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Dedication

To my inspirational trio:

Dottie Tye, Jill Kneerim, and Bill Frusztajer.

I miss each of you.
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Preface: A Road Map

THIS IS THE story of three revolutionary American maestros, the jazzmen whose music throbs at the soul of twentieth-century America.

You know their names: Duke Ellington, Louis “Satchmo” Armstrong, and Count Basie. And you probably think you know their stories. Duke was the man who seduced the country with “Mood Indigo” and six thousand other tunes composed on his Steinway Grand, and who wound up on a U.S. coin and a U.S. postage stamp. Satchmo was a multitalented rhythm maker—trumpeter, vocalist, and leading man on the silver screen—who charmed us when he crooned “Mack the Knife,” and whose “Heebie Jeebies” we instantly grasped despite its indecipherable English. Then there was the Count, the most inscrutable of the threesome, who proved—with his trademark flicker of the brow and tinkle on the treble—that the best place from which to conduct a band is a piano stool.

Yet much as we may think we do, we don’t know any of the three. Not really. The story of Duke Ellington, the grandson of slaves who was christened Edward Kennedy Ellington, was layered, nuanced, and embellished not just by his managers but by his own behind-the-scenes image polishing. Louis Armstrong’s father took off when he was an infant, his teenage mother temporarily took to hustling, and he was raised by his grandmother, great-grandmother, and a family of Lithuanian Jews named Karnofsky. William James Basie, the son of a coachman and laundress, also grew up in a world unfamiliar to white fans, one he dreamed of escaping every time the traveling carnival swept into town and from which he finally engineered a getaway with help from renowned jazz pianist and humorist Fats Waller.

What is far less known about these groundbreakers is that they were bound not merely by their music or even the discrimination that they, like all Blacks of their day, routinely encountered. Each defied and ultimately overcame racial boundaries not by waging war over every slight, which would have accomplished little in that Jim Crow era, but by opening America’s ears and souls to the magnificence of their melodies. White men who wouldn’t let a Black through their front door wooed their sweethearts with tunes from the Count, the Duke, and gravel-throated Satchmo. White women who dodged Blacks on the sidewalk gleefully tapped their high heels in the isolation of their living rooms. Even the most unyielding of rednecks flipped on their radios to hear “One O’Clock Jump” as they sped their trucks through the rolling hills of the hinterlands. Race, for once, fell away as America listened rapt.

In the process Messrs. Basie, Ellington, and Armstrong crashed through racist ceilings, making both musical and social history. All would be toasted by presidents from the race-baiting Richard Nixon to the biracial Barack Obama. As their irresistible tunes still keep our feet tapping to this day, the lives of these jazzmen resonate in the way they quietly upended the way musical dynasties are constructed and how human rights are secured. The sound of their evolving jazz dialect formed a cultural fulcrum that no outraged protester or government-issued desegregation order could begin to achieve.

Each of these unique and improvisational men did that in his own way. Armstrong was over-the-top and genuine, and he appealed to our nostalgia. Ellington was moody, aristocratic, and futuristic. Basie, with a temperament both reticent and heartfelt, was smack-dab in the moment. Those dispositional differences help explain why, even as they professed reverence for one another, they seldom connected on the bandstand or off.

Yet what the trio had in common stands out even more, and added to their collective impact. They were born on society’s underside within five years of one another, at the advent of the twentieth century. All stayed front and center on the musical stage for more than half of that century, forging melodic models that hadn’t existed and elevating jazz into a pulsating force for spontaneity and freedom. And each faced a color bar that extended beyond the legally segregated South. “I don’t eat with niggers,” a tall Yalie announced emphatically as Duke sat down with young fans in the dining room of the Ivy League college. “I didn’t dare look at Duke,” his flustered host recalled later, and “nobody said anything until Duke said, ‘Well, let’s enjoy our dinner.’” Satchmo, for his part, recalled that where he grew up, after “white Trash” guzzled too much bad whiskey all of a sudden “it’s Nigger Hunting time. Any Nigger.”

The conductors fought back unselfconsciously, interested primarily in making a living and staying alive. They took their rip-roaring harmonies and unthreatening personalities to white audiences that had never seen Black men up close in that way and certainly had never loved them like they did Duke, Satchmo, and the Count. Their anthems made visible the invisible stories of Black America, from slavery through segregation and desegregation, infusing them into the American songbook and psyche. In the process they created a genre that Armstrong called Black American Music and Ellington dubbed Negro Folk Music. “The Negro,” Duke explained, “is not merely a singing and dancing wizard but a loyal American in spite of his social position. I want to tell America how the Negro feels about it.” And he did, as did his friends Armstrong and Basie.

This book lies at the intersection of two American stories—one about this country at its most hidebound and straightlaced, the other about jazz, the all-American music form, at its most locomotive and sensuous. We’ll follow those contortions in the enclosed and electrifying settings of honky-tonks and concert halls. How better to bring alive the history of African America in the early- to mid-1900s than through the singular lens of America’s most gifted, engaging, and enduring African American musicians? And although this is a book about struggle, it has a triumphal windup. Count Basie, Satchmo Armstrong, and Duke Ellington were as much archetypes for Black music as Joe Louis was for Black boxing and Paul Robeson was for the Black stage—and much as Louis and Robeson became symbols of their art rather than just their race, so our musicians were known not as great Black jazzmen but as great jazzmen. Barrier breakers, indeed.

I have been aching to tell this story for a quarter century, since my year as a Nieman Fellow at Harvard. First semester, I took a survey course on jazz, which reinforced my love for that music with knowledge of its greats, including the three this book focuses on. Later that year, I talked my way into a seminar on Duke Ellington taught by Mark Tucker, a visiting professor from Columbia and an Ellington biographer and devotee who helped me and my classmates see his brilliance as a composer and bandleader as well as his passion for civility and justice.

Four questions might rightfully be asked about the pages that follow: Why are all my title characters jazzmen, with no women, and why these three men? Why revisit this fifty-year-old story now? And why trust an author who barely knew the difference between harmony and melody?

Jazz women are a quiet but essential part of this narrative, same as they were in early jazz history and in the orchestras of Basie, Ellington, and Armstrong. I recount the spellbinding stories of Billie Holiday, Mary Lou Williams, Lillian Hardin Armstrong, and others in a chapter on side women and throughout the book. I make clear that my choice of title characters is subjective, and that a parade of other musicians—from Holiday and Williams to Dizzy Gillespie and Miles Davis—also were compelling changemakers. As for timing, there is no moment more fitting than this era of racial reckoning to look back at three figures who stood for the very racial justice that is in the spotlight today.

I’ve tried to make a strength out of being a newcomer to music history, filling in my gaps by tracking down and talking to 250 of my subjects’ aging bandmates and friends, relatives and biographers. I dug deep into musty files at jazz archives, public registries, and newspaper libraries around the world and especially where they lived and worked, from New Orleans and Kansas City to Chicago, New York, Red Bank, and Washington, D.C. There are hundreds of volumes on my shelves of musical biographies of Armstrong, Basie, Ellington, and their bands. My book zeroes in on their lives off, not on, the bandstand, and what America was like in a period I have written about repeatedly, from the Roaring Twenties through the Swinging Sixties. I explore how this threesome framed their times even as they were framed by them. And it wasn’t just America: across the planet, Duke, the Count, and most of all Louis became symbols of American culture on par with Coca-Cola and Mickey Mouse.

