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On Monday August 29, 2005, Hurricane Katrina made landfall in Southeast 

Louisiana bringing with it destruction to much of the Gulf Coast. While New Orleans, 

one of America‘s most culturally and artistically significant cities, was spared a direct hit, 

the subsequent flood devastated much of the city, home to many musicians. The 

devastation and stress from the storm established a situation and a motivator for creative 

response, and this dissertation illustrates that the music these musicians produce is a 

manifestation and continuation of New Orleans‘ cultural atmosphere.  The city‘s 

historical allowance and celebration of freedom of expression permits New Orleans‘ 

current musicians to be innovative and responsive to the events surrounding the disaster.   

This project, designed as a qualitative research study, identifies four professional 

musicians who are established in the musical environment of New Orleans. To illustrate 

the depth of tradition and experimentation that their music evokes, the music of post-
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Katrina New Orleans is given historical contextualization and set in comparison to music 

that was inspired by a past catastrophe, the 1927 flood.  Through the holistic exploration 

of the present circumstances of these four musicians, it becomes clear that New Orleans 

remains a place that is extremely open to change and that experimental music flourishes 

at the same time that traditional jazz lives on through new performers, who walk in the 

footsteps of legends.  

From interviews conducted with these four individuals, as well as other on-site 

observations, the emotional, physical, and financial effects of Hurricane Katrina are 

identified and recorded. Central to this study is the author‘s own knowledge of music and 

experience in musical dialogue—it is through the interaction of the author and the 

subjects that important events and characteristics, which could be documented, actually 

emerged.  This project reveals the influence that the storm has had on the individual 

musician, and it demonstrates that while all four musicians are caught up in the 

whirlwind of recovery in New Orleans, their music remains rooted in the fundamental 

characteristic that is associated historically with New Orleans‘ music, improvisation. By 

the same token, it also shows that while each person may have had to suffer the same 

conditions, the musical response from each musician was unique. 
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Introduction 

 

New Orleans seems to always be influencing itself with this very, very big tradition of 

music. What I see happening is that that tradition is always going to stay. It’s like trying 

to de-root the oldest tree. You can’t do it. What’s happening now, I think, is that there are 

more branches.  

         -Helen Gillet, 2007
1
 

 

This dissertation sets out to examine, in an in-depth manner, four professional 

New Orleans musicians and their lives and music after Hurricane Katrina. Hurricane 

Katrina was a destructive event, but it also offers a means to explore what is fundamental 

to the creative spirit of these individuals as well as the impact that this specific event had 

upon them. The contributions that musicians have made to New Orleans are incalculable, 

and even while the city is in a state of turmoil of unprecedented proportion, its musicians 

have already given the city new vitality. Surprisingly, the musicians of New Orleans are 

extremely scarce in number, so an understanding of what New Orleans music is and how 

it has responded to a traumatic event is, in essence, a distilling of their individual stories.  

Personal accounts, however, require contextualization, and for this reason Chapter 

One, The Origins of the City and Its Music, explores the founding of New Orleans and 

the distinctive history and atmosphere that surrounds the establishment of its unique 

music. Chapter Two focuses on the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina and the subsequent 

turmoil and changes that have occurred within the city. The influence of the storm on the 

city‘s component neighborhoods is explored as a factor in the interaction of destruction 

                                                 
1
 Interview transcript pg. 171 
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and creativity that provides the basis of motivation for the creation of music at this point 

in time. Chapter Three, titled Post-Katrina New Orleans Music, explores the overall 

themes and guiding principles of tradition and experimentation in musical performance 

through the technique of improvisation. The study of improvisation is important to 

understanding the musical and cultural foundations upon which New Orleans music has 

been established. A direct correlation between the music of present day New Orleans and 

the music of the city‘s past can be established despite the rise of new protagonists, new 

venues and even new genres in the city‘s musical scene.   

The roles that musicians play in the life of New Orleans go well beyond 

performance. Even though the city of New Orleans is still in the beginning stages of 

reconstruction, it has already been shown that the musicians of the city have also 

committed themselves to rebuilding their neighborhoods such as the Musicians‘ Village 

and the city as a whole in a very concrete sense. Thus, not only now, but in the future, the 

musicians of New Orleans will exert an influence on the make-up of the city they live in. 

Ultimately, their struggles and continued devotion to the city of New Orleans are 

significant contemporary events which will be remembered for a long time to come. 

Research Foundations 

New Orleans‘ unique cultural environment has drawn researchers over the past 

century, and there is an extensive history of academic and literary explorations of the city 

through the life stories of its inhabitants. Long before New Orleans became known as the 

birthplace of America‘s only true musical art form, it was explored and documented. In 
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1890, Lafcadio Hearn travelled to New Orleans and became one of the first journalists
2
 to 

delve into the unique environment of the port city. ―Arguably the first writer to employ 

Louisiana settings to explore the entirety of this rich and provocative mélange of topics, 

and to do so with an artistry that set the tone for most who followed, was Lafcadio 

Hearn‖ (Starr, 2001: xii). Hearn conducted his research simply by exploring all of the 

interesting and exciting activities that the city offered, and he documented all of what he 

saw and experienced in descriptions that were ―…full of remarkable ethnographic 

detail…‖ (Evans, 2004: 227). In a 2001 collection of Hearn‘s writings of New Orleans, 

edited by Frederick Starr, Hearn‘s approach and manners of approach are evident in the 

organization of the titles of the chapters: ―The Outsider as Insider: Impressions,‖ ―From 

the Land of Dreams: Sketches,‖ ―Of Vices and Virtues: Editorials,‖ and ―Reports from 

the Field: Longer Studies.‖ 

Later, music historians began to record the city‘s importance for the creation of 

what would be a significant development in American music, New Orleans jazz. One of 

the first to document New Orleans‘ importance within the development of jazz would be 

Rudi Blesh. His writings on jazz and specifically New Orleans‘ influence on the creation 

of jazz would become the foundation upon which other scholars would build their 

studies. Blesh‘s Shining Trumpets written in 1947 is a writing, ―of the author‘s 

experience with musicians devoted to jazz and of the results from his prolonged study of 

this type of music‖ (Woodson, 1947: 249). Blesh discusses jazz in relation to the city of 

                                                 
2
 Lafcadio Hearn spent ten years in New Orleans from 1878-1888. Working for the City Item, a small New 

Orleans newspaper, Hearn wrote and illustrated many articles which helped to increase circulation. In 1882, 

Hearn moved to the Times-Democrat. By the end of his time in New Orleans he had written for Scribes 

Magazine, Harper’s Weekly, Cosmopolitan, The Century Magazine and Harper’s Bazar (Starr, 2001:xiv).     
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New Orleans in terms of  its beginnings and the first performers of jazz, all of which he 

was fortunate to have studied first hand  

In the same manner, a musicologist, Joachim E. Berendt, and a photographer, 

William Claxton, ventured into New Orleans in 1960 in order to discover how the city‘s 

music had progressed or evolved in the decades since the first appearance of jazz. Their 

documentation of the city‘s musicians—by meeting and capturing these musicians in 

their natural environment—provides an example of effective methods of researching the 

city where jazz was born. Their work, titled New Orleans 1960, presents interviews with 

musicians, photographs of the players, and the various places where one could hear jazz. 

Within this work, it is clearly evident that the musicians of the city were rooted in the 

sounds of the past. Berendt explains this by saying, ―One constantly experiences in New 

Orleans—both inside and outside the jazz world—how vital and alive these old traditions 

still are even today‖ (Berendt, 1960: 21). Much of the exploration of music was done 

away from commonly known areas of jazz performance. Even in 1960, Bourbon Street 

was not the center of jazz within New Orleans. Berendt commented: 

The Street of the Bourbons in the old French Quarter has long been regarded as 

the main street of jazz life in New Orleans. But when you get there you find very 

little jazz, and a solid half of what little is there is questionable. (Berendt, 1960: 

21)   

 

It is in the tradition of these research methods that I chose to examine the music of 

post-Katrina New Orleans. This city, with its vibrant creative atmosphere, is a place 

where personal interaction with musicians is the key to discovery. An important factor in 

the success of such an endeavor is the ability of the researcher to relate to the musicians 

on their own terms, as a musician that knows the field and that has, so to speak, ‗passed 
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muster‘ in the musical profession, as they have. This guiding principle is fundamental 

even to gaining access, or better put ‗quality access,‘ to the individuals that a researcher 

wishes to study. In an interview for this dissertation, Dr. Rick Weil, a leading sociologist 

who is studying the recovery of New Orleans stated, ―There is a huge shortage of people 

who have a way to do something good, like you. You are a musician. You‘d be able to 

understand the music.‖   

Post-Katrina Research 

After the initial effects of Hurricane Katrina and the subsequent flood, scores of 

researchers began to enter New Orleans seeking answers to a vast array of questions. 

Many have recognized that the events surrounding Hurricane Katrina and the subsequent 

rebuilding efforts offer a wealth of knowledge, and much will be gained and may even be 

put to good use when another storm approaches. Some writers and scholars have sought 

to document the state and federal governments‘ actions before and after the storm, such 

as the infamous governmental disorganization and failures of FEMA in the initial rescue 

response. Others have sought to research the inadequacies of the levee systems and their 

subsequent breaches. One researcher in particular that discusses both of these topics in-

depth would be Douglas Brinkley in his 2006 book The Great Duluge: Hurricane 

Katrina, New Orleans, and the Mississippi Gulf Coast. In this book, Brinkley discusses 

the situations immediately before and after Hurricane Katrina, taking special note of the 

failures of both FEMA and the levees.     

In fact, research that has been done or is underway encompasses almost the 

complete spectrum of socio-economic areas. The topics that have been explored include 

race, class, gender, and the impact of the storm upon all of these, as well as media 
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coverage of the disaster and the destruction and subsequent rebuilding of the physical 

infrastructure which makes up the city.
3
 Most research examines data obtained from New 

Orleans by scientific and tangible means. The primary reason that many studies focus on 

physical aspects alone is that cultural features, or the artistic and unique ethnic activities 

of the residents, cannot be re-established without many of the physical ones already in 

place. It is only recently that culture is now making a discernable return. With the current 

state of recovery in mind, a new approach is necessary in order to document Hurricane 

Katrina‘s influence on the vital cultural component of the city, its music. This project has 

taken into account the destruction following Hurricane Katrina and explored its 

influences on four key professional musicians. It proposes that the music that these 

individuals create is a contributing factor to the continuation of the city‘s unique 

atmosphere. This study is a model study on a modest scale, and a much larger one would 

require more participants; however, the musicians that are presented in this study are 

exceptional examples of the professional musician in New Orleans.  

In order to understand the current state of New Orleans where the musicians 

currently reside, it is imperative to utilize recent quantitative research that outlines the 

overall condition of the city. This is important because without consideration of the 

condition of the city, exploration into the musical response cannot be conducted. These 

reports of statistical data give a foundation upon which a background and atmosphere that 

these musicians live can be created. With this knowledge, a more comprehensive and 

thorough personal examination of the city‘s musicians can be obtained. 

                                                 
3
 Throughout the week prior and especially on August 29, 2010, news coverage contained headlines of the 

fifth anniversary of Hurricane Katrina and the progress and struggles that have taken place. National Public 

Radio (NPR) featured many stories of the recovery and news coverage in their series ―Hurricane Katrina: 

As Seen On TV, Five Years Later‖   
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 In an article titled ―Reconstruction of New Orleans after Hurricane Katrina: A 

Research Perspective‖ R. W. Kates, C. E. Colten, S. Laska, and S. P. Leatherman present 

a valid example of such objective, statistical research. The four authors compare the 

catastrophe caused by Hurricane Katrina to that wrought by the 1906 San Francisco 

earthquake. Using comparative statistics, they estimate that the reconstruction of New 

Orleans will take ―8-11 years‖ (Kates, et al, 2006: 14653). The article examines the 

aftermath of Katrina in the context of other natural disasters of this magnitude in U.S. 

history, and they conclude that in rebuilding New Orleans, ―…the emergency post 

disaster period appears to be longer in duration than that of any other studied disaster‖ 

(Kates, et al, 2006: 14653). The article goes on further to explore four aspects of 

reconstruction: ―Reconstruction is part of a sequence of four identifiable postdisaster 

periods: emergency, restoration, reconstruction, and commemorative or betterment 

reconstruction‖ (Kates, et al, 2006: 14655).  

 The first period that is discussed is known as the ―emergency postdisaster period‖ 

and within the context of historical disasters, specifically the 1906 earthquake in San 

Francisco, this period typically lasts about four weeks. In New Orleans after Katrina, the 

―emergency postdisaster period‖ extended well over six weeks. This period is 

characterized by ―…search and rescue, emergency shelter and feeding, the establishment 

of order, the clearing of major arteries, and the draining of floodwaters‖ (14656). Based 

on these findings it is evident that even though almost a  century had passed between 

these two catastrophes, the 1906 earthquake and Hurricane Katrina, the sheer magnitude 

of the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina overwhelmed the more technologically advanced 

resources of the flood control and other safety measures available to New Orleans. The 



 

8 

end of this period was declared when the flood waters were pumped and drained from the 

city, after about six weeks. An alternative period could even be considered to last as long 

as fourteen weeks, when the last emergency shelter was closed on December 3, 2005 

(14656). 

 The period following the ―emergency period‖ is known as the ―restoration 

period,‖ and during this period, ―the repairable essentials of urban life are restored‖ 

(Kates, et al, 2006: 14655). Within New Orleans, this time period concluded when the 

pre-existing levee systems were restored, after a period of about forty weeks. In this 

instance, New Orleans was able to finish this phase in a shorter amount of time. With the 

1906 San Francisco earthquake, the restoration took roughly sixty weeks to complete. 

This is an example of technical progress over made the century that separates these two 

events.  

 Presently, according to this study, New Orleans is either in the middle of the 

reconstruction period or roughly just short of the middle, based upon the comparison with 

San Francisco. This period, in the opinion of the authors, will last for some time, and it is 

only after the full reconstruction of the city that the phase of ―betterment‖ construction 

can begin. Already, the period of recovery has proven to be culturally significant for New 

Orleans. Artistically, musicians are expressing the concerns of the city, as well as their 

own. While many musicians have left the city, others are moving in and continuing to be 

creative in the atmosphere that persists to be the essence of New Orleans.  

 Some research has already been conducted concerning the culture of New 

Orleans. In an article titled: ―Rebuilding the Cultural Vitality of New Orleans,‖ author 
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Maria-Rosario Jackson examines the importance of the cultural identity of New Orleans, 

and she also recommends strategic processes for promoting the culture of the city.   

New Orleans‘ art and culture, formal and informal, are intrinsically valuable as 

expressions of a people. But they are also part of everyday living and essential 

elements of the city‘s social capital, civic engagement, and economic 

development. (Jackson, 2006: 1). 

 

Her promotion of culture includes all of the expressions of creativity that are within the 

city, including the Mardi Gras costumes, the food, and the music. In keeping with her 

assertion that the culture of New Orleans is vital to the city and that there should be clear 

procedures to ensure its re-establishment, Jackson outlines distinct steps that should be 

taken as the city is rebuilt. These ―action steps,‖ as she calls them, treat the culture of the 

city as a priority and not just as an afterthought.  

 The first ‗action step‘ that Jackson discusses is that there should be an 

establishment of a cultural policy. This policy would give New Orleans‘ arts and culture 

a degree of clout within the realm of public policy. According to Jackson, this policy 

would,  

…clearly state that the cultural vitality of New Orleans—the continuum of arts 

and culture that makes New Orleans exceptional—needs to be protected, 

advanced, and financially supported. Research demonstrates that cultural vitality, 

defined as ―a community‘s capacity to create, disseminate, and validate arts and 

culture on its own terms,‖ is an important dimension of a healthy place to live. 

(Jackson, 2006: 7)  

 

 The second ‗action step‘ would be to appoint advocates to promote the concepts 

that are important in promoting and re-establishing the culture. These advocates should 

already hold prominent positions within the community of New Orleans and also be 

active in other policy domains. These individuals would ensure that provisions be made 

to assist the artists of New Orleans as they return by establishing, 
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…stronger arts education programs, with a particular focus on New Orleans root 

culture…Special provisions for affordable spaces for artists and organizations 

central to cultural work, including arts organizations, social aid and pleasure 

clubs, and places such as community centers and churches….(Jackson, 2006: 7)  

  

 The third ‗action step‘ that Jackson outlines is ‗consistent measurement.‘ Here, 

the recording and documentation of activities within the city, including cultural activities 

would occur. In her opinion, ―Without baseline information and ways of periodically 

gauging if conditions are improving or not, effective planning and programming is 

unlikely (Jackson, 2006: 7).  

 The fourth, and final, ‗action step‘ outlined by Jackson states that an individual 

should be appointed as a ‗funding intermediary.‘ This individual would have specific 

leadership responsibilities described as: 

(1) buys into the idea of cultural vitality and appreciates the cultural ecology of 

New Orleans in its fullness, (2) has a bird‘s eye view of the New Orleans cultural 

scene, and (3) can garner resources from multiple funding sources and then 

strategically deploy them for the benefit of artists, artisans, and traditions bearers. 

(Jackson, 2006:7)  

 

 While each of these steps is grounded in research and fact, what Jackson fails to 

recognize is that New Orleans‘ culture grew into what it was before the arrival of 

Hurricane Katrina organically, without any planning or leadership. For decades, no one 

was there to promote or measure the ‗cultural vitality‘ of New Orleans, yet it became one 

of the most culturally significant cities within the United States. Likewise, the beginnings 

of New Orleans‘ culture were grounded in aspects of everyday living that most 

Americans, at the time and most today, would deem as being quite lacking morally. It is 

the gradual passing of time with allowances for expression without hindrance that made 
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New Orleans and the arts that it produced exceptional, not a coherent, single, one-time 

vision.  

 What has been established even in the few years since the storm is that New 

Orleans and the individual residents within the city are continuing to create music in such 

a manner that is consistent with the traditions and establishments of the past. Every 

musician within the city is re-establishing his or her own niche in a manner that 

incorporates his or her own characteristics, while contributing to the whole.  

 One aspect of Jackson‘s article can be shown to exist and assist in the rebuilding 

of New Orleans. Her concept of a ‗funding intermediary‘ has come to be established in 

the creation of The Sweet Home New Orleans foundation. This organization is currently 

funneling resources into the city and appropriating funds to musicians and artists in need. 

Under the umbrella of this organization are numerous charitable agencies as well as 

research support from Louisiana State University in Baton Rouge.  

Through the direction of Louisiana State University Sociology Professor Dr. 

Frederick Weil, a key researcher in the recovery of New Orleans (see the interview 

transcript in the Appendix), another aspect of Jackson‘s ‗action steps‘ is in a way being 

realized. Professor Weil in cooperation with Sweet Home New Orleans has been 

attempting to locate musicians, artists, and other, in their words, ‗tradition-bearers‘ who 

lived in New Orleans prior to the flood, as well as those who have returned. Research 

released by Dr. Weil and Sweet Home New Orleans provided the most comprehensive 

and accurate database to date. Due to the fact that many such ‗tradition bearers‘ worked 

for cash only, the exact number living within the city has never been accurately recorded. 

With the resources available to both the Sweet Home New Orleans Foundation and the 
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sociology department at LSU, the ―2008 State of the New Orleans Music Community 

Report,‖ and ―The 2009 State of the New Orleans Music Community Report,‖ are, 

statistically, the most reliable sources for recording the number of musicians and artists 

within New Orleans. With that said, time has passed since the release of the reports, and 

the city continues to make strides in reconstructing areas that were in the past 

uninhabitable. With the reconstruction of housing, the opportunity for more artists and 

musicians to move into the city continues to rise, so the numbers given in the report 

already may need to be updated. In reality, due to the nature of the ‗scene‘ in New 

Orleans, there may never be an absolutely accurate count of the number of artists and 

musicians within the city. 

What is crucial to understand about New Orleans is that while the infrastructure 

and the physical attributes of the city are important, it is the musicians and the art that 

they produce that are the heart of its identity. Already, the recognition of the importance 

of the music and musicians within New Orleans after Hurricane Katrina has become the 

topic of other academic researchers. In a conference of the International Association for 

the Study of Popular Music at Loyola University in April of 2010, presentations were 

made based on recent studies of cultural topics in present-day New Orleans.  SherriLynn 

Colby-Bottel, from the University of Virginia, presented a paper titled ―Resilience, 

Busking, and Making Traditional Jazz in New Orleans,‖ which focused on the 

characteristic lifestyles of the ‗bohemian‘ or ‗street kid‘ musician in New Orleans after 

Hurricane Katrina. Elizabeth McLean Macy, from the University of California at Los 

Angeles, presented a paper titled ―Cultural Gumbo: Festivalization in Post-Katrina New 

Orleans,‖ which centers on the recovery of the cultural events and festivals essential to 
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New Orleans‘ culture and economy.  And, Matt Sakakeeny, from Tulane University, 

presented a paper titled ―Washed Away: Narratives of Cultural Loss in Contemporary 

New Orleans,‖ with a topic centered on the interaction of the media and New Orleans‘ 

culture immediately following Hurricane Katrina. What these other researchers and their 

current projects reveal is that New Orleans and the characteristics associated with its 

unique culture, in a state of rebuilding itself, is currently an appealing and intriguing 

destination for study. Each of these studies, along with this dissertation, possesses its own 

separate and distinct goals and objectives, and through the work of many this significant 

moment in New Orleans‘ history will be recorded and analyzed.   

Along with research and as the city rebuilds, it is important that the arts within 

New Orleans be supported and allowed to evolve. This support has not yet appeared in 

the form of planning or direct leadership; however, advocates for its recognition and 

promotion have risen from inside as well as outside of the city. New Orleans‘ struggle for 

rebuilding physically as well as culturally as been featured as part of documentary works 

by Spike Lee and in the ‗based on a true story‘ television series Treme. From these 

accounts of the city after the storm, acknowledgements of the city‘s struggles have been 

depicted. However, as in the past, the establishment of music and the arts within New 

Orleans required time for nurturing—so, too, does the time of rebuilding.  

Research Methodology 

 The topic and research questions addressed within this dissertation are centered 

on four professional musicians, whose day-to-day interactions are an active part of life 

within the city of New Orleans. While their lives and music offer fascinating direct 

insight into present day New Orleans‘ music, the trauma and aftermath of Hurricane 
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Katrina provide a special window into the musicians‘ actions and creative outputs, which 

have become central to New Orleans. To paraphrase the social theorist Peshkin, 

Hurricane Katrina provides a setting of interest that defines their place in the history of 

the city.
4
   

 In order to fully comprehend the context in which the music of New Orleans and 

the influence that Hurricane Katrina has had on musicians within the city, it was 

imperative that this researcher spend time in the city amongst its musicians. Likewise, 

since the topic being explored focuses on the contemporary experiences and situations of 

individuals within a recovering culture, most of the basic information discovered had to 

be documented first-hand. Thus, the main technique for acquiring information was 

through interviews and personal observation.  

 It is important to understand that the residents of New Orleans are unlike those of 

any other city, and the methods for acquiring information from subjects within the city 

must take on specific forms. Highly structured research tactics are not generally as 

productive, and thus a more laid-back approach is warranted. In an interview Dr. Rick 

Weil, a leading researcher in the recovery of New Orleans, stated that he has been 

successful because of his understanding of the need to adjust his approach. 

After a certain point, I wanted to do a survey there. So, I cleared it with FEMA. I 

then went to the resident leaders, and I said that I wanted to put on a big party. I 

said that I would bring a dinner, and that they could bring their brass band. Also, I 

would like to do this survey. They said that they would love it, and they even 

asked how they could help. I have had colleagues that went in there and said, ―I 

will give you a twenty dollar Wal-Mart card if you fill out my survey.‖ The 

people sort of sat in their trailer gnashing their teeth filling out the survey. So, 

                                                 
4
 According to the social theorist and professor of education at the University of Illinois Alan Peshkin, 

research subjects within a certain study require a ―situation..in a setting of particular characteristics, and 

there is no setting of any interest…unless there is something we call a situation‖ (Peshkin, 1993: 23). 
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which way do you want to do it? If you put in your time and your effort, I think 

that you can get the feel of it. If you come here with just money, people will do it, 

but they won‘t welcome you into their lives.
5
  

  

With this knowledge and approach, a more productive time was spent in the city 

observing and interacting with its residents, and a more comprehensive understanding of 

the city was achieved. To enhance personal observation, interviews, constructed with 

open-ended questions and presented in a more conversational manner, were conducted to 

obtain an in-depth understanding of the person, his or her function, and the opinions that 

the individual held within the culture of the city. From this interaction and exploration, 

there emerged the concepts of improvisation, tradition, and experimentation, which 

provide the fundamental structure of this analysis. Knowledge of the city‘s past had to be 

taken into account. Hence, before traveling to New Orleans, a survey of literature on the 

history of the music within the city was undertaken along with specifics of the recent 

catastrophe, Hurricane Katrina. This survey was constructed utilizing noted works 

encompassing a wide range of publications on the history of New Orleans and the music 

of New Orleans: Grace Lichtenstein and Laura Laura Danker‘s (1993) Musical Gumbo: 

The Music of New Orleans, Stephen Longstreet‘s (1965) Sportin’ House: A History of the 

New Orleans Sinners and the Birth of Jazz, Louise McKinney‘s (2006) New Orleans: A 

Cultural History, Hodding Carter, Wm. Ranson Hogan, John W. Lawrence, and Betty 

Werlein Carter‘s (1968) The Past as Prelude: New Orleans 1718 – 1968, Orrin 

Keepnews and Bill Grauer‘s (1955) A Pictorial History of Jazz: People and Places from 

New Orleans to Modern Jazz and  Lyles Saxon‘s (1928) Fabulous New Orleans. 
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While exploring the past, an historical understanding of the musical expression, 

programmatic as well as lyrical, of the recent events of the storm, and the recognition of 

potential possibilities for music in relation to events surrounding the culture was 

achieved. Along with the information gathered through personal observation, new 

knowledge, discovered first-hand from recent visits to the city, was fused with historical 

findings to explore the argument that the music and musicians of New Orleans have been 

directly affected by Hurricane Katrina and the characteristics of this new music are 

entrenched in the history and music of the past. 

