ran off with my daddy when she got ready to 

have me so that was after two weeks after I was born and then they 

brought me back to Memphis and I lived in Klondike.  Lavonne, 

which is right in north Memphis close to Manassas High School. 

 

[00:01:00]  

 

Courtney Campbell: Have you lived there all your life? 

 

Earlice Taylor: I lived there until I was 17 years old.  I got married and I moved to 

_______ _______ and I ran off and went to Chicago. 

 

Courtney Campbell: How long were you in Chicago? 

 

Earlice Taylor: fourteen years. 

 

Courtney Campbell: Why'd you come back? 

 

Earlice Taylor: It was time to come back.  My kids needed to get out of Chicago 

and I moved back here and they came.  They were in the 9th grade, 

11th grade and kindergarten and we've been here ever since living, 

but I've been in and out all the time, but I live here.  This is my 

home, port home. 

 

Courtney Campbell: Can you tell us about your childhood? 

 

Earlice Taylor: Yeah.  I was raised up right in Klondike.  I went to Klondike -- 

 

[00:02:00]  

 

 -- School.  First I went to Grant School and we were only there in 

the first grade.  Then we moved to Klondike, but I went to 

Klondike and then I went to Manassas, but as a kid we went to 

church all the time.  My daddy was a minister and the whole 

family sang.  My mother was a contralto.  My dad was a baritone 

bass and we've been singing from kids up.  I was like four years 

old singing on the radio.  I remember Bruce's broadcast at four 
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years old.  There was three of us, Thelma, Sheryl and Earlice.  I 

was the baby. 

 

 Of course you sang in church and the Sunshine Band all the time.  

I did not sing in the choir, but we had a youth group.  Like choirs 

you have now in church, you have youth choir, junior choir.  Well 

we had a junior choir, but I didn't sing in that either, but I was 

always singing solos and my sister was, too. 

 

[00:03:00]  

 

 It was five of us.  Well my mother was married, had three kids by 

her first husband.  They couldn't sing a lick, but my dad, all his 

kids could sing.  There was five of us, Thelma, Sheryl, Earlice, 

Danny, Eugene Taylor. 

 

Annevia Madden: What church was that? 

 

Earlice Taylor: Keel Avenue Baptist Church in Klondike.  That's north Memphis 

right there on Belleview right off of Jackson. 

 

 Then I attended Valentine Church when I can make my decisions 

on my own because that was where all the young folks really had 

all the stuff going on.  You see, Reverend Fields was with Martin 

Luther King, all the well-known people came to his church.  So 

that's where I wanted to go and I didn't get to go there until I was 

married.  Course I married at 16. 

 

Courtney Campbell: How would you say the music impacted your childhood? 

 

Earlice Taylor: Wow.  Well, I’ve  been around music all my life.  My dad was a -- 

 

[00:04:00]  

  

 -- singer.  My mother was a singer and I just loved music from a 

kid and all of my life.  It's impacted my life to where I am now.  If 

I can get something wrong with me, if I can just get to a little 

music I can make it through. 

 

Courtney Campbell: Because of how strict your parents were, were you only allowed to 

listen to gospel? 

 

Earlice Taylor: My father was a minister.  He didn't allow you to go to movies, to 

the games, none of those things, but we had a school teacher down 

the street from us, Ms. Bass, Magnolia Bass.  We could cope with 



  Earlice Taylor Page 3 of 13 
 Courtney Campbell, Annevia Madden, Earlice Taylor 

 

www.verbalink.com  Page 3 of 13 

her.  So she would always take us where we wanted to go and pick 

us up, but that was my outlet.  Then just singing in school.  -- 

 

[00:05:00]  

 

 -- I think school was a place for me to have an outlet because we 

were not allowed to do so many other things that the other kids 

possibly could do. 

 

 We couldn't hang on the corners.  We could go down the street 

with Carol and walk her home.  When we'd get halfway, she'd say, 

"We gonna walk you back."  So we did that for about a hour 

walkin' each other back and forth and the houses was only about 

eight houses down from each other.   

 

 But music was my -- it saved my soul 'cause I could use music for 

anything.  No matter what music is where I could just release my 

frustrations and all of that stuff into music and I can enjoy myself 

equally as well. 

 

Courtney Campbell: You went to a high school with a musical tradition? 

 

Earlice Taylor: Hm? 