Armstrong, Basie, and Ellington all wrote memoirs telling their stories, but the latter two especially gave us mainly travelogues and were deliberately opaque about their private lives and feelings. Even the prolific Satchmo offered in his published works mere hints of his wit, temper, and lifelong conviction that Black is beautiful, which belied his stereotype as an Uncle Tom.

In the pages to come I tell the stories of the venues where these music men played and how they got to their gigs, lived their nearly nonstop lives on the road, managed their finances, and quietly rejoiced with friends, family, and God. In the end, the Count, the Duke, and Satchmo all emerge as worthy of their spots on the Mount Rushmore of jazz, at least as much for the change they made as the music.

None, however, was a saint. Not even close. In the parlance of their time and in line with many in the entertainment professions, they were philanderers and adulterers—Armstrong full-throatedly, Ellington as a quiet libertine, and Basie in a way that was apparent mainly to the wife who repeatedly threatened to leave and did at least once. They drank, got high, played the ponies more than was healthy, and cavorted with gunslingers. Too little time was spent with their children or wards, and too much on the move even when that wasn’t necessary. Often they enabled and elevated their sidemen and women, but other times band members were exploited or plagiarized. Their secreted sins, which I discuss at length, made my trio more fully dimensional if less virtuous, and more able to understand their imperfect listeners even as they were less suited to preach to them.

That leaves us to wrestle with some contradictions. Too often written off as minstrels, these sweet-sounding icons were instead exemplars of Black exceptionalism. They gave us songs that were the ideal remedies for the blues of everyday life, inspiring us not just to swing but to rise up. Negro folk music emboldened and galvanized young Negroes from the Deep South to the Great Plains and, as Martin Luther King Jr. attested, served as the soundtrack for the civil rights movement. This troika of Pied Pipers made jazz the New World’s rollicking rejoinder to priggish European classics, and helped transform the twentieth century into the American century in music. Ellington’s soulful arrangements were Shakespearian. Armstrong, with a heart as big as Earth, a heavenly smile, and a suitcase full of nicknames including his favorite, Satchmo, became the Mark Twain of song. The Buddha-like Basie was our musical everyman.

For all three, careers that began as escapes ended as devotions—to their swooning fans, to lives spent crossing continents and conventions, and, most of all, to music that moved the world. Their message was uplifting as well as prophetic. “Love, baby, love. That’s the secret, yeah,” said Satchmo, who was embraced by queens and crown princes along with vipers and vamps. “If lots more of us loved each other, we’d solve lots more problems. And then this world would be a gasser.”





Jazzmen Chronology


APRIL 29, 1899: Edward Kennedy Ellington is born in Washington, D.C., to James Edward Ellington and Daisy Kennedy Ellington, sturdy members of that city’s Black bourgeoisie.

AUGUST 4, 1901: Louis Armstrong is born to Mayann Albert and Willie Armstrong in a rickety cottage in a New Orleans slum called the Battlefield, although the exact date of his birth remains one of the most-argued happenings in jazz.

AUGUST 21, 1904: William James Basie is born in scenic Red Bank, New Jersey, to parents Harvey and Lillian Basie, both upstanding domestic workers.

DECEMBER 31, 1912: Louis is arrested for firing his stepdad’s six-shooter to scare a youthful rival, then sentenced indefinitely to the Colored Waif’s Home for Boys, where he’d live for eighteen months that he’d later say saved his life and launched his career.

SUMMER 1914: Edward, known from a young age as Duke, writes his first song, “Soda Fountain Rag,” while in high school.

JULY 2, 1918: At age nineteen, Duke marries his childhood sweetheart Edna Thompson.

MARCH 11, 1919: Edna gives birth to their son, Mercer Kennedy Ellington.

MARCH 19, 1919: Louis marries Daisy Parker, a match that seemed doomed from the start but didn’t legally end for another four years.

SUMMER 1919: Bandleader Fate Marable hires Louis to play on his summertime Mississippi River cruises, giving the young trumpeter a taste of life beyond New Orleans.

AUGUST 1922: Mentor and bandleader Joe “King” Oliver summons Louis to join his orchestra in Chicago, where he becomes the talk of Chi-town.

FEBRUARY 5, 1924: Louis marries Lillian Hardin, a piano-playing bandmate who’d go on to become a composer, an arranger, a singer, a conductor, and, for her husband, a publicist.

FALL 1924: Basie abandons the boredom of New Jersey for the bright lights of Harlem, where he played the piano when and wherever he could, including with a traveling burlesque show called Katie Crippen and Her Kids.

NOVEMBER 12, 1925: Louis records the first three of a genre-bending series of songs with the first band of his own, the Hot Fives.

1926: Basie is back on the road, this time with a vaudeville troupe.

OCTOBER 1926: Duke signs up with agent Irving Mills, who catapults him and the band to new fame and a substantial fortune.

DECEMBER 4, 1927: The Ellington Orchestra begins a career-changing four-year run at Harlem’s Cotton Club.

DECEMBER 4, 1927: Mildred Dixon’s dancing duo debuts at the Cotton Club the same night as Duke’s band, and she soon becomes his live-in mistress. She is the first in a line of paramours who include Fernanda de Castro Monte, Betty McGettigan, and Beatrice “Evie” Ellis, the longest-lasting who acted like and often was mistaken for his wife.

SUMMER 1928: Basie joins the Blue Devils, a terrific territory band run by double bassist Walter Page and based in Oklahoma City.

OCTOBER 23, 1929: Basie makes his first recording with the Bennie Moten Orchestra, the best of the blues-based bands in the Midwest.

JULY 21, 1930: Basie, whom friends called Billy, Willie, Bill, and finally Count, marries Vivian Winn, who is part of the Negro social and literary circles in Kansas City and clashes nearly from the start with her then hard-drinking husband.

JULY 9, 1932: Louis sets sail on his first European tour, a kickoff to endless trips across that continent, Africa, Latin America, Asia, and other far-flung spots that would earn him the moniker Ambassador Satch.

JUNE 1933: Duke begins his first British tour, performing at the London Palladium and meeting the Prince of Wales and Duke of Kent.

MAY 1935: Louis hires as his manager Joe Glaser, the tough-guy booker who’d become his lifelong manager and friend.

1935–6: The Count is invited to lead a house band at Kansas City’s Reno Club, rightfully described as “one of the town’s most unsavory holes,” and he forms his nine-piece Barons of Rhythm. By early 1936 there is a radio hookup that lets fans listen from as far away as Chicago and New York, including John Hammond, who becomes Basie’s enabler much the way Glaser was for Armstrong and Mills for Ellington.

OCTOBER 11, 1938: Louis marries his third wife, Alpha Smith, with whom he’d had a long affair while married to Lil.

1941: Early in the year, Duke records “Take the ‘A’ Train”—written by Billy Strayhorn in 1939—and it becomes the Ellington band’s signature tune.

OCTOBER 12, 1942: Louis’s fourth and final marriage, to Lucille Wilson, is the one that lasts.

