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INTRODUCTION
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Like all anthologies, this one is a compromise. My original idea was to limit it to the very best writing on jazz from whatever source and on whatever subject, from 1919 into the 1990s. But as I read more and more, I kept coming on pieces whose extraordinary interest or historical importance demanded that they be exhumed, even if their actual prose was less than brilliant. Nor did it seem sensible to include half a dozen pieces on one major artist and none on another, simply because the first attracted better writing; a principle of inclusivity began to take over. The same thing happened in regard to writers. As in any field, there are a few masters, and this entire volume could easily have been filled with their work. But I came to feel that in some informal way the book should reflect the history of jazz writing as well as the history of jazz.

Reading Jazz is divided into three parts. The first is autobiographical, and I’ve been surprised and delighted by the quality of expressiveness to be found in so many first-person narratives and interviews—probably a higher level of vitality than could be found, for instance, in a comparable selection of writing from the ballet or opera worlds. The reportage section reflects a broad diversity of attitudes and styles but tries always to provide third-person witness to a subject of real interest. And the criticism has been deliberately chosen to reflect the widest possible spectrum of thinking about jazz itself and its major figures.

I came to jazz late in my life, a disadvantage in some ways, since I had to start from scratch in my reading. On the other hand, I started with no preconceptions about writers or—perhaps more important—about the issues that have torn the jazz world apart for the last half-century or more and have left their mark on much of the writing to be found in this book. These include both the stylistic wars, beginning with the struggle between the “moldy figs” and the “boppers,” and the far more unyielding war over race—a war that seems always to be with us, though there has been a radical shift in tone from the relatively sunny narratives of early jazz to the polemical attitudes of so many of the later musicians and commentators. Equally noticeable is a change in the first-person narratives as they progress from the pre-war world of boozing and reefers to the post-war world of hard drugs which devastated the lives and careers of such artists as Charlie Parker, Billie Holiday, Art Pepper, Anita O’Day, and Hampton Hawes.

Another change that this book tries to reflect is that between the earlier criticism, which focuses on trying to place jazz as an art—what is jazz, what claims can be made for it as being “serious,” what is its relationship to classical music (not unlike the old photography vs. painting comparisons)—and a later criticism that is more centered on specific performers and gradually grows more historical and academic.

THE CONTENTS OF Reading Jazz come from many sources—autobiographies, essay collections, old issues of magazines, and previous anthologies, of which many valuable examples have been published, though none on this scale. The literature is enormous, and no one volume, even of these monstrous proportions, can do justice to it. My hope is that readers will be drawn to certain complete texts that could only be excerpted here, and will discover writers whom they can pursue in bookstores and libraries—that this book will serve, in fact, as an advertisement for an entire literature. Some of the material here is, of course, taken from books that remain in print. Other selections—like the extended narrative by Mary Lou Williams, Billie Holiday’s blindfold reactions to a bunch of current records, and the long interview with Milt Gabler about Commodore Records—are more or less unavailable elsewhere. And whereas some of our finest critics—men like Whitney Balliett, Gene Lees, and Gary Giddins—have published numerous collections of their work, the work of others, like Dan Morgenstern, is uncollected and unavailable unless one has old copies of the journals they wrote for or the albums for which they provided the liner notes.

My interest in jazz was stimulated and encouraged by Whitney Balliett when I worked with him at The New Yorker, and I thank him for that, as well as for the miraculous quality of his work. I’ve also worked with Nat Hentoff, though never on jazz projects, and his lifelong dedication to jazz has been a factor in my own education—not least through Hear Me Talkin’ to Ya, his first book (compiled with Nat Shapiro) and in my view the single most valuable book in the field. I’ve benefited, too, from the encouragement, knowledge, and friendship of Will Friedwald and Gary Giddins. But the book’s greatest debt is to two men who in their different ways continue to contribute the most to jazz writers and readers—Sheldon Meyer of Oxford University Press, who for decades has offered a responsible and dedicated publishing apparatus to serious jazz writers, and who has been extraordinarily kind to this tyro in his field, and Dan Morgenstern, whose work at the jazz archive at Rutgers University, together with his encyclopedic knowledge, his modesty, and his unfailing generosity, helps make possible books like this one. Also, of course, I must thank those people at Pantheon who have helped me—Erroll McDonald, my appreciative editor; the firm, patient, organized (and organizing) Altie Karper; Grace McVeigh, senior production editor, who has been generous with her time and talents; and especially Nara Nahm, who consistently has gone beyond her professional obligations to assist me with this project.
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JELLY ROLL MORTON
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Alan Lomax, who sought out and chronicled so many early jazz and blues musicians, induced Jelly Roll Morton to both play and speak at length for a famous series of Library of Congress recordings and for the book Mister Jelly Roll (1950). Morton’s claims about his role in jazz history may be exaggerated, but his testimony about the early days is fascinating and persuasive.



The first night after my great-grandmother told me to go, I attended the Grand Theatre and saw a play in which they sang a very sweet song, entitled “Give Me Back My Dead Daughter’s Child.” I thought about how my mother had died and left me a motherless child out in this wide world to mourn, and I began to cry. Fact of the business, I was just fifteen and so dumb I didn’t even know how to rent a room. So I walked the streets till morning and then caught a train for Biloxi, where my godmother had her country place in the summer. I knew she would take me in, no matter what happened.

While there in Biloxi I began hanging out with older boys and thinking of myself as quite a man, which I was still just a kid. These guys told me that you could be a real man if you could take a half pint of whiskey, throw it to your mouth, and drink the whole thing down without stopping. Well, I tried that and it knocked me completely out. I lay under the bed at my godmother’s house for three whole days before they found me. That finished whiskey and me for that time.