Fieldwork Narrative  

Having grown up in South Florida, I know first-hand the uneasiness that 

accompanies the months of June through November. From my childhood, I can recall the 

names of hurricanes such as Kate, Floyd, Bob, Irene, and especially Andrew
6
 that were 

near-misses to Palm Beach County. However in 2004 and 2005, Palm Beach County 

would have four direct hurricane landfalls: Francis, Jeanne, Katrina, and Wilma. During 

the aftermath of all of those storms, I came to know what it was like to deal with 

structural damage to homes and buildings and to be without electrical power and income. 

As a professional musician, especially after the most intense of the storms, Wilma, in late 

October 2005, I began to notice the ways in which a storm could have a severe impact on 

my musical endeavors, career, and earnings. Usually during the Christmas holidays, my 

performance calendar is quite full; however, in the winter of 2005 almost all of the 

Christmas performances were cancelled due to the impact of the storm. While dealing 

                                                 
6
 Hurricane Andrew made landfall in the extreme southern part of Florida as a category five storm. It is the 

last category five storm to hit the United States. Hurricane Katrina was only a category one when it hit 

Palm Beach County, and it was a category three when it made landfall again in Louisiana. 
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with my own situation, I couldn‘t help watching as New Orleans dealt with an even more 

intense situation after the impact of Hurricane Katrina. Knowing that New Orleans is 

central to the history of American music, I began to wonder how the musicians there 

were dealing with the challenges they were facing, and the journey that would ensue 

would be as important as the information that I discovered.  

The experiences obtained while researching this topic have been enlightening 

academically, as well as personally. The more I studied and researched this topic, the 

more it seemed as though doors were opening to different possibilities and avenues that I 

never could have imagined. It seems as though this topic is still very much alive in the 

minds of everyone, and it may even become more significant as time passes through each 

anniversary of the storm.  

During my trips to New Orleans, my goal was to immerse myself in the culture 

and the music that is New Orleans. Prior to traveling to the city, I researched the history 

of New Orleans‘ music and spoke with individuals who had lived there, including Dr. 

Clifford Brown, Professor of Anthropology at Florida Atlantic University, who did his 

doctoral work at Tulane University. Many of the past residents spoke of how music was 

central to the city‘s culture, and Dr. Brown referred to New Orleans‘ music as being, ―an 

indigenous art form.‖ During the initial stages of my research, I ventured to the city eager 

to discover what was occurring in a city known for its music yet under extreme duress. 

These research based ventures into the city, with an average duration of a week, occurred 

in November, 2007, March, 2008, August 2008, March 2009, and November, 2009.  

From these trips to the city of New Orleans, personal interviews were conducted which 
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would lead to intriguing discoveries about a culture essentially starting over, and at the 

same time retaining core qualities, after a catastrophic event.  

As I began my journey in November of 2007, I gained knowledge about the city 

and developed my strategies as a researcher. During my initial visit to the city, I indeed 

made some preliminary mistakes, such as trying to predetermine the design of the 

interviews. While interviewing Jeff, I began the interview with a pre-set list of questions. 

I had planned to guide the interview with my questions so as to avoid any awkward 

silences. However, as the interview began the topics quickly went away from my 

questions and onto much more interesting ideas. I quickly realized that having the list of 

questions was more of a hindrance rather than an aid. Had I remained grounded to the 

questions, I don‘t feel the interview would have gone as well. It was through these early 

mistakes that I was able to evaluate my effectiveness as a researcher and make specific 

adjustments which provided for increased success. 

During my preliminary research into the city of New Orleans, I learned that the 

city did not possess the most positive of images, in the national view, especially after 

Katrina. Consistently, New Orleans had been ranked among the highest in the country for 

incidents of crime and murder. With that in mind, I became even more uneasy about 

venturing into this city. This was not an exciting beginning. Also, I knew that the time at 

which music is generally performed in other parts of the country is at night, and that was 

also the time when I particularly did not want to venture out into unknown areas of the 

city. Likewise, I recognized that the bulk of my project would be gathering personal 

accounts of events surrounding the storm, and I had no idea as to how I would be 

received. In the end, many of the stereotypes that at first seemed quite intimidating and 
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which had concerned me throughout the early stages of my research would prove to be 

unwarranted. Overall, the people and the environments in which I ventured in order to 

pursue this project became inspirational to me and to the music that I create. 

Through interactions with the musicians of New Orleans, I now more fully realize 

the relationship between human emotions and the expressive capabilities of music. My 

normal ‗musical life‘ consists mainly of performing for accompaniment and not for my 

own expression. The accompaniment that I provide generally consists of backing up 

vocalists in a number of secular or religious settings. The main priority in this type of 

performance is technical proficiency, with little emphasis on personal expression. While 

these types of performances may be rewarding financially, they lack artistic satisfaction. 

The majority of music that I explored in New Orleans, instead, was centered around the 

production of the music as an expressive outlet for the individual musician and for the 

overall culture.    

 One of my first goals was to appear to be a native or, at least, a seasoned visitor. 

The first thing that I wanted to avoid was utilizing a map, as this is an immediate 

indicator of someone that is unfamiliar with a location. Within the first few minutes of 

my first hours in the city, however, I had to pull out a map, losing my guise of being 

knowledgeable of the city. At first, I was aggravated by my complete and utter failure in 

this; however, I quickly decided to embrace my ignorance and tourist-like appearance. I 

had noticed other out-of-towners successfully and blissfully investigating and enjoying 

all that the city had to offer, and they were doing quite well. So, I changed my strategy 

completely, and I was astounded by how receptive people were to questions. As I 

investigated even tourist attractions, I was amazed by the amount of information, both 
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first-hand as well as public, that I was able to collect regarding the storm‘s impact on the 

city.  

Upon arriving in New Orleans, I was amazed by what I saw. While driving down 

Canal Street, a street that had been under eighteen inches of water, I was surprised at the 

condition of the road itself. Before arriving in New Orleans, I was informed of the 

atrocious conditions of the roads due to flooding, yet Canal Street was in excellent shape. 

I later found out that Canal Street had been under renovation even before Hurricane 

Katrina, and that the renovation had been entirely completed before the storm. So, what I 

saw here was pre-storm renovation while later on I discovered that the majority of the 

roads were, indeed, in a state of disrepair. This theme seemed also to play itself out for 

the rest of the city. The areas that are frequented by visitors to the city are up and running 

with business as usual, but the outlying areas surrounding the tourist areas are in 

desperate need of repair.  

It seemed as though the topic of discussion on everyone‘s mind was Katrina. Even 

though it has been some time since the storm, the people of New Orleans were so 

drastically impacted by the storm that they are and will be discussing its effects for some 

time to come. While sitting in a restaurant, I couldn‘t help overhearing some 

conversations among residents of the city, and Katrina came up regularly at some point in 

each conversation.  

This continued acknowledgement of the storm may also be seen in other aspects 

of the city. Throughout the city, there are signs and banners expressing the thoughts and 

feelings as to the progress of the city‘s restoration. For the most part, many of the citizens 

feel that post-Katrina New Orleans will be better than pre-Katrina New Orleans. Thus, 
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optimism remains high. The official slogan of the city, even printed on t-shirts and 

baseball hats, is ―Rebuild, Rebirth,‖ and this slogan is represented everywhere. The 

tourist district of the city appears as if nothing had happened, even though the suburbs 

and neighborhoods that surround the city still possess the qualities of a ghost town. All of 

the streets are cleaned off and semi-passable, despite the huge number of pot-holes. The 

houses are either gone, intact but gutted and completely vacant, or left just as they were 

after the flood. Along with the vacancy are the marks that something terrible has 

happened there. Across all of the un-restored houses is a horizontal brown line located, 

for some, above the first-floor windows. This line, approximately a few inches in width, 

marks the point at which the flood waters came to settle after the levees had broken. This 

is not necessarily the highest level that the flood water attained; it is simply the point at 

which the water stood for at least two weeks. Accompanying this line are the marks of 

the rescuers. At each house, an ominous ―X‖ was drawn indicating the date that rescuers 

came by and the number of survivors or bodies that were recovered.
7
  

 Since the topic of the storm‘s impact and its effects are still on everyone‘s mind, 

almost everyone that I spoke to had an opinion about Katrina and the recovery efforts. 

While the vast majority of the people that I spoke with were excited about the 

possibilities that lay ahead, there was another slogan that they repeated frequently. One 

person I spoke with, a resident of the city for more than forty years declared, ―So, 

everywhere else this is called The Country’s Greatest Natural Disaster. Here in New 

Orleans, we consider this The Country’s Greatest Man-made Catastrophe. Because had 

                                                 
7
 Refer to the photo on page 154 for an example of the rescuers‘ marks on houses. 
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these flood walls and levees held up and did the job they were supposed to do, the deaths 

and the devastation would not have occurred.‖  

The first, and to me the most striking, opportunities available for visitors to New 

Orleans are the tours that are available. These tours include visits to the Garden District‘s 

Victorian mansions, the French Quarter, and other historic areas, but the one that 

intrigued me the most was the Devastation Tour. This tour was a three hour trip in and 

around the city focusing on the turmoil that Katrina had caused. Upon further inquiry, I 

was able to learn from the New Orleans Office of Tourism that this tour is the most 

popular, raking in thousands of dollars from hundreds of tourists a day. In fact, the Office 

of Tourism‘s statistics indicate that visitors overwhelmingly now choose the devastation 

tour over the formerly dominant tours of the city‘s historic districts. The fact that this tour 

even exists has some tour guides on other tours expressing contempt for it. These other 

guides advertise their tours as ―happy tours‖ and more about New Orleans and less about 

the disaster.  At the conclusion of the research, in November 2009, these tours were still 

running, although they had morphed into something somewhat different than their 

original design. In the creation of the original Destruction Tour, the focus was on the 

aftermath of Hurricane Katrina. However, over four years later, much rebuilding had 

taken place, and the amount of devastation left to view had diminished. Thus, the 

Destruction Tour became merged with the Historic Architecture Tour. Overall, it seems 

that while the storm had a most devastating effect upon the city, which relies so much on 

tourism, it has also brought more people to the city afterwards to see the powerful 

destruction. The storm has, in effect, established a whole new economy and created a 

new attraction for the city.  
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It remains to be seen whether this Devastation Tour is beneficial or harmful to the 

economics and cultural make-up of New Orleans. Only time will tell as to how these 

tours will play into the overall perception of New Orleans. What can be said now about 

the tours is that while they may be capitalizing on others‘ struggles and losses, these tours 

are, nonetheless, extremely educational. The tour that I went on, run by the Gray Line 

Bus Company, was directed by an individual who had lived in New Orleans her whole 

life. So, not only did she present very detailed and organized information regarding the 

storm, but she also related a reliable and personal account of the aftermath. She told of 

many of her own struggles during and after the storm. She also answered a very 

important question that I had been asking myself for some time, ―Why didn‘t they 

evacuate?‖ Just as those living in certain coastal areas of Florida and the Florida Keys 

have to evacuate before a hurricane strikes, so too, the citizens of New Orleans had to 

evacuate the city. In fact, evacuation procedures for New Orleans had just been put into 

place in the late 1990‘s. The city had been evacuated twice before, once in 1998 with 

Hurricane George and again in 2004 with Hurricane Ivan. Since neither of these storms 

actually hit New Orleans and many had evacuated, when Hurricane Katrina was 

approaching, many decided to stay, which left them in desperate straits. 

While in the city, I learned and saw firsthand that the devastation that Hurricane 

Katrina caused was not discriminatory at all. Devastation was still present across the full 

range of social and economic situations. In fact, there were mansions, single family 

homes, and lower-income housing which were all vacant, torn down, or at least displayed 

scars from extreme flooding.  
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 As far as the music going on in New Orleans, changes have already occurred 

because of Katrina. While talking to some street musicians, I learned that a large number 

of musicians have left the city. According to one street musician in his opinion, the 

majority of the older musicians have left due to an acute sense of personal loss as well as 

to the lack of possible employment. Another aspect that was brought up repeatedly was 

the declining number of street musicians still in the city. Before the storm, Royal Street, 

the prominent area for street musicians, had about eight blocks of performers. 

Immediately after the storm, there are only two blocks of performers, which suggests that 

almost three quarters of the street musicians had left.  

Before I made my trips to New Orleans, I assumed, much like everyone else who 

has never been to New Orleans before, that the best music and clubs would be located in 

The French Quarter and possibly on Bourbon Street. Actually, after speaking with 

residents of New Orleans, I discovered that most of New Orleans‘ artistic, or personally 

expressive, music is found just outside of The French Quarter on Frenchmen Street. This, 

I believe, was probably the most valuable discovery that I made. The clubs that were 

located on this street were frequented by the locals of New Orleans. In fact, the people 

that live in New Orleans rarely go into The French Quarter unless, ―…they want to watch 

tourists make fools of themselves.‖ While the atmosphere on Bourbon Street is one of 

partying with no inhibitions, on Frenchmen Street there is much more of a laid-back 

atmosphere in which the music isn‘t quite as loud or commercial. In a sense, it is in this 

area that the true music of New Orleans is being created, and from what I have 

experienced and learned, many of the great New Orleans musicians throughout the years 

have performed on Frenchmen Street. Thus, the clubs that are on Frenchmen Street and 
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the music and musicians that perform on Frenchmen Street are central to the information 

presented in this project.  

Another aspect that I discovered about New Orleans and the people that live there 

is that they truly recognize the significance of their city and its importance in the history 

of American culture. Because of this recognition, New Orleans‘ residents are committed 

to maintaining tradition in both the historical sense and the cultural philosophical sense. 

A recent addition to the city and a physical representation of this commitment is the 

Musicians‘ Village. I had a chance to visit the village, and it was not exactly what I was 

expecting. After reading about the village and picturing the general design of 

communities in South Florida, I pictured houses centered around the clubhouse, which, 

upon completion will be dedicated to Ellis Marsalis, prominent New Orleans musician 

and father of Wynton and Branford Marsalis. Instead, the houses look rather like row-

houses. In my opinion, they look less like a village and more just like any other street. 

Even though the houses look similar, they appear to be separate from one another and not 

‗village-like‘ at all.
8
      

Along with the Musicians‘ Village, another corporate type organization has begun 

to rebuild some of the hardest hit areas of the city in an attempt to aid in the much needed 

housing shortage since the storm. In cooperation with Brad Pitt, The Make it Right 

Foundation has begun to endeavor to assist in the rebuilding of the Lower Ninth Ward, 

the area east of the French Quarter. The Make It Right Foundation plans to construct 

about one hundred and fifty houses that are extremely innovative in design. These houses 

will be constructed in a method that encompasses the ‗green‘ ideal, which is more 

                                                 
8
 Photo of  Musicians‘ Village pg. 149 
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environmentally safe and more economically friendly than houses that had been built 

before. There still remains the question of what this ‗new‘ New Orleans will be. New 

Orleans has gone through changes in the past, but the changes that Hurricane Katrina has 

imposed upon it are as if the city has had to essentially start over from a blank slate.  

Research Subjects: Finding People to Meet 

Before I visited New Orleans, I had contacted two individuals in the city who 

were friends of a former professor of mine, Tom Brantley at the University of South 

Florida. Professor Brantley is a native of Southwest Louisiana, and his family still lives 

there, so I surmised that he would know musicians in New Orleans. He was gracious and 

helpful in identifying some of his friends who lived in New Orleans. Through one of 

these contacts, Jeff Albert, who is an integral part of this project both as a subject and a 

guide, I was granted an insight into the music and the culture of the city, and for this I am 

very grateful. Not only did he inform me about his own circumstances before and after 

the storm, but also he became essentially my contact for a number of clubs. Along with 

his guidance, he introduced me to a number of performers in New Orleans, specifically 

Helen Gillet and Nobu Ozaki. Through his introductions, I became included in the 

conversation about the city with performers, who under any other circumstances would 

have been hard to come by.  

 Upon first meeting Jeff, I found him to be extremely gracious and helpful. From a 

conversation that lasted approximately an hour, I was able to gain insight into the life that 

performers lead within the city. This insight was very valuable to me not only on an 

academic level, but also on a personal level. Since I am a professional musician myself, a 

trumpet player, I am fully aware of the general atmosphere that surrounds the clubs and 
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the ensembles that perform within them in South Florida. But, I was astonished by what 

Jeff told me about the general ‗scene‘ in New Orleans. New Orleans is a very special 

place in that the music is embraced without expectations or limitations. To me, this was a 

shock. The ‗scene‘ that I am accustomed to is one in which only the standard types of 

jazz music are accepted, and only the best performers are employed to perform these 

kinds of jazz. In New Orleans, not only are all forms of jazz accepted, but there is also an 

atmosphere of experimentation. Normally, if asked about New Orleans, many individuals 

would proclaim that New Orleans is the birthplace of jazz, and that the city is probably 

the one place to go to hear authentic traditional jazz. While this statement is true, in 

reality, the promotion of modern jazz, music not intended for dancing, is also alive and 

well in the heart of New Orleans.
9
  

Prior to arriving in New Orleans, I prepared a list of questions for the musicians I 

hoped to contact. During my first interview with Jeff, I quickly discovered that trying to 

utilize the list of preset questions hindered the interview process greatly.
10

 Just as the 

overall culture of New Orleans is ‗laid-back,‘ so, too, were my subjects‘ responses. By 

adjusting my methods to allow for spontaneity to match the environment that I was in, 

my experiences and data were greatly enhanced. In the end, I gathered more information 

and experiences by speaking to my subjects in a casual dialogue, letting them determine 

                                                 
9
 The term ‗modern jazz‘ is generally considered to have been established with the introduction of bebop in 

the early 1940s, and it includes any avant garde music produced by jazz musicians from that time period 

on. The motivations for the creation of jazz music that was being performed during this period was vastly 

different from the music of the period before, the Swing Era. The jazz music of the Swing Era was intended 

to accompany dancing. Modern jazz is created for listening and  not dancing. The forms of the music and 

the extensive use of chord substitution added a much more dissonant and complex sound to the music, 

hence the name ‗modern jazz‘ (Berliner, 1994: 90). 
10

 Examples of pre-constructed questions included:  ―There has been much talk about New Orleans 

becoming another Las Vegas or Orlando. What are your thoughts on this? Good/Bad?  In your opinion, 

how will the history books remember New Orleans during this time?‖   
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topics and duration. By doing this, I gained knowledge of aspects of New Orleans‘ 

culture that I would never have imagined. 

One of the most important discoveries occurred while talking to Jeff Albert. He 

described a distinct phenomenon, which he and other musicians have encountered within 

the performance scheme of the city as a result of Katrina. He described this phenomenon 

as, ―moving up the food chain.‖ Because of the storm, many musicians had to leave the 

city in order to find new homes and employment. In the time since the storm, some of the 

musicians that left subsequently established new lives in cities such as Houston and 

Portland. Thus, the musicians that have returned have actually been promoted, taking the 

place of those who had left.     

Through Jeff‘s introduction, I was able to speak with Helen Gillet, a cellist. Helen 

invited me to attend a concert during one of my visits. Helen Gillet has a unique place 

within New Orleans music. Helen informed me that she would be playing at the Blue 

Nile
11

 on Frenchmen Street. She told me that she would be playing, at first, in a string 

quartet, and then she would be playing in a ―free jazz‖ group. Upon arriving at the club, I 

was amazed by what was taking place. There in the middle of this jazz club was a string 

quartet playing pieces by Mozart, Haydn, and Beethoven. Not only were they playing this 

music in a location where such music typically is not performed, but they were 

performing it with an exceptionally high level of musicianship. This whole situation 

seemed almost surreal to me, but I was really going to be in shock for what was to come. 

After the string quartet finished performing, another group took the stage, and Helen 

joined them. This group, titled The Improvisational Arts Council, performed for about 

                                                 
11

 Map page 153 



 

29 

another hour. This group‘s make-up included cello, bass, drums, flute, saxophone, and 

trombone. Every aspect of the performance was improvised, and the audience was 

extremely supportive of the music. It was the first time that I had been to a ‗free jazz‘ 

concert. The only time that I had even experimented with it was during my studies at the 

University of North Florida. Clearly, New Orleans‘ musical environment fosters new 

musical methods in the process of expression. 

 Helen epitomizes the subject of this project. Even though Helen was not born in 

New Orleans, Helen‘s life and her art are both rooted in the New Orleans‘ tradition. 

Likewise, despite the fact that Helen is not the typical New Orleans musician, she is 

performing the music that she wants to perform from her heart. This music may not 

necessarily be what visitors to the city expect or anticipate, but the music that she is 

producing is definitely New Orleans-inspired. She is producing innovative music and 

living in a city that is accepting of it and at the same time inspires her to continue to 

create. 

 Helen‘s life is also a great example of what the typical musician in New Orleans 

has gone through since Hurricane Katrina. Before the hurricane, Helen was living in New 

Orleans, but in a small apartment. Her professional life was prosperous, but she was not 

working as much as she had hoped. Since the storm, Helen‘s life has seen some changes. 

Now, Helen owns her own house in the Musicians‘ Village, and she is working more than 

she was before the storm. She actually invited me over to her house, so I got an 

opportunity to be inside one of the houses in the Musicians‘ Village. At one point, there 

was an odd moment while we were sitting on her porch discussing the city and the storm. 

As we sat there, I looked all around the neighborhood. Just across the narrow street was a 
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house that was essentially crumbling to its foundations, and as far as I could see, house 

after house appeared in that same condition. Likewise, another strange event occurred as 

we were talking on her porch. A tour bus drove by, and all the occupants of the bus 

looked at us in amazement. I felt like an animal in a zoo. Between the tour bus and this 

‗war-zone‘ were the extremely colorful houses that made up the Musicians‘ Village. It 

was almost as if I were sitting in a bright oasis amidst destruction.  

Living right next door to Helen in the Musicians‘ Village was another of Jeff‘s 

friends and fellow musicians, Nobu Ozaki, a bass player. Much like Helen, Nobu‘s life 

was turned upside down when Hurricane Katrina hit New Orleans. On the day of the 

storm, Nobu said that he actually played a gig at one of the inns located in the French 

Quarter. Shortly after that, he left the city and sought refuge in Baton Rouge. After the 

storm, Nobu was contacted by some other New Orleans musicians who had fled the city 

and were now living in Portland, Oregon. He was informed that some of the club owners 

in Portland had heard of the circumstances that many of the New Orleans jazz musicians 

were facing, and they actually began to promote New Orleans‘ jazz in their clubs. To 

assist the displaced musicians even more, many of these club owners actually furnished 

housing for the New Orleans musicians while they were in Portland. Nobu took 

advantage of this for quite some time; however, he longed to be back in New Orleans. So, 

when he heard of the Musicians‘ Village, he applied and was accepted. Once back in 

New Orleans, Nobu also encountered the same shift in the ―food chain‖ that both Jeff and 

Helen had encountered. Before the storm, Nobu had to play three to five gigs a day in 

order to play his bills. He explained to me that he would start off the day by playing a 

breakfast set at a local inn. Following that, he would move to a lunch set at a restaurant 
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just down the street. From there he would move to a cocktail hour at a local bar, and he 

would end the evening playing in a club. This would be his schedule day after day. Since 

the storm, Nobu has ―moved up the food chain.‖ He now has a steady gig at the Ritz 

Carlton playing in the cocktail lounge. He performs three sets from eight o‘clock p.m. to 

midnight five days a week. Now, rather than running all over town, Nobu has a steady 

gig in one place. When I spoke to him, he was ecstatic about this turn of events.  

On the same topic and relating more to Hurricane Katrina, Jeff and Helen 

informed me that the spring following the storm was a period in New Orleans unlike any 

they had ever experienced before. Since many of the clubs had closed and many of the 

performers had left, the clubs that were able to remain open booked any and every type of 

music. It was in a sense a ‗free-for-all.‘ There were no restrictions on who was 

performing or what they would perform. In the same manner, groups of instruments that 

would normally have not been combined with one another were brought together and 

sounded great. In the opinion of both Jeff and Helen, it was a great time to be in the city 

because the music was uninhibited. Luckily, some of that atmosphere has remained, and 

this experimental atmosphere is still alive and embraced within the clubs on Frenchmen 

Street. 

    While Jeff, Helen, and Nobu are central to this project, I was able to discover 

some other jazz musicians simply by roaming around on my own. One day while I was 

walking from lunch, I heard traditional jazz coming from down the block on Royal Street. 