FEBRUARY 6, 1944: Diane Basie is born to parents Count and Catherine. But the sweet girl with curls isn’t the healthy child every parent prays for. Cerebral palsy leaves her muscles too weak to walk, while an intellectual disability limits her speaking. Most children like Diane were institutionalized then, but the Basies say never.

MARCH 1, 1949: Louis is delighted when his native New Orleans crowns him King of the Zulus for its annual Mardi Gras parade, an honor that helped convince Time magazine to make him its lead story. He is the first jazz musician to grace that coveted cover, which is especially gratifying since seventeen years before, Time called him “a black rascal raised in a waifs’ home” whose “eyes roll around in his head like white, three-penny marbles.”

JULY 13, 1950: The Count marries Catherine Morgan, a vaudeville dancer whom he’d first laid eyes on ten years earlier, whom he said he’d married eight years before he did, and with whom he’d had Diane six years before the wedding.

That same year of 1950, facing economic pressures, The Count downsizes his band of fourteen, known as the Old Testament, to just seven players. Two years later it was up to seventeen, ushering in his New Testament era.

JULY 7, 1956: The Ellington band stages a revival at the Newport Jazz Festival with its rip-roaring performance of “Diminuendo and Crescendo in Blue.”

SEPTEMBER 17, 1957: Louis rails against President Eisenhower and Arkansas governor Orval Faubus for their failure to protect Black students who were integrating an all-white high school in Little Rock.

MAY 4, 1959: The Count and Ella Fitzgerald are the first African Americans to collect Grammy awards, at the Grammys’ inaugural ceremony. One of Ella’s two wins that year was for her performance of the Ellington songbook, while Basie topped the dance band and jazz categories.

SEPTEMBER 1959: The NAACP awards Duke its cherished Spingarn Medal for “the highest or noblest achievement by an American Negro during the previous year or years.”

1964: Martin Luther King Jr. salutes the transformative power of music and music makers like Duke, the Count, and Louis. “Jazz speaks for life,” the civil rights leader writes. “It has strengthened us with its sweet rhythms when courage began to fail. It has calmed us with its rich harmonies when spirits were down.”

SEPTEMBER 16, 1965: Calling them “the most important thing I have ever done,” Duke performs the first of his Sacred Concerts at Grace Cathedral in San Francisco.

APRIL 29, 1969: President Nixon hosts a seventieth-birthday bash for Duke at the White House and awards him the Medal of Freedom.

JULY 6, 1971: Months after his final performance at New York’s Waldorf-Astoria Hotel, Louis Armstrong dies in his sleep.

MAY 24, 1974: Weeks after his seventy-fifth birthday, Duke Ellington dies in New York, succumbing to lung cancer and pneumonia.

APRIL 12, 1983: Catherine Basie dies suddenly. The Count spends the next year mainly on the road, mourning her and maintaining a rigorous performance schedule.

APRIL 26, 1984: Count Basie dies in Florida, at age seventy-nine, of pancreatic cancer.





Part I

Setting the Stage





1

Satchmo’s Battlefield

THE BOOKEND MOMENTS of Louis Armstrong’s early life are easy to identify. The first came when his seventeen-year-old mother delivered him in a rickety cottage on a dusty alleyway in a New Orleans slum called the Battlefield, named for its chaotic collection of church folks, thieves, hustlers, and shoeless children. The next occurred thirteen adrenaline-fueled years later when, on a chilly New Year’s Eve, he was arrested for firing his stepdad’s six-shooter to scare a youthful rival, then sentenced indefinitely to the Colored Waif’s Home for Boys. Both events were marked by fireworks, as if onlookers somehow knew this was a child who’d someday light up the world. Even more remarkable is his living to tell about that adolescence, given how many of his pals from that Back o’ Town neighborhood did not.

Yet those formative years also are shrouded in riddles, starting with the foundational question of the year of his birth. The answer depended on who was asking and when. In 1910, census takers were told he was eight, which meant he was born in 1901 or 1902, but when polltakers came knocking again a decade later they learned he’d astonishingly aged by eleven years. The Social Security Administration shows two different birth years—1900 and 1901—with his local newspaper agreeing with the former while the Waif’s Home preferred 1901. All the dates shared two things: they were supplied by Louis or his mother, and they concurred that he had come to life on July 4, as a flag-waving America was celebrating its birthday.

In 1988, seventeen years after Armstrong’s death, an intrepid researcher unearthed the musician’s baptismal certificate from the dusty files of New Orleans’s Sacred Heart of Jesus Church. It attested that this “niger illegitimus,” or Black child of unwed parents, was born to Gulielmo (William) Armstrong and Maria (Mary) Albert on August 4, 1901.* Case closed, or so everyone presumed. But questions persist: What if the old women who reported his baptism got the dates wrong, or the priest was tipsy or simply misheard? Were the fireworks Louis’s mother supposedly heard instead gunshots? Was this all a ruse by Armstrong and his agent to spread the irresistible tale that he had burst from the womb on Independence Day at the dawn of a fresh century?

It was not a random image this verbal contortionist crafted for himself but one he knew played perfectly into the perceptions whites had of Blacks. It was a persona of agelessness and fecklessness, one where a family’s entire history could be made up as it went along and where poor families often turned to honorary dates when they couldn’t afford to celebrate or didn’t remember actual ones. Pinning down the year, month, and day of Satchmo’s birthing should have been a straightforward matter of checking public records in his native New Orleans, but in the post-Reconstruction Confederacy it was easier to track the bloodline of a packhorse than of a Negro citizen. The Black man in the era of Jim Crow was a phantom, without the dignity of a real name (hence the nickname Satchelmouth, among others), a steadfast mother (Louis’s doctored her birth date in successive censuses), or an age certain (“I didn’t ask Mama about all that,” he explained to an interviewer. “I was just glad to be here!”).

Playing to social conventions the way he did with his age and so much else is just half the story of Louis “Satchmo” Armstrong, although it is the half most told. Growing up in the Deep South, he knew better than to flout the rules directly, so he did it circuitously, feeding Uncle Sam and anyone who asked shadowy information about his provenance. In the process he masterfully exploited his uncertain birthday to ensure the world would remember his breathtaking being. Whatever the month or year, he told us, “jazz and I got born together and grew up side by side when we were poor.”*

Poor he was. New Orleans had informally been carved into quadrants—Front o’ Town, Uptown, Downtown, and the Battleground’s Back o’ Town, which was the Blackest, swampiest, and most impoverished. That was where Armstrong’s grandparents put down roots, where his parents were living with Josephine, his father’s mother, and where he was born in a one-story, four-room frame house on an unpaved lane called Jane Alley. One bedroom doubled as a living room, and the toilet was outdoors. The neighborhood was densely packed but relatively quiet, although it got grittier and more treacherous in every telling by biographers and by Louis himself. “The toughest characters in town used to live there, and would shoot and fight so much,” he wrote in his first memoir. “There were bars, honky-tonks and saloons, and lots of women walking the streets for tricks to take to their ‘pads,’ as they called their rooms.”

His second home, a brick tenement in the Black red-light district, was a better fit with the blighted area that Louis remembered. “We were All poor. The privies (the toilets) were put into a big yard, one side for the men and one side for the women,” he said. Then he told a favorite joke that captured his reality: “I remember one moonlit night a woman hollared out into the yard to her daughter—she said (real loud), ‘You, Marandy, you’d better come into this house, laying out there with nothing on top of you but that thin nigger.’ Marandy said, ‘Yassum.’”