Well, I played in various little places in Biloxi, but I never made the money I had in New Orleans. I worked at The Flat Top until one night the owner was hit in the head with a pool ball, which has made him crazy till this day. Then I moved on to a job in Meridian, Mississippi. Mississippi was always my bad-luck state. I came down with typhoid fever and returned to Biloxi on a stretcher. My godmother fed me for three weeks on a diet of whiskey and milk, which almost ended me with liquor entirely. (I never took another drink, except occasionally … Lord, this whiskey is just lovely!)

My next job was playing for a white sporting-house woman named Mattie Bailey. Nobody but white came there, and, as it was a dangerous place, I always carried a .38 Special. Mattie Bailey would keep me behind to close up the place for her, and, because I was always the last man out, talk began to get around that something was going on between the two of us. By her being a white woman, they didn’t approve of my being intimate with her, as they thought. One day she told me they were talking about lynching me and right then I decided it was time for me to roll on back to my good old hometown, New Orleans.

So in the year of 1902 when I was about seventeen years old I happened to invade one of the sections where the birth of jazz originated from. Some friends took me to The Frenchman’s on the corner of Villery and Bienville, which was at that time the most famous nightspot after everything was closed. It was only a back room, but it was where all the greatest pianists frequented after they got off from work in the sporting-houses. About 4 A.M., unless plenty of money was involved on their jobs, they would go to The Frenchman’s and there would be everything in the line of hilarity there.

All the girls that could get out of their houses was there. The millionaires would come to listen to their favorite pianists. There weren’t any discrimination of any kind. They all sat at different tables or anywhere they felt like sitting. They all mingled together just as they wished to and everyone was just like one big happy family. People came from all over the country and most times you couldn’t get in. So this place would go on at a tremendous rate of speed—plenty money, drinks of all kinds—from four o’clock in the morning until maybe twelve, one, two, or three o’clock in the daytime. Then, when the great pianists used to leave, the crowds would leave.

New Orleans was the stomping grounds for all the greatest pianists in the country. We had Spanish, we had colored, we had white, we had Frenchmens, we had Americans, we had them from all parts of the world because there were more jobs for pianists than any other ten places in the world. The sporting-houses needed professors, and we had so many different styles that whenever you came to New Orleans, it wouldn’t make any difference that you just came from Paris or any part of England, Europe, or any place—whatever your tunes were over there, we played them in New Orleans.

I might mention some of our pianists … Sammy Davis, one of the greatest manipulators of the keyboard I guess I have ever seen in the history of the world.… Alfred Wilson and Albert Cahill, they were both great pianists and both of them were colored. Poor Alfred Wilson, the girls taken to him and showed him a point where he didn’t have to work. He finally came to be a dope fiend and smoked so much dope till he died. Albert Cahill didn’t smoke dope, but he ruined his eyes staying up all night, gambling. Albert was known as the greatest show player that ever was in existence as I can remember. Then there was Kid Ross, a white boy and one of the outstanding hot players of the country.

All these men were hard to beat, but when Tony Jackson walked in, any one of them would get up from the piano stool. If he didn’t, somebody was liable to say, “Get up from that piano. You hurting its feelings. Let Tony play.” Tony was real dark and not a bit good-looking, but he had a beautiful disposition. He was the outstanding favorite of New Orleans, and I have never known any pianists to come from any section of the world that could leave New Orleans victorious.

Tony was considered among all who knew him the greatest single-handed entertainer in the world. His memory seemed like something nobody’s ever heard of in the music world. He was known as the man of a thousand songs. There was no tune that come up from any opera or any show of any kind or anything that was wrote on paper that Tony couldn’t play. He had such a beautiful voice and a marvelous range. His voice on an opera tune was exactly as an opera singer. His range on a blues would be just exactly like a blues singer. Tony had a blues that was a favorite with him …


Yes, Michigan water caste like sherry,

I mean sherry, crazy about my sherry,

Michigan water tastes like sherry wine,

But Mississippi water tastes like turpentine.

“Mama, mama, look at sis,

She’s out on the levee doing the double twis’.”

“Come in here, you dirty little sow,

You tryin’ to be a bad girl and you don’t know how …”



Tony happened to be one of those gentlemens that a lot of people call them lady or sissy—I suppose he was either a ferry or a steamboat, one or the other, probably you would say a ferry because that’s what you pay a nickel for—and that was the cause of him going to Chicago about 1906. He liked the freedom there.

Tony was instrumental in my going to Chicago the first time, very much to my regret because there was more money at home. Anyhow he was the outstanding favorite in Chicago until I finally stayed for a battle of music that came up and I won the contest over Tony. That threw me first in line, but, even though I was the winner, I never thought the prize was given to the right party; I thought Tony should have the emblem. We were very, very good friends and whenever he spotted me coming in the door, he would sing a song he knew I liked—“Pretty Baby,” one of Tony’s great tunes that he wrote in 1913 or 1914 and was a million-dollar hit in less man a year …


You can talk about your jelly roll,

But none of them compare with pretty baby,

With pretty baby of mine.



Tony was the favorite of all who knew him, but the poor fellow drank himself to death. Well, I’m getting way ahead of my story.

When I first got back to New Orleans from Biloxi, I had a run of bad luck. I felt sick and bad. Something seemed to be wrong with my hands. When jobs came up in the district, they didn’t come my way. One afternoon I was sitting around 25’s and wondering if my grandmother hadn’t been right after all, when old man Sona walked up to me.

“Son, you are sick.”

“That’s right, Papa Sona, somebody must have put something on me.” I was just kidding when I said that, of course.

“Don’t you worry, son, Papa Sona gonna cure you.”