 

Courtney Campbell: You went to Manassas and there was - 

 

Earlice Taylor: I went to Manassas.  Of course when I was in the seventh and -- 

 

[00:06:00]  

 

eighth grade, I was a queen.  The first queen from Manassas School.  I sang.  I don't 

remember what I sung, but when I got to Manassas in the ninth 

grade, of course they found out I could sing.  So I was in 

everything.  The annual shows.  What do you call that _______ 

when you come into the auditorium every day and when they call -

- assembly.   

 

Male: Assembly. 

 

CUT at 00:06:26 --Begin Segment 2 

 

Earlice Taylor: Go to the assemblies and you could sing there and dance 'cause I 

used to dance, dance, dance.  I used to make costumes for the 

annual show because we made costumes like you have in those 

theaters now where they make the costume.  We actually made 

them from scratch and that's where I learned how to put clothes 
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together really, but I started with just a pattern at home and a 

treadmill sewing machine just following the pattern, which was -- 

 

[00:07:00]  

 

 -- basic things I could make, but when I got into school we did like 

commercial sewing.  That's when I learned how to do all the ruffles 

and the petticoats and all of those things for costumes. 

 

 But music, Ms. Bobby Blakely Jones was the music teacher when I 

was there.  So she was the music teacher for Isaac Hayes and 

myself and everybody.  She helped you tremendously.  She would 

touch the piano.  "I think I cannot hear myself."  Ding.  Ding.  

That's as loud as she would talk and she' 80 somethin' years old 

now and she's still the same way. 

 

 But I don't think if there wasn't music I don't know how I would 

do.  I'm the same way about church, too.  If you didn't have the 

music I wonder if I would go sometimes.  Sometimes.  But I --  

 

[00:08:00]  

 

 -- know that's not what you go for, but make a joyful noise to the 

Lord ya' know. 

 

Courtney Campbell: So you were very involved in high school.  You were very 

involved in church.  Were you as involved in the community? 

 

Earlice Taylor: Well yes.  I was the kid that talked a lot and I could do a lot of 

things and I always did things to make money.  My daddy didn't 

give us money to go in our pocket.  He just bought the necessities.   

 

 So Ms. Bass taught school.  She would get the patterns and cut it 

out and I would sew them.  Velma Rose and Billy Jean, they were 

into the numbers in Detroit, which was a racket, but they would 

come down and needed a babysitter.  So I babysitted the kids.  So I 

wore $200.00-$300.00 dresses to school, but it was given to me 

because I babysit and they gave me money, too. 

 

[00:09:00]  

 

 But I could always wash cashmere sweaters for another lady and I 

got paid.  I would go to the store for another lady and I would 

clean up.  I always did something to make some money.  I was 

always in some kind of contest where you would be selling tickets.  

I sold tickets.  I was always too young for the talent show.  So if I 
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went they would kick me out.  I was built like an older person, but 

I really was just a kid.   

 

 So when I get in those contests I would have so much money to 

turn in, but I knew I wasn't gonna win so I would have part for me 

and part for them.  So I ate in the Harlem House and ate hot dogs 

and things and had ice cream.   

 

 I'd bring my mother ice cream every day because a lot of people 

would take the tickets, wouldn't take the tickets and give you the 

money, but I was always, as my mother would say, "She's very 

industrious."  But I would always do something to earn some kind 

of pay. 

 

[00:10:00]  

 

Annevia Madden: Just taking a little time back to the high school, Flora Nunez said 

something about maybe a competitive edge between Manassas and 

Booker T. Washington as far as music goes.  Could you tell us a 

little bit about that? 

 

Earlice Taylor: The rivalry? 

 

Annevia Madden: Yeah. 

 

Earlice Taylor: They had the thing called ballet whereas we had the annual show.  

Well they would have one down at the Cook's convention center 

and we would have one at the Cook's convention center, but at 

different times, but it was always a challenge. 

 

 But somebody told me that somebody created that rivalry.  I think 

Mr. Able told me who it was and I don't remember the name.  He 

said they wrote a book about schools and they left Manassas out. -- 

 

[00:11:00]  

 

  -- So that caused the teachers and the kids to be on the bad side.  

So when they would have gangs and things, well, we go to the 

game, but before the game was out Ms. Bass would have a cross 

sitting out there and just for the halftime we could run and get in 

the car because you know when you get ready to go there's gonna 

be a fight.  Somebody's gonna get cut. 

 

 They would go and pull the trolleys off of the bus to stop the bus to 

get on and fight, but we didn't ride the bus, but they didn't shoot, 

do stuff like that, but they used to throw rocks.  You know what 
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they used to do.  All those crazy things, but they were a different 

violent from what they are now. 

