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Q: August 27. Elizabeth Schaaf interviewing Montell Poulson at his home outside of Baltimore 

City. Mr. Poulson, I wanted to start out by asking you if you could introduce yourself and could 

tell us your whole name and where you were born? 

Poulson: Well, my name is Montell Augustus Poulson. I was born in 1924, and we were down in 

Ocho Rios in Jamaica , and on the way back my mom had me. As soon as we got to 

Baltimore, you see, so I’m a Baltimore fellow. I had beautiful parents. 

My dad used to sing too, and he sang for Maxwell House coffee. And then we went to New 

England, up in Great Barrington, Mass. He did a lot of traveling at that time. We had a bakery, 

and we called it the Only Bakery — from Great Barrington in Mass, you know, over to 

Burlington, Vermont, it was about six, seven miles. We made all type of ethnic breads and 

pastries.  

When we came back to Baltimore, and he opened a bakery down here. I used to help them a lot. I 

was the oldest of the boys, three boys. 

Q: Three boys. No daughters. 

Poulson: Yeah. My brother that’s next to me, he used to sing a lot too in the churches and 

different things. He played piano sometimes. And then my youngest brother, he expired in 1974, 

he was Assistant Dean of Medicine up in Pullman, Washington. And the brother that died last 

year, he was affiliated with the police department. I’m the only one that’s living now.  

But we have a beautiful family. I have children, grandchildren, little great grands. Our daughters 

were all educated. My oldest daughter at Howard University, sorority there, my youngest 

daughter is in mental health, she’s here in the city. Their mother died in the early part of 1980.  

I got married again not long after that to my wife I’m with now. She’s from South America. 

She’s a very, very fine lady. She’s been at Hopkins for about forty years. She retired and they 

called her back in the operating room there, and that’s where she is today.  
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But we have a beautiful thing going between us, and her sons are like my sons. They have their 

families and they’re here in the city, one of them. The other one went back to South America, 

Argentina.  

I was in World War II. I played with the 327
th

 band there. I also was in grave registration, 

because before I was drafted I went to Philadelphia and went back over to embalming. That 

lasted for about six months and then I was drafted. I stayed with my aunt up there, Seventeen and 

Diamond in Philadelphia. And then I was drafted, and I went just about everywhere overseas, 

and played with and met a whole lot of musicians — Duke, Count Basie, whole gang of guys, 

you know. That’s how I learned, from those guys too you see. I kept in touch with a lot of them, 

and I think ninety percent of them have expired now.  

Q: Tell me a little bit about growing up at home. Your father was a singer, and he had this 

successful business going up in Massachusetts — 

Poulson: And then here.  

Q: And built up another career as a singer in addition. 

Poulson: Well, he was with Maxwell Coffee. And he would sing, you know. And that’s how I 

learned to bake, what not, cook and all these things. 

Q: So you inherited the musical talent and the culinary skills. 

Poulson: Well, my dad played violin too.  

Q: Did he ever tell you how he started playing and who taught him? 

Poulson: My aunt was a music teacher.  

Q: And this was in Massachusetts? 

Poulson: No. That was here in Baltimore. 

Poulson: Yeah. And see my mom was born in Virginia. My aunt used to be a music teacher here 

at Dunbar [High School] years and years ago. 

Q: Tell me her name. 

Poulson: Emma Poulson. But she’s expired now. And if my dad was living, next month he would 

be a hundred and three or four. And my other aunt, she died, she was a hundred and three when 

she died. Got her picture over there. She was in the school system also. 

Q: Was she also a music teacher? 

Poulson: No.  



Q: So your father studied with your Aunt Emma? 

Poulson: Well, he was older than them, you see. And he had an old teacher that he used to go to. 

I don’t know their names. I can’t remember them. 

Q: Where did your father grow up here in Baltimore? 

Poulson: Well, my dad, he came from Jamaica, and they all came here in a big bunch, to 

Baltimore. But they stopped in Virginia first. And then they came here. This is back in World 

War I. And then I was born in 1924. 

Q: Where was your family living when you were born, what part of Baltimore? 

Poulson: Well, we were over in southwest, I think around Mount Street and Lexington. It was the 

seventeen hundred block of Lexington. Right after World War II, when I got out, the 

neighborhood changed and then the blacks they spread it all the way out near Fulton Avenue and 

Monroe, all back up in there.  

Q: So what type of music were you listening to when you were a small child at home with your 

family? 

Poulson: Well, a lot of church things.  

Q: Did you listen to popular music? I know Ethel Ennis was saying that she wasn’t allowed to 

listen to popular music at home. 

Poulson: Well, you know, your parents at that time didn’t want you going to those things. And 

you had to go to church. And my parents got upset with me because at school, I would be thrown 

out the class all the time. 

Q: What were you doing to get thrown out of class? 

Poulson: In band rehearsals and things like that, I’d be playing all over everybody, and I was 

playing saxophone at that time, see. 

Q: Was this at Dunbar? 

Poulson: Well, part of it was at Dunbar, and elementary and different things like that. My aunt, 

she lived in east Baltimore too. She was a music teacher, and she used to crack my fingers. 

[Laughter] They didn’t spare the rod at those times.  

But everybody was close and everything. My dad used to make all of us sing with him and 

different things like that. Quartet things, you know. And all of my brothers, my youngest brother 

that was Assistant Dean, Chauncey, he went to the University of Maryland, and that’s where he 

graduated and met his wife. His wife’s from Philadelphia.  



And he was cleaning his pistol one day in his office, out there in Pullman, Washington, and he 

didn’t know that he had left a bullet in the gun. It went straight through, like that, and that darn 

near killed my mom. He used to play guitar and sing.  