I didn’t know how he could tell I was sick. I had seen him one time before when I was a kid. That day I walked in on a ceremony in a neighbor’s house. Papa Sona was dancing barefoot on a blanket, mumbling some type of spell. Afterwards they had a feast of jambalaya rice with some kind of peculiar odor to it and they gave us kids poppy seed to put in our mouths. The seed was supposed to make you highly successful—you could swing people your way.

These operators like Papa Sona did some kind of workmanship with frog legs and boa-constrictor tongues to make somebody fall in love with you, but you don’t know how this is done. That’s all I knew about Sona, that he operated in this underground stuff I didn’t half believe in. He told me, “Come along, son. I’m going to give you three baths and you will be well by the last bath.”

He took me to his house. He stripped me and put me in a tub with some kind of grass in it. Then he rubbed me with this grass and mumbled and shook so much it made me very, very nervous, I’m telling you. For three Fridays he gave me this bath and then he told me, “Son, I’m gonna get you a job now so you can pay me. Take me to the house where you want to work, only don’t say anything when we get there. Just touch me. In three days you will have that job.”

I took Papa Sona past Hilma Burt’s house, which was one of the highest class mansions in the district, and did as he had requested. Three days later at two o’clock in the afternoon I was sitting around 25’s and a maid from Miss Burt’s house walked in and said their regular piano player was sick. “Would I like to make a few dollars?”

Of course, I accepted and you never saw such a well man as I was that night when I sat down at the grand piano in Hilma Burt’s mansion. Right away Miss Burt liked my style of music and she told me, “If you think you can come steady, I will be glad to have you.”

In a week I had plenty money, but I never thought of paying Papa Sona for what he did, because I never really believed he had helped me. I should have realized that he used some very powerful ingredients. I should have been more appreciative, for I have lived to regret this ungrateful action.

Hilma Burt’s was on the corner of Customhouse and Basin Street, next door to Tom Anderson’s Saloon—Tom Anderson was the king of the district and ran the Louisiana legislature, and Hilma Burt was supposed to be his old lady. Hers was no doubt one of the best-paying places in the city and I thought I had a very bad night when I made under a hundred dollars. Very often a man would come into the house and hand you a twenty- or forty- or a fifty-dollar note, just like a match. Beer sold for a dollar a bottle. Wine from five to ten, depending on the kind you bought. Wine flowed much more than water—the kind of wine I’m speaking about I don’t mean sauterne or nothing like that, I mean champagne, such as Cliquot and Mumm’s Extra Dry. And right there was where I got my new name—Wining Boy.*

When the place was closing down, it was my habit to pour these partly finished bottles of wine together and make up a new bottle from the mixture. That fine drink gave me a name and from that I made a tune that was very, very popular in those days …


I’m a wining boy, don’t deny my name,

I’m a wining boy, don’t deny my name,

I’m a wining boy, don’t deny my name,

Pick it up and shake it like Stavin Chain,

I’m a wining boy, don’t deny my doggone name …

Every month, the changing of the moon,

Every month, the changing of the moon,

I say, every month, changing of the moon,

The blood comes rushing from the bitch’s womb,

I’m a wining boy, don’t deny my name …




*Wining (pronounced with a long ī) is the term Jelly preferred to winding, for reasons that Johnny St. Cyr makes quite clear. In fact Johnny was more than a shade embarrassed when asked what the nickname meant, since winding also means routing the hips in dancing or in sexual intercourse. He said, “… Winding Boy is a bit on the vulgar side. Let’s see—how could I put it—means a fellow that makes good jazz with the women. See, Jelly lived a pretty fast life. In fact, most of those fellows round the district did. They were all halfway pimps anyway … Jelly’s Winding Boy tune was mighty popular in the early days.”




SIDNEY BECHET
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Like Mister Jelly Roll, Sidney Bechet’s Treat It Gentle (1960) may not be compulsively accurate, but it represents the voice and spirit of its author and subject, one of the most glorious instrumentalists in jazz. (See this page, where Duke Ellington calls him “the very epitome of jazz” and this page for Ernst-Alexandre Ansermet’s famous essay of 1919 singling him out as a supreme soloist.)



People have got an idea that the music started in whorehouses. Well, there was a district there, you know, and the houses in it, they’d all have someone playing a guitar or a mandolin, or a piano … someone singing maybe; but they didn’t have orchestras, and the musicianers never played regular there. There was Tom Anderson; he had one of those cabaret-like places—saloons. He had practically everything there, card-rooms, bar, a hop-room—and he had music. Sometimes you’d hear accordion, guitar, mandolin, sometimes bass, maybe a violin; other times you’d hear someone singing there. It wasn’t a whorehouse but you’d hear whorehouse music there. Lulu White, she wanted orchestras; sometimes she’d hire one, but it still wasn’t a steady thing. The musicianers would go to those houses just whenever they didn’t have a regular engagement or some gig they was playing, when there was no party or picnic or ball to play at. But in those days there was always some party going, some fish fry, and there was always some picnic around the lakes—Milneburg or Spanish Fort Lake.

All that what’s been written about you got to play your instrument in a whorehouse, it’s all wrong. Just going there for work sometimes, or to one of those cabarets over by Franklin Street when there was nothing else doing, that was all there was. I could pass one of those houses and hear a band and the next night I could pass by again and I wouldn’t hear that same band, it wouldn’t be there. So how can you say Jazz started in whorehouses when the musicianers didn’t have no real need for them? It’s just like a man, you know: he doesn’t go to a whorehouse unless there’s just nothing else for him. He’s just letting something bad out, some feeling he isn’t wanted somewhere. This Jazz was just like a man. No, it wasn’t red-light districts were making ragtime. Musicianers weren’t going there to make it. The only thing that was holding them back from playing it for everyone was the same thing that was always holding it back. A lot of those houses, sure, they wanted to hear it, they wanted the musicianers.