Money wasn’t the only yardstick of deprivation. Before the Civil War, New Orleans was America’s busiest market for buying and selling slaves, but it also was home to more than ten thousand Blacks who were born into, bought, or were granted their freedom. Already a gumbo of French, Spanish, Canadian, Caribbean, African, and British influences, the city continued to welcome outsiders—Irish fleeing the famine, Jewish merchants, more Italians than anywhere outside of New York, along with Creoles, the free offspring of French or Spanish fathers and chattel mothers—and they in turn challenged inbred thinking on everything from politics to race. The result, during Reconstruction, was a blurring of color lines in ways unthinkable in most of the rest of Louisiana. Jim Crow—the system of segregation named after a cowering slave in an 1820s minstrel show—certainly thrived in New Orleans, where even freed slaves had owned slaves, but so did Booker T. Washington’s gospel of Black self-help. Everywhere from businesses to brothels was racially segregated, but that separation was as much by tradition as law, and there was a surprising commingling of colors where Louis lived. As of 1896, an unheard-of 72 percent of the city’s eligible Blacks had registered to vote, and two of them—Oscar Dunn and Pinckney Benton Stewart Pinchback—were the first African Americans to serve as governor in any state.

Unfortunately for Louis, that laissez-faire mindset had begun fraying by the turn of the century, and it unraveled entirely just as he was coming into the world. Post–Civil War reforms were collapsing, as whites who wielded power in the fallen Confederacy began to tear down Negroes’ new freedoms. The brief postwar honeymoon of racial coexistence lasted longer in New Orleans than in most of the South, but the backlash finally came there, too. Most restaurants and amusement parks barred Blacks, as did schools, cemeteries, and hotels. Literacy and property-ownership requirements along with a poll tax so severely curtailed suffrage that by 1902, fewer than 3 percent of Blacks were able to register in a city where they constituted a quarter of the population. That same year riots engulfed New Orleans, set off when a Negro day laborer named Robert Charles killed several police officers who had confronted him, and ended with thousands of white vigilantes indiscriminately beating, burning, and murdering Blacks in a presaging of the Tulsa race massacre a generation later. The message was clear: New Orleans was a white man’s city.

Young Louis got his first taste of the new Jim Crow order at the tender age of five, when he took his first ride on a streetcar with an elderly friend of his mother’s. “I walked right up to the front of the car without noticing the signs on the backs of the seats on both sides, which read: FOR COLORED PASSENGERS ONLY,” he remembered half a century after. “Thinking the woman [I was with] was following me, I sat down in one of the front seats . . . Quick as a flash she dragged me to the back of the car and pushed me into one of the rear seats.”

Even within his Colored world, there was a hierarchy. Castes were set partly by skin tone in what one historian called a pigmentocracy. Jet-black shades like Louis’s were a marker of poverty, inferiority, criminality, and illiteracy. So was Armstrong’s ancestry: the boy whose earliest nickname was Little Louis wasn’t from the ennobled classes of Creoles or free people of color, but a grandson of lowly plantation slaves. Likewise the Sanctified or Holiness churches where he spent the most time, and that nurtured his love of music and his African roots, constituted the bottom rung of the social pyramid, below Methodists, Baptists, and AME Zion. And diseases of the day—from yellow fever and smallpox to eventually the Spanish flu—hit hardest then, as now, in precincts whose residents were destitute and dark-skinned.

Such hard knocks played out in his family and life from the first. His father, William or Willie, left home for another woman less than two years after Louis’s birth. The turpentine factory worker was, in his son’s recollection, strapping, handsome, and useless. “My father did not have time to teach me anything,” Louis would recall. “He was too busy chasing chippies.” His mother, Mary Ann—whom he called May Ann, Mary-Ann, and Mayann—tried harder as a parent but with only marginally better early results. She left not long after Willie, moving to the Black tenderloin district. “Whether my mother did any hustling, I cannot say.” But he did say so, repeatedly, calling it “selling fish” and appreciating that “she certainly kept it out of my sight.”*

That left grandmother Josephine Armstrong to raise him for his first five years. She did it lovingly, threatening but seldom delivering whippings, ensuring he went as often as was practical to school, church, and Sunday school, “teaching [him] right from wrong,” and making sure he knew about “the lynchings and all that crap.” She exposed the boy to the magic and mystery of voodoo and brought him along when she did housework for wealthy whites, letting him frolic with their kids. “Hide-and-go-seek,” he said, “was one of the games we used to play, and every time we played I was It.” It wasn’t his mother on whom Louis first imprinted, it was “Granny,” who schooled him in resilience with the help of a virtual village of aged Negresses including Mrs. Laura, Mrs. Martin, and “Old Lady” Magg.

At age five, he reunited with his birth mother in the hovel she shared with cousins in Black Storyville, a smaller, grittier counterpart to the famed whites-only vice district that aimed to contain prostitution by legalizing it in a thirty-eight-block zone. Willie had returned long enough to father with Mayann a child called Beatrice, whom Louis called Mama Lucy and didn’t meet until she was three. The family summoned him back then from Josephine’s because Willie was gone and Mayann was deathly ill. She’d stopped turning tricks, instead earning her living working for rich whites the way her mother-in-law did, but she still hit the bottle.* “When Mayann got the urge to go out on the town,” Satchmo recalled, “we might not see her for days and days.”

Preteen years are supposed to be a time when play matters more than work, and adults shelter you physically and emotionally. Little Louis never had those luxuries, but he seldom felt sorry for himself. He was too busy and didn’t know any different.

Mayann didn’t have the money to buy Louis shoes, and in their neighborhood, where children would play in between the gutted houses, his feet were defenseless against nails and tin cans, boards, broken bottles, and windowpanes. “We were young, healthy and tough as old hell,” he said, “so a little thing like lockjaw did not stay with us a long time.” He was less sanguine when, several years later, the milk truck he was working on ran over his foot, grinding it into the broken oyster shells lining the road. “My big toe was torn wide open and tiny, sharp pieces of shell were driven into the wound.” Friends encouraged him to sue the milk company but he didn’t, and “the toe got well and the boss gave me a present.”

Mayann expected him to help supply groceries, and he eventually compiled an employment résumé that would have been impressive if he were an adult. Yet he mined joy from the drudgery. He washed dishes at Thompson’s Restaurant (eating enough ice cream, pastry puffs, and doughnuts so that “the very sight of them nauseated me”). He unloaded banana boats until a huge rat jumped out of one bunch. (“Since then bananas have terrified me.”) He sold newspapers up and down city streets, yelling, “Paper! Paper! Read the New Orleans Item!” (Debate still rages whether the papers were stolen or he was a legitimate helper to white newsboys.) The list went on: cleaning gravestones on Decoration Day, handing out ads for dances, and collecting spoiled potatoes, onions, and poultry from garbage bins, cleaning them, then reselling them to restaurants. When a job went bad he could always find work as a hauler at Andrews Coal Yard, courtesy of one of Mayann’s many boyfriends, whom Louis longingly referred to as stepdads. (“All I had to do was turn my back and a new ‘pappy’ would appear.”) His earnings could then be multiplied, or lost, in blackjack, African dominoes, or a card game called coon can.