Years and years and years ago, before being drafted, I’d walk past the places where they had 

music, and it interested me. And I used to see them on the Avenue, ‘cause I had an uncle on 

McCulloh Street, and I used to tell my mom I’m going to Uncle Joe’s house. I used to see them 

playing and all these things, and a lot of the musicians there, when I got out the service, I really 

met because I wasn’t old enough to go into those places at that time.  

You see, there wasn’t no air conditioning — no nothing — and they used to have dances and 

things, and they would put sawdust on the floor, and they’d dance with no air conditioning, no 

nothing, and little blue lights. I met so many guys, and then when I got out of the service, I met 

some of these same guys.  

That’s how I got with Rivers Chambers and all those guys. They were excellent musicians. I 

learned a lot from them too — plus the guys in the service that I played with. 

Q: Rivers Chambers was working independently when you got out of service? 

Poulson: Oh yes. 

Q: So this would have been right after World War II? 

Poulson: Yeah. I got out in ’45, and that’s when I actually started, you know. We used to go by 

different places and listen. And if they found out that you were a musician, they would call you 

up — a lot of guys that I learned so much from.  

Like Charlie Harris — he worked for Nat Cole, and he was at the Royal Theater. And he left the 

Royal Theater I took his place with the Tracy Kentuckians. Have you met Tracy [McCleary] ? 

Q: Oh yes. 

Poulson: Tracy’s something else. See, because I used to bring my oldest daughter, you know, 

pick her up from school, set her in the wing right behind me where I was playing with the Tracy 

Kentuckians. And Ella Fitzgerald and all the people that would come in. She would cook in the 

kitchen back there, and take my little daughter and, that’s the one that’s the lawyer there.  

Ella was from Virginia too. See? And my mom. So during intermission I’d take her over to my 

mom’s. I used to bring a lot of guys home with me. We’d throw on the feed bag, and I’d do a lot 

of the cooking. And Redd Foxx and all of us, we grew up together.  

We’d get back to the clubs where we were playing, and I think we were at the Red Fox at that 

time playing. Tom Lance and Ethel [Ennis] singing. 

Q: Oh you were playing with Ethel at the Red Fox? 



Poulson: Yeah. Sure. That was just Ethel and I there, but then, Ray Chambers, and he’s one of 

the best pianists in town, he used to play for us. 

Q: What were the names of some of the clubs that you walked past when you were going over to 

your uncle’s? Do you remember some of the big ones? 

Poulson: Well, there’s Sphinx Club, and there was the Casino. I played at all those places 

afterwards. There was the Old Mill.  

Q: Dixon’s. 

Poulson: Yeah, Ike Dixon. His sons and I were in school and things together. Ike Dixon and his 

sons. Mr. Dixon at that time, he was a musician too. He had a band. He used to travel, and back 

during those times there was segregation, and he bought his bus, and he used to take his band out 

in the bus.  

After World War II, a lot of places opened up for African-Americans. We had just as many white 

people in those places as the blacks, you know. It was the same thing in New York too, you see. 

And a lot of the musicians, on our intermissions, we’d go from club to club, and sit in, jam and 

listen to different things like that.  

And even like New York, Ethel and I we were at the 21 Club too. Did she tell you about that? I 

used to commute every night just about.  

Q: Did you go up on the train? 

Poulson: No, I’d drive. Well, gas was what? 

Q: A quarter? 

Poulson: No. No. No. Ten cents a gallon or something like that at that time, and then it went to 

about fifteen cents. I’d come back and leave Ethel there. But I would go back because at that 

time I had a job, too. You see, because my daughter was born in ‘46. I got this job with a finance 

company, and then I became manager of Commercial Credit. That’s where I retired from, but 

I’m still playing at night and back and forth. I retired in 1970 from Commercial Credit. 

Q: From one of the jobs. [Laughter] 

Poulson: Yeah. But I stayed pretty busy. And my wife had died. She was a school teacher. And 

she was a very smart girl. 

Q: Where did you meet her? 

Poulson: Was it Morgan? I think it was, at a game at Morgan — Homecoming or something like 

that. I can’t remember now. But she was from Atlanta, you see, but she moved here and went to 



Morgan, finished at Morgan. And we had a nice life together. If she was living, I guess she 

would be around seventy-three.  

Q: Going back to what you were telling me after coming back to Baltimore after the war, which 

one of the clubs that you played in did you enjoy working in the most? 

Poulson: Well, there were so many of them that I did play in. And oh, I played down the Block 

with Jimmie Goldstein and Purnell Rice, all those guys, excellent musicians, and they’re expired 

now.  

Q: And Tanglefoot played down there. 

Poulson: Yeah. Tanglefoot, Purnell Rice, Jimmie Goldstein, myself. 

Q: Was this at Kay’s? 

Poulson: Well, I played at Kay’s. I played at, oh gosh. 

Q: There was the Two O’Clock Club. 

Poulson: Yeah, I played at Two O’Clock and I played at the Oasis. I played where they had 

striptease, you know. 

Q: The Gayety. 

Poulson: The Gayety. Yeah. The Gayety, I played there with Melvin Spears. 

Q: Oh with Melvin Spears. Oh for heaven’s sake. 

Poulson: I talked to him last week. I took him on a gig with me at the [Walters] art museum over 

on Charles. And he’d sit in with us, but he’s been real sick.  

Q: Was the music that you played for the shows on the Block dramatically different from the 

shows that you played on Pennsylvania Avenue? 

Poulson: Well, most of the musicians were black in all those places down there, you see, but we 

couldn’t sit on the bar or anything. We had to go in the basement or walk around the streets and 

things like that. And I’m trying to think if the place where we played there for about a year. It’ll 

come to me. 