But Jazz didn’t come from a peephole in one of them. You know, you take a woman. Say she’s got a light dress on; maybe it’s summer—if you look through her dress and see she’s a woman, it’s not her fault; it’s not her fault you’re looking to see how she is. And if she moves, and you watch her, all the time thinking about having her, that isn’t her fault either. That’s your mind putting something else on something very natural; that’s a fact and shouldn’t be made out of shape. And that’s Jazz too. If people want to take a melody and think what it’s saying is trash, that ain’t the fault of the melody. Sure, there’s pieces like “Easy Rider” or “Jockey Blues” that have got lyrics you’d call “dirty.” Lots of them, they’re exhibition-like, they’re for show—a novelty to attract attention. But it’s not those lyrics or those blues that really enter into your heart. The ones that really do that, they’re about sad things—about loving someone and it turns out bad, or wanting and not knowing what you’re wanting. Something sincere, like loving a woman, there’s nothing dirty in that.

That’s the kind of man he was, my father, back in his young-man days. And about then he took to spending a lot of time along the river. That was the time these riverboats was steaming up and down the river, making a real big splash when they came in to a landing. It was a gay time, the kind of time my father just naturally loved.

These boats used to have contests for music. One boat would line up alongside another and they’d play at each other, not too serious … sort of to amuse the people who was paying to ride on the boats. White musicianers they were at that time. There wasn’t anything but white musicianers on the boats then, but they’d go along the Mississippi, and they’d hear the singing of the Negroes by the river, and some of it reached them. They’d be the songs of the Negroes working, or maybe just going about their business, maybe just resting … there’d be all that kind of music like it was some part of the Mississippi itself, something the river wanted to say. And it had an effect, you know; it just naturally had to have an effect on whoever heard it.

There’s been so much that’s been written and sung about the Mississippi, all romantic and wonderful somehow. But there’s a lot of misery there too, a lot of the bad times and the hurt that’s been living there beside the river. And the Negroes by the river, working, singing around, they had to have something to wash away their troubles: they’d let the Mississippi carry some of it for them.

That music was so strong, there was such a want for it that there was no moving away from it. The people on the boats couldn’t help listening. Some of them, maybe, they were not showing their liking, not all of them. There were some even who didn’t want to hear it at all. But it was one of those things that kind of comes in and robs you; it takes something in you without your even knowing it. And that’s the way it was. Pretty soon the people wanted to hear more of it; they wanted to know more about it.

My father, when he wasn’t working at his trade or down at the steamboat landing, spent all his time among the Negro musicianers. By that time he’d gotten himself so well known and so liked down at the steamboat landing that the manager of one of those boats had come to depend on him. My father took care of all kinds of arrangements for him. But all the time he could, he was off listening to what the musicianers were doing to those old traditional songs, how they were making a new spirit from them. My father often found jobs for some of those musicianers. Many a time he’d start things going, getting up a dance or a contest. And because he worked down on the river too, and the manager was so fond of him, he got up an idea to put colored musicianers on this one boat … put them on and really let them stir things up, let the music show a lot of things what had been happening to it since Emancipation, bring some of the good times to move along the river with the boats.

That’s how he got up a band one day, and that was the first colored band that had been put on a boat. That boat, it got started on its excursion and all the people were waiting to have their big time and expecting to hear the old band, when all of a sudden they heard this new music. They’d never heard anything like it … at first they didn’t know what to make of it. It was something they’d heard about all right, and it was supposed to be bad. Jass, that wasn’t a pretty word. There was lots of other names for it too, and at first some of those people got mad and demanded their money back—they hadn’t paid to come and hear that; it was bad enough when they’d had to listen to some of it, something like it, coming in from across the river. But after a while, you know, everyone, they couldn’t help themselves—they were liking it and they were feeling good. The music was coming out to meet them and it got a welcome. Pretty soon they were having a time there. The tunes they were playing … “Salty Dog,” that would be one … just playing on out, coaxing and bragging some, but all natural too, all so warm.

Then another boat came alongside this one. It had heard all the goings on. That other boat, it had white musicianers and the people on her were leaning over trying to hear the new music, and the musicianers were mad. A whole lot of people were feeling mad about it … a lot of business was going to be taken away. Negroes, playing on a boat, it wasn’t right; mixing that way, it could lead to a lot of trouble. And those people who had been enjoying the music, letting themselves feel friendly to it, all of a sudden they felt they ought to get ashamed. It was just like when you were a kid and you’d been out all day—maybe you were supposed to have been at school, and you came in and your mother was there wanting to know where you’d been. Well, you’d been fishing and you hadn’t ought to have been. You just can’t come right out and say what you’ve been doing, so you pull out a string of fish and then you say “I’ve been fishing.” Well, those people, they couldn’t even feel they could bring out a string of fish. They just felt guilty and they didn’t want to hear any more. What was happening was making them feel kind of ashamed, so all they could do was get mad.

But those colored musicianers kept on playing, and pretty soon the people on the boat, even the white musicianers themselves, began to go with the music. They couldn’t stay mad. The music, it wasn’t mad, it hadn’t got any threat to it; there was just simple things in it, a lot of moods, a lot of feelings people had inside themselves. And so the white band, it played too, and the people, they gave in and pretty soon there was all kinds of dancing and hell raising, everybody having a whole lot of fun, answering to all that rhythm there, feeling all that melody carry them along.