As I listened more intently, I noticed that it was indeed being performed live, and it was 

being performed at a very high level. Eager to discover the identities of these performers, 

I hurried down the street. On my way there, I began to picture who would be playing this 
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music. To my amazement the performers looked nothing like what I had imagined them 

to be. Because of the style of the music and its location, I had assumed that these 

performers would be African-American and possibly older in age. In reality, these 

performers were completely the opposite because they were young and white.
12

 While I 

was surprised by their profile, I was even more surprised by their appearance. Each and 

every one of them looked as if they didn‘t belong in New Orleans, but that they would be 

more suited, say, to San Francisco. In a way, they appeared to have a ‗bohemian‘ or 

hippie look to them. The men were unkempt with essentially a grunge look.
13

  

I sat there for quite some time until the group completed the set. Song after song, 

the group continued to display a mastery of this music that had originated one hundred 

years ago. Included in the group were a clarinetist, a trumpeter, a drummer, a vocalist, a 

guitarist, and a dancer. Eager to speak with them, as soon as they were available, I made 

my way up to them. I learned that they called themselves The Loose Marbles. They were 

a group that was based in New Orleans. Most of the group had recently come to the city, 

within two years. Upon further questioning, it was revealed to me that they had come to 

the city shortly after Hurricane Katrina. Many of them had studied privately with 

instructors on their instruments, some having spent some time in music training at a 

university.
14

 Being students of the traditional music of New Orleans, they had simply 
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 The general accepted stereotype of New Orleans‘ jazz musicians performing traditional jazz music, also 

formerly titled Dixieland, is one which closely resembles probably the most popular of all jazz musicians 

from the city, Louis Armstrong. As I have read and learned through study, New Orleans jazz music is 

quintessentially an indigenous music to the African American population of New Orleans. Hence, the mere 

existence of this group clearly illustrates the influence that hurricane Katrina has had on the musicians of 

New Orleans. 
13

 Photo of the Loose Marbles pg. 150 
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 This is also another aspect which is in direct contrast to the ways through which musicians of the past 

learned the techniques required to performing an instrument. Historically, no formal training was available 

and musicians simply relied on other musicians to guide beginners as they learned, and once the minimal 
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moved to New Orleans in order to be within the cultural atmosphere of the city and 

continue the great music of the city. Upon arriving, they learned that since many of the 

older musicians had left, there were plenty of opportunities to perform and earn an 

income. Thus, they decided to stay and continue to perform.  

Some of the most memorable and intriguing experiences while in New Orleans 

came during my time spent with one of the leaders of the Loose Marbles, Ben Polcer. 

Ben is a founding member of the Loose Marbles, and he is well versed in all that makes 

up a traditional jazz ensemble that performs on New Orleans‘ streets. Ben and I are 

relatively close in age, and the life that Ben leads is one of tremendous dedication to his 

art. Ben is a newcomer to New Orleans, having only moved to the city from New York 

within the last three years. While Ben may not have been in New Orleans during the 

initial effects of Katrina, his contributions to the present music scene in New Orleans are 

central to the theme of this project. When I first encountered Ben, I was intrigued at the 

music that he was performing, traditional jazz. Ben and all of the Loose Marbles do not 

fall into the common stereotype of traditional New Orleans jazz performers. Not only is 

Ben not a native New Orleaner, but he is also not old and not African-American, both of 

which are central to the outsider‘s standard perception of New Orleans‘ traditional jazz 

music. However, his music is quintessentially New Orleans. 

 While Ben‘s appearance may not fall in line with how many would visualize New 

Orleans musicians, his lifestyle is much the same as that of the musicians throughout 

New Orleans‘ history. Ben lives within the French Quarter in a building with some of his 

                                                                                                                                                 
basics were attained, beginners would learn even more through actual performances, a sort of ‗on the job 

training.‘  
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band mates and other New Orleans artists. Many of the rooms within the building are 

quite bare, and visual artists within the city rent some of the other rooms in the building 

for studio space. In fact, one of the artists renting space within the building was Janna 

Napoli, known for her installation piece ―Floodwall,‖
15

 and portions of the piece were in 

her studio along with other examples of her artwork. Even though the rooms and the 

accommodations may be somewhat lacking in luxury, the atmosphere within that space is 

one that exudes a long tradition of New Orleans possessing a creative environment.  

One night after I had interviewed Ben, he invited me back to his home. As I 

followed Ben back, I was astounded at his home‘s location. Because the building in 

which he lives is in the French Quarter, he is at the center of where the music that he 

performs is in-demand. The traditional music that Ben and the Loose Marbles perform is 

tourist driven, and it is imperative that he and his band perform in the area most 

frequented by tourists, the French Quarter. His home is located on Royal Street, and the 

only thing needed for him to organize a performance on the street is to walk downstairs. 

While Ben‘s main instrument is the trumpet, he also has a piano on wheels, located 

within the lobby of his building that he simply rolls out onto the street and plays.      

Just as Jeff, Helen, Nobu, and Ben continue to create music, the residents of New 

Orleans continue to rebuild. Likewise, the emotional effects within the city are as real as 

the physical destruction. In fact in August 2008, plans were made in order to 

commemorate the storm. Some of them were very solemn in nature in that they were to 

honor and mourn the people that had perished in the aftermath of the hurricane. Other 
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 ―Floodwall‖ is an installation commemorating the destruction that Hurricane Katrina imposed on New 

Orleans. The piece was created utilizing a numerous variety of drawers, representing the diversity of 

residents within the city which were discarded from houses that were being gutted after the flood. Napoli 

collected these drawers and constructed them in such a manner to resemble a wall.  
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plans were more for the living, who are left with the scars of the storm that surround them 

every day, reminding them of what they had been through and are still enduring. These 

plans included a symbolic burying of Hurricane Katrina, so that one would no longer 

have to speak of the storm. The date assigned for this event was to be August 29, 2008, 

exactly three years after Hurricane Katrina made landfall. While I was in the city prior to 

this event, the emotional expectations of this commemorative celebration were highly 

anticipated. Unfortunately, the commemoration of Hurricane Katrina could not take place 

because another storm, Gustav, was heading directly towards the city. In preparation for 

Gustav, approximately one million people evacuated New Orleans. While Gustav proved 

not to be as devastating as Katrina, the reality that New Orleans was a city vulnerable to 

hurricanes was especially apparent.  

During the last trip to New Orleans, interviews were conducted with two 

prominent individuals in the recovery and re-establishment of the city‘s music. The first 

interview was with Dr. Frederick Weil, an Associate Professor of Sociology at Louisiana 

State University. He is an integral part of the current academic research going on in New 

Orleans. Working closely with the Sweet Home New Orleans Organization, Dr. Weil 

conducted possibly the most accurate survey of musicians in New Orleans after 

Hurricane Katrina. Likewise, Dr. Weil has also published an article, titled ―The Rise of 

Community Engagement after Katrina,‖ in August 2010. This article identifies the rapid 

increase in citizen engagement as well as the calls for government support and response. 

The second interview was conducted with Dr. Ira Padnos, the founder of the Ponderosa 

Stomp Foundation. Along with being a full-time anesthesiologist, Dr. Padnos and the 

organization that he established recognizes and supports American music‘s unsung 
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heroes from New Orleans. Every year, Dr. Padnos organizes a concert, the Ponderosa 

Stomp, which features notable performers of the music of New Orleans‘ recent past. 

From these interviews,
16

 valuable knowledge was gathered in order to add more 

comprehensive concepts concerning the city and its music.  

Through my visits and research into present day New Orleans‘ music and the 

interactions with the musicians, this project will demonstrate that while musicians are 

situated in the recovery of New Orleans, their music is also central to New Orleans‘ 

rebirth. Even though time has passed since Hurricane Katrina slammed into New Orleans, 

the city is still recovering in many areas. However, not all of the changes that the storm 

has brought have been dire—in some ways the storm‘s aftermath has brought people 

together in a way that was never before possible. Caught right in the middle of all of this 

tragedy and recovery are the musicians that create the music that New Orleans is famous 

for.  Their music is not only an outlet for the expression of the impact on them, but the 

music is also directly linked to the city. It is clearly evident that Hurricane Katrina has 

had a great impact on the musicians of New Orleans, but on another level, Hurricane 

Katrina has actually had an impact on the music itself. From the trials and struggles that 

many of these musicians have had to endure, much of the music that has since been 

performed possesses elements directly linked to the storm, in lyrics and in the creative 

motivation, which will be basis for the information in Chapters Two and Three.  
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 Transcripts of these interviews are included in the appendix. 
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Chapter One—The Origins of the City and Its Music  

 

The History of New Orleans 

 

All cities impose on nature, but it might be said that New Orleans doesn’t just impose, it 

defies. Common sense had little to do with its founding, the swampy shores of the lower 

Mississippi being a most unwise choice as a city site. The highest point in New Orleans is 

fourteen feet above sea level…Thus this unique and dynamic city…exists despite many 

good reasons why it shouldn’t. 

         -Mary Cable, 1980
17

 

  

 The area upon which the city of New Orleans is built has always been one of 

intolerable weather patterns, humidity, and insect infestation, and this pattern of recovery 

is a guiding component throughout the history of the city. Each past episode of 

destruction offers an insight and foundation for the resilience and creative response of the 

residents of the city.    

While the attributes of the area were deterrents for many possible Europeans 

settlers, Native Americans who had lived within the region had frequently journeyed 

down to the mouth of the large river. In fact, those Native Americans had even given the 

river its name, Mississippi, meaning ―Father of Waters,‖ ―Big River,‖ or ―Fish River‖ 

(Cable, 1980: 2).  

Before the city was founded in 1718, the inhabitants of this part of the world were 

semi-nomadic Indians. If the river flooded one of their temporary villages, they 

simply took their few belongings and left, traveling through the alligator-infested 

bayous in dugout canoes. (Cable, 1980: 2) 
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 Cable, Mary. Lost New Orleans. Houghton Mifflin, Boston: 1980. 
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 During the end of the seventeenth century, the area that was to become New 

Orleans would no longer remain isolated from the rest of the world. As ownership of the 

continent of North America was slowly being divided among European countries, in 

1682, Robert Cavelier and a small expedition descended upon the area, by way of the 

Mississippi River. Upon arrival, the group placed a lead plaque, or cross depending on 

the source, proclaiming that the land belonged to France, and furthermore naming it 

―Louisiana‖ in honor of the French king, Louis IX  (Carter et al, 1968: 13). 

 Recognizing that the area, now known as Louisiana, was one that was not at all 

easily inhabited, Cavelier and his men immediately returned north. It wasn‘t until 1717 

that the Company of the West, under the direction of John Law, established a more 

permanent colony in Louisiana. It was from this initial venture into the Louisiana 

territory that New Orleans was constructed.  

It was probably sometime in the month of September, 1717, that John Law‘s 

Company of the West passed a resolution to ―establish, thirty leagues up the river, 

a town which they will name New Orleans, which one may reach by the river and 

Lake Pontchartrain.‖ (Carter et al, 1968: 20). 

 

 John Law, described as a Scottish scheming gambler who had won a fortune and 

had made his way into the French court, being a ‗brilliant public relations man,‘ 

convinced the Duke of Orleans that Louisiana was a viable investment and that many 

proceeds could be reaped or realized from it (Cable, 1980: 4). Having established a solid 

financial foundation built upon speculation, John Law‘s idea of New Orleans was 

brought into being.  

Immediately, upon the creation of this new city, named after the Duke of Orleans, 

interaction between European and Native American cultures began to occur. One of the 
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earliest settlers, a French Missionary by the name of Gabriel Marest exclaimed his 

discontent at the Native Americans who inhabited the area with the words, ―Nothing is 

more difficult than the conversion of these savages…We must first make men of them, 

and afterwards work to make them Christians‖ (Carter et al, 1968: 20). While this first 

encounter with the merging of cultures may not have been one that exuded tolerance, as 

time would pass, the celebration of the expression of a variety of cultural ideals would 

become the essential aspect of New Orleans‘ identity that would make it unique. 

While John Law had many aristocratic supporters for his plans for New Orleans, 

convincing both merchant class and peasants to journey to the far land proved to be much 

more difficult. Louisiana and the city of New Orleans didn‘t offer any of the usual 

attractions that other colonies possessed. Also, the French government‘s mandates on 

other reasons for leaving were not as tolerant as those of other European nations. 

The French were not like the English, Spanish, or Dutch when it came to settling 

far shores. The French crown did not permit religious dissenters to populate the 

colonies as the English did; there were no gold or silver mines in Louisiana as 

there were in certain Spanish colonies; and the mother country was not 

overcrowded like Holland. So there was no reason for anyone in his right mind to 

want to leave la douce France. Yet Louisiana had to have colonists. (Cable, 1980: 

4) 

 

 Even though France‘s governmental stances toward colonization were in 

complete opposition to those of the rest of Europe, the main reason behind the 

establishment of tolerance and acceptability in later New Orleans‘ history owes its origin 

to fact that France, and not another country, England or Spain, established Louisiana and 

New Orleans. Likewise, this historical truth has not gone unnoticed by recent residents of 

New Orleans. In 1968, while writing a book entitled The Past as Prelude: New Orleans 

1718 – 1968 about the city‘s two hundred and fifty years history, Phil Johnson expresses, 
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―Thank God that the French got here first‖  (Carter et al, 1968: 233). It was not only the 

French attitude of laissez faire, French for ―leave alone,‖ that produced the atmosphere 

that New Orleans possesses today, but it was also the early inhabitants of the city and the 

methods that were used to transport them that re-enforced this prevailing attitude towards 

other residents. 

The simple device of deporting criminals to Louisiana assured a population in 

which quantity, not quality, would be the prime consideration. The riff-raff of 

Paris and provincial towns, thieves, cutthroats, were herded to French ports and 

among them might be found renegade sons of decent families sent to the colony to 

make something out of wasted lives. France was purged of its human dregs and 

worst derelicts, as prisons, detention houses and hospitals were emptied and 

denizens of the streets were rounded up and shipped to Louisiana. (Carter et al, 

1968: 25) 

 

 As time passed, Jean Baptiste LeMoyne Siure Bienville, the governor of 

Louisiana, realized that along with men, women were also needed to populate the colony. 

Hence, he wrote to the king of France and simply stated, ―Send us some women‖ (Carter 

et al, 1968: 25). Doing just as he had done before, the king sent the un-wanted and un-

desired women of France to New Orleans.  

He [the king] merely emptied one of Paris‘ prisons onto a boat. And in February 

of 1721, eighty-eight former inmates of La Salpétriére arrived in New Orleans, 

whores, harlots, cutpurses and pick pockets, bawds all, the founding mothers of 

New Orleans. (Carter et al, 1968: 234) 

 

While the prisons were a viable source for John Law‘s future residents of New 

Orleans, being the knowledgeable salesman that he was, he realized that other countries 

possessed individuals that were willing to travel to New Orleans as well. Along with the 

French outcasts that were sent, John Law and his associates journeyed to other European 

countries in order to attract other individuals to make the voyage to Louisiana. This idea 

seemed especially enticing, particularly in Germany. 
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Law‘s agents spread to Germany where landless peasants lured by the glowing 

propaganda of the company and the opportunity to get a fresh start in life with 

land, livestock, seeds and tools, agreed to go out to Louisiana as 

colonizers…German historians estimate that 10,000 left their homes to establish a 

new life on the Mississippi. (Carter et al, 1968: 26) 

  

In 1720, however, John Law‘s speculative scheme, known as the ―Mississippi 

Bubble,‖ failed, but by this time thousands had already either voluntarily or involuntarily 

been re-located to the city (Carter et al, 1968:14). New Orleans had been established and 

populated, but the French government now had an investment which cost more money 

than it produced. Thus, in 1762, the king of France and the Bourbon Charles III of Spain 

agreed to the exchange of ownership of Louisiana.  

The Bourbon king of France, Louis XV, sat down with his first cousin, the 

Bourbon Charles III of Spain, and arranged by secret treaty to deed the colony of 

Louisiana to Spain. France was glad to be rid of a losing investment, while Spain 

believed it wise to acquire this vast piece of territory contiguous to its Mexican 

and Floridian holdings to make sure it did not fall into the hands of England. The 

people of New Orleans were not only un-consulted but were not even told about 

the treaty until two years later.  (Cable, 1980: 12) 

The Spanish government ruled its new colony in an entirely different manner than 

the French had. In order to protect their investment and utilize the small amount of 

exports, mainly sugar, that New Orleans possessed, the Spanish government mandated 

that trade from the Louisiana Colony would only be conducted with Spain. Although this 

law was in place, frequent violations occurred. 

Spanish rule was more repressive than French as far as foreign contacts were 

concerned. The colony was forbidden to trade with any other country other than 

Spain. But officials were corruptible and there were many infringements of the 

law…Although the Spanish, like the French before them, prohibited Protestants 

and Jews from living in the colony, the law was not strictly enforced. (Cable, 

1980: 14) 
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 Spain‘s ownership of New Orleans would not last. Realizing, just as France had, 

that the Louisiana Colony was a losing venture, Spain ―in such a way as to restore the 

status quo prior to the Seven Years‘ War,‖ re-ceded to France the Louisiana Colony 

(Carter et al, 1968: 52). Since the majority of the residents of New Orleans were not of 

Spanish origin, they were ecstatic about again being under French rule. In the meantime, 

however, the Americans had gradually been taking control of land surrounding 

Louisiana. In the eyes of the elite-minded French-born New Orleans residents, the 

Americans were unsophisticated, and thus, the New Orleans residents‘ joy would turn to 

shock when Napoleon sold Louisiana to the United States. 

 …but they kept their distance socially, considering all Americans to be 

unspeakably lacking in refinement. The joy experienced by the French population 

when, in 1802, it became known that Spain was voluntarily handing over the 

colony to the Napoleonic regime in France turned into major shock only a few 

months later when the French emperor sold Louisiana to the Americans.  (Cable, 

1980: 15) 

 

With the United States taking control of Louisiana and New Orleans, even more 

people of diverse ethnic backgrounds began to pour into the already integrated city. The 

amount of diversity that New Orleans possessed was unlike that of any other city, and the 

visual impact was ―…an anomalous, often bizarre panorama‖ (Carter et al, 1968: 166). 

The heterogeneity of the population can be gathered from a comment in The 

Western Gazette, or Emigrant’s Directory, published in Auburn, N.Y., in 1817: 

―Here [in New Orleans] in half an hour you can see, and speak to Frenchmen, 

Spaniards, Danes, Swedes, Germans, Englishmen, Portuguese, Hollanders, 

Mexicans, Kentuckians, Tennesseans, Ohioans, Pennsylvanians, New Yorkers, 

New Englanders and a motley group of Indians, Quadroons, Africans, etc.‖ 

(Carter et al, 1968: 37) 

 

Even though the purchase of the Louisiana territory by the United States was a 

major contribution to the diversity of cultures within New Orleans, that was not to be the 
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end of other nationalities entering the city. ―In the 1830‘s and 1840‘s, when the potato 

famine struck Ireland, and Irishmen came to the United States in great numbers, New 

Orleans as a port received many sons of Erin‖ (Carter et al, 1968: 41).  

 Throughout the nineteenth century, the diversity of cultures within New Orleans 

began to mix and collide with each other. Unlike the other areas of the southern part of 

the United States that possessed strict segregation, New Orleans with its laissez faire 

society was an anomaly. ―New Orleans is a city in the South. But its French, Canadian, 

German, Spanish, Acadian, American, Irish, Italian, Negro, and other ethnic traditions 

kept it from ever being a typical Southern city‖ (Carter et al, 1968: 41). Because of the 

attitudes of tolerance within the city and the celebration of cultural differences, a 

foundation was established upon which New Orleans, due to the  unique cultural 

environment, would allow the arts and their characteristics to flourish and become 

something new.  

Early New Orleans Music 

At the core of New Orleans‘ cultural compilation are the French contributions, 

and since Paris in the late nineteenth century was the opera capitol within Europe, New 

Orleans, an extension of French society in America, would see the construction of the 

first opera house in the United States in 1859.   

For New Orleans also gave birth to America‘s first, and for a long time its only 

resident opera company. Many held the New Orleans French opera to be as good 

as or better than any in France outside of Paris, and it was high on the traveler‘s 

list of things to be seen. (Carter et al, 1968: 210) 

 

While opera would be New Orleans‘ greatest contribution to the art music of 

North America in the late nineteenth century, the city‘s popular music would project its 
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influences into the twentieth century. Propelling the development of this new, highly 

emotional, and energetic music would be the dancing that was occurring throughout the 

city. Dancing and the music that accompanied it had long been an integral part of New 

Orleans‘ society. In fact, in the seventeenth century, the tolerance of expression had long 

allowed the African slaves of the city the opportunity, on a particular day of the week, to 

dance in the area normally reserved for the selling of slaves, Congo Square.  

This was their free day [Sunday], these slaves and bond servants. They were 

reveling in another of the currents that would feed the new jazz. The dances in 

Congo Square were encouraged by the whites to allow slaves to release tension, 

and to discourage Voodoo.  (Buerkle and Barker, 1973: 13) 

 

In the same manner, the free-population of New Orleans also had its dances, 

consisting of European waltzes, gigues, and countless others. These dances and music 

would eventually combine with the music and dances of all the other ethnicities within 

the city to produce something truly original, and even the venues in which the dances 

took place would be integral to New Orleans‘ culture. 

The first milestone in the growth of music in New Orleans was the year 1792. On 

October 4, the first public ballroom opened. Dancing of course was already a 

favorite pastime, occurring wherever there was a suitable place such as a 

warehouse or a hotel. But the Condé Street Ballroom was the first building 

devoted exclusively to dancing. To hear the delighted residents tell about it, it was 

superior to any in the world, but in truth it was simply a one-story wooden 

building measuring about eighty by thirty feet. (Carter et al, 1968: 212) 

 

The amount of dancing within the city proved to be a vital component that 

provided income for musicians. The possibilities of the numbers of performances 

available to musicians within the city attracted and retained many musicians who might 

otherwise have not even considered New Orleans as a meaningful location for 

employment.  
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In fact, it [dancing] was vital. Had dancing been only a peripheral activity, it 

would have little importance; but the fact that it was central, that there were so 

many ballrooms, and so many dances, makes the sheer quantity important. For 

here was the extra employment necessary to attract and keep the caliber of 

musicians needed to staff the opera. (Carter et al, 1968: 215) 

 

Along with the traditional dancing, came the influence of the French military 

tradition of marching as well. It seemed as though in New Orleans every outdoor event 

required musical accompaniment and that a band should march. From parades to Mardi 

Gras events, marching bands were popular with the residents of New Orleans. 

The mania for marching in New Orleans fit perfectly with the love of dancing and 

the opera. Musicians who came to the city to join one of the theatre orchestras 

were usually able to augment their incomes by playing in bands and dance 

orchestras. Most of the band directors and orchestra leaders were theatre 

musicians. (Carter et al, 1968: 227) 

 

At first, the marching bands were simply spectator events, but over time New 

Orleans residents, dancing in whatever manner they perceived, would fall in line behind 

the musicians, creating what would later be called the ‗second line.‘ Just as these second 

line parades began to form, new dances at around of the end of the nineteenth century 

began to rise in popularity. In conjunction with the second line parades, these new dances 

required that the musicians adjust their musical-approach. ―…the style of dancing was 

changing with the cakewalk, turkey trot, and foxtrot replacing the more formal dances of 

the earlier period. When a band now played for dancing, it had to play a looser kind of 

music‖ (Carter et al, 1968: 231). This infusion of dances along with the musical 

characteristics of all the varying cultures present within the city blended to become 

something unique and completely representative of the city that produced it.  

Somewhere towards the end of the nineteenth century, as the bands played for 

parades, funerals, picnics, ballyhoo, and dancing, the music they made became 

discernibly different from any heard before. Something new, something 
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distinctively American, was being added to the music of the world. (Carter et al, 

1968: 232) 

 

To this rhythmic ‗looseness,‘ or rhythmic improvisation, New Orleans musicians 

began to add pitches, neighboring tones which would later become more elaborate 

combinations of pitches such as licks and riffs, that were a complete departure from the 

melody, or improvisation. These added pitches, completely determined by the performer, 

grew in number until all of the melody instruments were contributing their own new 

entirely improvised melodies.      

Sometime around 1897, the Charles ―Buddy‖ Bolden band began filling the dance 

halls and streets of New Orleans with a new kind of music. Instead of following 

the notes on sheet music like they were a railroad track, Buddy made his cornet an 

extension of his emotions. To this rough Negro barber, popular melodies were 

only points of embarkation… (Buerkle and Barker, 1973: vii)  

 

At around the turn of the twentieth century, New Orleans‘ unique culture would 

create and export its most important contribution, jazz. This new music would continue to 

represent the culture that created it, and the residents of New Orleans would use their 

creation to express emotional responses encompassing the entire spectrum of human 

sentiments. 

New Orleans and Jazz 

While jazz is not the only music currently being produced in New Orleans, it is 

the creation of jazz and its characteristics that continue to inspire the musicians of the 

city. The rich and unique history that the city of New Orleans possesses is the foundation 

upon which jazz was created. Without this cultural legacy, jazz and the subsequent New 

Orleans music would not exist.  Over time, New Orleans has become synonymous with 

jazz, and its residents and musicians continuously draw on this heritage for creativity and 



 

47 

inspiration. Sidney Bechet, the great New Orleans clarinetist, summed up music‘s 

importance within the city. ―New Orleans, that was a place where the music was natural 

as the air. The people were ready for it like it was the sun and rain. That music, it was 

like where you lived. It was like waking up in the morning and eating, it was that regular 

in your life‖ (Blesh, 1958: 24). 

Laissez-Faire Society 

In fact, throughout the twentieth century, jazz and New Orleans evolved together, 

feeding upon each other in a unique symbiotic relationship. As the events of Hurricane 

Katrina and the flood it produced wrought havoc upon the city, many of the residents and 

musicians have looked to the past for encouragement and vision.  

New Orleans‘ beginnings reflect an exceptional gathering and integration of 

people which spurred a particular laissez-faire attitude. This allowed for the creation of 

an environment from which only something like jazz could come. 

New Orleans is indeed a melting pot of culture, religion, ethnicity, and prosperity. 