 

 But the rivalry came I think from somebody creating that just so 

they could be challenging each other.  Even today.  You'll say, 

"Well what school do you go to?"  "The Big M."  "We go to the -- 

 

[00:12:00]  

 

 -- Big W", for wildcat.  We were the tigers, but there was just 

somebody created that thing and it stayed alive up until today I 

think.  I don't know how kids think now a days though.  They're 

different. 

 

CUT at 00:12:09 -- Begin Segment 3 

 

Courtney Campbell: So was the coach of Manassas just as intertwined with Booker T.  

Washington? 

 

Earlice Taylor: The coach? 

 

Courtney Campbell: The coach was going to Manassas.  The people that go to 

Manassas have just as much pride as people that went to Booker T. 

Washington.  Were there interaction among the two schools? 

 

Earlice Taylor: Go back and do that one again.  Talk a little louder. 

 

Courtney Campbell: Were Manassas and Booker T. Washington because Flora 

Newman talked about how there was so much unity.  Was Booker 

T. Washington and Manassas united in any way? 

 

[00:13:00]  

 

Earlice Taylor: Ha.  No, they were rivalries from all the way because we have our 

reunion.  What we did was one time, we at the reunion, at the 

Model of the King center down there, we got a casket and we had a 

real casket brought in and we buried Booker Washington School.  

We had our mourning outfits on.  We actually buried them, but 

that's been going on along the years, but we have a lot of people 

from Booker Washington married people from Manassas and 

people from Manassas married from Booker Washington, but that 

was just a school thing where they're doing the fightin' stuff.   

 

 I guess that's what made it really exciting I guess.  I don't know.   
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Courtney Campbell: You also mentioned Manassas being left out of something.  We 

never hear about George Washington Carver High School being 

brought up in the conversation. 

 

Earlice Taylor: Booker T. Washington? 

 

Courtney Campbell: George Washington Carver High School. 

 

Earlice Taylor: Carver High School came later.  See, you only had two schools --  

 

[00:14:00]  

 

 -- at one time and that was Manassas and Booker Washington.  

You had a couple teachers that taught at both of the schools at the 

same time.  They would be at this school two days a week and be 

at that school two days a week.  So you had A.C. Williams, which 

was a radio deejay.  They called him Mohawk.  He taught.  What's 

the other -- it was two of them, but they taught at both of the 

schools at the same time, but different days.  I guess it's because 

the board of education didn't have money to pay them for two 

separate schools so they rotated.   

 

Annevia Madden: Do you have any special memories or most fond memories about 

high school that you'd like to share? 

 

Earlice Taylor: Yeah.  It was the best time.  I had a chance to walk to the school 

'cause I couldn't go nowhere else.  Just walking from Klondike to 

come into Manassas.  You pass the Jackson Cookie Company.  

You get the free cookies 'cause the guys are throwing the pretty 

girls the cookies out there and we'd come there at school. 

 

[00:15:00]  

 

 But you could stand around and socialize at school 'cause I couldn't 

go nowhere else.  That was the best place in the world for me to be 

was at school.  So I don't know how anybody else felt about 

school, but I loved school.  That was my outlet and I took 

advantage of it.  I don't think I was an extra smart girl academic 

wise, but I still did my work and I learned a lot of things. 

 

 The teachers were always so nice to the kids.  You could talk to the 

teacher like it was one of you.  You just had to respect them, but 

you could always stop and talk to a teacher.  A teacher would stop 

and talk to you or they'd pick you up on the way to school or take 

you back.  Some of the teachers lived in the neighborhood. 
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 But the music.  Mr. Hopson as a matter of fact, he came from the 

same part of Sommerville, Tennessee where I came from, but I -- 

 

[00:16:00]  

 -- didn't know that when I was in school though.  Coby Smith 

came.  His mother was raised up with my mother.  I didn't know 

that until I was out of school.  They talked during the day while we 

were at school.  We never know they socialize with each other, but 

just the difference in people from what they are now. 

 

 But the school was such a place to go where you enjoyed going.  I 

think everybody I knew did because everybody loves Manassas.  

Same way about Booker Washington.  Ask me something else. 

 

Courtney Campbell: The pride that you have for Manassas is it just because you share 

an alma mater or is it because you think it was a real focal point? 

 

Earlice Taylor: It was a real focal point.  At that school when you came out of -- 

 

[00:17:00]  

 

 -- school, I didn't finish there.  I finished in Chicago.  But when 

you came out of that school the principals had connections with the 

people that had the businesses in the community.  They put money 

in the school for scholarships for the ones that wanted to go to 

school.  The ones that didn't go to school, they needed a job.  Mr. 