That’s how my father wanted it. He just filled his house with music, and when it wasn’t being played at home he’d be off somewhere else where it was being played. Like I said, he wasn’t a musicianer, but he really had a feeling for it. He lived right on, too, and died in 1923. I was just hitting New York, coming back from Europe, when it happened. There I was then, a musicianer traveling all over. And there he was dead and I was taking the train back to New Orleans. A long way. A long way home. But that was what he wanted for me, what he’d always wanted for me.

EVERYONE IN OUR house liked music. When they heard it played right, they answered to it from way down inside themselves. If my brothers weren’t around the house playing, they was out playing somewhere else. My father, my mother, and me too—we was all the same about music. Even when I was just a little kid I was always running out to where the music was going on, chasing after the parades. Sometimes I’d get into the second line of the parade and just go along.

The second line of the parade, that was a thing you don’t see any more. There used to be big parades all over New Orleans—a band playing, people dancing and strutting and shouting, waving their hands, kids following along waving flags. One of those parades would start down the street, and all kinds of people when they saw it pass would forget all about what they was doing and just take off after it, just joining in the fun. You know how it is—a parade, it just makes you stop anything you’re doing; you stop working, eating, any damn’ thing, and you run on out, and if you can’t get in it you just get as close as you can.

In those days people just made up parades for the pleasure. They’d all get together and everyone would put some money into it, maybe a dollar, and they’d make plans for stopping off at one place for one thing, and at some other place for something else—drinks or cake or some food. They’d have maybe six places they was scheduled to go to.

And those that didn’t have money, they couldn’t get in the parade. But they enjoyed it just as much as those that were doing it—more, some of them. And those people, they were called “second liners.” They had to make their own parade with broomsticks, kerchiefs, tin pans, any old damn’ thing. And they’d take off shouting, singing, following along the sidewalk, going off on side streets when they was told they had no business being on the sidewalks or along the curbs like that, or maybe when the police would try to break them up. Then they’d go off one way and join the parade away up and start all over again. They’d be having their own damn’ parade, taking what was going on in the street and doing something different with it, tearing it up kind of, having their fun. They’d be the second line of the parade.

When I was just a kid I used to get in on a lot of those second lines, singing, dancing, hollering—oh, it just couldn’t be stopped! But sometimes you had to watch out: the police, sometimes they did nothing but smile, other times they just weren’t taking anything for pleasure.

The police would come by sometimes and, like I say, some of them didn’t do nothing to stop what was going on, but others used to beat up the people and break them up and get them moving away from there. You’d just never know which it would be with those police. But somehow they never did touch the musicianers; I never did see that happen.

Once, I remember, Buddy Bolden was out there singing and playing. He was singing a song of his that got to be real famous, “I Thought I Heard Buddy Bolden Say.” The words to that, they wasn’t considered too nice. A lot of mothers would hear their kids singing when they came home:


I thought I heard Buddy Bolden say,

“Funky Butt, Funky Butt, take it away.…”



And if the kids were scratched up at all or hurt some, the mothers they’d know right away where their kids had been, because as often as not someone did get scratched up when they hung around listening to these contests or to the advertising the bands did for some dance hall or something. This time I remember, I was down there around Canal Street somewheres—I was awful little then—and a policeman come along and he looked at my head and he looked at my ass, and he smacked me good with that stick he was carrying. I ran home then and I was really hurting some, I couldn’t even sit down for dinner that night; and my mother, she took one look at me and she knew right away where I’d been.

Then there were the funerals. There used to be a lot of clubs in New Orleans, social clubs. They used to meet regular. They had nights for ladies; they played cards, they had concerts—a piano player or two or three musicians; it all depended what night in the week it was. Sometimes they used to have very serious meetings, and talk about how to do something good for members and the club and different things. When a member died, naturally all the members would meet at the club. They would have a brass band, the Onward Brass Band or Allen’s Brass Band, and they would go from the club to the house of the member which was dead, and would play not dance music but mortuary music until they got to be about a block from the residence of the dead person. Then the big drum would just give tempo as they approached. The members would all go in to see the corpse, and then they would take him out to the cemetery with funeral marches. And they’d bury him, and as soon as he was buried they would leave the cemetery with that piece “Didn’t He Ramble.” That was a lovely piece and it’s really the story about a bull. This bull, all through his life he rambled and rambled until the butcher cut him down. Well, that really meant that this member he rambled till the Lord cut him down; and that was the end of that.

Sometimes we’d have what they called in those days “bucking contests”; that was long before they talked about “cutting contests.” One band, it would come right up in front of the other and play at it, and the first band it would play right back, until finally one band just had to give in. And the one that didn’t give in, all the people, they’d rush up to it and give it drinks and food and holler for more, wanting more, not having enough. There just couldn’t be enough for those people back there. And that band was best that played the best together. No matter what kind of music it was, if the band could keep it together, that made it the best. That band, it would know its numbers and know its foundation and it would know itself. And those bands, they could play anything that was wanted—waltzes, shorties, marches, anything. Well, the people listening to them, they’d follow wherever they marched along playing, and finally they’d just win out. It was always the public who decided. You was always being judged. It would make you tremble when one of those bands, it came into sight. Say you was somebody standing there, a spectator—you’d be hearing two bands maybe advertising for different theaters or a dance or just being out there. One of them it would come up in front of the other and face it, and you’d hear both of them. There’d be the two. And then you’d start noticing onliest the one. Somehow you’d just hear it better. Maybe it was clearer, maybe it was just giving you a lot more feeling. That band, it would be so gay and fine—the men in it, there was nothing they was depending on but themselves. They didn’t have to play after some arrangement. Almost it was like they was playing ahead of themselves. And so they’d have more confidence and there would be a richness to what they were doing. And so you’d want to hear it closer and you’d get up nearer. And then, it seemed it was all you was hearing. It was the only one that came through. And the other band, it would get away farther and farther until finally you just didn’t hear it at all.