Q: I can’t remember who it was that I was interviewing that talked about playing down the 

Block, and in one of the places he played, they had like a sheet or a scrim so the audience 

couldn’t even see the musicians and they wouldn’t know that they were black. 



Poulson: Some — well, we did that in like the Two O’Clock Club, where the girls were 

performing and different things you know. . We couldn’t sit in the bar and anything. They didn’t 

even want their musicians to mingle with the people. The people would want to talk with you. 

Q: I remember hearing from some folks that there were people who actually went down there to 

listen to the music more than to see the girls. 

Poulson: Well, that was the drawing card, too, you see. And that’s why they call it "The Block", 

you know, because they had about seven or eight clubs, you know. And a lot of the guys that 

were in the service and different things like that used to come down, you know, from Camp 

Meade and all the different camps all around.  

Q: And tell me where were you, where were you stationed when you were in the service? 

Poulson: Oh, I was in Camp Lee, and then I was shipped to Camp Beal in California. I left out of 

Seattle, and I went to Enewetak [Marshall Islands] — Oh, Hawaii first. I was in Hawaii, and then 

from Hawaii, to Enewetak and then to India. CBI we called it. India, Burma and China for a 

while, and then Seoul, Korea. I went there and to Japan just before I coming out of the service at 

that time. I went to a lot of places.  

I got wounded Easter Sunday morning of ’45 from a recoil on a five millimeter. And that was in 

Guam. That’s this thing here — its shrapnel. They told me if I took that out — well, it’s been in 

there fifty-seven, fifty-eight years. And they don’t want to take it out because I will go blind.  

Q: Well, it must have been very interesting, seeing the changes in Baltimore. 

Poulson: A lot of good musicians are from Baltimore. A lot of them have expired. I don’t know 

what happened to a lot of my things that I had.  

Q: Well, when you left to go into the service — 

Poulson: I was drafted. Yes. 

Q: In growing up in segregated Baltimore, and living with all of that, and then suddenly to be 

plunked down in a different country, in a whole different culture with very different ways of 

viewing how the races interact with one another. 

Poulson: Well, I was drafted, and I was stationed at Camp Lee. And my first cousin and I were 

about the same age, and we were drafted and we went to the same place. Going on the train 

there, they put all the blacks right behind the engine, and all the smoke and stuff would come in 

there. See, in summertime with your khakis. The conductors used to split us up because he [my 

brother] looked like he was an Italian. And he got upset, you know, and we both almost got 

locked up. 



And then it was segregated in the camps and stuff. One part of it was for the black soldiers and 

the other part was for the white soldiers. But when we went to town, a lot of the musicians got 

together. The MPs didn’t want no associations with the black and so forth.  

These guys that I’m playing with out there, that was in Seoul, Korea, we were in special service 

at that time. We used to play behind a whole lot of the different people that would come from the 

States.  

And down in Okinawa, half of our company got wiped out. The whole mess department, food, 

the mess sergeants and all of those guys, they got wiped out. We didn’t have any cooks or 

anything. They had rookie soldiers come in, and so I took three of them, and taught them how to 

cook. And two of them, when they got out of service, had restaurants. One guy was in Detroit. 

And the other one, I think, was in Philadelphia. His name was Phil Derisille.  

And when I was playing in Philadelphia, I saw this guy and I looked at him and looked at him, 

and he looked at me, and then people saw us hugging each other. That was his restaurant! It was 

the Black Angus in Philadelphia. And I tried to find him when I was up there a couple of months 

ago, but the son said that he had expired.  

But when they asked me to come up there and play, I went because I was excited because I was 

gonna see him. But he had expired. A lot of those guys, they were wonderful, wonderful. That’s 

a rifle that I had in Okinawa. I brought it back with me. They let you bring a few souvenirs back.  

There are so many things I brought, when I got back here in the States, I had china sent to my 

mom in Harlem. The ladies used to wear the, what’s the name? Looked like bathrobes.  

Q: Like kimono? 

Poulson: That’s it, kimonos. And the women looked so strange at that time over there. 

Everybody went to the same bathroom. They were all on the corners and things like that. It was 

just so strange, from what we had been accustomed to here. And we used to sing the different 

songs that they taught us, and they wanted to sing songs that we do. 

Q: So you got to trade music back and forth. 

Poulson: Oh yeah, in Yokahama. But it was really interesting in all those places — Hawaii. I met 

so many of the guys that was overseas with me that had expired. And we played at Lenny 

Moore’s — the Fuzzy Kane Trio. We played at Lenny’s I guess for two or three years. At that 

time the Colts were here — so many, so many clubs and things. I just can’t remember many of 

them.  

I was playing at D.C. at the Howard Theater also.  

Q: What was Tracy like to work with at the Royal? 



Poulson: Tracy was fine. See, he worked for Social Security too. He was at Social Security and 

on his comp time he would play at the Royal. And as soon as he finished work at three o’clock, 

he’d shoot right on back over to the Royal. Tracy was something else.  

We used to have lots and lots of fun. Superb musicians, all of them. 

Q: Now I’m curious about Rivers Chambers, because that’s a name that was very, very popular 

when I was growing up. 

Poulson: Yeah, well, I played with Rivers, Pike Davis, Buster Brown, good Lord, Squeezebox. 

All of them, I’m trying to think a lot of the guys. 

Q: Elmer Addison. 

Poulson: Oh yeah. He was a saxophone player. 

Q: They were such great showmen. 

Poulson: Oh sure.  

Q: Which one was it that did that thing about the judge? 

