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What Was the Question, Mark?-XI

Norrises: Music, Also Mussels

By Mark Walker
For almost 40 years Tony and Laura Norris
have nourished Fell’s Point with Bertha’s mussels,
housed community meetings upstairs there and,
since fairly early on, serenaded partakers with lively
music. Their tavern is a welcoming place, overlooking the Square from Broadway and Lancaster.
Indeed the classic building has six entrances and a
sally port, not all of them still open but those that
do seem always open.
The mussels are still saucy but the old place
is in transition. Son Andy is now manager and the
elder Norrises, a block away in their house on Ann
Street, also a classic, are fulfilling their passion
for music that brought them together. Laura has
70 students in for Mandolin for Kids lessons. She
plays mandolin and Tony guitar in the Baltimore
Mandolin Society Quartet. They will play on Friday,
Oct. 15, at 7PM at Kraushaar Auditorium in Towson,
part of the annual convention of the Classical
Mandolin Society of America. They also will be
two of the 130 instrumentalists in the Baltimore
Mandolin Orchestra’s free concert at 7:30PM the
next night.
Besides the music, there are the grandchildren.
Andy, living near Patterson Park, has a son. Daughter Kate, next to Bertha’s, has two boys and a girl.
“We had two birthdays for four-year-olds here last
week,” said tony host Tony.
Forty years ago, Tony, who studied classical
guitar at Peabody, and Laura were music instructors at George Washington University. She then
played violin. Living in D.C. was expensive so they
came to Baltimore. Their dream was to open a
business that provided a performance area for
chamber music--and where the like-minded could
enjoy a game of chess, backgammon, poetry readings. With the help of a partner they bought the
lonely Lone Star bar, then all neon and Formica
and now Bertha’s. They could only afford it because
the nearby area had recently been condemned
for the Interstate highway, which the community
famously fought off.
When the Norrises launched their establishment in 1972, it was nameless--until (Continued)

Laura and Tony are at home with their music and
antique Baltimore chairs.
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Viewed from the prow of the visiting Liberty Ship John S. Brown, the Preservation Society’s 45th Fun Festival got a chilly start on Oct. 1. The rain held off and a crowd came. Note the missing St. Stans steeple.

St. Stanislaus Loses Steeple -Hopes to Come Out on Top
Long vacant, ex-St. Stanislaus Church has
now lost its 1953 ersatz steeple--damaged by the
earthquake and winds of August. Redeveloper Larry
Silverstein took it on down and intends to erect a
sturdy replacement, replicating in appearance the
1880 original. The Archdiocese closed St. Stans in
2000, its originally Polish congregation long having
diminished. New housing is going up on most of the
St. Stans block and the church, with its historic status, is being refitted for offices. The original church
lost some grace in the 1953 remake, including
dormers midway up the roof. Silverstein said, “No
dormers will be replaced. They were connected to
some interior windows and all the structure has
been removed over the years.” He is to introduce
the plans soon to community groups and CHAP.

Schooner Race Quits
Fell’s Point for Canton
The Great Chesapeake Bay Schooner Race,
which has berthed here annually since 1988, is
leaving Broadway Pier for Canton, where the almost 40 arriving boats will be on view at Baltimore
Marine Center from noon to 4PM on Wednesday,
Oct.12. The traditional Parade of Sail around the
harbor is to begin at 5 and will still be visible from
Fell’s Point. On Thursday morning the schooners
head off to the Bay Bridge starting line for the
Portsmouth, site of the event’s organization. The
Fell’s Point Yacht Club has been the northern component of this tandem project from the outset.
Asked why the race was leaving Fell’s Point, in
the wake of its loss of the Moran Tugs to Canton,
Nan Nawrocki of GCBSR said: “Contributing factors
included the lack of concentrated docking space
and requirements limiting our ability to raft vessels
together. Baltimore Marine Center has generously
offered a haven that allows all of the schooners to
dock at one marina and activities to be centrally located and accessible. The community and business
leaders in Fell’s Point have continued to be a strong
supporter of the race. With your stalwart support
we know that we will continue with our mission
to teach young people to grow into respectful
stewards of our Chesapeake Bay.” Entry fees and
sponsorships from the 22 races have raised almost
$150,000 for youth programs of the Chesapeake
Bay Foundation, he added.