There was another kind of bucking contest too. There’d be those parades of different clubs and often times it would happen that two or three clubs, they would be parading the same day and they’d have engaged these different brass bands. Allen’s Brass Band, it was one that was very well known. The Onward, that used to be another. The Excelsior, that was one. And those bands, the men in them, waiting for that parade to start, they’d all have that excited feeling, knowing they could play good, that they was going to please the people who would be about there that day. They had no fears. But the musicianers from other bands, bands that had just been gotten up for that day—they were just a bunch of men who was going to play, and that was a difference; they wouldn’t have that sure feeling inside. Bands like the ones I named, they were organized and they had the preference at these club parades.

And those clubs, maybe the Lions Club or the Odd Fellows or the Swells or the Magnolias, the men who were their members, they’d all have their full dress suits on with sashes that would go down to their knees, and they’d have this Grand Marshal who was the leader of the club. He’d have the longest sash. He’d have a sash that would go right down to his shoe tops and it would have gold bangles on it. And on his shoulder, he’d have an emblem, maybe a gold lion. That was his badge. But most of all, the way you could tell the Marshal, it was from how he walked. The Marshal, he’d be a man that really could strut.

It was really a question of that: the best strutter in the club, he’d be the Grand Marshal. He’d be a man who could prance when he walked, a man that could really fool and surprise you. He’d keep time to the music, but all along he’d keep a strutting and moving so you’d never know what he was going to be doing next. Naturally, the music, it makes you strut, but it’s him too, the way he’s strutting, it gets you. It’s what you want from a parade: you want to see it as well as hear it. And all those fancy steps he’d have—oh, that was really something!—ways he’d have of turning around himself. People, they got a whole lot of pleasure out of just watching him, hearing the music and seeing him strut and other members of the club coming behind him, strutting and marching, some riding on horses but getting down to march a while, gallivanting there in real style. It would have your eyes just the same as your ears for waiting.

And people everywhere, they’d be coming from every direction. They’d just appear. It was like Congo Square again, only modern, different. The times, they had changed. But the happiness, the excitement—that was the same thing all the time.

And so these parades march along. You’d be in the band for this one club, say, you’d be stationed to be somewhere at a certain time, and another band it would be stationed at some other place, maybe somewhere almost on the other side of town. And the time would come you’d have fixed to start both, and you’d move off and start by going to some member of the club’s house, stopping off there for a drink or a talk or to eat and have a little fun, and then go on again. The other band, it would be doing the same. Both of you would be moving to the meeting place. And the people, they’d be up by Claiborne Avenue and St. Philip. They know you’d be coming there. You had to pass some time. It was a parade and you’d be going to where the people were because naturally if you have a parade you were going out to be seen. And you timed it to reach there the same time as another band. And that’s where the hell starts, because if two bands meet, there’s got to be this bucking contest.

The way it was fixed, one of the bands, it would stop, face around, and then go up close to the other, go right through it, one band going uptown and the other downtown.

The Grand Marshal, he’d be leading the club and when he got to some corner or some turn, he’d have a way of tricking his knee, of turning all around, prancing—he’d fool you. You wouldn’t be knowing if he was going left or right. Oftentimes, the second lines running along after the parade, they’d go complete right after he’d turned left. And that was a big part of it—him stepping and twisting and having you guessing all along. The way he could move, that was doing something for you. He led it.

And people they’d be singing along, dancing, drinking, toasting. That Marshal, he’d lead his club’s band up to the other one, and the leader, he’d go through with him. Manuel Perez, for example, he had his Onward Band—other bands, they’d tremble to face him. A brass band, it was twenty pieces, you know. And the leader, he’d take his band right in amongst the other, and he’d stop. You’d be standing there on Claiborne Avenue and the bands, they’d come closer to each other, keep coming closer, and you’d be hearing the two of them, first one in a way, then the next. And then they’d get closer and you couldn’t make them out any more. And then they’d be right in together, one line between another, and then it was just noise, just everything all at once. They’d be forty instruments all bucking at one another. And then you’d have to catch your breath: they’d be separating themselves.

Then came the beauty of it. That was the part that really took something right out of you. You’d hear mostly one band, so clear, so good, making you happier, sadder, whatever way it wanted you to feel. It would come out of the bucking and it would still be playing all together. None of the musicianers would be confused, none of them would have mixed up the music, they would all be in time.

And that other band, getting scared, knowing it couldn’t go on further, it was finished. It couldn’t be trying any harder, it was there still doing its best, but hearing the other band, say some good band like the Onward—it had thrown them off. It wasn’t a band any more. It was just some excited musicianers. It would have three or six different tempos going. The men, they didn’t know their music and they didn’t know their feeling and they couldn’t hear the next man. Every man, he’d be thrown back on his own trying to find whatever number it was they had started out to play. But that number, it wasn’t there any more. There was nothing to be recognized.

And the people, they just let that band be. They didn’t care to hear it. They’d all be gone after the other band, crowding around it, cheering the musicianer’s, waiting to give them drinks and food. All of them feeling good about the music, how that band it kept the music together.

And being able to play in that kind of band, it was more than a learning kind of thing. You know, when you learn something, you can go just as far. When you’ve finished that, there’s not much else you can do unless you know how to get hold of something inside you that isn’t learned. It has to be there inside you without any need of learning. The band that played what it knew, it didn’t have enough. In the end it would get confused; it was finished. And the people, they could tell.

But how it was they could tell—that was the music too. It was what they had of the music inside themselves. There wasn’t any personality attraction thing to it. The music, it was the onliest thing that counted. The music, it was having a time for itself. It was moving. It was being free and natural.