Poulson: Oh that was Buster Brown. Yeah, he played guitar, he cut down the old pine tree and all 

those things like that. I’m just trying to think. We played for about fourteen or fifteen years for 

the Question Club. 

Q: Which club was this? 

Poulson: Question Club. It’s a group of millionaires. It was sixty of them. And there was no 

Jewish involved in there, but these guys were from all over the states, and they would meet at 

White Sulphur Springs. And we used to play down there in West Virginia — all these golf 

courses. We used to play out on the golf course, and we used to stroll, and these guys — and 

there’s s sixty of them — they would come down, do the golf and have the extra ladies in. No 

wives or anything like that, you know. 

And we would go to New York and catch the train. And we would go down to Florida, and we’d 

play on the way down. And there was just three of us, Pike Davis, Buster Brown and myself. 

And the guys on the Pullman, we’d wake them up by playing. And it was a lot of fun. I was with 

them guys for a good while. 

Q: What was Mr. Brown like? 

Poulson: Who Buster? Buster was all right. His wife was a nurse also. Buster, he was a 

perfectionist. And then Pike, trumpet player, he was with a lot of big bands: Count Basie and 

Tiny Grimes. There were so many people that he was with. He was a World War II veteran, and 

they had him for dead but he wasn’t. He went into a coma, but he came to. And he used to tell us, 



"thought I was gone, didn’t you! I fooled you, I fooled you. I just didn’t want nobody to get my 

chair." That’s what they would call, you know, and they were in the stand. He had the first chair. 

And we would have so much fun. And Buster, Buster would sing, and all of us would sing 

together. And we would stroll.  

I play with a guy now — we do a lot of strolling, and he’s a violin player, Ray Dumbrowski. We 

play on different boats and stuff like that together, we stroll and we do weddings. And I’m with 

Frank Weisberg, and he’s in the school system. He’s a young guy, but he can play. And Danny 

Brown, he retired from Dunbar. He’s a drummer.  

Dunbar had so many great musicians that have expired.  

Q: And they’re still putting them out there.  

Poulson: Oh, yeah. The music helped to pay for my children’s college education and things like 

that.  

Q: Mr. Chambers. 

Poulson: Who Rivers? He died on the bandstand. 

Q: Were you there that night? 

Poulson: No. No. That was a sad time. And his wife took over things. His wife was a nurse, and 

she just took over things afterwards. Her and Buster.  

Q: He also worked all of his life as a church musician.  

Poulson: Well, a lot of us played in churches and things like that. 

Q: Did you do this too? 

Poulson: Little bit. 

Q: Which churches did you play for? 

Poulson: Oh I can’t even remember now. I play with retired businessmen right now. They 

adopted me about thirteen years ago. And that’s a couple of them [looking at photo] with Mel 

Spears. The singer, he’s dead now. We call ourselves the Tired Businessmen. Those guys 

adopted me after their bass player expired, and we played so many different places around. 

These guys are retired millionaires. We played at Hopkins and the different places. Pete Ceoni, 

he’s a saxophone player and Chuck, he’s a drummer. We’ve got doctors, lawyers, undertakers, 

teachers, and Dr. Bob. A whole gang of them. Pete is at the College of Notre Dame you see. He’s 

retired. We don’t charge anything like that. The money that they pay us we give it to the Hopkins 

Foundation. There are just so many things that we do. 



Q: The traveling you were doing with the Rivers Chambers Trio, and I remember Mr. McCoy 

saying that it was nothing to drive up to Delaware. 

Poulson: Well, I used to do ninety percent of the driving. See because I had big Lincolns. I 

always had Lincolns ever since 1949. 

Q: When you couldn’t get a LaSalle any more? 

Poulson: No, they stopped making them then, you know. [Laughter] See they stopped making 

cars in 1941, and they started rebuilding them again in ’46. But a lot of us — like we would play 

down in White Sulphur Springs, and down in Florida. I’d drive down there. 

Q: So you were driving. 

Poulson: And playing. I got a little extra money like that. [Laughter]  

Q: You know, it could not have been easy. I mean, you couldn’t just stop anywhere and get a 

sandwich.  

Poulson: Well, a lot of times I would make pastries to take with us. And we would, even like 

Ethel, we would travel different places and we couldn’t stay at the hotel — not too many of 

them. 

Q: How did you work out finding places to stay? 

Poulson: Well, they had tourist homes, you see, because a lot of the hotels wouldn’t take us. 

Q: How did you find out about them? 

Poulson: Well, I would check with the union. I’m in the union you see. 

Q: When did you join the union? 

Poulson: Oh God. It was the black union and this was in 1946. I dropped out and then I went 

back. 

Q: So the union was able to help you with finding accommodations? 

Poulson: Oh yeah. Oh sure. See, because it was a segregated union. They had two unions. 

Q: Mr. McCoy took that wonderful photograph of the union headquarters when it was on 

Pennsylvania Avenue. 

Poulson: No, it was on Argyle Avenue. I’ve got to see if I’ve got that. See it used to be 543 was 

the black union, and 40 was the white union. And then we merged. I think it was in 1963 or ’64, 

something like that. The union used to send us different places that were accommodating. We 



would look for the tourist houses, tourist homes, and things like that even like when Ethel was 

with us. We used to take her brother Andy. He’s a heck of a saxophone player. He was with Ray 

Charles and all them. His picture’s over there. He was a little fellow. I used to do all the cooking. 

Q: You were a very valuable musician to have around. Drives a Lincoln, can cook. .  

Poulson: My wife’s driving the Lincoln today, and I got the little jitney out there, the Focus. I 

carry my bass and stuff in it. 

Q: Tell me about your bass. People have their special relationships with their instrument. Where 

did you find yours? 