Happenings
Market Revival Celebrated
Six years after Dave Holmes
and Dan Winner announced their
Market Square project to revive S.
Broadway, the community and officials gathered Sept. 9 to celebrate
the first fruit--renovation of the
market’s now lighter, brighter south
shed. The mayor cut the ribbon
and called it “the most up-to-date
market in the city.” City Council
President Jack Young looked forward to rebuilding of the historic
north market. Councilman Jim Kraft
lauded the developers’ “coming to
neighborhood groups” with plans.
John Paterakis, president of H & S
Bakery and chair of the city markets
board, attended, as did its executive, Casper Jenks, who declared
the project “long overdue.”
Credits Help on Improvements
The Planning Department is
encouraging home owners to seek
City Tax Credits for Historic Rehabilitations and Restorations, a program that is popular in Canton and
Patterson Park but has attracted
few Fell’s Pointers lately. Started in
1996, the 10-year credit is granted
to offset assessment increases
resulting from the improvements. It
applies to interior or exterior work,
residential or commercial.
Planning says eight projects
have been approved in the ‘Point
this year through July 1, compared
to 109 completed since ‘96--with a
total investment put at almost $55
million. Applications for Canton and
Patterson Park this year total 59.
Citywide, 73 projects worth $12.4
million have been approved in the
first six months. Planning is at 417
E. Fayette St., 8th floor, 410.396.
PLAN, or plan@baltimorecity.gov.
On another front, Housing offers a free workshop on How to
Purchase a City Owned Vacant
Property, Wednesday, Oct. 19,
6PM at Bon Secours Foundation,
26 N. Fulton Ave. Registration
required: 410.396.4111 or v2v@
baltimorecity.gov.

Norrisses - Cont. from front
Tony discovered a magnificent stained-glass window, dedicated to the memory of Bertha E. Bartholomew, in a junk shop. The woman with the winsome
name remains unknown, except for her window
keeping watch on the bar.
About the same time other popular bars began
springing up. The writer of Bertha’s website (berthas.
com), friend and fellow preservationist Bob Eney,
a few college students bought the old Thames &
Dames bar at the foot of Broadway and renamed it,
Ledbetters. Al and Ann’s became the Horse You Came
In On. Fell’s Point drew the younger generation and
historic preservationists. But the Norris dream of a
house of music initially foundered when the Liquor
Board ruled out live entertainment in taverns.
Soon Tony, in what he calls “one of my wacky
moments,” coined the bumper sticker slogan, “Eat
Bertha’s Mussels.” Like the house draft bitter, it
caught on. Every year they distribute 20,000 stickers. Tony’s goal is to get one on every car in America.
They pop up from the South Pole to the Great Wall
of China. One of their T-shirts, with the same slogan,
led to a marriage between two Baltimoreans who
met in San Francisco and both loved Bertha’s. Tony
mentioned a song, too, “written by John Roberts,
an English folk singer we know. It is sung all over
the country by folk and sea music groups.” Early on,
the musical couple left their primary occupations
and concentrated exclusively on running Bertha’s.
In 1980 they purchased La Marina, which was two
doors up Broadway. Through a clever design, the
building connects to Bertha’s at the rear, wrapping
the other, unattainable property--which gives Bertha’s a horseshoe affect--and lots of doors.
Bertha’s sells a ton of mussels every week,
from Prince Edward Island. They’re currently using
cultured mussels. Unlike shrimp and fish that can be
dead but kept fresh on ice, mussels must be cooked
alive. They are still kept on ice, but the water needs
to drain because if it doesn’t the mussels drown.
Tony retains antiques like bar regulars. The
flotsam hangs on the walls and from the ceilings. So,
too, in the house on Ann St., which includes a framed
1786 arrest warrant for David Stoddard, who built
the Constellation and was accused of stealing timber
for it. Tony said he bought it 30 years ago for $135
from a collector. A portrait of Bobby Burns reminds
him of his Scottish forebears and George Washington, on a chimney “was inaugurated in the year this
house was built.” The Norrises open the house each
Mothers’ Day for the Preservation Society’s Historic
House Tour. They serve plates and often play.
Bertha’s for long was also home to proper high
tea. This was due to Laura Norris’s mother, from the
Shetland Islands. The Norrises are nudging Andy
to revive this tradition. While their own music has
gravitated to the residence--apt, too, for a chess
match or as refuge for out-of-work musicians. Jazz
pianist Billy Colucci [see Fell’s Pointer of May 2010]
has lived on the third floor for years.
Once the Liquor Board relented on live music,
the Norrises kept jazz alive in the bar. Washington’s
highly regarded guitarist Paul Wingo has played
Tuesday nights at 9:30 for 30 years. Jeff Reed’s trio is
stalwart on Thursday, blues on Friday and Saturday,
Irish alternate Saturdays and a hootenanny every other Sunday. Eney
urges bands to revive
“Streets of Baltimore.”
The bar has seen its
scenes, as when Paul
Graziano, the housing
.
commissioner, was arrested for unruly drunken behavior and unkind
remarks on gays. Shortly
after, a sign on the door
said, “No Housing ComLaura’s Mandolin for Kids. missioners.”