LOUIS ARMSTRONG
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In Satchmo (1954), one of his several autobiographies, Louis Armstrong describes the fateful moment in 1922 when he left New Orleans to join his idol. King Oliver, in Chicago.



Joe Oliver had left New Orleans in 1918, and was now up in Chicago doing real swell. He kept sending me letters and telegrams telling me to come up to Chicago and play second cornet for him. That, I knew, would be real heaven for me.

I had made up my mind that I would not leave New Orleans unless the King sent for me. I would not risk leaving for anyone else. I had seen too many of my little pals leave home and come back in bad shape. Often their parents had to send them the money to come back with. I had had such a wonderful three years on the excursion boats on the Mississippi that I did not dare cut out for some unknown character who might leave me stranded or get me into other trouble. Fate Marable and the Streckfus brothers had made it impossible for me to risk spoiling everything by running off on a wild goose chase.

After I had made all my arrangements I definitely accepted Joe’s offer. The day I was leaving for Chicago I played at a funeral over in Algiers, on August 8, 1922. The funeral was for the father of Eddie Vincent, a very good trombone player. When the body was brought out of the house to go to the cemetery the hymn we played was “Free as a Bird,” and we played it so beautifully that we brought tears to everybody’s eyes.

The boys in the Tuxedo Brass Band and Celestin’s band did their best to talk me out of going up to Chicago. They said that Joe Oliver was scabbing and that he was on the musicians’ union’s unfair list. I told them how fond I was of Joe and what confidence I had in him. I did not care what he and his band were doing. He had sent for me, and that was all that mattered. At that time I did not know very much about union tactics because we did not have a union in New Orleans, so the stuff about the unfair list was all Greek to me.

When the funeral was over I rushed home, threw my few glad rags together and hurried over to the Illinois Central Station to catch the 7 P.M. train for the Windy City. The whole band came to the station to see me off and wish me luck. In a way they were all glad to see me get a chance to go out in the world and make good, but they did not care so much about having me play second cornet to Joe Oliver. They thought I was good enough to go on my own, but I felt it was a great break for me even to sit beside a man like Joe Oliver with all his prestige.

It seemed like all of New Orleans had gathered at the train to give me a little luck. Even the old sisters of my neighborhood who had practically raised me when I was a youngster were there. When they kissed me goodbye they had handkerchiefs at their eyes to wipe away the tears.

When the train pulled in all the Pullman porters and waiters recognized me because they had seen me playing on the tailgate wagons to advertise dances, or “balls” as we used to call them. They all hollered at me saying, “Where are you goin’, Dipper?”

“You’re a lucky black sommitch,” one guy said, “to be going up North to play with ol’ Cocky.”

This was a reference to the cataract on one of Joe’s eyes. The mean guys used to kid him about his bad eye, and he would get fighting mad. But what was the use? If he had messed around fighting with those guys he would have ended up by losing his good eye.

When the conductor hollered all aboard I told those waiters: “Yeah man, I’m going up to Chicago to play with my idol, Papa Joe!”

When I got on the train I found an empty seat next to a lady and her three children, and she was really sticking. What I mean by “sticking” is that she had a big basket of good old southern fried chicken which she had fixed for the trip. She had enough to last her and her kids not only to Chicago, but clear out to California if she wanted to go that far.

I hit the fish sandwich Mayann had prepared for me, but at the same time I was trying my darnedest to think of something to say that would make that lady offer me some of that good and pretty fried chicken. There was no place for colored people to eat on the trains in those days, especially down in Galilee (the South). Colored persons going North crammed their baskets full of everything but the kitchen stove.

Luckily the lady recognized me. She told me she knew Mayann and that she was going to Chicago too. We were both wondering about the big city, and we soon became very good friends. I lived and ate like a king during the whole trip.

Finally, when the conductor came through the train hollering “Chicago next stop” at the top of his voice, a funny feeling started running up and down my spine. The first thing I thought was: “I wonder if Papa Joe will be at the station waiting for me?” He expected me to come on the early morning train, but I had missed that because I had played at the funeral so as to have a little extra change when I hit Chicago.

I was all eyes looking out of the window when the train pulled into the station. Anybody watching me closely could have easily seen that I was a country boy. I certainly hoped Joe Oliver would be at the station. I was not particular about anyone else being there. All I wanted was to see Joe’s face and everything would be rosy.

When the conductor hollered “All out for Chicago. Last stop” it looked like everybody rose from their seats at the same time. There was no sign of Joe on the platform, and when I climbed the long flight of stairs to the waiting room I still did not see any sign of him.

I had a million thoughts as I looked at all those people waiting for taxi cabs. It was eleven-thirty at night. All the colored people, including the lady with the chicken, who had come up from New Orleans, were getting into their cabs or relatives’ cars. As they left they said good-bye and wished me good luck on my stay in Chicago. As I waved good-bye I thought to myself: “Huh. I don’t think I am going to like this old town.”

Suddenly I found myself standing all alone. And the longer I stood the more restless I got. I must have stood there about half an hour when a policeman came up to me. He had been watching me for a long time and he could see that I was a stranger in town and that I was looking worriedly for someone.

“Are you looking for someone?” he asked.

“Yes sir.”

“Can I help you?”

“I came in from New Orleans, Louisiana,” I said. “I am a cornet player, and I came up here to join Joe Oliver’s Jazz Band.”

He gave me a very pleasant smile.

“Oh,” he said. “You are the young man who’s to join King Oliver’s band at the Lincoln Gardens.”

“Yes sir,” I said.

Then it struck me that he had just said King Oliver. In New Orleans it was just plain Joe Oliver.

I was so anxious to see him that that name was good enough for me. When I told the cop that King Oliver was supposed to meet me here he said:

“King Oliver was down here waiting for you to arrive on an earlier train, but you did not show up. He had to go to work, but he left word for us to look out for you if you came in on this train.”