Poulson: Well, that’s just like a wife. This one was made about four years ago by a guy from 

Czechoslovakia. I was introduced to him, and he’s living in Ohio now. And I had two basses, the 

one that I had in the service, the one that I got in 1952. We were downtown at the Harbor and we 

were on intermission. And somebody broke the neck of it. And I almost had conniptions. Luckily 

I had my old bass here. I had to restring it so I could go get back to play it that night. And I’m 

sorry I did it, but I put both up for sale after I had them repaired. The guy was making this one 

for me that I have now. I put them on consignment and the music store sold it for me. I bought 

that thing after I got out of the service. I brought the one that I was playing in the service home, 

and then I bought another one. And see, the strings used to be cat guts like that and my fingers 

would get all blistered. There was no amplification. And no air conditioning, and they [the 

strings] would pop in a minute. I used to buy strings down Howard Street, and then the other 

place was down there on Centre Street, Ted’s. Well, Ted [Martini] he’s dead now, but it used to 

be on the other side of the street. And all of us used to go down to Ted’s and get strings. You 

could buy a string for a buck, but now if you get a set of strings it costs you about a hundred and 

fifty bucks. We used to get everything from Ted’s.  

They were the good days. They were. 

Q: Did you ever see so many instruments in one place? 

Poulson: Oh everything, and when it caught a fire, you know, he did just get some of the things 

out, you know. And then he moved across the street.  

What did I buy from him? I bought a cello from him. I used to get all my strings from him. But I 

carry all that stuff with me now, see. And this bass that I have now, this guy from 

Czechoslovakia, he made it for me.  

Q: So how have the two of you been getting along?  

Poulson: The new one? Well, I’m getting used to it now, you see. I put it on wheels when I move 

it. Getting to old to lift it.  

Q: Well, what brought you to this place, and because I saw you up there with the sax. 



Poulson: Well, you know, I played the tenor and the alto, and I used to play the church, stuff like 

that, you know. But I don’t know, in service I met this guy. He’s dead now. I’m trying to think of 

the band that he was with — he was a bass player. He taught me a lot of things you know. I just 

fell in love with it. 

Q: So this was while you were in the service.  

Poulson: Oh yeah. I got off on the bass and then.  

Q: Well that sax was a whole lot easier to carry around. 

Poulson: Oh yes, sure. And this, I bought the piano for my oldest daughter. This piano’s about 

fifty, my daughter’s fifty-seven, and this thing here I bought when I got out of the service, ’46. 

[Plays piano]  

But I can hardly see now to do the things I want to do. That bass that I have now — it’s gonna be 

my last one. I’m sorry I had those other two on consignment, but when the neck broke, see it 

won’t take the pressure no more. So I sold it, but I hated to, I hated to sell that thing. 

Q: It gets to be part of you. 

Poulson: Yeah. It was a white bass. 

This is a guy you ought to talk to too, because he was in music at Morgan, and his name is Boots 

Battle, and he and I were real close. He lives down in Maryland. He can’t walk much now, but 

he still plays drums. And this is his book that he’s got out. He’s from New York. He’s from 

Tuskegee, that’s his school. He was an airman there, but he was in the World War II flying a 

plane, very few black soldiers became pilots.  

Yeah, Boots Battle and the Antones. That’s a good guy for you to talk to. 

Q: What was the name of the group that you played in with Mr. Battle at Morgan?  

Poulson: Oh, Mobops. Well, we were all at Morgan at that time. 

Q: When was this? 

Poulson: This is a card from Ethel that she sent me. This is Boots and his group that he had. This 

is Melvin Spears.  

Q: When did the Rivers Chambers group finally break up?  

Poulson: The guys just died, you know, and I think his wife died too. And they just stopped 

there. 

Q: After Rivers Chambers, who were you playing with? 



Poulson: Oh I was with so many people because I was on the road off and on, too, — a lot with 

different bands. 

Q: Who did you tour with on the road? 

Poulson: Purnell Rice and I, we went with Fats Domino. He was the drummer and I was the bass 

player, and when we went back to New Orleans, Purnell used to ride with me, and Fats Domino 

would drive his own car and carry a couple guys with him. We had three cars, you know, 

traveling.  

Q: This is with Fats Domino? 

Poulson: Yeah. I met him at the Royal Theater. Purnell Rice was the drummer at that time, and 

he had a brand new, what was it, Cadillac at that time, when he was at the Royal Theater. He 

would carry a case of beans in his trunk, and he would eat beans all the time. And that was the 

funkiest car. I stayed with him two weeks, and Purnell said, Poulson if you leave, I’m leaving 

too. No more. Cause he would play in one key all the time, and I used to say to him, I said, well 

why don’t you play in another key? Well, he didn’t read music or anything, see. And so I would 

say to him, you know, I guess we’re gonna play in the same key. He said yes, whiskey! 

[Laughter]  

So I started using that. 

Q: So two weeks in the same key was enough. [Laughter] 

Poulson: I came back to Baltimore, and I was playing with somebody. So many musicians, and I 

can’t even think of their names.  

Q: You were talking about the changes. Oh, I wanted to ask you when did your family go up to 

Massachusetts? 

Poulson: Well, he [father] was singing up that way a lot, in Connecticut. See, and we were up 

that way so much, and over in Boston. He’d be there all the time, and we would have our bakery, 

The Only Bakery, we would call it, and he was with Maxwell also. So something happened, so 

we came on back. 

Q: So this was in the ‘30s? 

Poulson: Oh yes. And came on back, and we went to Ocho Rios. Then from Ocho Rios we came 

back to Baltimore. And he had a bakery here.  