He would even emulate the flesh peddlers who were celebrities in his community. He’d gotten to know several of the neighborhood ladies when, as a small boy, he sold them red dust scraped from bricks that they mixed with pee and used to scrub their steps. The one for whom he procured, Nootsy, was “short and nappy haired and she had buck teeth.” She offered him a sample and, when he said no thanks, she pulled out her pocketknife and “stabbed me in the left shoulder and the blood ran down over the back of my shirt.”

His first and best bosses were Lithuanian Jews named Karnofsky who, like other Jewish refugees, supported their dozen-strong family by picking up work more established immigrants didn’t want. That meant peddling rags, bottles, and bones, hawking stone coal, and selling secondhand clothing and hardware. In a late-life memoir, he proudly listed opportunities the Karnofskys gave his seven-year-old self—to venture into otherwise verboten white Storyville to try out his first musical instrument, a ten-cent tin horn that, along with his singing, attracted rags buyers; to break with them Tillie’s challah or matzah, then listen to her soothing Russian lullabies; to hear the prayerful davening that would help inspire his nonsense scat singing; and to be embraced by the first white family he knew close-up, who “kept reminding me that I had Talent.” He acknowledged them in his writing—“I will love the Jewish people, all of my life”—and by wearing around his neck forever a Star of David.

He didn’t stay in school beyond fifth grade, and his long work hours never allowed much time even for music classes. He was, after all, the secondary and sometimes the primary breadwinner for Mayann and Mama Lucy. His greatest joy was the music he’d hear through the window of Funky Butt Hall and on the streets of Black and white Storyville. New Orleans was the epicenter of what was then called ragtime or jass, and Louis was quietly absorbing all that he could. Nearly everything good or bad in his world eventually turned up in a tune, from “Farewell to Storyville” and “Back O’ Town Blues” to “Coal Cart Blues,” where he sang,

Of course the cart was hot and

It almost kill me . . .

I’ve got those coal cart blues.

He also had his own hustle, a vocal quartet with lead singer Little Mack, bass Big Nose Sidney, baritone Redhead Happy Bolton, and Little Louis as tenor and master showman.* Placing his hand behind his ear, he moved his mouth side to side to generate what he termed “beautiful tones.” “We four were ‘singin’ fools,’” said Louis. “Then [we’d] pass the hat . . . The pennies and nickels and dimes just rolled into our little caps and then we would count them and divvy up and have some real nice change to take to our mothers.”

Roam the rough streets as often and as young as he did, however, and trouble would surely follow. In the fall of 1910, he and several buddies were arrested for being “dangerous and suspicious” characters.* They were allegedly trying to steal scrap metal from the ruins of a burned building, presumably to sell at a neighborhood junk shop. Nine-year-old Louis was an accomplice, recruited by a more seasoned scavenger. Still, he was banished to the Colored Waif’s Home for two and a half weeks before being released to an unnamed aunt. And that might not have been his first time in custody: a Louis Armstrong was arrested for allegedly stealing a pair of shoes in the French Quarter in July 1906, when he would have been just shy of five. While it’s impossible to know whether that was Little Louis—there were two other Louis Armstrongs in New Orleans—he would later say he couldn’t recall how many times he’d been in jail and insist that “I didn’t steal—much.” Arresting the youngest of Black schoolchildren wasn’t uncommon then, and it might explain why Louis was branded dangerous and suspicious when he was apprehended in 1910.

The path ahead would be treacherous, given what was happening to fellow brick throwers, knife wielders, and stealers of pipes and shoes. Willie Telfry, arrested with Louis in 1910, led a crime-filled life. Another acquaintance, Arthur “Red” Brooks, died in a shootout with a railroad guard. Two more, identified only as Jack and Peter, perished prematurely and violently, one at the end of a prison noose, the other “killed dead.” One after another, the prostitutes and hustlers who befriended him came to tragic ends.

What saved Louis was an event that he grieved in the moment. On a clear New Year’s Eve in 1912, he and his balladeer buddies took to the streets to serenade celebrants. New Orleans’s noisemaking tradition involved not just fireworks but firing guns into the air, and as midnight approached, Storyville was filled with mainly white, well-lubricated revelers. Louis came ready, having retrieved a .38-caliber pistol from the bottom of Mayann’s cedar chest. The four entertainers were “just singing and minding our own business, when all of a sudden a guy on the opposite side of the street pulled out a little old six-shooter pistol and fired it off. Dy-Dy-Dy-Dy-Dy-Dy. ‘Go get him, Dipper,’ my gang said. Without hesitating I pulled out my stepfather’s revolver from my bosom and raised my arm into the air and let her go.” They were, he would later claim, the shots that “started my career.” It worked so well in scaring away the rival shooter that Louis reloaded and fired six more bullets skyward, at which point “a couple of strong arms came from behind me.”

The arms belonged to Detectives Edward Holyland and his partner George Dellman. Ignoring Louis’s pleadings—“don’t arrest me . . . Let me go back to mama . . . I won’t do it no more”—they loaded him into a paddy wagon brimming with drunks, thieves, and harlots. At the juvenile court building Louis was booked, processed, and taken to a Negroes-only detention cell. New Year’s morning, Judge Andrew Wilson took less than twenty minutes to review Louis’s history of delinquency and hand him a stiff penalty: an open-ended stay at the segregated reform school. The Times-Democrat picked him out of the series of juveniles arrested as New Orleans ushered in 1913, reporting, “The most serious case was that of Louis Armstrong, a twelve-year-old negro, who discharged a revolver at Rampart and Perdido streets. Being an old offender he was sent to the negro Waif’s Home.”

He’d later say his arrest saved him: “I had to quit running around and began to learn something.” At the time, however, it seemed to spell the end not just of his freedom but any hopes for a future.

* * *

Reform schools generally produce one of two outcomes: turning soft offenders into hardened ones, or offering a way out of delinquency. An inspiring case of the latter was George Herman “Babe” Ruth Jr., whose twelve years at St. Mary’s Industrial School for Boys in Baltimore made clear that he could pitch a baseball almost as hard as he could hit it. Sixteen years later, something similar happened to Satchel Paige at the Alabama Reform School for Juvenile Negro Law-Breakers. “If I’d been left on the streets of Mobile to wander with those kids I’d been running around with, I’d of ended up as a big bum, a crook,” the legendary fireballer said decades later. “You might say I traded five years of freedom to learn how to pitch.”

Little Louis experienced an equally breathtaking transformation at the Colored Waif’s Home in a backwater district of New Orleans, thanks mainly to the efforts of three Black males: Joseph Jones, Peter Davis, and Louis himself.