New Orleans existed, like only a few other American cities, in a realm of 

mythology and fantasy and history and romance that made it more than a mere 

city…it is a center against which America defines itself; and, perhaps, more than 

New York, New Orleans is our most foreign city. There the loose, drunken, 

partying society we‘ve come to think of as French and Catholic contrasts with the 

Protestant and the straitlaced and the early-to-bed/early-to-rise English. (Stanonis, 

2006:1) 

 

This broad range of inhabitants allowed New Orleans to become a unique city, and it is 

through the diversity of cultures represented by the citizens of New Orleans that jazz 

music was born, fostered, and retained.  

From its beginnings, New Orleans was a place of extremes. Contained within its 

boundaries were the wealthy and the poor, and a multitude of cultures. These cultures, 
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divided and controlled in other parts of the country, were allowed to mix and express 

their own cultural beliefs and artistic ideals. Rather than strict division and regulation, 

tolerance was practiced. ―This same tolerance–of indolent indecision–permitted the 

blacker slave Negroes to carry on their African music and dancing in Congo Square‖ 

(Blesh, 153:1958). Even though this tolerance wasn‘t necessarily knowingly and openly 

given, over time, it allowed a most important combination of societal and musical 

characteristics to fuse together and produce an original art form, jazz.     

Not only was the expression of cultural practices overlooked, but also the 

integration of races was not entirely forbidden. In reality, most of the children of 

combined races were the result of indulgence, from the fusing together of French and 

African came the Creoles. ―These creoles of color can be accounted for in part by human 

passions, in part by Gallic tolerance, in part by the perennial laissez-faire, child of the 

indecision and indolence of the Crescent City‖ (Blesh, 151:1958). 

In a unique manner, the citizens‘ ethnicities and their interactions seemed to 

mirror the land on which they inhabited. This bizarre land was a place in which the 

boundary of water and land was blurred just as much as the make-up of the society that 

was situated upon it. 

A flat mysterious region, this, where water seems in an indefinite flux, to become 

land, as if this were all happening in an earlier age when even the elements were 

not yet firmly fixed. Here in the fever-ridden swamp…never were contrasts so 

violent in degree to be seen in one community. Silk-garbed wealth and abject 

destitution; holy Masses said by brocaded priests in a boarded warehouse church 

while profligate sin prospered outside; fruitful labor and reckless gambling; 

beautiful, flaming life and the hideous death of yellow fever; and forever the 

white and black (Blesh, 151-152:1958). 
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Along with its rich heritage of cultural diversity, New Orleans has also had an 

almost folk-like persona. According to the literary historian Kenneth Holditch: ―New 

Orleans is, of course, a city in love with its myths, mysteries, and fantasies…the city has 

more churches and bars than any American city; and other distinctions, which they 

[citizens] seem to believe, not only make the place distinct, but also glorious‖ (as qted. in 

McKinney, 2006:8). There seems always to have been stories about the past, touched 

with fictitious embellishments which have seemingly defined New Orleans‘ relationship 

to the modern world as an oasis of entertainment. An intertwined set of images and 

assumptions about New Orleans has ―penetrated the national consciousness‖ (Stanonis, 

2006:1).  

Storyville (1897-1917) 

  Overall, the first thing that comes to mind when the city of New Orleans is 

mentioned is ‗party.‘ In fact, many times, the very name ―New Orleans‖ brings to mind a 

Mardi Gras pageant moving through the streets at night: crowds of masqueraders, rearing 

horses, great decorated floats glowing with color and glittering with gold-leaf. It is at 

carnival time that natives of New Orleans abandon themselves to a festival in which the 

beautiful and the grotesque are strangely mingled; it is at Carnival time that ―the city is 

most typically itself‖ (Saxon, 1928: vii). 

 The notion of New Orleans as a ‗party‘ town is not one that came about by 

happenstance alone. While at first the debauchery that was encompassed within New 

Orleans evolved naturally, in1897 New Orleans‘ economy based upon the party-lifestyle 

actually became legal, and in an effort to control rampant vice, the city passed an 

ordinance restricting prostitution to a thirty-eight block area just below Canal Street. This 
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area was soon labeled Storyville
18

 by the press, after Alderman Sidney Story, author of 

the ordinance, although many simply referred to it as ―The District.‖ In January of 1897, 

Alderman Story made history. He was a stockbroker, involved mostly in cotton futures, 

rice, and tobacco, who claimed to have made a deep and detailed study of prostitution 

and its regulations ―in the capitols of Europe.‖ He proposed a city ruling to permit the 

setting aside of certain sections of the French Quarter of the city of New Orleans where 

prostitutes would be able to do their business (Longstreet, 208: 1965). 

Be it ordained by the Common Council of the City of New Orleans, that Section I, 

of Ordinance 13,032 C.S., be and the same is hereby amended as follows: From 

and after the first of October, 1897, it shall be unlawful for any prostitute or 

woman notoriously abandoned to lewdness, to occupy, inhabit, live or sleep in 

any house, room or closet, situated without the following limits, viz: From the 

South side of Customhouse Street to the North side of St. Louis Street, and from 

the lower or wood side of North Basin Street to the lower or wood side of 

Robertson Street: 2
nd

—And from the upper side of Perdido Street to the lower 

side of Gravier Street, and from the river side of Franklin Street to the lower or 

wood side of Locust Street, provided that nothing herein shall be so construed as 

to authorize any lewd woman to occupy a house, room or closet in any portion of 

the city. It shall be unlawful to open, operate, or carry on any cabaret, concert-

saloon or place where can can, clodoche or similar female dancing or sensational 

performances are shown, without the following limits, viz: from the lower side of 

N. Basin Street to the lower side of N. Robertson Street, and from the South side 

of Customhouse Street to the North side of St. Louis Street. (Buerkle and Barker, 

1973: 18) 

Although stated in terms of where prostitution was unlawful, the ordinance by 

default established an area where prostitution was lawful. Essentially, Storyville was 

created because harlotry, crime, and the importing of whores and their ―sweet daddies,‖ 

―fancy men‖ and ―protectors‖ (a variety of thugs) were getting out of hand in New 

Orleans (Longstreet, 205: 1965). This was indeed a unique place in that it was the only 

red-light district in the United States established by law, rather than custom. ―Storyville‘s 

                                                 
18

 Map page 155 



 

51 

true tale is often more fascinating and dramatic than the myth, the dream, the sensational 

projection of its indecencies and sexual fantasies‖ (Longstreet, 205:1965). For the next 

twenty years, Storyville‘s brothels, sporting houses, and taverns flourished. Their 

activities demanded musical accompaniment, and their customers bankrolled it 

(Lichtenstein and Dankner, 1993: 22).  

The jazzman could have gotten along without the madams and their parlors, and 

he didn‘t have to be a part of the sinful living. But it happened that way. He had 

music, they had the need. He wasn‘t any more sinful or lustful; he seemed so 

because he was there. He didn‘t waste it. He was there to play ragtime, the blues, 

and jazz. That was his job. The rest was gravy. Maybe the girls loved him best… 

But that was all business in the grind-mills. The big money went to the 

respectable bankers and churches who owned the land, the houses, with the 

mirrored rooms and the beds with red plush hangings. Whorehouses were a poor 

folk‘s trade and a rich man‘s pleasure (Longstreet, 211: 1965). 

 

 Storyville was the spawning ground of jazz and the streets of New Orleans its first 

home. There can be no precise date for the birth of jazz, for it came into being by a slow 

process of accrual—the gradual fusion of many different strains and the impact of many 

different personalities. But by the turn of the century, and largely in the city of New 

Orleans, the music now called jazz was taking recognizable shape.  

It was black music because it came, at first, from the black ex-slaves and not from 

their lighter and more elegant cousins in the Old Quarter. In its first sounding it 

seemed only an imitation of the trained white bands. And so it was; but in the 

Negroid character, which transforms whatever it imitates, it became, as the 

spiritual had become, an Afro-American music. Its potentialities were greater than 

those of the spiritual. It was the Negro‘s first essay with instruments. He was to 

find at hand a wide variety of cultural ingredients the spiritual never had. He was 

to find a large number of secular uses that encouraged his playing while they 

formed his manner (Blesh, 155:1958). 

This bustling port at the mouth of the Mississippi was the ―Big City.‖ This city 

drew the restless, the greedy and the talented from a wide surrounding area. New 

Orleans, in the late nineteenth century, was known for its vice. Limited to only thirty-
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eight blocks, Storyville, just adjacent to the area today known as the French Quarter, was 

the center for which that New Orleans had become famous. Within this area flourished 

the brothels, gambling joints, saloons, dives and cabarets. Contained within this 

debauchery, jazz found its roots and furnished all of the background music for this high 

and low life (Keepnews and Grauer, 1955: 3). 

 Storyville has been romanticized in stories and movies over the years, but in 

reality it was a rough area. The streets were lined with bars and ―cribs,‖ tiny rooms for 

prostitutes, that were busy twenty-four hours a day, and drug use was widespread 

(Lichtenstein and Dankner, 1993: 23). ―Jazz gave the rhythm to Storyville, and Storyville 

brought to jazz vice, drink, and later marijuana. Life was fast, crude, and the jazz was a 

slice of society hard to sweep under the rug‖ (Longstreet, 218: 1965). The musicians, like 

all the rest of the house, the girls and the Madame, lived a lot on tips. ―A riled up 

sensualist and a spender, crying over ‗My Ol‘ Kentucky Home,‘ or ‗She was Only a Bird 

in a Gilded Cage,‘ could drop a five dollar goldpiece into a kitty, a vase set up on top of 

the piano‖ (Longstreet, 211: 1965). 

 In the early twentieth century, the function of this new music, originally known as 

―jass,‖ was to put customers in a mood to spend more of their money on women and 

liquor. This new type of music, jass, which was being performed in the brothels was aptly 

titled. Being a slang word, jass had underlying implications pertaining to sex which paid 

homage to the area in which it was produced, since there were about thirty-five fancy 

houses at Storyville‘s height. It is estimated that ―The District‖ provided work for as 

many as twelve thousand people, and out of those twelve thousand, two hundred 

musicians found work over the twenty-year period (Gridley, 2007:10).  
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Jazz in New Orleans evolved from the merging of African rhythms with European 

instruments in a diverse cultural environment. It was cultivated by innovative and 

talented musicians within the rich but albeit bawdy economic sphere of Storyville. At the 

root of the emerging New Orleans jazz music was improvisation, a practice where early 

jazz musicians spontaneously altered existing tunes and created new melodies both as 

soloists and in groups. By actively reflecting the culture from which it came, this early 

experimentation would emerge the first American art form, and improvisation would 

remain an important and often utilized ingredient in the music of New Orleans from that 

time to the present day. 

Unfortunately, Storyville‘s employment of jazz musicians would soon come to an 

end. In 1917, the U.S. Navy began expanding and improving the Algiers Naval Yard. In 

August of that same year, Secretary of War Newton D. Baker issued a ruling forbidding 

prostitution within a five mile radius of any U.S. Army encampment, and another ruling 

came from Josephus Daniels, Secretary of the Navy, regarding naval stations. Bascom 

Johnson of the War and Navy Department visited New Orleans, saw Storyville, and 

informed the Mayor that orders must be obeyed. The Mayor went to Washington without 

success. Secretary Daniels said that unless the district was closed by the city, it would be 

closed by the Army and Navy. On October 2, 1917, an ordinance in the city council was 

instated: 

Permitting the legislative recognition of prostitution as a necessary evil in a 

seaport the size of New Orleans, our city government has believed that the 

situation could be administered more easily and satisfactorily by confining it 

within a prescribed area. Our experience has taught us that the reasons for this are 

unanswerable, but the Navy Department of the Federal government has decided 

otherwise. (Longstreet, 245: 1965) 
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Since the expansion pushed the base even closer to Storyville, Storyville was to be no 

more (Lichtenstein and Dankner, 1993: 23). 

At first, New Orleans jazz musicians felt the abolition of their trade. Many of the 

musicians were worried that without Storyville there would be no place to perform and 

cultivate their music, and there would be no place to make money in order to survive. 

Immediately after Storyville was shut down, almost all of the local dance ensembles were 

disbanded.  ―One night it was all over. Storyville ended suddenly, like a neck breaking. It 

meant silence for the Primrose Orchestra, the Magnolia Sweets, Jack Carey‘s band and 

others‖ (Longstreet, 251: 1965). 

Jazz in the Big Easy (1917-Present) 

Fortunately, before Storyville was shut down, the music that was the backdrop to 

everything that Storyville represented was able to grab hold and continue to exist though 

its popularity. Ultimately, this music would become the one thing for which New Orleans 

would be famous. In reality, the closing of Storyville may have been to New Orleans‘ and 

jazz music‘s advantage since many of the jazz musicians who left to go to other cities 

such as Chicago and New York brought with them the music of New Orleans. From its 

conception, jazz music has been an export that New Orleans has sent out to the rest of the 

country—indeed the world. It is the city‘s one ‗commodity‘ that can be considered 

history changing and of international import, affecting the greatest number of people 

(McKinney, 2006: 37). The ability of this new music to speak to such a broad audience 

reflects its culturally diverse roots thus promoting the city that it came from. The 

diversity of the people involved in its creation mirrors the diversity of its listeners. ―In all 



 

55 

reality, all these flavors represented in New Orleans may be found in jazz, for jazz is a 

musical gumbo‖ (Lichtenstein and Dankner, 1993: 24). 

While this export from the central part of the United States is currently considered 

a crowning achievement for American arts, at first the music from ―The Big Easy‖ was 

not considered that special or for that matter even recognized as an art form. Because jazz 

was originally performed by un-educated musicians and was a distorted form of music in 

which ‗swing‘
19

 rhythms were incorporated, it was not at all accepted by the majority of 

conservative New Orleaners, white or black. At first, the conservative citizens of New 

Orleans were ashamed of the music that came from the area of town known for its un-

controlled behavior. To combat this, some citizens suggested that there be a day of music 

across the city, and jazz music should be strictly prohibited. In fact, the New Orleans 

Association of Commerce in 1923 stated, ―Theatres will be asked to play a special 

selection as part of the evening‘s program and, in the case of photoplay houses, to abstain 

from the use of jazz‖ (Stanonis, 2006:204). 

While initially jazz was limited to the rougher part of town, it gradually became 

much more than just a ‗honky-tonk music‘; it became an integral part of New Orleans 

life. Jazz music was included in street parades, elaborate advertisements, and funeral 

processions. Jazz‘s transformation was causing it to become more accepted by those that 

were out during the daylight hours. Despite the fact that jazz was coming to be seen in a 

new light, the same men that paraded by day also worked in the joints of ―The District‖ at 

night (Keepnews and Grauer, 1955: 3). Preservation Hall founder Allan Jaffe stressed the 
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utility of the music: ―New Orleans jazz is a functional music in New Orleans and this 

music is still being played in churches, at funerals, during Mardi Gras time, to open up a 

new store—there‘s all the clubs that have annual parades, and New Orleans jazz is so 

suited to all of these needs‖ (Stokes, 1991:8).   

Although their art form was developing a general appeal, the lives that these early 

jazz musicians led was one that was more rough than glamorous, even though legend and 

time have put a nostalgic atmosphere around many of the tales of these early performers. 

Though these men were simply seeking financial stability, they were also carving out the 

foundations of something that would become one of ―America‘s crowning artistic 

achievements‖ (Keepnews and Grauer, 1955: 3).    

As time passed, jazz‘s image in New Orleans took on a more prosperous look. By 

the 1940‘s, white popular opinion in New Orleans had come to embrace jazz as an 

integral part of the tourist image presented in guidebooks and promotional literature. In 

fact, in 1948, the New Orleans Hostess Service issued a booklet that proudly boasted the 

city‘s role as the birthplace of jazz. ―This new, pulsing rhythm spread like fire across the 

nation. Feet began to tap and New Orleans had given a folk music to the world which 

gained immortality‖ (Stanonis, 2006:210). The jazz music of New Orleans seems to 

speak to individuals across the globe, and in the words of W. Royal Stokes, ―The New 

Orleans style jazz sound is as a complete a summary of the human condition as any 

musical idiom has ever succeeded in creating‖ (1991:4).  

The Evolution of Non-Jazz and Jazz Music after the Closing of Storyville  

 While jazz had rooted itself in New Orleans and subsequently spread to other 

parts of the nation, around the mid to late 1940s, music, especially popular motivated 
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lyrical music, began to grow in performance in New Orleans. Lyrics had always been an 

important characteristic of blues music being performed in New Orleans, and the music 

of New Orleans after the closing of Storyville was to become the groundwork upon 

which the new popular music of America, rock and roll, would later be based. According 

to Dr. Ike Padnos, interviewed for this project,  

People forget that New Orleans basically invented rock and roll. If it wasn‘t for 

Fats Domino and Roy Brown‘s tune Good Rockin‘ Tonight, rock and roll 

wouldn‘t have taken off. Because of the influence of New Orleans, rhythm and 

blues is all over the world. That tends to get down played.
20

 

 

From parade-inspired rhythms, the new music of New Orleans would provide motivation 

for the creation of a new popular music in America. With the decline of jazz came the 

opportunity for New Orleans musicians to explore other music, and whatever that would 

be, it would always possess the same fundamental qualities that led to the rise of jazz. 

 At the conclusion of World War II, the reign of jazz as the popular music of 

America would come to an end. However, in New Orleans, jazz would continue to be 

produced, and traditional jazz would provide a substantial tourist attraction because  

―…the Dixieland bands were still getting plenty of jobs at dances and other functions, 

besides becoming an important tourist attraction‖ (Broven, 1988: 4). Other musicians 

within New Orleans had moved on from the mainly tourist driven traditional jazz and 

began pursuing another style with a solo vocalist as the primary feature rather than a 

group of instrumentalists. This was in complete opposition to what had been popular in 

the years prior. During the big band years, the vocalist was secondary to the instrumental 

leader. Although this new music, later entitled rhythm and blues, would be structured in 
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opposition to its predecessor, jazz, its creation would be, just as jazz, intricately 

connected to the culture and city from which it was produced.  In fact, some scholars link 

the actual birth of the rhythm and blues to a recording, ―Good Rockin‘ Tonight,‖ done in 

New Orleans in, what would prove to be, one of the most influential recording studios of 

the 1950s and 1960s, J & M Music Shop, located on Rampart Street. This studio, led by 

producer Cosimo Matassa, ―stands as most prominent in R&B‘s development‖ 

(McKnight, 1988: 114). In reality, the recording of ―Good Rockin‘ Tonight‖ was done in 

1947, two years before the term ‗rhythm and blues‘ (R & B) was invented.  In later years, 

other recording studios throughout the United States would seek Matassa‘s expertise: 

…his studio became a popular recording location for such labels as Chess, 

Aladdin, Atlantic, Savoy, and Specialty. Little Richard recorded at Matassa‘s 

studio for Specialty; ―Tutti Fruiti‖ is among the hits he recorded here. Big Joe 

Turner and Ray Charles also spent time at Matassa‘s cutting records. (McKnight, 

1988: 114) 

Dancing 

While the make-up of this new music would be in contrast to what had come 

before, the essential qualities and creative motivations are derived from what all New 

Orleans music has been based upon—dancing.  New Orleans‘ residents have always been 

attracted to dancing. Since the city possessed a party atmosphere, dancing was an 

expected component, and although R&B was vocally driven, it still had all the rhythmic 

qualities necessary to facilitate dancing.  

To understand music as a cultural force one must examine its economic presence. 

The power of New Orleans music comes from a performance tradition and from 

dancing. The town steeped in spectacle and exotica, has long revered 

showmanship, and showmanship built many of the better reputations to a greater 

degree than record sales did.  (Berry, Foose, Jones, 1986: 244) 
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In the same way that dancing influenced the beat of the music in New Orleans, the 

music that was being produced in the late 1940s and the early 1950s also had its own 

unique blend of New Orleans‘ characteristics. The blues inspired music of New Orleans 

had traits of the environment of New Orleans.  

The freewheeling, happy-go-lucky music is known as the New Orleans Sound, 

which has its roots in the original beat of the old parade bands of the nineteenth 

century. Whether its rhythm and blues, rock and roll, soul, or modern jazz, the 

parade beat is the ubiquitous common factor, the foundation if you like. (Broven, 

1988: xx) 

  

 This new music was steeped in the tradition of the beats contained within the 

regularly occurring parades; however, many of the performers of this new music would 

not be heard outside of the city. ―After the flush years of R&B faded into late sixties 

rock, only a few of the later artists—Dr. John, Allen Toussaint, the Meters, the Nevilles, 

the Marsalis brothers—broke beyond regional barriers‖ (Berry, Foose, Jones, 1986: 244).

 While New Orleans music after the decline of the popularity of jazz may not have 

been ground breaking and noticeable to the outside world, due to the popularity of other 

cities producing international musical celebrities, New Orleans still possessed the unique 

environment which had fostered so many artists in the previous years.  

Fifty year after its creation, this ‗popular‘ style of lyrically centered music would 

become the foundation for musicians expressing themselves after Hurricane Katrina. 

When the city was ravaged by flood in September of 2005, the musicians who returned 

began looking at the struggles that the city had encountered in the past, and the music that 

those past catastrophes prodeuced, in order to create the foundation upon which they 

would re-establish their city and art.  
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The Flood of 1927 

The city of New Orleans and the music that it created have faced their share of 

natural disasters, which have influenced both on many levels. In recent times, Hurricane 

Katrina ravaged the city and its inhabitants; however, this is not the first time the people 

of New Orleans have faced the effects of a natural disaster of this magnitude. Throughout 

its history, the city and its musicians have faced many ‗growing pains,‘ including being 

ravaged by flood, fire, and hurricanes. In 1837, Reverend Theodore Clapp, local 

Presbyterian minister in New Orleans for thirty-five years, described in his memoirs the 

ups and downs that frequently befell upon the city: 

Not unfrequently the alterations of health and sickness, joy and sorrow, 

commercial prosperity and mis-fortune, sweep over the Crescent City with the 

suddenness and fury of those autumnal hurricanes which occasionally visit it, by 

which in a few moments of time the strongest edifices are leveled with the dust, 

the majestic live-oaks and cypresses prostrated, and the vessels along the levee 

overwhelmed in the flood. (qted. in Saxon, 1928: 218) 

The closest the city has ever come to total devastation, until Katrina, was the 

flood of 1927. Just under eighty years before Hurricane Katrina, flood waters began to 

engulf much of the American Mid-west, and New Orleans was situated in the center of 

the path. In 1927, just as New Orleans‘ music had established a formidable nationally 

recognized foundation, disaster began to approach the city, and the musicians in the city 

would produce music in much the same manner as the musicians after Hurricane Katrina.  

 To the north of New Orleans, the source of the Mississippi River is Lake Itasca in 

Minnesota, and as the river winds its way south ultimately to the Gulf of Mexico, it 

grows immensely in size. Because of unusual rains and other weather conditions in 1927, 

the Mississippi River began to rise, first starting in the northern states and then 
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proceeding down to Louisiana. Not only was the river simply rising, but it was over-

flowing levees for its full length. ―The river was conquering everything‖ (Barry, 1997: 

282).  

Indeed, as the flooded Mississippi rolled south, the same process was repeated as 

the main river pushed back the already flooded tributaries. People could look up 

twenty feet to the levees and see the river boats floating, mirage-like, high above, 

as if threatening to sail over the brink. The banks were full, the levees were 

endangered. (Daniel, 1977: 8) 

 

Watching helplessly, the residents and musicians of New Orleans began preparing 

for the flood. As the water continued to rise and in the face of complete destruction, the 

leaders of New Orleans knew that tough decisions had to be made in order to save the 

city. In a desperate attempt, levees surrounding other neighboring parishes were blown by 

dynamite in order to relieve the pressure on the levees surrounding New Orleans.  

As the desperate city fathers saw it, the only way to save the city was to make an 

artificial break in the levee to the south; like pulling the plug in a bathtub, the 

water would drain out of the river across an improvised spillway. New Orleans 

merchants promised to care for the people who would be displaced by such a cut 

in the levee. The crevasse at Caernarvon flooded Plaquemines and St. Bernard 

parishes, and inhabitants fled to New Orleans, where they were listed among the 

refugees. (Daniel, 1977:50-51) 

 

While the city remained intact, surrounding areas were completely overrun by the 

Mississippi River. When the river peaked and all of the devastation had been accounted 

for, the flood of 1927 was the largest natural disaster that the United States had ever 

endured, until Hurricane Katrina. 

Music of the 1927 Flood  

Since jazz‘s creation at around the turn of the twentieth century, the music and 

musicians of New Orleans had become intertwined with the city. When the city was 

booming with an overflowing feeling of indulgence, jazz was born. Likewise, in 1927 
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when the city and its surrounding areas became overwhelmed with the burdens of natural 

disaster, New Orleans‘ music reflected the mood and expressed the emotions that were in 

the hearts of the people of the city.  

By 1927, it seemed as though one could not mention the city without the thought 

of music. Thus, New Orleans and its music had by 1927 already become inter-connected. 

In the same manner, since the conception of jazz in New Orleans, music has mirrored the 

city‘s culture, and music has been at the core of its soul. Musicians have expressed the 

conditions of the city. Lyrics from music throughout the history of the city portray its 

partying atmosphere, as well as the turmoil of the times. Likewise, when the flood waters 

of 1927 began to destroy everything that many had worked for all their lives, the 

musicians began to portray this in their music.  