Then he waved to a taxi and told the driver: “Take this kid out to the place where King Oliver is playing.” The driver put my bags into the cab and away we went toward the South Side.

As I opened the door to go into the Lincoln Gardens I could hear Joe’s band swinging out on one of those good old Dixieland tunes. Believe me, I was really thrilled by the way they were playing. It was worth the price of my trip. But I was a little shaky about going inside. For a moment I wondered if I should. Then, too, I started wondering if I could hold my own with such a fine band. But I went in anyway, and the further in I got, the hotter the band got.

The Lincoln Gardens was located at Thirty-first and Cottage Grove Avenues. It had a beautiful front with a canopy that ran from the doorway to the street. The lobby seemed to be a block long, so long that I thought I was never going to reach the bandstand. The place was jammed with people and Joe and the boys did not see me until I was almost on the bandstand.

Then all hell seemed to break loose. All those guys jumped up at the same time saying: “Here he is! Here he is!” Joe Oliver took his left foot off the cuspidor on which he usually kept it when he was playing his cornet. He had a private cuspidor because he chewed tobacco all the time.

“Wait a minute, let me see him,” Joe said to the boys. “Why I’ve not seen that little slow foot devil in years.” He always used to call me “slow foot” whenever he visited me at the honky-tonk where I worked in New Orleans.

Joe began by asking me all kind of questions about what I had been doing since he and Jimmy Noone left New Orleans in 1918. He was tickled to death that I had gotten good enough to become a regular member of the well known Tuxedo Brass Band and that I had played on the boat.

“Gee, son, I’m really proud of you,” Joe said. “You’ve been in some fast company since I last saw you.”

The expression on his face proved that he was still in a little wonderment as to whether I was good enough to play with him and his boys. But he did not say so. All he said was:

“Have a seat, son, we’re going to do our show. You might as well stick around and see what’s happening because you start work tomorrow night.”

“Yes sir,” I said.

After the show was over Joe took me over to his house which was just around the corner from the Lincoln Gardens. Mrs. Stella Oliver, who had always been fond of me, was as glad to see me as I was to see her. With her was her daughter Ruby by another marriage. They were a happy family and I became one of them.

Mrs. Stella said that I must have a meal with them, which was all right by me. The way Joe ate was right, and there were no formalities and stuff. She fed us a big dish of red beans and rice, a half loaf of bread and a bucket of good ice cold lemonade.

It was getting late and Mrs. Stella told Joe it was time to take me over to the room he had reserved for me in a boarding house at 3412 South Wabash Avenue, run by a friend of his named Filo. As we were going there in the taxi cab Joe told me that I would have a room and a private bath.

“Bath? Private bath? What’s a private bath?” I asked.

“Listen you little slow foot sommitch,” he said looking at me kind of funny, “don’t be so damn dumb.”

He had forgotten that he must have asked the same question when he first came up from New Orleans. In the neighborhood where we lived we never heard of such a thing as a bathtub, let alone a private bath. After Joe finished giving me hell about the question, I reminded him about the old days and how we used to take baths in the clothes washtub in the backyard, or else a foot tub. I can still remember when I used to take a bath in one of those tin tubs. In order to get real clean I would have to sit on the rim and wash myself from my neck to my middle. After that I would stand up and wash the rest of me. Papa Joe had to laugh when I told him about that.

Filo must have been waiting up for us because she came to the door the minute we rang the bell. She was a good-looking, middle-aged Creole gal. You could see the kindness in her face at once, and as soon as she spoke you felt relaxed.

“Is this my homeboy?” she asked.

“Yep,” Joe said, “this is old Dippermouth.”

As soon as we came in Filo told me my room was upstairs and I could hardly wait to go up and witness that private bath of mine. However, I had to put that off because Filo and we sat around and talked ourselves silly about New Orleans as far back as any of us could remember. Filo had left New Orleans almost ten years before me, and she had come to Chicago even before Joe Oliver.

The next morning Filo fixed breakfast for me, and just like all Creole women she was a very good cook. After breakfast I went up and took a good hot bath in my private bathtub, and then I dressed to go out for a little stroll and see what the town looked like.

I did not know where I was going and I did not care much because everything looked so good. With all due respect to my hometown every street was much nicer than the streets in New Orleans. In fact, there was no comparison.

When I reached home Filo had the big table all set up and waiting.

“Wash up,” she said in her quiet voice, “and come and get these good victuals.” Filo had about every good Creole dish one could mention.

After the meal I went upstairs to shave, take a bath and have a good nap. Since I was a kid the old masters had taught me that plenty of sleep is essential for good music. A musician cannot play his best when he is tired and irritable.

When I woke up and was just about dressed Filo came into my room.

“Although you have had a hearty dinner,” she said, “you have got a lot of blowing to do and you need some more to hold you up.”

I did not argue about that. Downstairs she gave me a sandwich covered with pineapple and brown sugar. Boy, was it good! When I finished that sandwich I started out for the opening night at the Gardens.

I was wearing my old Roast Beef, which was what I called my ragged tuxedo. Of course I had it pressed and fixed up as good as possible so that no one would notice how old it was unless they looked real close and saw the patches here and there. Anyway I thought I looked real sharp.

At eight-thirty on the dot a cab pulled up in front of Filo’s house. Filo had ordered it for she was as excited as I was and she wanted everything to go right for the night of my debut with the King. It is a funny thing about the music fame and show business, no matter how long you have been in the profession opening night always makes you feel as though little butterflies were running around in your stomach.

Mrs. Major, the white lady who owned the Gardens, and Red Bud, the colored manager
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