In 1905, the Louisiana Child Saving and Reform Society joined forces with the Colored Branch of the Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children to help right the wrong that saw youthful Blacks sent to adult prisons while young whites had a reform school suited to their ages and needs. A year later Captain Jones, a veteran of the Spanish-American War, drew on his Victorian temperament and military bearing to bring that vision to life. In early years a police whistle, and later a bugle, woke the two hundred or so boys under his command as the American flag was raised and the “Our Father” prayer was recited in unison. The bugle sounded again for supper, chores, and bedtime, and the boys drilled regularly with wooden guns. They planted gardens of tomatoes, potatoes, turnips, and other produce, supplementing their diets and raising money for the Home. Staff checked new arrivals for lice, which they removed by shaving heads and burning clothes. Many of the boys also had enlarged and possibly infected glands, bad teeth, and mental deficiencies, and a third of them couldn’t write or read. Classrooms housed as many as eighty-four students. While lessons focused on elemental literacy and math, that was more than street kids like Louis had gotten in their years of sketchy attendance at grammar schools.

The mission was reform, but the setting made clear it was a prison. Barbed wire ringed the complex, which was surrounded by six cemeteries and a malaria-breeding swamp. Escapes generally didn’t succeed, and boys knew that the punishment could include a blistering whipping delivered to naked bodies with the whole school watching.

Louis rebelled from the moment he was issued his uniform of overalls and a jacket with “Boys Home” stenciled across the chest. He didn’t answer when old-timers gave him the rookie greeting, “Welcome, newcomer.” He sat at the long dinner table with fellow inmates but refused to eat the habitual white beans, dark bread, and molasses. He grit and bore his fifteen hard lashes on the hand for breaking what he said was a minor rule. “It went mighty hard with me for a while,” he’d recall, “after being a kid that had had my way and come and gone as I wanted.”

Just how much coming or going he did at the Waif’s Home—and who came to him—were matters of shifting opinion. Mama Lucy and Mayann were there three times a week whereas “my father had never paid me a single visit,” he wrote. But his half brother Henry remembered that he and Willie were regular visitors, and Louis would always ask, “Daddy, when you gettin’ me out?” In Louis’s telling, his behavior was exemplary, earning him visits to his mother on his own, but Waif’s Home music director Peter Davis said Louis went AWOL at least once, although it only lasted a day.

At first, Davis seemed to have it out for Armstrong: “He would whip me every time he had a chance and every time he’d whip me he’d make these remarks, ‘You’re one of those bad boys from Liberty and Perdido Streets and I don’t like you.’ So I figured there wasn’t any use saying anything to him. I just stood there and took my beatings like a little man.” Over time, Louis made clear he was better than his surroundings and Davis showed he was more forgiving than Louis assumed. The thirty-two-year-old musician never pinpointed precisely what he saw in his eleven-year-old ward that marked him as a musical talent, but he offered clues. It started with his singing in the Sunday school quartet, where Louis was, in Davis’s words, “the boss and director.” He also could “buck dance” while other boys clapped.

“[Mr. Davis] watched me all that time,” Louis remembered, “and he come up to me and said, ‘Would you like to play in the band?’ I said, ‘I don’t know how to play nothing.’ I’d been around to the parades and things, but singing was my life. Finally he give me a tambourine. So I fool with that for a while. Then he give me a snare drum . . . Then they give me an alto horn. You know, it goes umpah, umpah all night. Then I got the bugle and just picked it up and started playing—blew reveille, mess call, taps every day. Finally the little cornet player went home and Mr. Davis taught me how to play ‘Home Sweet Home’ on that.”

The cornet—a more rounded cousin to the trumpet—cemented the bond between instructor and apprentice. It was the best-loved of the many instruments Davis played and reminded Louis of the tin horn he’d tooted on the Karnofsky wagon. Louis was soon visiting the Davis home, getting his first taste of European music and of note reading, performing duets with Peter’s daughter Ida, and occasionally sleeping there, with teacher and student walking back the next morning to the Waif’s Home.

Davis now had the protégé every preceptor longs for. It’s even easier to measure what Louis got out of the arrangement. Playing in the band conferred status on the boys, along with a pass to visit the world on the other side of the barbed wire. The troupe performed at picnics and parades, Uptown, Downtown, and Back o’ Town. Ordinary band members wore white pants, blue gabardine coats, and black easy-walkers, but Louis, who’d been elevated to leader, had a sharper uniform: cream-colored trousers with cap to match, brown stockings, and brown easy-walkers. In fewer than five months he’d transformed himself from one of the bad boys to, as he put it, “the most popular boy in the Home. Seeing how much Mr. Davis liked me and the amount of time he gave me, the boys began to warm up to me and take me into their confidence.” The ultimate seal of approval was the handles they gave him that reflected his prodigious chops and would last a lifetime: Gatemouth and Satchelmouth.

Louis’s musical achievement and Davis’s endorsement made it easier for the Home to let him out in June 1914, eighteen months after he’d arrived. His release was engineered by the white family his mother worked for, Louis said in his first memoir. In his second, it was his father and Willie’s boss at the turpentine factory who were the keys. Whatever made it happen, a decidedly different person walked out of the Home than had walked in that portentous New Year’s Day. He could read, write, and think in ways he hadn’t before. He knew now how to scrub floors, iron and cook, and make a military-tight bed. After spending his first eleven-plus years with women as his caregivers and companions, he now had male role models in Joseph Jones and Peter Davis. They instilled in Louis the importance of discipline and determination in a Jim Crow era that tried to deny Blacks their self-respect. With talent and charm like his, he was told, this urchin from the Battlefield could make not just good but great. Best of all, for the first time in his life Little Louis got to be a boy even as he was becoming a man.

“I came to think as much of that school as other men think of the college they went to,” he said. “Pops, it sure was the greatest thing that ever happened to me,” he added later. “Me and music got married at the home.”

* * *

After the Waif’s Home, Louis lived with his father, which might have been a condition of his release, and it didn’t work out any better than the first brief time the two lived together. Willie seemed interested mainly in landing a cook and babysitter for Henry and William, the boys he’d had with Gertrude, for whom he’d twice abandoned Mayann. With the arrival of a third child, all parties agreed it was time for Louis to be back with his mother.

Louis also returned to a patchwork of menial jobs. His passion, more than ever, was music, but it would take another four years and the end of a world war before he could do that full-time. Meanwhile he played and sang any place and time he could, from honky-tonks to second lines, a New Orleans tradition at big days like funerals where the deceased was escorted to the cemetery by loved ones, a ragtag jazz band, and, increasingly, by Little Louis Armstrong. He quietly absorbed the rich and varied strands of musical America, tooting his horn of the moment alongside friends Black Benny, Nicodemus, Hobo Crookit, Cocaine Buddy, Ikey Smooth, Lips the Camel, and Nasty Slim.

During those years, a series of older mentors each added something unique to Louis’s musical education. In Charles Joseph “Buddy” Bolden, Louis discovered not just jazz royalty but the quintessential improvisational cornetist doubling as bandleader. Willie Gary “Bunk” Johnson taught him how to diminish chords and embellish stories. Nobody gave more than Joseph Nathan “King” Oliver—showing his protégé how to insert a plumber’s plunger to modify a horn’s timbre, don a handkerchief under his hat to beat the summer heat, revel in heaping servings of red beans, rice, and hock bones, and carry himself with unmatched dignity. “The king of all the musicians was Joe Oliver, the finest trumpeter who ever played in New Orleans,” Louis said. “I was just a little punk kid when I first saw him, but his first words to me were nicer than everything that I’ve heard from any of the bigwigs of music.”