And times pass so fast. The guy that was with him, William Jones, he was from Jamaica. When 

he passed, my father just gave it up. And but he was a good dad. Sing all the time.  

Q: But did he teach you at home at all? 



Poulson: No. He was surprised to see that I was playing bass fiddle. Because I just fell in love 

with it, and I stopped playing the horn. Did I tell you I was playing at Jones’s? 

Q: Where was this? 

Poulson: Here in Baltimore. It was Jones’s Café on Lanvale Street. That’s where all the guys 

used to go to jam. I was playing saxophone, too, at that time. I went to cough or something like 

that when I was playing horn, and spit up all this blood. And what had happened, I had my 

tonsils taken out, and I had forgotten all about it, and the sutures just popped loose and blood 

went everywhere, all over the horn and everything.  

So Purnell, the drummer, he and I were real close— he’s dead now — he called my dad, and my 

dad came to pick me up. I don’t want you playing that horn no more, he said. I don’t want you 

playing that horn no more Yes sir. Keep on playing that bass.  

Q: Safer. 

Poulson: Yeah. I said, well, I love it. He gave me that horn, and it was a Selmer, and he sold it. 

He went to Ted’s, said here, I don’t want it no more. 

Q: So your horn got to be one of those veterans of Ted’s music store.  

Poulson: Yeah. Blood was everywhere, and that upset him. At that time I was married and I was 

living in the third floor of his house, my dad’s house. 

Q: What street was that? 

Poulson: Lexington. But that was way up Lexington, the seventeen hundred block.  

Q: You’ve been around Baltimore such a long time. 

Poulson: Oh Yeah. And I played so many places. And even now I play a lot at the Belvedere. I 

used to play there with Rivers all the time, and we used to play everywhere. Yes. Back and forth, 

back and forth. New York all the time, and then come back. And I used to go to Detroit, and 

Washington, D.C., at the White House and different things like that. 

Q: Who was in the White House when you played the White House? 

Poulson: Oh, I’m trying to think. I’m trying to think who was there at that time.  

Q: Was it during the Eisenhower administration or Truman? 

Poulson: Well, Truman, you know, after Roosevelt died. We played there when Truman was 

there.  

Q: Who was also a musician. 



Poulson: Yeah. And then Eisenhower. But Rivers had charge of all that kind of stuff during that 

time. And we used to go down to Ocean City a lot and play down there.  

Q: Ocean City had some big hotels. 

Poulson: Yeah. I’m trying to think of the ones where we used to play all the time.  

Q: You played for the governor at Annapolis.  

Poulson: Oh yeah, sure. Because Buster, Spike and myself, we used to play mostly together all 

the time. And Squeezebox, he’s dead now. And — what’s his name died here a couple months 

ago. I can’t think of his name. He was ninety-one years old. It’ll come to me. 

Q: Yeah. When did you start seeing the neighborhoods in Baltimore changing?  

Poulson: Right after World War II.  

Q: Right after World War II. And then the neighborhoods started shifting? 

Poulson: Expanding. Like a lot of these houses that you see on Reisterstown Road and all those 

places were World War II veterans and their kids let the houses just go to bad. And all over east 

Baltimore, Caroline Street and all them, beautiful homes. But now they’re nothing.  

Q: There are still some hold outs. 

Poulson: Yeah. 

Q: And how did the changes affect Pennsylvania Avenue? 

Poulson: Well, at the Avenue, they should have restored the Royal Theater. Because everything 

just fell apart after the Royal Theater was torn down, you see. Because they were expanding 

different places, like on Gay Street and down the block. The Blue Mirror, you know, there down 

the street from The Belvedere where I used to play. Down on Charles Street. I played so many 

places. 

Q: So you think that the critical thing was the closing of the Royal Theater, and it was like the 

linchpin of the street.  

Poulson: Yeah.  

Q: Just was pulled out.  

Poulson: See, even like with Billie [Holiday], she used to ride with me all the time. I never will 

forget. And we were on our way to the High Hat in Louisville, Kentucky. She had a little 

Chihuahua, and when she’d drink that Chihuahua would drink, you know. She just upset me so 

much. She would fall asleep and roll over on me like that, and I tried to push her back. She’d 



throw up, she threw up in my car, and I don’t know where we were going, to Detroit or 

somewhere.  

We were on our way to the Cadillac Hotel, Detroit. I couldn’t get the stench out of my car. She 

told me, well let them wash it out, let them wash it out. I had it cleaned, you know, three or four 

times. So while we were in Detroit, you know, I just had all new seats and stuff put in, and she 

paid me for it. But still, she didn’t want to ride with nobody else. There were two cars of us.  

And Ray Chambers, he’s dead now, that’s the guy over in the corner there with me.  

Q: Right. So what was she like to perform with? 

Poulson: You have to understand her, you see. She says, I like Montell because he’s the only 

level head here. [Laughter] She was something. I’m trying to think where we were. I don’t think 

it was Chicago, but anyway, she got sick one night, and she says you and Ray just play. So it was 

just the basic piano and stuff.  

A few guys would come in wherever we were and just sit in with us. Back during those times, 

you know, they would smoke reefers, but nobody would know it. They weren’t out with it like it 

is here, you know, today. She was doing a few other little things — and different things — like 

that. But it was a hush hush. Nobody would say. 

Q: But was she able to perform? 

Poulson: Oh yeah. Yeah. She could perform. See, she was born in Philadelphia. And then her 

family moved down here in Baltimore, right off of Pennsylvania Avenue. I’m trying to think of 

the street there. It’s around the corner from where the Lincoln Theater used to be. It’s a little 

small street up there.  

But I was with her, off and on, through a nine-year period. And she would get upset with some of 

the guys, you know, and she became real serious when she couldn’t contact me. And she passed 

away in ’59.  