 At the time of the flood in 1927, the arts and music were flourishing in New 

Orleans. ―Artists and writers had taken to the area, seduced by its cheap rents‖ (Barry, 

1997: 213). Many of the great jazz musicians of history were creating their music in the 

growing and thriving jazz music scene. All of these musicians watched as the areas 

immediately surrounding the city were overcome by flood waters. Thousands of refugees 

fled into the city banking on the promises that the leaders of New Orleans had given 

before the levees had been blown, that the city would care for all the homeless. As the 

city‘s population began to swell and the musicians began to see all that had been lost, 

they began to create music that would represent all of the different emotions that were 

being felt across the area.  

The flood left its mark on music and literature. Even as the water lingered on the 

land, musicians began to record songs about the flood. Bessie Smith released 

―Back Water Blues‖ in April and Muddy Waters ―A Mississippi Moon‖ in May. 
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Country and Western singer Vernon Dalhart recorded ―The Mississippi Flood‖ in 

May, and during the same time Sippi Wallace recorded ―The Flood Blues.‖ 

Earnest Stoneman learned ―Mighty Mississippi‖ from a black musician who 

worked for the Victor studio where he was recording. Blind Lemon Jefferson 

recorded ―Rising High Water Blues‖ in the summer of 1927. The flood was also 

preserved in literature by William Faulkner in The Old Man and by Richard 

Wright in his short story, ―Down by the Riverside.‖ (Daniel, 1977:6) 

  

Throughout the songs and stories that came from the flood of 1927, there are 

vivid depictions of complete destruction as well as emotional distress. In Blind Lemon 

Jefferson‘s ―Rising High Water Blues,‖ (May, 1927) he sings about how people are 

―…screaming in Tennessee,‖ and ―Children stand there screaming: mama we ain‘t got no 

home.‖ Likewise, Bessie Smith in ―Back Water Blues‖ (February, 1927) sings about 

how, ―There‘s thousands of people ain‘t got no place to go,‖ and ―There ain‘t no place for 

a poor old girl to go.‖  

In 1927, these New Orleans musicians portrayed in a most effective manner all 

that they were seeing that was occurring around them. Just under eighty years later, 

however, the circumstances would change dramatically, and this time the musicians 

would not be looking out at all the destruction surrounding them. The musicians of New 

Orleans would be themselves directly impacted by a flood. Rather than rise at a slower 

steady pace, like the flood of 1927, this flood, spurred by Hurricane Katrina, would burst 

across the city of New Orleans at a most devastating rate, destroying most of the city. All 

the while looking back at what the songs of the past told, the jazz musicians this time 

would create music, and the depictions contained within them would portray the 

emotions and the turmoil that the jazz musicians themselves endured. 

In this chapter, the origins of the city as well as the creation of its distinct music 

have been examined, and it is from an understanding of the history as well as the music 
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of the city that current events can be analyzed. Chapters Two and Three build on the 

information discussed in Chapter One, and the events that surround the music that is 

created after Hurricane Katrina will be rooted in the multifaceted nature of the city‘s past. 

Hurricane Katrina is a defining moment in the history of New Orleans, and the events and 

music that it produces must be documented and researched. 
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Chapter Two—Hurricane Katrina 

 

This was America. This was today. And this was a third-world scene. 

 

        Sean Penn, 2005
21

 

The musicians and the culture of New Orleans have been struck by catastrophe 

before, but the present adversities that the city has suffered following Hurricane Katrina 

seem unprecedented. This disaster came in the form of a hurricane and a flood, and the 

city and the culture are still recovering from the effects, which have encompassed every 

aspect of the unique culture that the musicians have relied upon for survival. This two-

fold punch dealt the physical plant of New Orleans a knockout blow, and even now, 

residents of this great city are still struggling to adjust and rebuild. As the city and its 

residents rebuild, the musicians that call the city home are caught up in all of the turmoil 

that rebuilding brings. Hurricane Katrina and the subsequent flood is an event 

encapsulating some of the most creative individuals in America. This event, while it was 

a most traumatic experience for many musicians, has already shown to provide the basis 

for creativity from destruction, motivation to continue, and response to catastrophe in 

music.    

Dynamics of the Event 

On Sunday August 28, 2005 an urgent weather message went out at 4:13 p.m. 

central daylight time describing the possible weather conditions that approaching 
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category-five Hurricane Katrina could wreak upon the city of New Orleans and the 

surrounding gulf coast.  

Extremely dangerous Hurricane Katrina continues to approach the Mississippi 

River Delta. Devastating damage is expected. Most of the area will be inundated 

for weeks perhaps longer. At least one half of well-constructed homes will have 

roof and wall failure. All gabled roofs will fail leaving those homes severely 

damaged or destroyed. The majority of industrial buildings will become non-

functional, partial to complete roof and wall failure is expected. All wood framed 

low-rise apartment buildings will be destroyed. Concrete block low-rise buildings 

will sustain major damage including some wall and roof failure. High-rise office 

and apartment buildings will sway dangerously, a few to the point of total 

collapse. All windows will be blown out. Airborne debris will be widespread and 

may include heavy items such as household appliances and even light vehicles 

such as sport utility vehicles and light trucks. Blown debris will create additional 

destruction. Persons, pets, and livestock exposed to those winds will face certain 

death if struck. Power outages will last for weeks, as most power poles will be 

down and transformers destroyed. Water shortages will make human suffering 

incredible by modern standards. The mass majority of native trees will be snapped 

off or uprooted. Only the heartiest will remain standing, but will be totally 

defoliated. Few crops will remain. Livestock left exposed to the winds will be 

killed. (Lee, 2006)  

 

Considering that the storm weakened just before impact, at first, the citizens of 

New Orleans considered themselves to be very fortunate. Along with the weakening, 

Hurricane Katrina also made a last minute turn toward the east, taking with it the severest 

parts of the storm. Unfortunately, New Orleans did not escape almost total destruction. 

Approximately twelve hours after Hurricane Katrina made landfall, the levees, which 

surround and protect the city from storm surge, began to fail. In the early hours of August 

30, 2005, a 500-foot breach of the floodwalls occurred in the 17
th

 Street Canal on the 

border of the unincorporated community of Metairie and the city of New Orleans. Eighty 
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percent of the city flooded
22

—an area seven times the size of Manhattan (Berry, 2008: 

148). 

  This breach, along with others, allowed the water of Lake Pontchartrain to flow 

downward into northern New Orleans proper, which lies between two and ten feet below 

sea level. What followed was sheer pandemonium as nearly 1.4 million people were 

forced to carry out a mandatory evacuation (McKinney, 2006:5).  

The most striking and unrelenting scar that Hurricane Katrina has left behind is 

the loss of human life that occurred following the storm‘s landfall. There has been much 

speculation and debate regarding the cause of the failure of the levees, but the fact 

remains that a large number of individuals lost their lives to flood waters. This fact alone 

may be one of the strongest barriers to New Orleanians returning home. It may not be 

that the struggle to rebuild their homes is the unconquerable barrier, but rather the 

emotional scar of losing someone in such a manner maybe too strong of an obstacle to 

overcome. 

No part of New Orleans escaped unscathed from the destructive forces of the 

flood. And, because the flood waters rose so quickly and destructively, death was a factor 

for every corner of New Orleans.  

No part of New Orleans was untouched by death. Bodies have been found in 

every neighborhood in the city, from the pitiably engulfed Lower Ninth Ward to 

the nouveau riche mansions in Lakeview, from the sodden neighborhoods along 

the city‘s Industrial Canal to the elegant Garden District. (Connolly, 2005) 

 

In conjunction with the sheer number of victims from the flood came the huge 

chore of identifying the dead. Because bodies had been in the water for such a long 
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period of time, the possibility that they had been moved by the waters out of context, the 

identification of the dead became extremely time-consuming. Thus, the notification of 

relatives and the subsequent release of a body took months. If a body was found in a 

house, the medical examiner could not simply assume that the body was the 

homeowner‘s or even a resident. Louis Cataldie, Louisiana State Medical Examiner, 

described the task of identifying the over eight hundred bodies as, ―a huge undertaking,‖ 

and, ―something you never thought would happen in America‖ (Lee, 2006). Adding to 

the difficulty of identifying the victims of the floods was also the fact that, ―almost 30 

percent of the 863 bodies delivered to the St. Gabriel Morgue arrived with no information 

on where they had been found‖ (Connolly, 2005). In October of 2005, nearly two months 

after the hurricane had made landfall, ―Over a period of one week, a crew of 130 

morticians and their assistants were able to identify 26 bodies bringing the number of 

deceased who have been released to relatives to 158, out of 1,056 total deaths‖ 

(Connolly, 2005). 

Overall, the areas of the city which recorded the highest number of deaths were 

the Lower Ninth Ward and Gentilly. Each of these neighborhoods accounted for 31 to 75 

deaths. However, death after Katrina was not partial to any particular area of the city, and 

other neighborhoods sustained almost equal losses. In the neighborhood of Lakeview, 

quite a distance away from the Lower Ninth Ward, thirty bodies were recovered. And, 

just like the Ninth Ward nearly all of Lakeview is uninhabitable. Likewise, even high 

areas such as the French Quarter and the Central Business District recorded at least ten 

bodies (Connolly, 2005).   
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Recovery and the Musicians 

Immediately in the wake of the storm and its effects, scholars and historians 

began to ask some extremely important social, cultural, and economic questions about a 

city which essentially must re-create itself from a catastrophe. 

As rebuilding begins in Hurricane Katrina‘s wake, the losses are still registering. 

What can be rebuilt and recaptured is still uncertain. New Orleans has lost many 

of its residents in death and possibly in the dispersion of hurricane victims to 

other cities. It has lost money, businesses, and buildings. But has it lost its soul? 

Can the essence of the city be recaptured? Will a new New Orleans possess the 

spirit of creativity? Will it have the heart, the grit, and the people that made the 

city so interesting?  (Jackson, 2006)  

 

Statisticians are only now beginning to record in actual numbers the destruction 

that the flood waters caused in August of 2005. Immediately after the storm, calculations 

began to pour in from news networks across the nation, and to date, Katrina is the 

nation's most costly natural disaster. Katrina killed more than 1,600 people, destroyed 

200,000 Gulf Coast homes, and displaced about 1 million people. Overall, property 

damage estimates are at $25.3 billion in 1.7 million insurance claims, and 975,000 of 

them are in Louisiana (―The New Orleans Index,‖ 2008). 

The population of the once dense city is slowly rebounding as former residents 

begin to return. Because of the enormous amount of physical loss,
23

 as well as severe 

emotional scars, many have chosen simply to abandon all that once was and begin anew 

in another place; however, others are embracing the struggle and yearn to return to the 

once great city and re-establish its great culture.  

St. Bernard Parish‘s population, once 67,000, is now estimated to be less than 

30,000. Orleans Parish is down to about 300,000 from 462,000. While there are 
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signs of recovery everywhere – even in the devastated Lower Ninth Ward of New 

Orleans – there is still much to be done. (Hill, 2007) 

 

New Orleans has, since its conception, been known for its culture, and this unique 

culture was created and sustained through the resilience and tenacity of its citizens. One 

writer characterized the culture of the city of New Orleans as being so important that 

essentially, ―Nothing happens here except culture‖ (Berry, 2008: 148). Culture is so 

important to the city that it attracts a multitude of visitors every year, making tourism the 

city‘s number one industry. In fact, in recent years before Hurricane Katrina, New 

Orleans was considered one of North America‘s ultimate meeting spots for 

conventioneers and partiers, and it hosts as many as 8.5 million visitors each year. 

Tourism is an extremely lucrative and essential component of the New Orleans‘ economy 

that brings in an estimated 4.5 billion dollars to the city (McKinney, 2006:8). 

 At the heart of the tourist industry are the musicians who supply the great music 

that New Orleans spawned. Not only are these musicians an integral part of the economic 

base of the city, but they are also the heart and soul of New Orleans. Allan Jaffe, founder 

of the Preservation Hall Jazz Band
24

 summed up this point well, when he said, ―New 

Orleans is the only place I know of where you ask a little kid what he wants to be and 

instead of saying, ‗I want to be a fireman‘ or ‗I want to be a policeman,‘ he says, ‗I want 

to be a musician‘‖ (Longstreet, 1965: 23). Thus, the musicians of New Orleans are caught 

in the cross-fire of all that Katrina has thrown at the city. In all actuality, the musicians of 

New Orleans and New Orleans itself are locked in a symbiotic relationship. With that, 
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much of the cultural activities that take place in the city are performed by individuals 

who lead a life that is not easily documented or traced. Because the money that is earned 

by the practitioners of culture in New Orleans is mainly in the form of tips and cash, the 

statistical impact that the storm has had on these individuals is very difficult to record on 

a case-by-case basis. Before Hurricane Katrina, New Orleans possessed a prolific amount 

of clubs all within a relatively close proximity of each other. ―Jazz musicians could 

actually catch the performances of five other bands in five different clubs before their 

own show‖ (Mugge: 2006). 

  Likewise, the reports regarding the plight of the musicians that have been 

coming out of the city after the storm have been quite varied. 

The number 1,500 comes in handy in discussions about the plight of New 

Orleans‘ musicians. That‘s the number of musicians said to be back in the city 

and doing reasonably well. Another 1,500 are back but are leading unstable lives, 

―crashing with relatives‖ and ―cramming into trailers,‖ Yet another 1,500 are still 

away and may never return (Adams, 2007).     

 

In another article written almost a year a later another number was assigned. ―The 

city had 2,000 musicians before the hurricane. Only 250 had returned by February 2006‖ 

(Berry, 2008: 152). Due to the actual counting of musicians involved, there is only one 

report that can be said to be officially accurate, and that is the number of musicians in the 

New Orleans Musicians‘ Union. J. Kim Foreman the Secretary/Treasurer of the 

American Federation of Musicians Local 174-496 declared in an interview with this 

author, ―Before Hurricane Katrina there were eight hundred members in the union. As of 

August 2008, there were only six hundred and fifty members in the union.‖ This number 

is quite low in reality and by no means does it represent the total number of all musicians 

in New Orleans. According to Mr. Foreman, the members of the union were mainly 
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members of the New Orleans Symphony and other high-end classical musical 

organizations. These musicians held steady positions with substantial salaries. But since 

Louisiana is a ―Right to Work‖ state and therefore the number of enrolled musicians is a 

fraction of the total number, not all professional musicians must join the union. In all 

honesty, there may never be a truly accurate count of the number of musicians that were 

in the city before and after the storm.  

One of the main reasons for the phenomenon of numerous, yet un-recorded 

musicians, is that the city encourages a ―bohemian‖ type of lifestyle.  

―New Orleans is one of the last bohemian cultures,‖ says filmmaker Phoebe 

Ferguson. ―It‘s like Paris in the ‗20s, with artists congregating at cafes and music 

clubs… One never feels isolated here. We‘re all part of a greater artwork: the city, 

its identity and culture.‖ (Berry, 2008: 155-156) 

 

Out of this type of lifestyle came what the city is known for, great music and 

atmosphere, and as the city grew, the number of citizens of the city living this type of 

lifestyle grew significantly. Through the large amounts of tourists that visit the city at all 

hours of the day and night, the streets and the clubs offer decent financial support to 

someone without tying that person to a schedule.  Before the storm, ―The city teemed 

with musicians, painters, writers, chefs, and parades‖ (Berry, 2008: 148). After the storm, 

however, the opportunities that were offered on the streets and in the clubs would be 

drastically affected, and they would, for a while, be taken away completely.   

In the months that followed the storm, jobs for musicians would be few and far 

between. ―Musicians in town now often work for far less money than before, sometimes 

for just what shows up in the tip jar‖ (Adams, 2007). Unfortunately, this trend has 

continued until now. Musicians in New Orleans are still working a lot less and earning a 
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lot less money for what they do than before the storm. A recent report put out by the 

Sweet Home New Orleans Foundation has recorded many of the obstacles that present 

day musicians in New Orleans are facing. This report, probably the most comprehensive 

and thorough to date, states, ―Three years after the flood, 75% of musicians are back in 

town.‖ With that being said and the hope that it brings, the annual earnings of these 

musicians is still considerably less than their pre-Katrina earnings. According to the 

Sweet Home New Orleans Foundation report, the income that a musician may earn per 

gig is down 19%, and the amount of gigs per month a musician may play is down 55%. 

Along with the loss of income, the report also acknowledges that because of New 

Orleans‘ post-Katrina economy, the expenses that a musician may have to pay are up 

10%. What this all means is that it is much more difficult, economically, to be a musician 

in New Orleans than ever before (―2008 State of the New Orleans Music Community 

Report‖). 

Working against the musicians along with the lack of jobs is the severe lack of 

housing. Shortly after the storm, the tourism industry, the main ingredient for the 

cultural-economic side of New Orleans was on its way to thriving once again. Thus, 

demand for work for the musicians began to rise although they had and still for the most 

part have difficulty with housing. According to the Sweet Home New Orleans 

Foundation‘s 2008 State of the Music Community Report, ―In heavily flooded parts of 

the 8
th

 and 9
th

 wards, for example, tradition bearers [Mardi Gras Indians] have retained 

only 29% of their pre-Katrina residences.‖ This is due in part to the initial development 

of the city. The tourist areas are mainly comprised of the oldest parts of the city. These 

areas are some of the higher-elevated areas. The majority of the citizens of New Orleans, 
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however, lived in areas that are situated at a much lower elevation. Hence, these areas 

received the most damage during the flood.  

Three years later, the economy has rebounded in the French Quarter, the 

downtown convention district, and the Uptown are up and running, all of which 

follow a natural embankment along the Mississippi. But more than twenty-five 

percent of New Orleanians haven‘t returned. Blighted houses line moribund 

streets in Lakeview, New Orleans East, the Lower Ninth Ward, and parts of 

Central City. (Berry, 2008: 148) 

 

  While a solution to the housing shortage is desperately being sought, there are 

also other negative factors that continue to plague New Orleans, which outsiders to the 

city rarely even notice. In an area such as New Orleans where everyday citizens are 

attempting to rebuild and reconstruct the city themselves, health care is a huge need. 

Daily, untrained and unsupervised citizens of New Orleans work construction-like jobs 

on their own property. To go along with the simple hazards of construction, there is the 

ever prevalent toxic mold and mildew left over from the flood. In a report released by the 

Brookings Institute in August of 2007, ―Less than two-thirds of the pre-storm hospital 

beds in New Orleans are now open. As of July, no repairs had been made on damaged 

police stations‖ (Hill, 2007). 

     Not only are the repairs that ordinary citizens are attempting to perform on 

their own hazardous, but the rotting houses that remain unchanged since the flood pose a 

threat to the community. The city and local government have had to intervene in order to 

correct this growing problem. The New Orleans Historic District Landmarks Commission 

(NOHDLC) is responsible for the acquisition and demolition of houses that are in 

negligent state of repair and possibly even dangerous to citizens‘ health and safety. One 

after another the committee inspects the houses and then discusses the condition and 
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historic importance of each one. Many were determined to be open to entry, not gutted, 

overtaken by vegetation, and essentially an imminent health threat. 

In order to properly begin the rebuilding efforts, this committee has to evaluate 

each house and the situation surrounding its state. City inspectors have the job of visiting 

each residence and determining its rating of neglect according to categories of, ―good, 

poor, and very poor.‖ The committee then has the responsibility to assess the need of 

repair, owner intentions, state of the building, and imminent threat to health. This is the 

only way that all of these houses can be dealt with legally. After all of this has been 

discussed and researched, then the house can either be demolished or rebuilt. Since there 

are thousands of houses that have simply been abandoned, this situation is not going to be 

one that will be completed in the near future. In reality, this process will be one that will 

be ongoing for many years. These ―city-initiated demolitions‖ that are instituted to 

correct so-called ―demolition by neglect‖ are simply the only way that New Orleans will 

ever regain its land and be able to start over. According to one council member, having to 

demolish all of these houses through this whole process was, ―a travesty.‖ While the city 

desperately needs to rid itself of all of the neglected houses, after this entire process is 

complete and all of the neglected houses are removed, New Orleans will be left with 

thousands of empty lots.  

 While at the present time it may seem as though the city of New Orleans is 

struggling against a situation that may seem unconquerable, it nevertheless does offer its 

opportunities. In a very real and recognizable sense, New Orleans has the opportunity to 

display to the world that, while the city has its problems, its residents are committed to 
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the rebuilding every aspect of the city, including its treasured arts and culture. According 

to a report written in early 2006 by author Maria-Rosario Jackson:  

Rebuilding New Orleans has center stage. The rest of the country, and the world, 

is watching. Now is the time to take risks, change some of the old paradigms, and 

explore new ways of sustaining culture. (2006) 

 

Likewise, culture is never left out of the equation. Constantly on the mind of 

planners and rebuilders involved in the reconstruction of New Orleans is the historical 

importance of many of the buildings in desperate need of repair. ―Many of the most vocal 

proponents of rebuilding argue mainly from the desire to preserve historically significant 

buildings and physical structures‖ (Jackson, 2006). At the same time, however, planners 

are hoping to rebuild and address some of the issues that the city possessed even before 

the storm.  

Along with the concern for the historic elements of New Orleans came the 

concern as to what would become of the city‘s culture. Because of the lack of housing, 

many who perpetuate the unique culture, artists and musicians, would have no place to 

live. There was much speculation that New Orleans would essentially become another 

theme park. Many theorized that since all of the neighborhoods and cultures that had 

spawned much of what New Orleans had been were washed away, the only plausible re-

construction would be one that was a shameless and soulless model of what the city once 

was.  

Some scholars and people in the local music scene fear that emphasizing cultural 

tourism in rebuilding will result in a Disneyland version of New Orleans without 

the Lower Ninth Ward, the Treme neighborhood, and other lower-income places 

that give the city its character. (Jackson, 2006) 
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As time has progressed, that is one theory that we can say will not come to pass. 

Unfortunately, and fortunately, New Orleans is too corrupt politically and too proud 

socially and culturally for an ‗un-real‘ version of itself to be created. In the beginning of 

the reconstruction, the ‗Disney World‘ New Orleans was a major concern for some. In a 

report a year later, the concern for New Orleans becoming a theme park is put to rest. 

―New Orleans continues to defy planners, just as it defies order. If you want nice, go to 

Disney World‖ (Allen, 2007). 

While the concern for losing the authenticity of what New Orleans was has 

somewhat subsided, there still remains the ever present and important task of providing 

housing for the citizens and artists. Originally when New Orleans began to take shape as 

a viable metropolis, it grew in a manner that reflected its extremely diverse culture and 

ideals. ―The strength of New Orleans, the reason it‘s such a unique place, is that it grew 

organically – a cultural stew reflected in its food, music and neighborhoods‖ (Allen, 

2007). In much the same manner, the efforts that are beginning to take hold are 

emanating from a wide range of individuals and organizations.  

Before the actual construction of new homes or the reconditioning of others can 

begin, funding must be found. With most of the musicians lacking any insurance or 

savings, and some of them having lost almost all possessions, financial assistance was an 

enormous need. From celebrities with close ties to the city as well as celebrities with no 

personal affiliation at all to New Orleans, fundraising for re-building has occurred across 

the nation. From the efforts of many, a substantial amount of money has been raised in 

order to assist musicians as they return to the city and re-establish themselves. 
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Scores of rebuilding initiatives from diverse groups focus on New Orleans arts 

organizations and artists, particularly musicians. For example, the Jazz 

Foundation of America has made emergency funds available to help musicians 

pay their rent, provided donated instruments to musicians, and sponsored 

counseling and pro bono legal services. The foundation has also created gigs for 

musicians at schools and shelters and connected musicians with possible 

employers around the country. MusiCares and the Recording Academy have 

established the MusiCares Hurricane Relief Fund and committed $1 million to be 

distributed to musicians and other music industry employees affected by the 

hurricanes. (Jackson, 2006) 

 

Likewise, to actually begin the construction of homes in one of the hardest hit 

areas, the Upper Ninth Ward, efforts for musicians have come especially from Habitat for 

Humanity and a number of ‗home-grown‘ national musicians. With their assistance, re-

building is occurring all over the city, and in some areas the new structures are quite 

colorful, capturing and representing the vibrant and nostalgic atmosphere of New 

Orleans. These new houses represent what is envisioned as a New Orleans musical ‗hot 

spot‘ and home. This new community known as the Musicians‘ Village has already 

provided homes and opportunities to numerous musicians. 

The Musicians‘ Village, conceived by Connick and Marsalis, will consist of 70 

single-family, Habitat constructed homes for displaced New Orleans musicians 

and other qualifying Habitat partner families. Its centerpiece will be the Ellis 

Marsalis Center for Music, dedicated to the education and development of 

homeowners and others who will live nearby. On January 9, 2006 NOAHH [New 

Orleans Area Habitat for Humanity] acquired eight acres of land in the Upper 

Ninth Ward where the core area of the Musicians‘ Village will be located. In 

addition, to the homes in this tract, plans call for at least 150 other homes in the 

surrounding Ninth Ward neighborhood. Construction began in March 2006 and 

the first ten homeowners moved into their new homes in August 2006. 

(―Musicians‘ Village,‖ 2009)    

 

To accompany the work of Habitat for Humanity, an army of eager volunteers 

descended on the city, devoting time and hard work to clear tons of debris. Habitat for 

Humanity has built 115 houses, with 186 more in progress as of July 2008. In some 
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respects, the musicians that are now occupying these homes are in a much better living 

situation than before the storm. Whereas before the storm, many of the musicians were 

simply renting, now these individuals, vital to the cultural and ultimately the economic 

stability of New Orleans, are homeowners and permanent residents.  All that Habitat for 

Humanity requires is that to assume a no-interest $75,000 mortgage on a three-bedroom 

house, an owner must do 350 hours of work for the organization (Berry, 2008: 150).  