Other words he’d remember came from Black Benny Williams, the bass drummer, ladies’ man, and fairy godfather disguised as street tough who in their early days handcuffed himself to Louis to ensure his young friend didn’t get lost in crowds. Later, Armstrong’s muscled muse offered two bits of guidance that Satchmo passed on to everyone who’d listen. “As long as you live, no matter where you may be—always have a White Man . . . can + will put his Hand on your shoulder and say—‘This is “My” Nigger’ and, Can’t Nobody Harm’ Ya.” And: “Always remember, no matter how many times you get Married.—Always have another woman for a Sweetheart on the outside.”

Louis didn’t need prodding on the multiple-lovers front. His first, at age fifteen, was Irene, a twenty-one-year-old prostitute he described as “raggedy as a bowl of slaw.” “We fell deeply in love,” he said, and “lived together as man and wife” until he discovered she already had a common-law husband with a temper and a razor. Which brought this advice from his mother: “You’ll know better next time—Never to go into a man’s house and go to bed with his woman.” Louis promised, “Mother I will never do that again”—although of course he did.

His affair with Daisy Parker lasted longer and evolved into an official marriage. Like Irene, she was twenty-one, a strumpet, and had a boyfriend Louis found out about too late. Also like Irene, Daisy was skin and bones, which she disguised by donning artificial hips that Louis called “waterwings.” Their relationship was passionate and at times riotous. “All she knew how to do was fuss and fight,” Louis recalled. “But it’s a funny thing about two people being in love—whatever little traits there are, no matter how unpleasant they may be, love will drown them out.” So fresh from a bedroom romp at Kid Green’s Hotel, “we went straight down to City Hall and got hitched.” The nuptials seemed doomed from the start, but they wouldn’t legally end for another four years.

Outside of his mother and sister, the attachment from those years that lasted longest was with a boy named Clarence, the son of his cousin Flora Myles. Flora, her father, Isaac, and her six brothers and sisters grew up next door to Louis, Mama Lucy, and Mayann. Everything about the Myleses was tinged in mystery, including the spelling of their name (sometimes Miles, Myler, or Myers) and their relationship to the Alberts (Flora’s deceased mother, Frances, might have been Mayann’s sister). What was clear was that at thirteen, Flora became pregnant, which Louis said was “through an old white fellow who used to have those colored girls up to an old ramshackle house of his.” Clarence temporarily took his pedophile father’s last name, Hatfield, and Louis became bonded to the boy from the first, even if he never could keep Clarence’s story straight. Louis implied that Flora died just after childbirth, although she lived another nine years. He’d call Clarence his adopted son, and Clarence called himself Clarence Louis Armstrong, although there is no evidence of a formal adoption. And there’s no clear record in New Orleans of the elder Hatfield.

Clarence was the closest thing Louis ever had to a child of his own, even if he was just fourteen years older than the boy. And while family ties and unstinting affection are mainly what drew him to his cousin’s son, guilt might have played a role. That’s because when Clarence was just three, he lived in Louis and Daisy’s tumultuous two-room flat over an upholsterer’s shop. During a downpour the child was playing on their back porch, which Louis knew was prone to flooding. While he and Daisy listened to “Tiger Rag” and other recordings, Clarence wandered onto the deck, fell a full story onto his head, and for the rest of his life was what Louis and the doctors called “feeble-minded.”

Louis’s first real escape from New Orleans, and from his adult-like burdens, came in the fall of 1918, as the Great War was ending. He accepted work in an all-Black orchestra on a steamship that ran up and down the Mississippi, playing soft waltzes. Cruising the mighty river, he would imagine the lives of Tom Sawyer and others he read about in books by Mark Twain. While the boats were strictly segregated—no mingling between musicians and guests, and Black patrons welcome only on Monday nights—the job gave Louis a glimpse he’d never had of the wider world. He was mesmerized by the tall buildings in St. Louis. (“I could not imagine what they were all for . . . colleges?”) He left home weighing just 140 pounds, but for the first time he had money to eat ’til he was sated. (“I had to buy a pair of fat man’s trousers.”) His bandmates taught him to read music, which validated the riverboats’ reputation as floating conservatories and let him stop bluffing with unfamiliar scores.

Satchmo and his fellow balladeers also managed to chip away at Jim Crow everywhere they docked. “We were the first colored band to play most of the towns,” he recalled with pride. “At first we ran into some ugly experiences while we were on the bandstand, and we had to listen to plenty of nasty remarks . . . Before the evening was over they loved us.”

Three years on the river convinced Louis he could make it outside New Orleans and made him want to try. Mama Lucy had abandoned New Orleans for Florida by then, and his marriage to Daisy was all but over. He’d remain ambivalent about his native city for the rest of his days, unable to get it out of it his bloodstream even later, when he was boycotting its racism and pettiness—but for now he’d had enough. The next chance to flee his hometown came in the summer of 1922, when his mentor Joe Oliver sent a telegram that set off fireworks in his soul if not on his street: “COME IMMEDIATELY LINCOLN GARDEN CHICAGO JOB FOR YOU THIRTY DOLLARS A WEEK. KING OLIVER.”
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The Count’s Shrouded Roots in Red Bank

AT FIRST GLANCE, Bill Basie’s family tree seems pretty straightforward.

There are his parents, Harvey and Lillian, upstanding domestic workers living in scenic Red Bank, New Jersey. In 1898 comes their first child, Leroy, who died of tubercular meningitis at the too-young age of twelve, followed in 1904 by little brother Bill, who would go on to become the Count of Swing. But dig a little further, and the storyline becomes deeply tragic.

Leroy in fact was born two years before Lillian and Harvey were married. In what seems to have been an effort to avoid embarrassment, he was dispatched as an infant to the nearby boardinghouse of a Colored fortune teller, where census takers listed him as Leroy Bason. Newly unearthed genealogical documents reveal that a year and a half later he was joined by Samuel Bason, who succumbed to a lingering case of severe malnutrition seven months after he was born and two weeks after Lillian and Harvey were married.

Records from that era are sketchy, especially for Negroes, but these files—from the New Jersey and U.S. censuses, newspaper accounts, and death certificates—point convincingly to the Basies having had three children, not two. Samuel’s last name on his death record is Bacy, and his parents are Henry Bacy and Lillie, likely aliases used by Harvey Basie and his new wife Lillian. By the time Leroy died, he and his parents were living together and all were using the name Basie. Having children out of wedlock wasn’t uncommon, but it could be shameful for children of upright families like Lillian’s and Harvey’s. Stashing them away with another family—one named in newspapers for crimes including stealing, public drunkenness, and assault—would have been painful, with that hurt bleeding into unimaginable guilt when Samuel essentially starved to death and Leroy died of an illness often linked to improper diet.

All of which raises questions about the soon-to-be maestro: What did he know about his family’s tortured story? When and how did his parents tell him? Can being raised in a family shrouded in secrets help explain the Count’s enduring reticence to divulge details of his own private life, which he long insisted was no-drama, no-mystery, and nobody’s business but his?

Asked in his later years whether he had siblings, Bill said, “I did have one brother, but I knew very little about him.” In that same interview he also said, “You ain’t supposed to ask those questions.”

* * *

The version of his early years that Bill Basie preferred was the one that he told in his memoir and in the few long interviews he granted journalists over the years. It was bare-bones, sanitized, and recurrently unreliable in particulars both small and big, starting with the backgrounds of his parents.