Hobson or Mr. Teeds or whatever they was, he would say, "Hey," 

he said, "look, I got nine boys here that need a job.  You gonna put 

them to work?"  He'll put them to work.   

 

 He had a box company right behind there.  I found all this stuff out 

later, but all of the businesses around there, it's a huge amount of 

businesses around there.  So people were never without jobs.  

Everybody had a car.  Everybody had their own home.  I never 

slept in a rental house until I went to Chicago.  Everybody owned 

their own homes.  They were not what you would call top grade, 

but it was to us.  Actually we were poor and we didn't know that -- 

 

[00:18:00]  

 

 -- because everybody had jobs and they paid well.  So their 

families did well. 

 

 So the school was just a wonderful place for everybody; the 

teachers, the principals, the students and the people from the 

community because the people that live in the community 
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communicated with the school.  So if you went out down the street 

and Mr. So-and-So saw you, "_______ Taylor, I saw Earlice down 

there on such-and-such a street."  Wasn't no such thing 'cause they 

gonna tell on you.  So you knew not to go there.   

 

 It was like a big old place of family or something.  Wonderful.  

 

Courtney Campbell: Thriving at Manassas like you did, how did you prepare yourself to 

start singing professionally? 

 

CUT at [00:18:56] –Begin Segment 4 

 

Earlice Taylor: Well, actually from singing as a kid on the radio and from high 

school.  I went to Chicago and I sang in community choirs.  In 

church choirs I didn't do so much with the church choir, but we 

had a group that was made up of people that lived in Chicago, 

Indiana and Wisconsin and we would come together every Friday 

evening and we would have a rehearsal.  We would go and sing 

that night at 10:00.   

 

 From there we did concerts all over.  We traveled and go to 

concerts, but when I moved back here Reverend Brewster told my 

dad that he wanted me to let him be my manager.  I said, "Okay."  

Well, I was ready to sing.  I didn't do that much when I was --  

 

[00:20:00]  

 

 -- living here as a kid because people know you're a kid, but 

everybody don't come where you go to church. 

  

 Well, it ends up that people were asking for me to sing and they 

were telling them yes, but I would see them later.  I'd say, "You 

don't come to our program.  They told me that you were gonna 

come."  I said, "What are you talking about?"   Well, I got black 

balled by Reverend Brewster.  He did not want his singers to go 

and sing for other ministers.  I had to ask him about it.  He told me 

this.   

 

 I said, "Why do you all tell people that I'm coming to sing and I 

don't show?"  he said, [Laughs], "You know I don't believe in 

sharing my singers."  So when I realized that was actually true, I 

said, well these ministers are not gonna cross Reverend Brewster.  

They respect him too much.  

 

[00:21:00]  
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 I've always listened to jazz.  Always.  And blues.  But I ended up, I 

said I'm gonna start singing in a club.  When I sang with Madame 

McCleave, the opera singer, her husband was McCleave the dentist 

right there on Vance, well she would have me sing for weddings 

and things when I was a kid.  I left that out, but ______ was 

banned from Pentecostal Temple, but when I started singing in the 

nightclub I kinda' liked it.  That's how I started singing jazz was 

because I felt I got black balled through Reverend Brewster 

because he didn't wanna share me with other people.   

 

 He told me.  He says, "Well, they steal my music."  Clara Ward, 

James Cleveland, all them coming, they would wear those little -- 

 

[00:22:00]  

 

 -- tape recordings in their pocket and they would record the music.  

They'd go back and record it on the wax.  So he said they stole it.  I 

said, "No, they didn't.  You put it out there for them."  Because he 

would always do the Baptist convention with all his new music and 

Quincy Anderson would sing it.  That's how Mahalia Jackson 

ended up with that -- was that How I Got Over or whatever that 

song was.  That was Quincy Anderson's song and Reverend 

Brewster had the sheet music for it, but they recorded it and she 

made it big, Mahalia Jackson did. 

 

 Other people would come and do the same thing.  So if you don't 

put it down on paper and get it recorded as yours, it's not yours.  

But that's how I started singing from gospel, but I was coached in 

Chicago by professional people that'd come when I was doing 

concerts.  They would come in and coach me with phrasing --  

 

[00:23:00]  

 

 -- and stuff like breathing, but I really don't read music, but I can 

sight read.  That's the extent of my training from Ms. Jones and 

getting coached in Charles Clency Voices of Melody in Chicago. 

 

Annevia Madden: Well, when you took that turn to jazz and blues how did Reverend 

Brewster take it? 

