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A remarkable generation of Americans, having just begun to lift themselves out from under the crushing economic burden of the 1930s, was then suddenly thrust into a ferocious fight against enemies bent on nothing less than world domination.  During the sixteen years of the Great Depression and World War Two, the people of this country were tested as never before.  They were difficult, uncertain, and trying times that required personal sacrifices at home and overseas.


So perhaps it is understandable how baby boomers and generation X-ers (those born during the fifties, sixties, and seventies who did not experience either crisis) have a hard time understanding why so many people actually hold warm and nostalgic memories of those times.  One person who can help is Ethel "Ettie" MacKay.  Ettie was one of the first female theatrical-booking agents in Boston, and as such had a unique opportunity to become friends with many of the people who performed in the city's nightclubs, theaters, and burlesque houses.  It was a time she remembers with great fondness, and a few years ago she sat down to record the memories of what, for her, was a wonderful time:


- - - - - 


It was 1936.  The Depression was at its peak, booze was back in action and I finally made it to graduation from high school with a promise of a job in a theatrical agency come October.  Who knew from booking offices?  We were too busy having a ball all that summer going to dances at the outdoor dance hall and hanging around with our summer romances.  That was to be the last summer I was ever going to be able to just laze around, (been working long and hard ever since), but its been a ball.  My gang was hip before the word was even invented!


October arrived all too soon and my promised job came through.  Wow, eight dollars a week.  My first day was something else - all those people coming in and signing their names and phone numbers on a long sheet of paper and then sitting and waiting while I brought the sheet into the booker who x'd out the ones he didn't want and told me to tell the others to wait.  After a couple of weeks of this I finally realized what my job was.  I was a receptionist in a theatrical agency.  It was my duty to make sure I got their names and phone numbers, answer the phone, and assorted other goodies which could be almost anything.  Ask any performer, you get hooked real quick in any kind of show business and you learn while you're having fun.


Night clubs were just starting to come into their own in those early years.  Vaudeville was feeling the pangs of the talkies, just like the night clubs are a whole new business since they began to feel the sting of television.  


The going rate for the average act as a single was twelve to 15 dollars for a weekly engagement, or two and a half dollars for a one night stand.  Things were really different, there was no AGVA or any other association, and the booking agent sold his whole package to a nightclub, picking up the whole amount at the end of the week, which meant midnight on Saturday night.  The poor acts would start climbing the three flights of stairs to get paid, and don't think that many an act didn't get sold short at the whim of a night club owner who decided that the act stunk and that he wasn't going to pay them.


There were times when they [the night club owners] tried to refuse to pay the whole show.  This is when the 'Shtarkas,' who always hung around the booking offices, went to work.  They simply went to the joint and picked up the cash register with all the receipts.  (At least the booker wasn't going to suffer.)  If this didn't work, they might just wait until the following weekend and subtly drop a stinkbomb in the premises.  Or, depending on the owners connections (or lack of them) they would simply beat up the owner.


The good acts were always able to make a good week's pay because there were so many clubs in the city and the suburbs.  Acts would often double or triple, and every once in a while jump in on an amateur night (these were always fixed with blank envelopes) for an extra deuce.  One of the tricks to being a booker was that you lined the club show times up so that the act that opened the show at one club could close another.  This wasn't too bad except during the winter and on New Year's Eve when they'd do up to five different shows in five different places.


I guess that's where I really got my orientation, (New Years Eve) when I travelled with one of the groups.  Always it was someone from the office who collected the money on these shows - never an act unless they were completely trustworthy, and those were few and far between as far as the agents were concerned.


By the beginning of 1937 I was an old pro and knew which acts I should have wait on Monday and which ones I could tell there was no work so they could trudge to another office and get another 'no.'  I think at the time there were only five bookers in the city, so it didn't take long for them to make their second trip back just in case someone canceled out or died and they could fill in.


- - - - - 


Ettie would go on to work with many performers who "made it" big in show business.  Later, quite a few would find success in the medium that caused the end of the great era of the nightclub - television.  There was Joe Ross, who starred in shows such as "Sargeant Bilko," "Car 54, Where Are You?" and "Its About Time."  Jack Soo, of "Barney Miller" fame, and Frank Fontaine, a featured actor and singer on "The Jackie Gleason Show," were also friends with Ettie.  Orson Bean credits her for giving him his start in show business, and one of Boston's most infamous performers, tassel twirler Sally Keith, was a client who relied on Ettie to keep her personal as well as professional life on course.


And there were other performers, less well known, but just as important to Ettie.


- - - - -


My closest friend back then was the funniest woman who ever lived, and that includes any who preceded or followed her, including Totie Fields and Rosanne Arnold, a gal named Tiny Sinclair.  She was a legend, not only because she was a female stand-up nightclub comic (almost unheard of then - the only other one I knew of was Sally Marr, who happened to be Lenny Bruce's mother), but because she weighed over 300 pounds.  She had a chorus line of women who were known as the Thundering Herd because none were under 250 pounds.


They sort of adopted me as the 'kid on the block' because, fat as I was, I was still an elf compared to them.  I went everywhere with them, and when I had no shows to run after I went with them to theirs.  I really got the experience of my life in my travels with Tiny.  They played hard after work, and had more guys chasing them than all the skinny broads put together, and you better believe most of those guys were loaded.  But when the girls fell in love it was always with some schlepp of a guy.


We really started to have fun after the entertainers would come back from wherever they worked and we would all meet in Walton's restaurant.  From there we'd all go to the lobby of the Broadway Hotel.  For a while there was an "actors club" up on the third floor over a small Greek restaurant where we all convened and had a sort of a poker game in one end of it.  There was always a lot of gabbing, such as telling each other how great they did.  Now, we never said how many of them had been canceled or really died that night, but we knew it when they didn't show up the next night.


- - - - - 


Ettie can tell you about Revere Beach (located just north of Boston) before the condos replaced the amusement rides, when people actually swam in the water.  At night, locals enjoyed a myriad of entertainment along the beach, including several nightclubs, theaters, restaurants, and carnivals.  Here, many of the performers who worked Boston nightclubs from September to June would stay during their respite from the grinds of day to day (or night to night) performing.  Unable to keep away from the spotlight, most ended up entertaining somewhere on the strip, making the summer vacation spot even hotter at night than it was during the day.


Ettie lives in Laconia, New Hampshire these days, and doesn't go out very often because of health problems.   But she is the first to admit that she has had more than her share of good times.  If there is any sadness it is not for Ettie, but for those who never knew the Boston that she knew, the Boston of the nightclubs and dance halls, of young kids who were thrilled to be making eight bucks a week, and of Ettie and her gang, who were hip before the word was invented.