Along with the possibilities of rebuilding that are available now after the flood, 

another factor came into play for younger musicians after the storm. Due to the storm, 

many older musicians left the city completely and have not returned. So the occurrence of 

veteran musicians leaving worked in conjunction with the lack of jobs. What was to 

follow was to be a vacancy of jobs in clubs that normally would have been occupied by 

the older, seasoned, veteran players. This phenomenon commonly referred to as ―moving 

up the food chain‖
25

 started to occur more and more frequently as younger musicians 

moved back into the city. Because getting a gig is done by word of mouth alone, when 

someone leaves the city, the employer must move on to the next best player. This aspect 

of moving on, for the employer, or up, for the musician, is done at the initial ‗booking‘ of 

a gig. Since the person that the employer usually calls has left or is no longer available, 

he or she must call on another. Typically, this phenomenon involves the hiring of 

younger musicians. ―Most of the musicians who used to play at Snug Harbor haven‘t 

returned, opening spots for players who needed a break‖ (Adams, 2007). Thus, in some 

ways, the storm has almost forced a sort of ‗changing of the guards‘ and now younger 
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musicians are taking the role of continuing on, and no matter what happens they will 

continue to play music directly influenced by the cultural atmosphere of New Orleans. 

New Orleans may be the ‗birthplace of jazz‘ and the place where ‗the good times 

roll,‘ but beneath these slogans, its residents center most of their lives around family and 

activities within the city. Most of the people that die in New Orleans were born there. 

Surrounded on all sides by water, most locals know  that the possibility of natural disaster 

is ever present. ―Flood and hurricane levees form veritable mountains that keep out river 

and sea‖ (Germany, 2007: 22). Throughout history, the citizens of New Orleans have 

assembled and demonstrated great resolve in the face of adversity. Since its conception, 

the city of has seen more than its share of obstacles. It seems as though the buildings of 

New Orleans bear the testimony of time, cultural interaction, and decay. Katrina may 

have given a most terrifying blow to this great city, and the residents are rallying to 

rebuild. However, in New Orleans, hurricanes will always be a concern.  

New Orleans and its citizens have already learned a great deal from Katrina, and 

they will be more prepared next time. Recently, hurricane preparedness was tested again 

in New Orleans. In August 2008, as Hurricane Gustav approached, over one million 

people evacuated the city. All of the issues that caused pandemonium during Katrina 

were accomplished more smoothly even though Gustav turned out to be not as big a 

threat as was originally thought. Still, other hurricanes will approach New Orleans and, it 

is important to be prepared because, ―You know Katrina has a sister, and she‘s worse 

than Katrina‖ (Adams, 2007).     

Even though time has passed since Hurricane Katrina slammed into New Orleans, 

the city is still recovering in many areas. However, not all of the changes that the storm 
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has brought have been dire—in some ways the storm‘s aftermath has brought people 

together in a way that was never before possible. Caught right in the middle of all of this 

tragedy and recovery are the musicians that create the music that New Orleans is famous 

for.  Their music is not only an outlet for the expression of the impact on them, but the 

music is also directly linked to the city. It is clearly evident that Hurricane Katrina has 

had a great impact on the musicians of New Orleans, but on another level, Hurricane 

Katrina has actually had an impact on the music itself. From the trials and struggles that 

many of these musicians have had to endure, much of the music that has since been 

performed possesses elements directly linked to the storm, in lyrics and in the creative 

motivation. This direct link deals with the influence that Hurricane Katrina had on the 

circle within which most New Orleans residents lived, played, and worked, 

neighborhoods. 

Neighborhoods 

Before Hurricane Katrina, the neighborhoods that comprised New Orleans were 

the birthplace and stomping grounds for many of the city‘s great musicians throughout 

history. For it was in these neighborhoods that historic musicians such as Louis 

Armstrong, Sidney Bechet, and Al Hirt received the musical training that would propel 

their art. Past and present musicians honed their skills in these neighborhoods by 

performing at block parties and other social events that occurred within their 

neighborhoods. Since the musicians were also residents of these neighborhoods, the 

prospect of doing multiple performances in one day was very much a possibility.  

Since travel time and expense was not an issue along with the possibility of 

performing multiple times a day, the cost of hiring many of the neighborhood musicians 
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was relatively small. Ever since Hurricane Katrina, however, multiple performances are 

no longer available, and now many musicians must travel long distances to play a gig. 

Many of the musicians, prior to Hurricane Katrina, would perform in many of the 

neighborhood bars and clubs. However, in an interview with Dr. Ike Padnos, curator of 

the Ponderosa Stomp, 

…before Katrina there were a lot of small neighborhoods with bars throughout the 

neighborhoods. There were places where there would be unknown gigs. These 

were places where you got to see a lot of the local people. Various musicians 

would play at little neighborhood clubs. You‘d have all of these great little clubs. 

A lot of those clubs have closed, or they have quit having music post-Katrina. 

There‘s a lot of them open, but some of them no longer have music.
26

 

 

In reality, the residents who have returned no longer enjoy the culture that was so easily 

available to them, and musicians‘ incomes have been drastically reduced. According to 

members of the Rebirth Brass Band, ―We can‘t do local things for the little people. 

Multiple gigs are impossible anymore‖ (Mugge: 2006). 

 Before Katrina, each of the neighborhoods in New Orleans was essentially its 

own being. While all of the neighborhoods had a lot in common, they also had little 

things that made each one distinct. Thus, the music performed in each neighborhood 

would differ, and according to renowned New Orleans pianist and performer Dr. John, 

―…the same song could be played in an altogether different manner in different 

areas…this may be the last generation, if the neighborhoods are not restored.‖ (Mugge: 

2006). Sadly, many of these neighborhoods no longer exist, and their return will be slow 

at best.  
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To combat the impending end of the culture that was created in New Orleans‘ 

neighborhoods, some established older New Orleans musicians have taken it upon 

themselves to assist in the music education of the youth of the city. Since the same 

musical opportunities are no longer there for younger children, at school or around their 

homes, a new music education organization has been established. 

In the cool darkness of Tipitina‘s Uptown at 4 p.m. on a recent afternoon, 70-80 

middle school students, some clutching drumsticks, wriggle in their seats with 

enthusiasm while Edward Lee, sousaphonist with the Soul Rebels brass band, 

hollers out some basics of music theory. ―C sharp is the same as,‖ he bellows and 

a chorus of young voices yells back, ―D flat.‖ (Fensterstock: 2008). 

  

Working through an organization entitled Roots of Music, New Orleans 

musicians are now attempting to educate many students that, because of Katrina, are 

without musical training. With leadership from Dr. Frederick Weil, Associate Professor 

at Louisiana State University, and support from the Sweet Home New Orleans 

Foundation, this organization is modeled after the Merit School of Music, a successful 

program serving students in the Chicago metropolitan area. Along with a strong 

organizational foundation, the Roots of Music program has as its teachers some of New 

Orleans‘ finest musicians. Comprising members of various brass bands from across the 

city, Roots of Music is made-up of teachers including Free Agents Brass Band leader 

Ellis Joseph and Rebirth Brass Band co-founder Keith Frazier.  

One goal is to have a marching band trained and ready by the time parades roll 

this season. There‘s not but one junior high school band right now. And I feel kids 

are more receptive musically at a younger age. By the time you‘re in high school, 

if you don‘t have the discipline already, you don‘t have time for all that. (Vargas: 

2008). 

 

While many are doing what they can to return New Orleans to what it was before 

Hurricane Katrina, others are using the devastation that occurred there as a tourist 
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attraction and money-maker. Since the atmosphere of New Orleans is one that exudes 

freedom, some are attempting to capitalize on the state of catastrophe that still exists in 

much of the city. Thus, the actions of some, including New Orleans‘ tour operators and 

advertising executives, have caused quite a large amount of controversy. It is a fact that 

the devastation that occurred in New Orleans was one of the most watched, debated, and 

analyzed events ever to have occurred. Because of the level of catastrophe and promotion 

of the events through the media, there is no question as to its draw. With that in mind, 

some are using the devastated areas, once vibrant neighborhoods full of culture, as places 

for visitors to view. 

The speed at which the rebuilding efforts are moving seem to be occurring at 

glacial speed – the half-collapsed houses still half-collapsing two years later, the 

boats still marooned on the lawns. All of these aspects are presumably what gave 

rise to certain tourist options in the Crescent City, which have been raising some 

interesting questions about the fine line between entertain/education and 

exploitation. (Vogel: 2007) 

 

Every day buses parade through the neighborhoods that were hardest hit by 

Hurricane Katrina. While on the bus, visitors are given an in-depth dialogue as to the 

events that took place after the storm in each of the neighborhoods. Not only do these 

buses tour areas that are still devastated, but they also navigate down the roads that make 

up the areas that are being re-built. Daily, residents of the Musicians‘ Village must watch 

as bus after bus travels by their homes. Nobu Ozaki, who will be discussed about at 

length in the following pages, described what it is like to be a resident of the Musicians‘ 

Village: 
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I see the buses drive by every day. I can‘t even go out on my front porch and have 

coffee in the morning. Sometimes, I feel like it‘s a zoo and they are going to 

throw a banana at me like a monkey.
27

 

   

Thus, as citizens continue to return to New Orleans in order to desperately try to 

rebuild and re-establish their lives, tourists stroll through their neighborhoods, which in 

many cases poses an emotional response, from the residents, all on its own: 

New Orleans residents, who now, in addition to trying to save their 

neighborhoods, must also contend with mobs of tourists snapping photos from a 

comfortable Plexiglass distance. And the popularity of these drive-bys is only 

growing: the buzz among travels is that no visit to New Orleans these days is 

complete without a Katrina tour of some sort. (Vogel: 2007) 

     

The popularity of these tours of the devastated areas is growing. Even though it 

has been some time since the storm hit New Orleans, there is still quite a lot of damage to 

see, and many are coming to the city to view it through the tours. In fact, on the very first 

day that the tours were offered, there was such a high demand that one company added a 

third tour (Orlando: 2006). While these tours may be bringing back revenue to the city, 

the manner in which they accomplish it has potentially detrimental cultural consequences.  

 In addition, the promotion of the devastation of Hurricane Katrina in New 

Orleans has not been left only to those who visit the city. In recent advertising and 

television programming, Hurricane Katrina and New Orleans have had frequent 

associations and fictional depictions. In a Ford automobile advertisement entitled 

―Hometown‖ which premiered during the 2007 Super Bowl, Harry Connick Jr., a 

prominent former-resident of New Orleans and a musician, now actor, is featured driving 

a new Lincoln MKX crossover through the streets of New Orleans. Connick, a native 

New Orleanian and jazz musician, in the opinion of some exemplifies the city‘s culture 
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and ideals and is a perfect spokesperson to put a positive view on the city‘s rebuilding 

efforts. During the ad, Connick reminisces about growing up in New Orleans and how 

much of what he remembers is no longer there. And along with the pictures of a 

struggling New Orleans there are shots of the new vehicle and all the plush accessories 

that are built into it.  

The ―Hometown‖ ad sparked a great deal controversy. Some were all in favor of 

the commercial, and many thought that the advertisement brought a desperately needed 

look into the state of recovery and overall condition of the city. 

Showcasing both the city‘s beauty as well as the beastly state of recovery in many 

sectors, it‘s a mini-movie that probably will be seen by more viewers than all of 

the post-K documentaries combined. (Walker, 2007) 

 

 The ad ran for just a short time, and not long after the ad began to be shown, the 

Ford Company stopped airing the ad and pulled all copies of it from the internet. While 

some thought that the ad brought positive attention to the plight of the city of New 

Orleans as it recovered, others thought that the depiction and use of the catastrophe for 

the promotion of a product was highly unethical. 

With every catastrophe comes the inevitable sleazy marketing thinly disguised as 

sympathy, philanthropy, encouragement, or public service. They seem to have 

persuaded themselves somehow that they are doing something positive—

celebrating the spirit of a city, shedding light on its challenges, recognizing its 

heroes. (Garfield: 2007) 

 

Still in other venues, a much darker version of the condition of New Orleans was 

created. In 2007 on the Fox Broadcasting Company, the devastated New Orleans became 

the setting for a television show titled K-ville. Its title was actually taken from some 

graffiti in New Orleans, which in full read ―Welcome to K-ville.‖ Depicted in the stories 
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are the struggles of New Orleans cops as they cope with the ever-increasing crime rate in 

the city.  

Two years after the devastating Hurricane Katrina, New Orleans is still in 

shambles and chaos continues to rule the streets. Criminals roam the city armed 

with AK-47s, many of the police force has left, and stations, jails, and labs still 

haven‘t been rebuilt. The few cops that remain must pool their courage and 

strength to help bring back law and order to the city they love. In one of the most 

intriguing series, K-Ville takes viewers inside the aftermath of Katrina, from the 

mangled Victorian mansions in the Garden District to the rubble that remains in 

the hard-hit Lower 9
th

 Ward. In the harsh reality that Katrina left behind, the 

NOPD must deal with what comes their way as the future of the city they love 

hangs in the balance. (―K-ville Summary,‖ 2008) 

 

Although the series ran for less than one season, the creation of a television show 

centered on a city‘s state of destruction and cultural collapse exemplifies the pinnacle of 

gain through others‘ struggles.  

While the concept behind K-ville was one which focused on the darker and 

somewhat fictional side of New Orleans, in the spring of 2010, HBO created a television 

series which focused more on the actual recovery in real-life scenarios. This show, 

entitled Treme, focuses on a number of individuals with the recovering city of New 

Orleans performing a range of careers which are central to New Orleans‘ culture, a cook, 

a professional trombonist, and a radio personality. Within this series, a more probable 

storyline is depicted with hired consultants who held those occupations within the city. In 

reality, one of the main actors in Treme is a native of one of New Orleans‘ 

neighborhoods, Pontchartrain Park. Through his work on Treme, he has been able to give 

exposure to an organization that he is involved with, the Pontchartrain Park Community 

Development Corporation. This organization has been able to construct a number of 

houses within the Pontchartrain Park community.     



 

88 

Through all of the exposure that the city has been given since the storm, New 

Orleans‘ difficulties in rebuilding raise a large amount of interest that can be utilized in a 

number of ways. This struggle will be one that many will continue to watch, whether it be 

a positive or a negative depiction. Whatever the portrayal may be, the true end result will 

be reflected in the music produced by the musicians within the city. 

During and After the Storm: In Their Own Words 

The musicians of New Orleans have endured a vast amount of upheaval in the 

almost years since Hurricane Katrina. Prior to Hurricane Katrina, musicians in New 

Orleans enjoyed an unparalleled atmosphere of creativity and promotion of their art. 

Since Katrina, these same musicians have had to adapt financially, emotionally, and 

creatively. In reality, everything that these musicians relied upon for housing, income, 

and artistic creation was taken away. Slowly the city is recovering. However, the 

resiliency and commitment to the city and their art to that lies at the heart and soul of 

New Orleans‘ musicians is astounding. Through interaction with some of these 

individuals, it becomes apparent that they are aware of what they‘ve been through and the 

possibilities of what may lie ahead. Unlike the portrayal of the musicians through actors 

on television, such as Treme, this research exhibits the circumstances surrounding 

Hurricane Katrina in their own words. Likewise, because these interviews were 

conducted by a musician, an openness and dialogue was established that would be out of 

the scope of other researchers. Through the words of the New Orleans musicians, the 

reality and true impact of the hurricane, flood, and subsequent cultural and physical 

rebuilding efforts within the city is revealed.  
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During the course of this study, this researcher spoke to many musicians; four 

spoke in-depth about their music and experiences of being in New Orleans before and 

after the storm: Jeff Albert, Helen Gillet, Nobu Ozaki, and Ben Polcer. Three of the 

musicians were discovered by word of mouth, Jeff, Helen, and Nobu. Based on guidance 

from an outside source, Tom Brantley at the University of South Florida, Jeff Albert was 

contacted which led to Helen and Nobu. Ben was discovered by the researcher playing on 

the street in the French Quarter. Because Ben and the researcher share the same age and 

instrument an immediate bond was established. What these musicians all share is the 

reliance solely on the money that they make as musicians for financial stability. Also, 

each of these musicians is a serious musician, and they have spent years honing their 

craft. Likewise, all of the performances that these musicians play center on the music 

being created. In New Orleans there are many ‗musical‘ events, such as second-line 

parades and jazz funerals, in which music is not the central focus. In these instances, 

music is incidental or secondary and the activity or dancing is the priority. The musicians 

within this study prefer to perform where music and its expressive quality is the focal 

point. 

Thus, the state of the music industry in New Orleans after Hurricane Katrina 

drastically affected them. Throughout the interviews, it is readily apparent that extreme 

levels of loss and sacrifice were experienced. Likewise, they discussed the overall tough 

decisions that had to be made before and after the storm, ranging from simply getting out 

of the city to whether or not they might ever return. These interviews all offer a brief 

glimpse into what was wrought upon the city and how it has affected their music.  
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When speaking to the four musicians, the nature of the events of Hurricane 

Katrina and the emotions before and after the event run an entire spectrum. Nobu speaks 

of how the storm was approaching the city and it became truly evident that the storm was 

headed straight for New Orleans: ―When I woke up, I turned the tv on, and I knew there 

was no way. The whole city started freaking out. Everybody had to get out‖
28

 Helen, on 

the other hand, was away from the city during the storm, so she had no idea as to the state 

of her belongings that were left behind. 

I was out of town when it happened with my cello and my cat. I didn‘t have a car 

or anything like that at the time. I had rented a car in order to drive up to Chicago 

to see my mom. I remember thinking, ―I‘m just gonna rent a car.‖ I felt I needed 

to bring both my cellos, my cat, my laptop. I packed that car with everything. I 

remember thinking to myself, ―You are like the worst traveler.‖
29

 

 

Little did Helen know that ―over-packing‖ many of her personal items would 

actually be an extremely fortunate decision. In reality, the things that she would bring 

with her to Chicago would be the only belongings to be spared the wrath of the flood. 

Everything that she left behind was ruined, as her apartment‘s roof was blown off and her 

apartment was filled with water.   

By contrast, Jeff lives just outside of the city across the causeway on the North 

Shore of Lake Pontchartrain, so while others battled the flood, Jeff was left to simply 

watch and wait. His home was spared, but his income and creative outlet were severely 

impacted.   

…my life on the North Shore didn‘t really change all that much, but it was kinda 

insulated. We didn‘t have super house damage or anything. We had some trees 

down, but none of them hit anything, fortunately. So, in terms of my daily life, 
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waking up and getting the kids to school and stuff like that, wasn‘t all that 

different. But, there are tons of people that it‘s now radically different.
30

 

 

While Jeff‘s home was not destroyed, he still had to leave the area in order to 

have electricity and running water. While living at his in-laws‘ home in Baton Rouge, 

Jeff spoke about a creative moment that occurred while practicing his trombone, and it 

became clear in that moment that while his possessions may be intact, his beloved New 

Orleans has been hit with a most devastating blow. From this inspiration, Jeff was able to 

compose the melody for a song entitled ―504 No More.‖  

On the emotional and creative level, to the musicians of New Orleans, the damage 

that the storm produced was in many ways just as severe as the physical damage. When 

Helen first returned to the city in October, she was met with a sight that she never could 

have predicted or expected.  

The first time I came back was like October fourteenth, and it was just like gray 

everywhere. I came in at night, and there were no lights. Coming in at night you 

can kind of imagine things are normal, but it was just pitch black. Like this is a 

city and I was in the middle of a desert. That was weird. And then I woke up the 

next day, and I saw all of the lines everywhere. There was this caked like cracked 

mud over all of the streets and cars. It was really surreal. Very much like a war 

zone. It had a smell of mold which is sweet. When there‘s enough of it, it smells 

sweet. Like a fermentation almost. Everybody was wigged out.
31

 

 

Helen went on to discuss how that since the process of cleaning up after the storm 

is such a huge undertaking, residents of the city still become emotional everyday when 

they have to deal with reminders of the storm.  

What do these surroundings do to the human condition? You have to ask yourself 

that before you can answer any other question about jazz. Jazz has always been a 

reflection of the human condition through music. What‘s it doing to someone‘s 

psyche everyday who drives by the same pile of garbage and drives by the 
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underpass on Claiborne with all the homeless that are still there?  There are no 

secrets. All the nightmares are all right here on the surface.
32

 

 

Along with other emotions about the city, doubt as to whether the city would ever 

return ran rampant among the residents of New Orleans. All three spoke of the different 

areas of the country in which they spent some time in order to continue to perform and 

earn an income. Jeff spent some time in Chicago where he actually formed a band, called 

the Lucky 7‘s, which was made up of musicians from New Orleans and Chicago. Helen 

went to Wisconsin to be with family, and Nobu went to Portland after hearing of the 

growing opportunities available there for New Orleans musicians. When referring to this 

time after the storm, the theme of support wherever they went was present in all three 

conversations. Helen said that she was, ―…interviewed on the news. It was and it still is 

like people are so awesome about the whole thing.‖
33

 Nobu speaks of how the people 

outside of New Orleans were so supportive to all the musicians that had been forced out. 

The Portland Jazz Festival people, if you called them and they found out you were 

a New Orleans Jazz musician they would be like, ―When do you want to fly?‖ 

And everything was free. Everyone had their own room and kitchen. Yeah, a lot 

of people heard about it and they were like, ―We have to help.‖ They were 

creating so many jobs for New Orleans people.
34

 

 

In the same manner, when they did return to New Orleans, all three realized that 

the music business in New Orleans had changed quite dramatically, and they knew that in 

order to make their return successful, they had to adapt. Nobu reflected on the average 

number of jobs that he would play a year prior to Katrina. 

Before the storm, my average was between 450 and 500 jobs a year. That‘s how 

many gigs I did. Because, you know, I would finish a brunch in the morning and 
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then I would move out to Bourbon Street to play from 3:30 to 8:30, and then go to 

a bar and grill around 10:00. I could do triples easily. All you had to do was walk 

a couple of blocks.
35

 

 

With the impact of Hurricane Katrina and Nobu‘s exit from the city, the life of 

doing triples on any given day came to an end. It wasn‘t until after some time had passed 

that Nobu was able to return to New Orleans and join another band, with which he still 

performs with today at the New Orleans Ritz Carlton, five nights per week.  

Helen also had an extremely difficult time re-establishing her income once she 

returned to the city. Before the storm, the majority of Helen‘s performances took place in 

jazz clubs mainly on Frenchmen Street and in other parts of the city. When Helen 

returned, only a very small number of clubs had re-opened, so she was forced to find 

work in other areas. During her first Christmas season back to the city after the storm, 

Helen had quite a surreal experience which she spoke about.  

I ended up doing a lot of free gigs. I played for tips. I played on the streets. At 

Christmas time, I met a harp player, and we ended up doing Christmas songs on 

Jackson Square. We made some money. People ate that up. Like I said I was 

looking everywhere for a gig. There was no shame. There was a lot of stuff 

though going on. We learned some Spanish Christmas Carols. There were a lot of 

Hispanic workers that were there. It was really great…People were appreciating 

music. There was very little music happening on Jackson Square. After the storm, 

there was very little music going on in the Quarter. So, we had people coming up 

saying that it was so nice to hear music. It was like viola, cello, and harp. People 

were really enjoying it because they were all suffering from post traumatic stress. 

You felt good to do it too. I played in a coffee shop. I played for tips everywhere. 

For tips basically was how I got back on my feet.
36

 

 

While simply ―getting back on their feet‖ was a struggle in and of itself, as time 

went on, opportunities also arose, as everyday life slowly began to return to the city. Jeff 
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spoke about how since many of the well-established musicians left the city and never 

returned, a unique phenomenon occurred which he called ―moving up the food chain.‖  

The interesting side-effect with a bunch of people leaving, at least in the music 

community is that everyone sort of moved up the food-chain, a little bit. I can‘t 

say that I am really doing better gigs now than before, but I am doing more good 

gigs now than before, just because there are fewer guys around.
37

 

 

Likewise, Helen also mentioned a more creative anomaly that occurred, in which 

musicians, who maybe had never performed together before, would work together after 

the storm, since there was a lack of musicians in the city. 

…inevitably I think that people change going through something traumatic. It‘s 

also pulled people together. Like whoever was back would play a gig together. So 

there were a lot of statements like, ―Oh, you‘re back in town and I‘m back in 

town. Let‘s do something.‖ Or, ―Let‘s work together.‖ So, in a way I think it 

made ties between musicians.
38

 

 

Along with the new ties that were established among New Orleans‘ musicians, 

they went on to talk about how some of the musicians who had left the city had returned 

with new influences infused in their music. While spending time in other cities, the 

musicians who had left New Orleans performed in what was, to them, new environments 

with different musical attitudes, as well as completely new musicians. In a way, the 

phenomenon of being forced to play with outside musicians, that they refer to, has 

characteristics that point back to an event that occurred in New Orleans‘ history, the 

closing of Storyville.  

(Helen)…it did open a lot of doors. Which is funny, but it did. I feel like being 

back here, living here. A lot of musicians were traveling. A lot of musicians went 

to New York which is also changing the scene a little bit because there was this 

migration to New York and coming back from that. So now a lot of musicians are 

coming here. There is more of a direct dialogue going on between New York and 
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here. That happened too. And that happened not just with New York, but with all 

the cities that people went to play music at. They came back here, and they 

brought what they knew, and they brought people with them.
39

  

 

(Jeff) New Orleans has this weird way of getting people to return. I‘ve known a 

lot of musicians that have left town, a year or two years or three years later you 

look up and there they are. ―Hey man what happened to you?‖ ―Oh man, I took a 

plane ride.‖… In terms of the music scene, I think it will continue to be good. 