 

Earlice Taylor: Well, we really didn't talk about that 'cause I stopped going to the 

church.  I stopped going to the church.  I was really upset that I 

wasn't able to sing what I knew how to do well.  Then people just 

wouldn't come to you.  When they come to you then you 

disappoint them and they don't come back anymore. 
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 But I never looked back.  I just kept going.  I never had that 

conversation and I really never thought of it till somebody asked -- 

 

[00:24:00]  

 -- me a week or two ago how did I get into jazz over at Manassas 

school when we were over there.  I had never thought of it until we 

came out of the school that day how I really switched over.  That 

was just something I just automatically did.   

 

Annevia Madden: What are some of the places you performed and some of the artists 

you performed with once you got into your music career? 

 

Earlice Taylor: I used to sing with the African-American opera group in Chicago, 

but I used to sing with Charles Clency and the Voices of Melody, 

Charles Geiger and the Emanons, which was Donny Hathaway 

used to be with us all the time.  Reverend Cleveland’s church in 

Chicago ________ and then we would travel to go to different 

states and Washington, D.C. and different places.  I've been to -- 

 

[00:25:00]  

 

 -- Africa to sing over in Ghana. 

 

 The jazz musicians there went to school in New York.  Every song 

we came out with they said we're key and they didn't have no 

music in front of them.  That was so much fun.   

 

 But I've been to Canada, different places to sing and I still go.  If 

you go to one place somebody will hear you and they says, "Do 

you come to so-and-so so-and-so?"  Sure.  So they'll pay for you to 

come and then I'll sing for them, too. 

 

 I've done concert over here at Rhodes College.  I think I'm gonna 

do one over here with the students in October.  They're gonna do a 

tribute to the musician for the first music teacher at Manassas 

School. 

 

CUT at [00:26:00] –Begin Segment 5 

 

Courtney Campbell: Can you think of any life defining moments or performances? 

 

Earlice Taylor: Any what? 

 

Courtney Campbell: Life defining moments or performances that you were part of or 

saw? 
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Earlice Taylor: Yeah.  I sang with Ethel Waters and Charley what's his name.  The 

guy that played the piano on Charlie Commercial.  Bobby Short.  

We were in Chicago over on the lake and I sang with them and I 

sang for the Alvin Ailey dancers.  Didn't know who they were, but 

when you look back on it those were some wonderful times when 

we actually were doing this thing with Donny -- 

 

[00:27:00]  

 

 -- Hathaway and all of those folk like that.  It was just so inspiring.   

 

 It wasn't at that time, but after you realize what you had done, there 

were some life experience moments. 

 

Courtney Campbell: Today do you go back and forth in between singing jazz, blues, 

gospel? 

 

Earlice Taylor: Oh, when I do concerts I do it all.  ________ ________ with 

classical music.  Calm it down with secular music.  Then I do 

spirituals, gospel and I throw some jazz in. 

 

 When I sing in nightclubs I do Summertime, I do Carmen.  I do 

different stuff when I'm singing in night -- and I do spirituals.  

Amazing Grace.  When I worked on the cruise line at Delta Queen 

Steamboat Company I did it all.  We did Broadway shows.  They 

would have me to sing all the stuff that they didn't do in Broadway 

shows as well, but no, I sing a variety of music whenever I do -- 

 

[00:28:00]  

 

 -- concerts and nobody never complained about it. 

 

 I would go from the Christian Science church in Chicago to the 

COGIC to Baptist, Methodist.  I would sing in all of the churches.  

Some will come here and they will think that they're at the bottom 

of the pole like we are, certain nationalities.   

 

 When they get over here they are big time, but we're considered to 

them as bottom of the pole, but they came from where they came 

from and they were on the bottom of the pole, but they work hard.  

They live a bunch of them in a house together.  They don't have to 

have a lot of stuff and whereas we are mercenary people we 

believe in having the cars and the clothes and ain't got no money.  

We don't have no money 'cause we spent it all.  On that thing there. 

 

[00:29:00]     
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 What happens when you don't got no money?  You lose your 

house.  You lose your car.  You lose everything.  So that's the 

difference in the nationalities and that's because of culture.  Our 

culture's a little different from any culture in the world I think. 

 

Courtney Campbell: Is there anything that you would like to leave with us today?  Any 

wise words? 

 

Earlice Taylor: Well, I think if you wanna live on this earth and be happy you need 

to make plans for your life and you need to set some goals and you 

need to stick to them and don't let somebody else define who you 

are, what you are, where you are and how you're gonna get there.   

 

Courtney Campbell: Thank you. 

 

Earlice Taylor: Thank you. 

 

[End of Audio] 