Lillian Childs was born in Virginia twelve years after the Civil War ended, in a Reconstruction era of hopes raised, then dashed. Her parents—Samuel Childs and Annie Williams—had likely grown up as slaves or freed slaves, but the records aren’t clear on the lives they lived. What is known is that Lillie and her older sister Victoria made their way to the manufacturing town of Red Bank. At age twenty-three, dressed in white satin, Lillie wed Harvey Basie at that town’s Pilgrim Baptist Church. (Bill says his information on Lillian as well as Harvey came from the family Bible and family lore, which made him mistakenly believe that the wedding was four hundred miles away in Virginia, that his mother was two years older than she was, and that her name was Lilly Ann as opposed to Lillian.)

Harvey’s lineage is clearer. His father, Edmund Basie, and mother, Ellen Williams, like Lillian, were born in Virginia albeit during the antebellum era, then moved to New Jersey. Harvey, born in 1874, was smack in the middle of a brood of seven, all of whom attended school to ensure they could read, write, and have other opportunities denied their parents. Harvey had a passion for bicycling and an entrepreneurial spirit that led him to jobs ranging from coachman to groundsman, handyman, and property manager for two of Red Bank’s preeminent families. He tried running a barbershop and advertised services outside of his day jobs, including small repairs and gardening. He helped bring to Red Bank a Colored YMCA, was a leader in his Baptist church, served as second lieutenant of the Black lodge of the Knights of Pythias fraternal organization, and, at a time when most Negroes were devoted to the party of Lincoln, he was president of the Negro Eastside Republican Club of Red Bank. He did well enough to buy a home in Red Bank’s Black enclave, but he never climbed higher than the lower-middle class—and to reach even that rung, Lillian had to work as well.

Bill’s relationship with Harvey was close but never warm. The son had three lasting memories of their time together: being caught drinking gin, dashing his dad’s hopes of a father-son business mowing lawns and cleaning houses, and siding with his mother when his parents separated later in life. (Bill was blind to that growing estrangement, as he was to many things in his youth.) Harvey’s response then, as Bill recollected: “If that’s the way you’re going about it, that’s the way it’ll have to be. Because, after all, she’s your mother, and I know you love her, but she was my sweetheart and my wife.” Harvey came closest to revealing his flatlined feelings about the Count in a toast he delivered years later: “He is my son, with whom I am well pleased.” Bill was equivalently muted when an interviewer asked how his father had reacted when Bill left behind sleepy Red Bank for the lights of Broadway: “I guess he seen that there was no use, you know, [making] me turn another way . . . [He] didn’t discourage me.”

The bonds between Lillie and Billy ran far deeper. “My mother, God rest her lovely soul, used to take in washing,” Bill wrote. “Her having to do that rubbing and scrubbing over those hot suds and all of the squeezing and starching and shaking out and hanging out and taking in and ironing and pressing to help my father make ends meet . . . Sometimes just the thought of all those baskets of laundry was almost more than I could bear, and I would just go over to her and hug her and say, ‘One of these days. You just wait and see. I promise. You just wait till I grow up.’”

Lillie’s burdens went well beyond the body-bending work she did for those white households, as Billy must have recognized. There were the irreparable losses—of Leroy, the son she openly mourned, and of Samuel, about whom she furtively anguished—and the oversized hopes she unmistakably vested in her surviving child. It was something she could only have talked about with Harvey, and neither left written records of their states of mind. But the adult Count Basie would never forget how Lillie responded to his boyhood promises to make good and do right by her: “[I] remember myself hearing what she always used to say back to me. I never will forget that. ‘I’m already proud of you, Billy,’ she used to say, sometimes stroking me on the cheek, and patting me on the head, and sometimes holding me by both shoulders. ‘You’re a very big help to me already. You’re a good boy, Billy. You’re such a good boy, and you will go far in the world, and my prayers will go with you and be with you.’”

His best memories from Red Bank, as with most youngsters, were holiday sounds, tastes, and smells. “My mother loved to make cakes and pies,” Bill said, “so there was all that nutmeg and vanilla and cinnamon and chocolate in the air. My mouth still waters when I remember those cakes and with all that coconut icing and those jelly layer cakes and those potato pies and custard pies. And all mixed in with all of that, you could also smell the celery and the sage and black pepper in the chicken or turkey stuffing.”

His worst days were in the classroom. “School, I’m sorry to say, was not my thing,” he wrote. “I didn’t go any higher than junior high school . . . I used to stay in one grade so long it was shameful. Kids would come into kindergarten and grow on up and catch up with me and then leave me sitting there in the same class . . . I didn’t pass in my homework or anything. I didn’t take any tests. I didn’t even have any report card anymore. It was ridiculous. I guess my parents must have said to hell with it.”

It wasn’t that Billy—or Willie, as he sometimes preferred then—lacked passions. His first was show biz, specifically the carnival. He liked the dazzle of the big-tops and their clowns, acrobats, parade bands, and once-wild animals. He liked merry-go-rounds and Ferris wheels. Most of all, he dreamed about leaving town with the carnies, no matter where they were headed. It was the characteristic wanderlust of youth, along with the bane of being an only child in an often frosty household. Regardless of the reason, as he wrote afterward, “I just wanted to be on the road with a show so much so that I would have gone along just to be a water boy for the elephants.”

The love of spotlights and footlights also took him as often as he could to Red Bank’s Palace moving-picture theater, which featured not just silent-picture idols like Rudolph Valentino, Buster Keaton, and Mary Pickford, but live comedy, songs, and dance. He swept the auditorium and lobby, polished the rails and fixtures, put up extra seats and scrubbed the below-stage dressing rooms used by vaudeville acts, and greeted entertainers at the train station, showing them to their hotel. Eventually he graduated to projection room helper. One day, the house piano player who accompanied that era’s silents didn’t show, and Willie volunteered to sit in.

This was his big moment. He didn’t have the regular player’s experience, but he had been taking lessons forced on him by his mother, who scraped together the twenty-five-cent fees. While his interest waxed and waned, his ears heard not just the beat written on the sheet but ones in his head and toes. His hands tinkled the keyboards with ease and poise. He was a natural. Exercises demanded of him were straightforward, but he delivered more. “All I had to do was have somebody else playing something and I could start right in and repeat it,” he remembered. “That wasn’t anything for me. And of course, in those days you also picked up things from piano-player rolls.”

It was more opportunism than epiphany, the way things generally are for the young. Willie Basie was no more drawn to the piano, or to the joys of ragtime and jazz, than Little Louis Armstrong was seduced by horns. Those attractions came later, no matter what romantics and screenwriters claim. Willie was as desperate to experience the world beyond Red Bank as Louis was to escape the Waif’s Home and the bad-boy track that landed him there. For Willie, a band was an even better way out than the carnival, and he was showman enough to pull it off.

And much as Armstrong would experiment with a series of instruments before finding the trumpet for which he is famous, so Basie’s first love was trap drums. His dad bought him a set with a small snare and bass, along with a hanging foot pedal. It was William Alexander “Sonny” Greer, a native of nearby Long Branch and later Duke Ellington’s percussionist, who
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