Actually, there‘s been a weird sort of influx of other people from other places that 

have come here. Kind of six months, eight months, a year after the storm, and that 

influx of energy is good. It‘s sort of spreading the New Orleans energy to other 

places which is good in terms of the music scene.
40

 

 

In a reverse process of the closing of Storyville, after Hurricane Katrina, musicians have 

left and gotten influenced by other musicians and then returned to New Orleans. Rather 

than New Orleans‘ musicians directly influencing music outside of the city, now New 

Orleans‘ musicians‘ ideas and performance characteristics have been influenced, and then 

they have returned to the city.   

As New Orleans continues to recover from the devastation that occurred from 

Hurricane Katrina, the musicians will continue to produce the music that they are 

committed to. In many ways the storm drastically shook the city and the foundations 

upon which the musicians based their survival. But, as the musicians and the residents of 

New Orleans in the past have risen above their circumstances to continue the rich legacy 

that is New Orleans, so too have the present day musicians of New Orleans arisen to the 

challenge. Some have even begun to think of the time period after Katrina as a new 

beginning. Likewise, with this new beginning comes a new appreciation for the music 

that New Orleans produces. Nowhere else is this appreciation for the city more evident 

than in the words of the musicians who call this city home. While sitting on the porch of 
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her brand new home in the Musicians‘ Village, Helen expressed a poignant impact of the 

storm on her personal view of New Orleans and her fellow musicians.    

Actually, I‘ve played more out there and been much more comfortable since the 

storm because life is short, time is short, and I really need to say some stuff now. 

You know, and that‘s what my awakening was. Okay, like you know you‘re shy 

sometimes, but get over it because you need to say some stuff. That‘s been really 

well received. It‘s just confidence. To go up on stage and realize that I have stuff 

to say. There are such beautiful musicians in this city.
41

 

 

Lyrical and Programmatic Response to Hurricane Katrina 

Hurricane Katrina inflicted a most direct and devastating blow on all of the 

citizens of New Orleans, no matter what their occupation. The turmoil that many felt 

came not only in the loss of material items but also in a most terrible emotional scar that 

will remain for quite some time. Thus, the music of New Orleans has also been 

transformed in that some of it now possesses content that relates to this rebuilding 

emotional state that many residents of New Orleans are still facing. Performers in this 

realm have an ability to make their music not only speak to themselves on an emotional 

level, but also to relate this deep emotional reaction to their audiences.  

New Orleans musicians have utilized a variety of techniques in order to relate 

their music to their audiences. This type of musical expression is meant to appeal to a 

broad audience through recordings as well as live performances. This ‗popular‘ style of 

music possesses elements that are shared by many New Orleans residents who have been 

in the city for some time and have faced some of the same difficulties in the aftermath of 

Katrina. This music creates a bond through the messages contained within the music. 
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Especially during a live performance in New Orleans, the performers are able to 

communicate their thoughts and feelings when the music pertains to Hurricane Katrina: 

 …the audience participates with you and is in the same boat with you…there is a 

tension with what the musicians and audience speak about. We are all in the 

moment and we are talking about us, the audience is a mirror and they are deeply 

with us. We talk about life, death, drama, passion, joy and who and what we are. 

…the live performance also assists listeners by providing additional information 

through which they can decode musical, social, and political meanings embedded 

in the sounds themselves (Fischlin and Heble, 2004: 74) 

The most exact method that New Orleans musicians have utilized, through the use 

of the ‗popular‘ music idiom, is the incorporation of lyrics influenced by Hurricane 

Katrina. Many composers have written lyrics that tell the story of the effects of the storm 

on the people and culture of New Orleans as well as the effects on the physical structures 

that comprise the city. It‘s important to note that storms and natural catastrophes are not 

new to the songwriters of New Orleans, and many of the historical songs incorporate 

destruction from past floods, such as the destruction caused by the 1927 flood. In 

particular, the lyrics from the song ―Louisiana 1927,‖ which will be discussed in detail 

later in the chapter, will be manipulated in order to make reference to Hurricane Katrina.     

In the recent past, hurricanes possessed a lighter connotation, and an approaching 

storm simply indicated a time for a celebration, a hurricane party. However, since 

Katrina, many of the songs have taken a turn to include a darker and more literal 

meaning. A great example of this phenomenon is a comparison of Paul Sanchez‘s two 

songs ―Hurricane Party‖ (2000) and ―Home‖ (2006).  

The first song, ―Hurricane Party,‖ was written five years before Hurricane 

Katrina. In this song, he describes a hurricane party and how the seemingly innocent and 

joyful experience of playing poker and drinking gets out of control, all the while 
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maintaining a humorous attitude to the approach of a storm. Yet, in an introduction of a 

performance of this song after Hurricane Katrina, Paul Sanchez spoke of how the song‘s 

meaning has changed. ―This song in the last two years, if we learn nothing else we 

learned to have our hurricane parties in between November and like May, when a 

hurricane can‘t quite possibly come and we can enjoy ourselves. So, this is from another 

time and place when things were more innocent‖ (Sanchez, 2006). The song possesses a 

much more jovial outlook on the approach of a hurricane to New Orleans. 

Verse 1 

We had a little party me and my friends.  

A hurricane was coming to New Orleans again.  

Somebody brought scotch. Somebody brought beer.  

I should‘ve kept the hooch and thrown them out of here.  

A friendly game. A penny a hand.  

Smoke a cigar. Act like a man.  

Waiting for the gale force winds to blow.  

Shuffle up the cards and let the liquor flow.  

 

Chorus: 

A hurricane party got out of control.  

I‘m lying in the gutter eatin‘ Tootsie Rolls.  

With red ant bites all over my ass,  

Beatin‘ all my buddies with a baseball bat (Sanchez).  

 

   In another song, written right after Hurricane Katrina‘s impact, Paul Sanchez 

takes a completely different approach to the city and how he felt about not being able to 

return to his home. Also included in the lyrics is a bit of cynicism and criticism aimed at 

the government and its response to the catastrophe. Clearly, the theme of ―Home‖ takes a 

turn away from the theme of ―Hurricane Party.‖ In the introduction to ―Home,‖ Paul 

Sanchez describes the song: ―It‘s a song that welcomes us all back and asks some 

questions too. It‘s called ‗Home‘‖ (Sanchez).  
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Verse 2: 

The Ninth Ward disappeared.  

The tremes overflowed.  

It‘s Dante‘s Inferno in that Super Dome. 

The inhumanity of this insanity.  

It could have been prevented all so easily.  

My heart is heavy, feet are draggin‘ every place I see.  

And this time even Fats ain‘t walkin‘ back to New Orleans.  

  

Chorus: 

I wanna go home whatever it takes.  

I wanna go home when the levee breaks.  

I wanna go home where the streets have holes.  

I wanna go home where the good times roll. 

 

The meaning behind the lyrics of this song reflects a somber attitude toward all of 

the areas and people that were displaced by Hurricane Katrina. While some have written 

songs that directly relate to the effects of Hurricane Katrina, others have adapted already 

existing songs relating to past events and made them relevant to the aftermath of 

Hurricane Katrina. An excellent example of this would be the performance of ―Louisiana 

1927‖ by John Boutte at the 2007 New Orleans Jazz Festival. The original lyrics of the 

song spoke about the flood of New Orleans in 1927. The lyrics are extremely emotionally 

moving and were written as the musicians of New Orleans looked out on all of the 

destruction surrounding the unscathed city of New Orleans. John Boutte simply adds 

some lyrics and changes others to represent events that occurred nearly eighty years later. 

The second verse in the original version of the song: 

 

President Coolidge came down  

In a railroad train with a little man with a notepad in his hand.  

―President,‖ said the little man, ―ain‘t it a shame  

What the river has done to this poor cracker‘s land.‖ 

  

 

 

http://dictionary.reference.com/search?r=2&q=tr%C3%A9mies
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The second verse in John Boutte‘s version: 

 

President, I mean, King Bush, ya‘ll.  

King Bush flew over in his airplane. He had a fat man, a couple of fat men  

And they were assisting him with their Blackberries in their hands.  

Bush said, ―Hey great job, great job what the levee has done to this poor 

Creole‘s land.‖ 

 

With the utilization of this technique, Boutte brilliantly draws upon the popularity 

of a song about the past while at the same time inserting emotional response to a present 

day situation. Whatever the manner of usage of lyrics, whether by creation of new songs 

or by manipulation of past songs, the response that lyrics can project can be emotionally 

poignant. Even today, these songs are constantly requested by audiences in New Orleans. 

The atmosphere at a concert in a club in New Orleans by either of these artists 

performing either of these songs can almost be equated to a sacred or religious aura. 

Clearly, both of these songs and artists speak on an emotionally rich level to the citizens 

of New Orleans.  

On the other hand, because of the age in which we live, information and news is 

disseminated at an unprecedented pace. Thus, the events that took place immediately 

after Hurricane Katrina hit New Orleans were broadcast around the world. Millions of 

people watched the desperation in and destruction of New Orleans, and many were 

moved by the images that they saw. Some had close connections to the city, while others 

were simply drawn to the city because of the knowledge of the culture that resides there. 

Whatever the case, Hurricane Katrina and the flood that it produced had an emotionl 

impact not only the people that were in New Orleans, but also many throughout the 

nation and the world.  
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Similar to those during the flood of 1927, musicians who had ties to New Orleans 

and others that did not produced material with themes related to the turmoil that took 

place in New Orleans. Some, like the jazz trumpet player Terence Blanchard, had close 

ties to New Orleans. Being a native of the city and having honed his craft in many of the 

jazz clubs, watching the storm ravage the city affected him deeply. Also, his mother still 

resided in the city, and even though she evacuated the city long before the storm hit, her 

house was completely ruined. In an emotionally moving part of Spike Lee‘s documentary 

on Katrina entitled When the Levees Broke, Terence Blanchard‘s mother allowed the film 

crew to record her and her son‘s first moments as they returned to her house. The total 

loss and the emotions that are expressed are especially heartbreaking.  

So moved by what he, his mother, and the rest of New Orleans had endured, 

Terence Blanchard composed an album which was released in August of 2007, A Tale of 

God’s Will: A Requiem for Katrina. According to Larry Blumenfeld, editor-at-large of 

Jazziz and contributor to The Wall Street Journal, Tale of God’s Will is ―One of the most 

articulate interpretations of the Katrina experiences‖ (Blumenfeld, 2009). Terence 

Blanchard uses programmatic music to express the rich legacy that New Orleans 

possesses and the events that took place just before and after Hurricane Katrina. 

Blanchard uses titles such as ―Ghost of Congo Square,‖ ―Ghost of Betsy,‖ and ―Ghost of 

1927‖ in order to explore through music the rich heritage that jazz music and New 

Orleans share, while with other titles, such as ―Levees,‖ ―Wading Through,‖ ―In Time of 

Need,‖ and ―Funeral Dirge,‖ he portrays through music the complete emotional turmoil 

that residents of New Orleans faced immediately following the storm and during the 

flood. Accompanying many of the tracks on the album are short written passages 
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describing what the music portrays. The most moving of all the passages is the one which 

describes the composition ―Dear Mom.‖ Conceived while contributing to the filming of 

When the Levees Broke, ―Dear Mom‖ portrays through music the first time that Terence 

Blanchard took his mother home after Hurricane Katrina. According to Blanchard, 

―Other than taking my mother to see my father‘s body at the funeral home, taking my 

mother back to her house was one of the hardest things I‘ve ever had to do‖ (Blumenfeld, 

2009). The album notes describe this event:  

Could we film you going into your house? This is what Spike asked my mother. 

She‘s entered that house hundreds of times. Thousands of times. But only once 

would she enter her house under these circumstances. Hurricane Katrina had 

passed and did relatively little damage to New Orleans. Then, the faulty levees 

that the federal government had built to protect the city, collapsed, allowing the 

flood-waters in. We knew then what had happened to the neighborhood 

surrounding my mother‘s house. But the knowledge that possessions had been 

destroyed, heirlooms lost, memories drowned – this generic knowledge – is not 

the same as seeing the devastation wrought on your possessions, your heirlooms, 

your memories. You. 

 

―Yes,‖ she said. 

 

I asked her if she was certain. This will be a very personal moment, I told her. A 

moment to be experienced not by the world, not even by a sensitive filmmaker, 

but alone by a mother and her only son. I wanted so much to shield her. And if I 

couldn‘t fix the parts before she would see them, I could at least give her the 

private emotional space to begin healing herself. 

 

―Yes,‖ she said, ―you can film. People need to see what we are going through.‖ 

 

Spike waits outside. My mother, me, the cameraman, we go inside.  The room is 

damp. The furniture is re-arranged. The mold. My mother is crying. I am trying 

not to. I am telling her that these are just things, things that can be rebuilt, 

repaired, or rebought. I know this is not true.  Nothing will be as it was.  

 

I am proud then. My mother knows, as perhaps I don‘t, that this moment must be 
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seen, has to be seen by those people around the world who don‘t know what has 

happened here. What is happening here. 

 

Yes. Still.  

 

And this moment needs to be seen by us the New Orleaners exiled to Houston and 

Portland and Kalamazoo who will one day return and see their own homes and 

cry their own tears just as we have seen and cried ours. (Blanchard: 2007) 

 In contrast to Terence Blanchard‘s composition and with absolutely no direct ties 

to New Orleans, composer Ted Hearne created Katrina Ballads.  As the events of the 

aftermath of Hurricane unfolded before him daily on television, Hearne was moved by 

what he saw.  

I was incredibly affected by Katrina. I know everyone sort of was…and when it 

happened I was trying to experiment with putting different kinds of music 

together…At some point I realized I had been thinking about Katrina for months, 

and it became clear to start setting the texts from what people said to music, and 

all of a sudden the music that I was writing and sort of failing at writing started to 

make sense when I put those words to it. (Miller: 2007) 

 

Utilizing eleven instrumentalists along with five singers, Hearne uses a 

combination of styles of music to provide appropriate accompaniment to a unique set of 

lyrics. In fact, Hearne‘s seventy minute song cycle uses, as its text, only what people 

surrounding the broadcast of the events actually said. Included in the lyrics are quotes 

from New Orleans residents, government officials, journalists, and celebrities during the 

news networks‘ coverage of the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina. Some of the quotes 

included in Katrina Ballads are: Barbara Bush‘s statement, ―So many of the people in the 

arena here, you know, were underprivileged anyway, so this is working very well for 

them,‖ Kanye West‘s angry ―George Bush doesn‘t care about black people,‖ House 

Speaker Dennis Hastert's tone deaf suggestion ―Maybe we should bulldoze the whole 
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place,‖ and George Bush‘s ―Brownie, you‘re doin‘ a Heck of a Job‖ (Samuels: 2008). 

Through the use of the actual quotes by individuals involved in the immediate aftermath 

and struggle of New Orleans, Ted Hearne‘s Katrina Ballads portray a realistic and 

poignant message.   

Essentially, Ted Hearne is, through his composition, exhibiting the emotions that 

he felt while watching the events of Hurricane Katrina unfold and at the same time 

paying homage to a city which spawned the music that he now creates. Along with his 

own artistic expression of the events after the hurricane, Hearne also hopes to 

immortalize the culture that was dealt such a harsh blow.   

It‘s my hope that setting primary-source texts from the devastating week in 2005 

when Katrina hit will help us keep this time active in our memory, challenging us 

to cut through the spin that followed, and bring us closer to an understanding of 

the true aftermath. New Orleans has long been a musical epicenter and a real 

crossroads of culture. The musical influences present in Katrina Ballads are 

plentiful and diverse. In that sense, this work is a tribute to the life of music, and 

its ability to shape and inspire us. (Miller, 2008).  

 

While Hearne may not have direct ties to New Orleans, his composition displays 

an intriguing aspect of the importance and recognition of New Orleans and its music for 

many musicians outside of the city. New Orleans and its residents will always hold a 

significant place in the lives of many, and the events that unfolded after Hurricane 

Katrina were felt by countless individuals. While Hearne‘s composition may not be as 

grounded in the events as John Boutte or Paul Sanchez, Hearne‘s more objective 

expression of the events offers yet another avenue of creation from this catastrophe.  It is 

safe to say that this is just the beginning of music that has been influenced by Hurricane 

Katrina, and with time, more and more songs will be produced. Just as the diversity of 

culture within New Orleans caused the dissemination of so many different cultural ideals, 
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so too does the music of New Orleans continue to characteristically influence itself and 

others. 
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Chapter Three—The Façade Washed Away 

 

Post-Katrina New Orleans Music 

 

People started coming back in late November and into December. All the way up to the 

summer, like that whole winter and spring, it was actually kind of cool from a cultural 

perspective. It was like this real free-for-all. Stuff was happening and people were just 

happy to be here and be alive. And, clubs were booking anything. It was great. 

 

        -Jeff Albert, 2007
42

 

 

Jazz is New Orleans‘ music, but New Orleans‘ music is much more than jazz. As 

the city rebuilds from the destruction of Hurricane Katrina and the subsequent flood, New 

Orleans musicians, playing a vast array of musical styles, are continuing to influence 

each other artistically. It is also important to note that jazz and its core characteristic, 

improvisation, has exerted a strong influence on all music created within the city. 

Likewise, the physical state of the city and the current rebuilding struggles are also 

affecting the musicians producing music within New Orleans, making them an integral 

component of the post-Katrina continuation and revitalization. From its early history to 

the present, New Orleans‘ music has been and is characterized by three features—

tradition, experimentation, and improvisation. 

These three characteristics are essential to the music of New Orleans, and much of 

the music produced within the city displays these characteristics. Tradition, 

experimentation, and improvisation are not, by any means, recent additions to New 

Orleans music. In fact, Hurricane Katrina, to some extent, merely washed away the 
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superficial layers normally associated with the city—dancing, partying, Mardi Gras—

revealing these vital components.  

At first, this project was centered on New Orleans‘ jazz. However, after collecting 

and analyzing the data gathered, it became apparent that while jazz is important to New 

Orleans, it is only a part of its musical identity. And, while traditional jazz
43

 may be at the 

forefront of the tourist industry, it is not at all the only music which has been important to 

the cultural recovery of the people of New Orleans. The entire spectrum of music, 

including music that is designed to be ‗popular‘ as well as experimental, continues to 

push the boundaries of artistic expression, and is representative of New Orleans‘ musical 

environment. Because of the rich heritage that jazz music has in New Orleans, a 

substantial amount of the music produced there has one or more of the generally accepted 

qualities of jazz (i.e. improvisation or swing feeling), but much of the music performed 

within the city would not necessarily be classified as jazz. The majority of the music 

within the city is ‗popular‘ in make-up, with lyrics as the guiding concept.  

What is common to all of the music in New Orleans is its role in connecting the 

people with the identity and heritage of the city itself. The daily interaction of New 

Orleans residents and musicians is what gives the city its unique character. Without that 

interaction New Orleans would just be another older, run-down city in desperate need of 

cleaning and updating. With that in mind, it is important to discuss the influence that the 

storm has had on individual musicians. Although Katrina greatly affected all the residents 

of New Orleans, the greatest impact that this storm may have been on its musicians. Each 
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 Traditional jazz is music that was created within New Orleans during the early part of the 

twentieth century. The characteristics of this music, discussed in more detail later in this 

chapter, include a smaller number of musicians collectively improvising within certain 

parameters. 
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individual musician‘s experience with the storm, subsequent flooding, and aftermath 

created an atmosphere for unique individual expression. 

This chapter will focus on the manner in which the interactive elements of 

tradition, experimentation, and improvisation have been shaped by a variety of musicians 

in post-Katrina New Orleans. Because of its importance in the history of the New 

Orleans‘ music and its prominence in the present-day music of the city, improvisation 

will be examined first to establish a foundation for discussions of experimentation and 

tradition in the post-Katrina era.  A discussion of the non-musical aspects of 

improvisation will be followed by more detailed examinations of improvisation‘s musical 

features and current use by contemporary New Orleans musicians.                                  

The Idea of Improvisation 

Improvisation has been an essential ingredient in the music performed in New 

Orleans. However, improvisation is not limited to the music of the city. Rather, this 

spontaneous and active creative process based on existing skill, experience, or knowledge 

in response to an imminent, immediate, or sudden situation
44

 pervades through the entire 

culture of New Orleans. In fact, improvisation, in all of its varying forms, is the cultural 

phenomenon that fosters and retains all of the characteristics the city is known for. 

Without improvisation, and all of its qualities, New Orleans would be a city without the 

creative environment it possesses. Long before Hurricane Katrina, New Orleans residents 

had been improvising in all manners of life, and a direct result and reflection of their 

actions is apparent in the creation and structure of their music. In the same manner, as the 
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 This definition of ‗improvisation,‘ discovered through the work of this project, was specifically created 

and recognized as the integral part of the operations of a substantial portion of music created within New 

Orleans. 
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city rebuilds, improvisation is at the core of the physical as well as the artistic efforts, and 

as the city responds to devastation, the great heritage of the city is resilient and apparent 

as the improvised and experimental future is created.    

While improvisation is most often associated with music, it is visible in all facets 

of art and life. Improvisation occurs across the entire spectrum of the arts such as, 

―improvisational theatre, improvisational comedy, improvisational poetry…and even the 

light-hearted singing of improvised limericks by children at a party‖ (Coker, 1978: 44). 

Likewise, the act of improvising is not a simply a frivolous activity associated with the 

exhibition, in a pretentious manner, of one‘s skill, be it on an instrument or through 

another application.  In reality and somewhat in opposition to what is normally perceived, 

improvisation encompasses all of the multifaceted characteristics of the human condition. 

Improvisation is at the core of satisfying highly motivational human needs. ―Struggling 

against weather, famine, disease, and even his fellow beings, man alone applies his 

intellectual energies to improvise strategies that will alter his environment and sustain his 

species‖ (Liebman et al, 1978: 11). Not only does improvisation aid in physical needs, 

but improvisation also allows for the exploration and identification of the self-identity, 

helping us to discover answers to questions which are fundamental to life. Questions 

pertaining to, ―…origin, nature and the purpose of life have given rise to imaginative 

constructs in songs, dances, drama, stories and paintings as the artists joins the 

philosophers, theologians, psychologists, in the quest for understanding of our spiritual, 

emotional, and aesthetic needs‖ (Liebman et al, 1978: 11). 

While the act of improvising is central to the process of physical as well as 

emotional survival, this activity can be somewhat difficult to understand due to its 
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complexity. Often, improvisation has been defined by what it is not rather than what it is. 

Improvisation has been described as being ‗free‘ of all constraints and not composed or 

pre-conceived. In the same manner, in a musical context, improvisation has often been 

referred to as almost a ‗divine gift‘ which has been ‗divinely ordained‘ to only a select 

few. In reality, the act of improvising occurs in everyone‘s daily life on many levels. 

While improvisation on a musical instrument is certainly a complex activity, 

improvisation is an activity that many people perform regularly. The most common way 

in which we improvise is through conversation. In much the same way, when musicians 

improvise, they make decisions and responses as someone who is in a conversation.    

Of course everyone ―improvises.‖ Conversation is the most common form. All the 

mental states that one experiences in conversation are somewhat applicable to 

music improvisation. Often, mostly, one just speaks, hears what one has to say 

and goes on from there, one is not conscious of thinking, one acts. Sometimes, 

one‘s mind will be preparing a reply while listening to someone else‘s statement. 

The preparation can only be a tendency toward a certain sense; it may be mentally 

heard in words but will become ―phrased‖ and understandable when one speaks it. 

Sometimes one knows a lot about the subject at hand and basically ―plays-back‖ 

what one knows. (Fischlin and Heble, 2004: 49) 

 

Just as conversation provides communication, improvisation offers an open 

dialogue between individuals, which otherwise would be unattainable. It is through 

improvisation that a spirit of optimism and personal expression is created. Likewise, it is 

through this dialogue that levels of open-mindedness can occur. From the utilization of 

improvisation as a cultural element, New Orleans society has established a unique 

atmosphere and foundation. With improvisation as a key factor in the establishment of 

the city, New Orleans was able to create a most unusual ambiance, producing an 

abundance of art that promoted qualities such as experimentation and cooperation. It is 

through the incorporation of multitudes of ideas and backgrounds that new and 
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innovative ideas are created, while at the same time ideas of the past continue. With this 

freedom of expression comes an allowance and celebration of diversity, a cultural 

dynamic at the core of New Orleans‘ culture.   

Musical Improvisation 

New Orleans and all of its ethnic and cultural diversity created a new and 

innovative art form around the turn of the twentieth century. From the merging of African 

rhythms with European instruments and musical proficiency came jazz. At the root of 

jazz is improvisation. By actively reflecting the culture from which it came, early jazz 

musicians spontaneously created melodies both as soloists and in groups. Through this 

early experimentation would emerge the first American art form, and improvisation 

would remain an important and often utilized ingredient throughout much of New 

Orleans as well as American popular music. 

From their initial attempts, jazz performers, throughout the twentieth century, 

have developed the techniques involved in improvisation, and jazz‘s evolution has gone 

from being centered on pre-constructed melodies to the complete abandonment of all 

structure. Many of the present-day jazz performers are so adept and so advanced with 

their skills at improvising that for the novice listener and audience member it can seem as 

though what jazz performers are accomplishing is astounding. 

…improvisation…is a lightning mystery… In fact, it‘s the creative mystery of our 

age, and I wonder how many people know that. I wish to God that some 

neurologists would sit down and figure out how the improviser‘s brain works, 

how he selects, out of hundreds of thousands of possibilities, the notes he does 

and at the speed he does—how, in God‘s name, his mind works so damned fast! 

Any why, when the notes come out right, they are right. Maybe we‘ll just have to 

go on thinking of it on the folk level as a series of secrets paraded in public. 