I swear, I used to say, I’m going home. They were some weird times, but they were very 

interesting.  

I learned so much from the older musicians. Don Bailey’s father. He and I used to play together. 

Don was a little fellow. And Don Bailey, Pike Davis, Buster Brown, the saxophone player, 

Elmer Addison. And Elmer used to sing. 

Q: Now when did you meet Ethel Ennis? 

Poulson: I’m trying to think now. She didn’t live too far from the Zanzibar where we used to 

play. She was at the projects. I don’t know, Canal Street or somewhere in that area. Because her 

dad used to cut my hair. Yeah. Her dad used to cut my hair because he was on Lawrence Street, 



and my dad, after his bakery closed up, used to be at the bakery down the street from where 

Ethel’s father had a barbershop. 

Q: So you two go way back. 

Poulson: I remember when she was a little girl like that and her mother. I’m just trying to think. 

Because we started out playing steady at the Red Fox. And it started to expand, and George Fox, 

he used to do a lot of the booking for her, the guy that owned Red Fox. And I never will forget 

we had to go to Connecticut, where she went for the audition for Benny Goodman. And Ethel, 

Fox and myself we went up there.  

Everywhere we went I’d be driving. I’d play, I’d drive. And she became like a little sister to me, 

you know. And then her brother, we used to take him on the road with us. And we were in 

Buffalo for a while. We used to be the Poulson duo, the Poulson duet at that time. But she started 

getting big, like that, it just erased Poulson off. It was Ethel. 

Then she started traveling all over the place, and I couldn’t go then because, you see, I became 

the assistant manager of Commercial Credit and then the manager of Commercial Credit. I was 

the first black in Commercial Credit, and my office was in Mondawmin [Mall]. And that was in 

sixty something, because I retired in 1970.  

Q: Well, your paths must have crossed with Mr. Henry Baker. 

Poulson: Well, Henry and I, we were in school together, and we used to play at Henry’s place. 

Q: Oh my goodness. Tell me about Henry’s place. 

Poulson: He had all those jazz artists there and everything. He was on Franklin Street. And 

Henry, you know, he was in the hair thing. And his son took it over now, but he’s still in 

Mondawmin. Henry and I we were real close. We used to play together. And I used to play at 

Henry’s place down on Franklin Street. You know, all of us. You’d see one, you see the other.  

Q: But he always managed to keep a hand in the music business. 

Poulson: Oh sure. All of us did. Henry, that’s him on that picture back there. What did I do with 

that? That’s Boots Battle. He’s an interesting individual. Very, very smart. See now. That’s the 

Mobops.  

Q: Oh my goodness, and there he is.  

Poulson: Yeah, he was the boss at that time, going around town. Quite a few guys — they’re are 

all expired now — Bill Swindell and all those guys, and Johnny Burks, he was on trumpet, 

Jimmie Goldstein, saxophone and Purnell Rice, Ray Chambers and myself, we were playing 

everywhere, and all down the block and everything, and everywhere. And then with Melvin 

Spears and Squeezebox. 



Q: Now when did you play with Eubie Blake? 

Poulson: I played with him when he was coming through Baltimore on North Avenue and 

Pennsylvania Avenue. It was a restaurant there, right on the corner. And he had my phone 

number. No, he got it from the union, and the union, they called me. And he was down here for 

two weeks and I played with him. At the restaurant right there on Pennsylvania Avenue and 

North Avenue. I can’t even think of the name of it. 

Q: I didn’t know that there was a restaurant there. 

Poulson: Oh yes. Sure. Right across the street from the funeral home. The funeral home is on this 

corner, and the restaurant.  

Q: So they had regular music performances there? 

Poulson: Oh yes. And at that time it became, you know, black and white.  

Q: Now Mr. Dixon, Jr., was telling me that there were sometimes uncomfortable shifts with the 

popularity of some of the clubs with the white audiences. 

Poulson: Ike Dixon. See Ike and I and his brother, all of us went to school together. I went to 

Douglass and they went to Douglass. But in my last year, we used to cut up so much they sent 

me to Dunbar where my aunt was.  

Q: To rein you in a little bit. [Laughter] Oh goodness. 

Poulson: I never will forget that. I used to show off all the time, and I know when we had a big 

snow, and in the evenings I would be working at the post office. About seventeen, eighteen, or 

something like that, just before I was drafted. And I had a night collection, and an evening 

collection, you know, that Halethorpe, Lansdowne and Relay. And the mail trucks were the 

Model A Fords. No heaters in them. And you kept your feet warm from the manifold of the car, 

you see. And they were the old 1930 mail trucks at that time. And my lips used to be blistered in 

the wintertime, the evenings, blowing that lock off of the door so I could do my collections. And 

I was so short, you know, that I used to sit on a pillow. And you had to carry guns during that 

time. 

Q: Really? 

Poulson: Oh heck yes. Yeah. And I used to sit on the gun.  

Q: Oh my goodness.  

Poulson: But they were the good days. 

Q: Now why did they have you carrying guns? What’s the reason? 



Poulson: All the guys in the post office, you know, a lot of people used to send money through 

the mail. 

Q: So all of the post office delivery people were armed. So tell me what was the ultimate 

incident that led to your parents deciding to take you out of Douglass and then send? 

Poulson: Well, you know, my dad had to go up there a couple times. He called my aunt. All 

right, send him down with me. He’d give me a dime to catch the trolley. You know. 