Mayor: Free Smoke Alarms
Mayor Stephanie Rawlings-Blake
recently announced an initiative
to distribute smoke alarms to city
residents free of charge. They can
request free alarms by calling 311
and firefighters will deliver them. A
federal grant supported the purchase
of 10,000 new smoke alarms with
lithium batteries, which last 10 years.
Registration required: 410.396.4111
orv2v@baltimore.gov.

For Sale: Fell’s Point Chairs
Fifteen or so 16- to 19-year-olds in Living Classrooms’ Fresh Start program are building and selling
lawn furniture, including a Fell’s Point Chair, in a
wood shop at the Foundation’s campus along the
Promenade at Caroline St. The red cedar chair, looking rather Adirondack, sells for $225 and is among
a dozen designs including tables and planters. The
shop also will do custom work. Another product:
cutting boards made from multicolored woods. An
outside project involves building benches for the
1-acre Pierce’s Flanigan Park under construction
in the Inner Harbor beside the bi-valve maritime
research center.
Site Coordinator Josh Tornabene explained
that Fresh Start started here three years ago, underwritten by a $1.6 million grant from the Labor
Department to run this program and another in
Washington. The participants in the 40-week program share profits from sales--the money goes into
what may be their first bank account--as they study
in class for their high school equivalency certification. Living Classrooms helps those completing
the course find jobs, claiming 100% placement,
and says it follows up on them for three years.
On a late summer’s day, Director Tornabene
gathered the work crew in a circle, ran through the
import of the tasks undertaken, and complimented
those who had been particularly productive. The
crew, mostly black and male but including one
Latino and one young woman, joined hands and
reaffirmed vows to pursue goals of productivity
and utility. The shop is open daily and reachable via
freshstart@livingclassrooms.org or 410.685.0295,
ext. 234.

“Godspell”: Pick Your Broadway
The Vagabond Theater at 806
S. Broadway offers a revival of the
1971 hit musical “Godspell” Oct. 14Nov. 13, music by Stephen Swartz.
Fridays and Saturdays at 8PM;
Sundays at 2. Tickets $20, $17
for seniors and students); Friday
students $15. Reserve www.vagabondplayers.org or 410.563.9135.
The theater notes that coincidentally, a revival of “Godspell” is also
opening on the other Broadway,
where tickets start at $125.

Schedules

Trash and Recycling
Current days for trash pickup
are Tuesdays and for recycling are
Thursdays. Residents are limited to
setting out three 32-gallon cans of
waste between 6PM on Mondays
and 6AM on Tuesdays.
Neighborhood Meetings
Douglass Place: Third Tuesday
of every other month at Bertha’s,
dlh411@gmail.com.
Fell’s Point Antique Dealers’ Association: Call 410.675.4776.
Fell’s Point Community Organization: Second Tuesdays at 606
South Ann St., 443.791.1717.
Fell’s Point Main Street: office, 1730
Bank St. 410.675.8900.
Fell’s Point Residents’ Association:
First Wednesdays, 7PM, Bertha’s.

thanks!

The Fell’s Pointer thanks its three
sustaining contributors for covering our printing bill: Henderson’s
Wharf, 1000 Fell St.410.522.7777;
One-Eyed Mike’sat 708 S. Bond St.
and Duda’s Tavern, Thames and
Bond Sts. We also thank volunteer
distributors. Recruits welcome via
e-mail below.
Design and layout are contributed by Tina Fleming of Warren
Communications, warrencommunications@comcast.net. We
welcome donations by readers but
more importantly submittals, questions or complaints.
		
Editor Lew Diuguid
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King Holder sits, with Deontre Smith, left, and Nick
Restrepo.

The Fell’s Pointer is published
monthly by volunteers of Fell’s
Point Citizens on Patrol, Inc.
Questions, input and participation
in patrols and this newsletter are
welcome. E-mail info@fpcop.com.
Online www.fpcop.com. Write P.O.
Box 6137, Baltimore, MD 21231.