I walked down to Mount and Baltimore Street. Because I met up with a guy who was going to 

Dunbar, and found out that he and I was in the same class. And instead of the nickel or dime my 

parents gave me for my lunch and stuff, we used to ride the back of the street car. He caught me 

one day and blistered my behind. Told his parents, and they blew up. Made us all sore. Then 

when I got down there my aunt, you know, she put the reins on me. And that kind of straightened 

me up. And I’m gonna tell you, they were some strong days.  

And there’s the guy that used to live up the street from me, and one day I was hooking school. 

We walked from Dunbar all the way down to the Block, Gay Street. And we used to go down 

across from Two O’Clock Club where they had shows. Anyway, he was in the Gayety, and he 

saw me and these other little fellows. He came from the alley. Told my dad, and I got another 

one. I did that with these tall guys, you know, from Dunbar, because we would walk down there. 

My aunt had to go to some kind of meeting or something, and she was off that day. And my dad 

told her afterwards, and then she really put the brakes on me. She was something else. 

Q: Well, I know Anne Brown and Mr. Prettyman were both talking about growing up in 

Baltimore, and they were both saying how you couldn’t get away with anything.  

Poulson: Nothing! 

Q: If your parents didn’t see you, somebody else would? 

Poulson: The neighbors or a friend, and they would spank your butt, and then when you get 

home, they’d tell your parents.  

I know that the beating that I got, phew, I’ve never had blisters on my behind before. So this was 

like in the hot summer and on the back porch. My room was like on the second floor windows, 

and my uncle from New York and my other cousin, they used to visit us. And my mom and my 

aunts and all them were sitting in chairs in the back of the yard. And she said, my god it’s hot. I 

wish it would rain. So I was cutting up all the time. I said let’s make it rain. We raised the 

window up, or the screen, and wet on my mama and my aunts. My mother said, you come down 

here! They came up there and blistered us. Go to that tree and pick that limb off of there! Take 

them clothes off! I said mother, mother. I warned you, she said. She beat all of us, even her 

brother, and I was a year older than him, and they were visiting. Phew. I had blisters everywhere. 

I couldn’t sit down. 

Q: Sounds like you earned those fair and square. 



Poulson: Mischief, and I would be cutting up. They were the good days. It taught me to be a 

good, good, good person. My dad’s other sister here, she was a hundred and three. 

Q: Martina Tyler. So was she privy to this beating or? 

Poulson: No, when she heard it, you know, she got into me. When she was a hundred and one, 

she was in a, what do you call it, a fashion show. She had her gloves on, hat and things like that. 

My first cousin, her daughter, was walking with her. She was with her cane and stuff like that. I 

got it around here someplace. But Emma Jean, she was something She was a hundred and three 

when she passed.  

Q: Your children have all gone into the professions, but you have a grandson who looks like he’s 

headed for the stage? 

Poulson: Well, yes, he’s in and out, in and out, in and out. He was in "Cats." That’s him. Right 

there.  

Q: And tell me his name again. 

Poulson: Quay. His father’s dead.  

Q: But you think he’s likely to be a performer. 

Poulson: It’s hard to say. 

Q: How old is he now? 

Poulson: He’s twenty-nine. But young people, the only time they want to be near you is when 

they want something. 

Q: Well, that’s how it is. 

Poulson: I told him, now I said I’m going to write a song, a theme song: "I need, I want, can you 

let me have," you know. They bust up and laugh. And he comes in, and he plays the piano. 

Q: But they’re still great to see when they come by, aren’t they? 

Poulson: Oh yes. Because they’ll call — Poppy, I lost my tuxedo. Can I use one of yours? I got 

about three or four of them. I love clothing. Every now and then, he wants something. So I just 

have to watch him. They’re good kids, you know, I have to play disco with my money and stuff. 

You know, dis go here, dis go there. [Laughter] 

Q: I expect they probably aren’t too terribly different than we were when we were growing up.  

Poulson: Oh heck, yes. 



Q: It’s just that we’ve kind of conveniently put all those things out of our minds. 

Poulson: I never will forget, my barber, and he’s dead now too. Because he used to follow us 

everywhere we went when we played. And I went to get a haircut, and my daughter told me take 

Quay with you. And I think Quay was four or five years old. I told the barber, I said, cut my 

grandson’s hair. So evidently the clippers were, you know, these kind of clippers. I think it kind 

of pulled him. 

Q: These old hand clippers. 

Poulson: He said, I said what’s wrong, why don’t you keep still. He says, poppy, kick his ass 

good, cause he’s hurting me. I smacked him. [He said,]You’re taking up for him.  

Q: Well, since you have so many people who have made it at least to a hundred in your family, 

you probably have another twenty years to go. 

Poulson: I don’t know. I played on a boat last month. My hands are coming back to normal now, 

but they were all blistered. I had to play with no amplification. 

This boat was from Denmark, down the harbor. Ray Dumbrowksi and I and another guy, we 

were playing on that thing. And it was about three nights, something like that, you know. But it 

was kind of warm with Tuxedos on. And it was something! It was a good time. Most of the 

sailors on there were trainees from Denmark. 

Q: This was the big sailing ship, the Danmark? 

Poulson: Yes. 

Q: And you’re playing with Elizabeth Day. 

Poulson: I got about seven or eight people that keep me busy. Frank Weisberg, Ms. Day, oh, so 

many, so many people.  

Q: Well, it’s good to hear that retirement as a musician is a good long time away. 

Poulson: Well, I just thank the good Lord that he kept me in sound mind. 

Q: And the fingers still working. 

Poulson: And keeping my phalanges up cause sometimes they cramp up on me and lock. That’s 

why Charlie Harris, you know, he don’t play anymore. But Charlie’s eighty-six.  

Q: Well, I thank you so much for doing this. 

Poulson: That’s all right.  



END OF SESSION.   