Musicians talk to one another when they improvise, and they say things they 

wouldn‘t dare say in words. It‘s all a terrific act of confession.‖ (Balliet, 1977: vi) 
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While jazz has become an intricate and dynamic expression of the individual 

through performance, during its origins, jazz pieces and the improvisation associated with 

them were simple variations on an already existing melody. ―An improviser could 

elaborate by adding to the melody, subtracting from the melody, suspending certain notes 

over several rhythmic pulses, and inverting the melody‖ (Smallwood, 1980: 100). 

At the core of jazz and improvisation is rhythm. During the late nineteenth 

century, a very popular style of music, ragtime, was created. This music, unlike jazz, 

featured notated music with irregular rhythms. These rhythms were displaced from where 

the listener would normally expect them to be, providing accents on normally unaccented 

beats, known as syncopation. In later years, jazz musicians would utilize many rhythmic 

techniques developed by ragtime composers and combine them with improvisation.  ―The 

rhythmic aspect of jazz is its most unique quality. The ‗pulse‘ beat is always present—

either obvious or implied—and over this are built various syncopated patterns‖ 

(Dankworth, 1968: 32). From these syncopated rhythms, early jazz musicians would add 

a unique lilt to the rhythms of the melodies, creating a new rhythmic feeling known as 

‗swing.‘ 

In fact, the aspect of the ‗swing‘ rhythm is an essential characteristic of jazz 

music because without this lilting rhythm the improvised melodies would aurally ‗feel 

wrong.‘ In jazz, the performer must exude a ‗swing‘ feeling. Swing cannot be notated, 

and jazz musicians must infer a great deal of information about the style of a piece that is 

not supplied within the written music. ―The ‗swing‘ of jazz is baffling to analyze and 

describe…‖(Dankworth, 1968: 38). In order to add the lilt that swing rhythms require, 
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performers must draw on what they have experienced and heard from other performers. 

―Every beat requires musicians to reassess their relationship to one another. This is what 

makes swinging so challenging. You are forced to be constantly aware of other people‘s 

feelings. The art of swinging can be reduced to ‗be together‘‖ (Marsalis, 2008: 40). 

If the jazz improviser has the innate techniques and skills to improvise this is still 

only the beginning of the process of learning to improvise. In order to fully grasp all that 

is required when improvising much time and commitment is required of the performer. 

Not only does the performer have to devote intense time to practicing on the instrument, 

but the performer must also absorb all that can acquired as far as live performances as 

well as recorded music in order to expand his or her jazz vocabulary. 

…jazz improvisation is not merely a process by which musicians create a record 

album or an evening‘s performance. It is a particular artistic way of going through 

life. Seasoned improvisers commonly emphasize this point by advising learners 

that they must ‗live the life of a jazz musician‘ in order to perform jazz…In fact, 

when musicians speak of jazz as a way of life, they refer primarily to the 

unrelenting artistic demands of a jazz career and to a particular orientation to the 

world of musical imagination characteristic of jazz community members. They 

refer to the total immersion in the music‘s language that its rigors demand if 

players are to attain fluency as improvisers and enjoy continued artistic growth. 

(Berliner, 1994: 486)  

 

In the same manner, it is important to note that musical improvisation, in all of its 

complexity, is essentially a language, with guidelines, learned by the musician. Along 

with these ‗guidelines‘ and just as the definition of ‗improvisation‘ states, the improviser 

is not left to create without preliminary material. When improvising, the performer 

usually works within understood ‗rules‘ or ‗guidelines‘ of the game. Thus, a blatant 

misunderstanding by novice jazz listeners is that the improviser creates music from 

nothing, relying purely upon his or her musicianship. Rather, in reality, there is a broad 



 

114 

scheme upon which the performer manipulates in order to construct the final product. The 

foundation upon which jazz musicians create from can be quite extensive, encompassing 

both the performer‘s knowledge as well as musical events occurring simultaneously with 

improvisation.  

…musicians use something musical that already exists—an idea about ensemble 

relationships, a rhythm pattern, the pitch selection in a mode, or something else—

as the basis for new music… Improvisation is the result of a musician exercising 

relatively great flexibility with given material during a performance. The ‗given 

material‘ might be a tune, a chord progression, or a rhythm (Wade, 2004: 109-

110). 

 

Along with the ‗given material‘ or ‗rules of the game,‘ musicians also utilize a 

complete memorized ‗musical library.‘ Through the use of ‗licks‘ and ‗riffs,‘ short 

melodic ideas that a performer learns in all keys which are then strung together,  

performers spontaneously create an improvised solo. In fact, it is through the knowledge 

and memorization of complete melodies along with licks and riffs that performers can 

construct an improvised solo. With added variations upon these musical ‗tools,‘ 

performers are thus equipped to play. In reality music students, especially college and 

university music students, spend hours daily perfecting and increasing their knowledge 

and execution of their jazz vocabulary, and it is only through this dedication that a 

performer is able to enhance his or her skills and expressive qualities.    

One of the fundamental techniques that performers can utilize when improvising 

is the recollection of small melodic ideas. These ideas, called licks and riffs, can vary in 

length from only a few pitches to entire measures. Often, these ‗musical ideas‘ and 

‗musical words‘ consist of important pitches in relation to the underlying harmony. 
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According to Wynton Marsalis, ―Good riffs are always compact, meaningful, well 

balanced, and catchy‖ (Marsalis, 2008: 28). 

Before the knowledge and application of licks and riffs can be utilized in a 

performance, an improviser must also fully comprehend the underlying accompaniment 

harmonies upon which the improvised solo will be constructed. Without this familiarity, 

licks and riffs cannot be performed on the appropriate harmonic foundation. Thus, the 

primary construction of any improvised solo is based upon the chord structure from 

which the soloist draws. Composed pieces or tunes, consisting of a melody and an 

accompanying harmonic progression, have provided the structure for improvisations 

throughout most of the history of jazz. Enjoying favor to varying degrees from one period 

to the next, spirituals, marches, rags, and popular songs have all contributed to the artists‘ 

repertory of established compositions or standards (Berliner, 1994:63)  

The most common and basic form that jazz soloists improvise upon is the twelve- 

bar blues, This form was quite prevalent during the early development of jazz. Blues 

music was a popular genre of music in the south, and it was created by African slaves. 

According to Richard Smallwood the blues is ―...urban vocal music that…evolved from 

rural folk traditions. Elements of the blues are basic to the jazz tradition…‖ (Smallwood, 

1980: 100). While the name ‗blues‘ may insinuate music that is fundamentally sad in its 

content, in reality, the blues promotes the cathartic release of painful emotions while at 

the same time allowing for the uniting of people with similar life struggles. ―The blues 

delivers both joy and sorrow…That‘s why the blues is such a good sound track for life. It 

covers the extremes of experience without being fussy or self-pitying, and it promises 

better times to come‖ (Marsalis, 2008: 48-50). 
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While the twelve bar blues form was central in the creation and early practice of 

improvisation within jazz history, it was not the only form of popular music played by 

New Orleans musicians. Consistently, the musicians in turn of the century New Orleans 

would perform popular dance-music of European origin, largely French and Spanish such 

as the polka, quadrille, habaňera, tango as well as popular American music such as 

ragtime and syncopated dance music. In the same manner, they would also perform 

military music, light classical music, and evangelical hymns. (Dankworth, 1968: 3) 

Collective Improvisation  

Along with the manipulation of the melody as musical improvisation, New 

Orleans musicians began actively to incorporate improvisation into a group setting, 

known as collective improvisation or ―.…spontaneous ensemble composition.‖ (Fischlin 

and Heble, 2004: 48). This type of improvisation, comprising the majority of early jazz 

improvisation, was a major stepping stone into the virtuosic solo performances that 

would appear in the following decades. In reality, collective improvisation occurred 

before soloistic improvisation even though collective improvisation requires much more 

extensive, complicated, and intense interaction between musicians.  Says trumpeter and 

New Orleans native Wynton Marsalis, ―Improvisation is the most enjoyable part of jazz 

for any musician, and collective improvisation is cathartic when it goes right‖ (2008: 38). 

In the realm of jazz history, it was some time before collective improvisation was 

abandoned in favor of solo improvisation.  

…there are times when everyone improvises simultaneously; this is called 

collective or group improvisation, and here, obviously, each player carries the 

responsibility of disciplining himself to become part of the whole, and not playing 

in a way that is conspicuous. The result is a kind of polyphony: only the rhythm 

section maintains the steady harmonic-rhythmic beat, while the melodic 
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instruments improvise in counterpoint above it. Since they all work on the same 

harmonic progressions, everything fits—or should fit!—together. (Dankworth, 

1968: 2) 

 

It is through the harmonic and musical developments that early New Orleans jazz 

musicians discovered, as well as subsequent advancements that future musicians would 

make that jazz and musical improvisation would attain unparalleled active 

expressiveness: ―…the journey of improvised music is not predetermined, but rather 

responsive in real time to the immediate performance situation‖ (Fischlin and Heble, 

2004: 71). However, it is only through intense practice, integration, and assimilation that 

a jazz musician is able to actively utilize improvisation as a vehicle for expression.   

When technical, interpretive skills have become second nature, an improviser‘s 

personality will yield to the flow of the spiritual and emotional qualities…He or 

she then will experience the freedom to express feelings and make varied 

improvised statements that transcend the mundane, the rehearsed, and the 

ordinary. (Smallwood, 1980: 104) 

 

Early jazz musicians‘ techniques and music theory knowledge of improvisation 

would allow them to express ideas in ways which would both represent the culture from 

which it came as well as reveal its true ideals. Presently, while Hurricane Katrina may 

have dealt a devastating blow to the city, the storm simply washed away the façade 

revealing improvisation as a musical and cultural dynamic.   

Collective Improvisation in the Heritage of New Orleans Music 

Just as the beginnings of jazz and the specifically identifiable New Orleans music 

were generated from a free interaction and combination of peoples and their patterns of 

life, so too does the music that is being created today in New Orleans possess direct links 

to the culture and contemporary cultural events. Even though the catastrophe that 

occurred in September, 2005 drastically altered the established atmosphere that New 
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Orleans had possessed for many decades, subsequent cultural attitudes remained 

grounded in a fundamental characteristic of tolerance and in the celebration of individual 

difference. Since Katrina, an enormous amount of demographic change has occurred in a 

majority of the population‘s number, ethnicity, and economic state. In spite of tragedy, 

New Orleans‘ residents have continued to exhibit an overwhelming acceptance, 

allowance, and promotion of a heterogeneous cultural identity, embracing any and all 

who now reside and express themselves in New Orleans.   

This directly relates to jazz music because, ―the improviser is continuously faced 

with musical-decisions that are forced upon him, not prescribed for him‖ (Brown, 2000: 

114). Often, the choices to these decisions that the improviser makes instantaneously are 

based upon musical components that are anticipated, such as the chord structure, ‗feel‘ or 

‗groove‘
45

 of a piece. Sometimes, the improviser has to react to unanticipated musical 

interaction thrust at him from other performers. Whatever the circumstance, the 

performer improvising has to be intensely aware of all that has happened and all that is 

going on around him. In the words of one of the renowned jazz pianists, Bill Evans, 

―…jazz differs from many other arts by its dependence upon a ‗retrospective‘ rather than 

a ‗blueprint,‘ or ‗prospective‘ model‖ (Brown, 2000: 113). This statement affirms that a 

jazz musician has to be aware of where he has been and build from that as he constructs 

where he is going while at the same time reacting to the musical actions of other 

performers improvising in an attempt to produce a desired whole.  

                                                 
45

The ‗groove‘ and ‗feel‘ are terms that refer to the rhythms and make-up of the piece being performed. 

These may range from very slow with an exaggerated swing feel, to very fast without much swing. These 

terms may also refer to the influence of Latin or other ethnic qualities within the rhythmic organization of 

the piece (Dankworth, 1968: 38).  
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During the early development of jazz at the end of the nineteenth century, 

musicians began actively to incorporate improvisation into their performances. This 

improvisation, unlike what is heard generally today in most jazz settings, was performed 

all together, with each performer‘s melodies and rhythmic actions complementing the 

whole. Within these performances, every member of the group was on an equal footing.  

Contained within collective improvisation, two completely opposing ideas, 

individualism and unity, happen simultaneously and spontaneously. On the one hand, one 

performer is not more important than the others, but on the other hand, each performer is 

essential to the whole. Basically, at no time is any particular member performing a solo 

with accompaniment, but rather each creates melodies, which intertwine and complement 

each other producing a complex yet simple whole.  

Ultimately, the musical concept of collective improvisation and its popularity 

would decline in popularity with the introduction and mass appeal of the jazz big bands 

in the early 1930s. Along with the explosion of the big bands in the 1930s and 1940s, the 

rise of one performer as more important than the others began take place as well. Jazz 

improvisation was transformed from being an interactive event between performers to an 

event featuring one performer as a soloist with accompaniment. From the ‗collective‘ 

ensembles within New Orleans, the emergence of a star soloist improvising with 

accompaniment would take place for the first time in the 1920s with a native New 

Orleaner, Louis Armstrong. Through his virtuosic techniques, his contributions stood out 

to be more important than those of the others, thus becoming the jazz soloist. Through his 

initial influence, the concept of a jazz soloist would evolve to its one of its most 
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complicated and virtuosic forms in bebop.
46

 However, the city that spawned the concept 

of jazz and collective improvisation would, even after a catastrophe, continue to possess 

music with those very same traits. Despite the continued evolution of jazz, much of the 

music within New Orleans is still centered on collective improvisation. 

Within this ‗collective‘ concept of music performance, the complex system of 

reaction and contribution takes shape when one analyzes what a jazz performer considers 

when he or she is improvising. John Szwed states: 

The esthetics of jazz demand that a musician play with complete originality, with 

an assertion of his own musical individuality…At the same time jazz requires that 

musicians be able to merge their unique voices in the totalizing, collective 

improvisations of polyphony and heterophony (Lewis, 2008: xi). 

 

In the same manner, New Orleans musicians are as much ‗performance based‘ as 

they are artists. Due to the number of musicians and performances in the city, musicians 

are continuously interacting either as spectators or collaborators. Likewise, the venues of 

performance within New Orleans have always varied greatly. Historically, from the 

brothels of Storyville to cathedrals, musicians have had to adapt and conform to the 

‗space‘ that they were occupying. In all of the varying spaces that these performers 

inhabited, they would continue to add their own individual influences to the music 

through improvisation. While most may consider the art of improvising simply a 

virtuosic musical technique exhibited by the performer, in reality, when a jazz performer 

is ―soloing‖ he or she is speaking.  As Joachim Brendt puts it, ―The instrument is not so 

much played as made to ‗talk‘—to express the individual feelings of the musician‖ 

                                                 
46

 Bebop developed in the early 1940s by efforts of the musicians, especially Dizzy Gillespie and Charlie 

Parker, who were disgruntled at the limitations of performing in large dance bands, where improvisation 

was extremely limited. Bebop possesses characteristics of extended improvised solos in which one member 

of the group is more important than the others, and the virtuosity of the individual is more important than 

the overall sound of the whole group. 
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(1975:3). As the musicians move about the city, they spread their ideas and musical traits 

to other musicians and audiences, ―collectively‖ influencing one another, and 

contributing to the whole of what is New Orleans music.  

Even the ‗musical language‘ that performers speak when they improvise is not 

completely their own creation. Rather, it is through the incorporation of ‗licks‘ and ‗riffs,‘ 

or short melodic ideas, that performers string together words to form sentences. This 

‗musical vocabulary‘ is not only limited to ‗musical words‘ because the ways in which a 

particular performer may ‗scoop‘ or ‗bend‘ a note or even the particular use of vibrato 

may influence other performers. The knowledge of the specific use of particular ‗riffs‘ or 

‗licks‘ by specific performers aids in the knowledge and spread of the ‗musical 

language.‘ Thus, performers within New Orleans music are cognizant of what other 

performers are ‗saying‘ musically. Likewise, performers often realize that their musical 

language may have different qualities if the performers are from different cities. Jeff 

Albert expressed this concept of ‗musical language‘:  

I think it‘s [music is] a little different because it happens here and things get fused 

in. I do a lot of free improvisation gigs and things, and then I go to Chicago and 

work with a lot of guys in that scene and some of the things I bring to it are a little 

different because I can‘t get out of my influences. You know, I played with 

George Porter on Sunday and he‘s the bass player for Beaters and so that‘s all up 

in there. The group things that you deal with here, even the more trad-jazz types 

of situations you find yourself in don‘t leave your system, so even if I‘m in a 

totally free improvisational thing there‘s this New Orleans influence in that. 

Whereas guys in Chicago have that thing that I don‘t have.
47

 

 

Even today in New Orleans, many of the performers‘ musical careers include, the 

wide array of musical venues that the city possesses just as they did decades ago. 

Performers may one night be playing in a symphony orchestra in the nicest of halls, and 
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the next night they may be performing in a club on Frenchmen Street. According to Jelly 

Roll Morton, one of jazz‘s first innovators:  

Jazz is based on strictly music. You have the finest ideas from the greatest operas, 

symphonies and overtures in jazz music. There is nothing finer than jazz music 

because it comes from everything of the finest class music. (as quoted in Peretti, 

1997:21) 

 

New Orleans is a place in which music and life are fused together in such a 

manner that the arts reflect the culture, and the culture represents the arts. Music 

especially is at the core of New Orleans‘ cultural spirit. The musical concept of collective 

improvisation and the interaction of the instruments is a direct metaphor for the cultural 

make-up of the city. Everyone within the city is central to the core of what makes the city 

unique, and it is the merging of all the individualism into a whole that constitutes the 

uniquely creative environment that New Orleans possesses.  

Tradition 

Tradition within New Orleans‘ music is an important cultural component, and for 

decades, scholars have ascribed the traditional jazz that is performed in New Orleans as 

an essentially ―indigenous art form.‖ Because of the amount of historically significant 

New Orleans musicians and music, current New Orleans musicians are all too aware of 

what musically transpired in the city they now inhabit. In many instances, if the current 

musician was not born in New Orleans, the draw of performing within a city so renowned 

for its tradition of music is the overriding pull to relocate to the city, such as the case of 

the Loose Marbles an in-demand traditional jazz ensemble in New Orleans.  One writer 

described the band as, ―…the new school of the old-timey. Mostly in their twenties and 

thirties, they swing out on hot jazz and ragtime numbers older than the ages of every 
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band member added together ‖ (Fensterstock, 2010). The music that they create is a 

continuation of the sounds of New Orleans‘ past. After Hurricane Katrina, the Loose 

Marbles would perform traditional jazz in many of the historic venues throughout New 

Orleans. 

While the members of the Loose Marbles may not have been born in New Orleans 

and had to learn traditional jazz through recordings, musicians who are native to New 

Orleans cannot help but be inundated with music while growing up within the city. 

Likewise, because of the diversity of ethnicities, religions, and lifestyles within the city, 

tradition cannot be labeled and ascribed to one particular activity or item. Rather, New 

Orleans is a place of many traditions, and within the realm of music, tradition can most 

readily be attributed to groups who perform music of New Orleans‘ past, specifically the 

early twentieth century, as accompaniment for dancing. 

Many would consider the continuation and concentration of a culture on the music 

of the past not as an indication of a city or culture that possesses the progressive qualities 

of a modern city. However, what New Orleans musicians accomplish by reproducing 

music from the past is the perpetuation of what is important in New Orleans culture, 

genuine individual expression and celebration. This fact is reinforced with the realization 

that, ―When the old has not been incorporated, the outcome is merely eccentricity‖ 

(Dewey, 1934: 159). Thus, the continuation of the traditional music of New Orleans is 

not simply a commercially driven reproduction. Rather, traditional New Orleans music is 

a fundamentally genuine and essential cultural component.    

Traditional jazz groups hold the same motivation behind their creation and 

continuation, dancing. Throughout the creation of much of New Orleans music there has 
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been the predominantly driving force of dancing. From the parades of the past to the 

brothels of Storyville, dancing was integral. Likewise, along with the diversity of cultures 

came a diversity of dancing. As these dances and cultures intertwined, the music that was 

created for it also adapted, ultimately incorporating a range of musical stylistic qualities. 

In another direct correlation to the culture, no dance was strictly enforced or restricted, 

allowing each individual to move as he or she pleased, or improvised. Hence, brass 

bands, being comprised of more mobile instruments, continue the traditional outdoor 

activities of parades and marching, and traditional jazz groups carry on the more intricate 

indoor aspect of dancing.   

The traditional jazz aspect of New Orleans music is probably the one thing that 

almost everyone who thinks of New Orleans‘ music can visualize. This is the music that 

generally accompanies any advertisement for New Orleans or any product that is New 

Orleans based. At first when players were establishing traditional New Orleans jazz, they 

didn‘t have a name for it. Since another type of syncopated sound, called ragtime, was 

being produced by pianists such as Scott Joplin, the traditional jazz musicians of New 

Orleans called themselves ragtime players. Later, their music began to be called ―jass‖ 

which was changed to jazz. As time passed and this music became an historical icon, it 

began to be referred to as ―Dixieland‖ music in reference to the jazz ensemble that 

brought this style of music to the national attention, The Original Dixieland Jass Band.  

In fact, this group is credited with producing the first jazz recording in 1917, the ―Dixie 

Jazz Band One-Step‖ even though they were not from New Orleans nor were they even 

the original jazz band (Gridley, 2007:35). Another possibility for the music being called 

Dixieland music could have been an attempt to denigrate the music, due to its African 
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American roots. According to Wynton Marsalis: ―There were less obvious, cruelly 

humorous assaults on it, too, like calling New Orleans music ―Dixieland,‖ which 

managed to identify it with the confederacy‘s battle hymn‖  (Marsalis, 2008: 91). 

This music is what New Orleans is world famous for, early jazz. When this music 

is performed in New Orleans today, the musicians there refer to it as traditional jazz, or 

―trad jazz.‖ Even though the styles and sounds of early jazz have been left behind in other 

cities across the nation, New Orleans has maintained its reputation as the home of early 

trad jazz, and throughout history the two have become intertwined. The early jazz 

ensembles were utilized to accompany events encompassing the entire realm of daily 

activities within New Orleans. From the mournful funeral parades to the parades 

occurring during Mardi Gras, traditional New Orleans musicians supplied the music 

appropriate to the emotional atmosphere of the event.     

There is no doubt that New Orleans is the place to go for traditional jazz music. In 

fact, the New Orleans‘ airport is named after a well known early jazz trumpeter, Louis 

Armstrong, and trad-jazz groups are hired to play for visitors at the airport when they 

arrive. Because of the, overall, general sense for music to typically be new and different 

within popular music, it is amazing that such a relic of American popular music‘s past 

still remains a vital tourist attraction in the twenty-first century, and it is a music that 

residents of New Orleans are proud to consider to be truly theirs. 

This type of jazz music consists of a style of music in which a group of horn 

players, usually trumpet, trombone, and clarinet function as a ‗frontline‘ group being 

accompanied by another group, drums, bass or tuba, banjo or guitar, or piano. The horns 

have specific roles to play, although most of the music produced is be improvised. Thus, 



 

126 

the specific characteristic that all trad-jazz groups possess is that of ‗collective 

improvisation,‘ and while it may appear to be easily accomplished, the coordination of all 

players actively improvising, as well as contributing to the whole, is not easily done. 

Along with these specific roles, the physical demands of performing are also present, 

especially from the brass players‘ perspectives. Ben Polcer, the trumpet player for the 

Loose Marbles explained it this way: 

And, Michael really stressed the concept of the collective sound. And, being a 

trumpet player you can‘t play all of the time. You have to rest. But a lot of these 

tunes that we were listening to, the trumpet players would play the head, the lead. 

Then they would probably play the lead again. Then the clarinet player would 

come in and take the lead, and the trumpet player would play under it. And, they 

would just keep playing. And, most of it wasn‘t very high or very flashy, partly 

because of the fact that they had to play all of the time. So I really started getting 

into that, but it was a lot of work, and it still is.
48

 

 

This concept of collective improvisation is one in which each individual is free to 

do whatever he or she feels while at the same time complementing and contributing to the 

whole sound being produced. Within the horn section, the trumpet plays the melody, but 

frequently adds a large number of embellishments. The clarinet accompanies the melody 

that the trumpet is providing by playing a counter melody, high in its tessitura, and 

usually with many notes.
49

 The trombone, on the other hand, plays simpler figures, but 

often adds the signature sound that the early jazz trombone performers called ―Tailgate 

Trombone.‖ This distinctive trombone style consists of smears which are created by 

using the slide of the trombone to move slowly from one note to another thus achieving a 
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 This refers to the act of playing in the extended range of an instrument. Often, this can be a difficult 

activity, requiring much practice from the performer. The advantage of this type of performance activity, 

especially for the clarinetist, is that playing higher pitches allows the clarinet, a normally softer instrument, 

to be heard. 
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glissando. The interaction of all of these melodies is what makes this characteristic of 

New Orleans music unique 

Ultimately, what defined early New Orleans jazz was collective improvisation, 

and as the players created phrases that complemented those of the other performers, an 

exciting event occurred, which captivated listeners then just as it still does today. Since 

the storm, a great many people that performed and promoted this type of music have been 

displaced to other cities around the nation. In fact, many of the neighborhoods that 

produced this music have been completely destroyed, and it is still unknown if the 

residents, many now residing elsewhere, will ever return to these neighborhoods. 

Fortunately, new performers have entered the city, and these performers are continuing to 

produce the music that is synonymous with New Orleans. 

Loose Marbles 

After the storm, there was fear that this traditional music, which many defined as 

New Orleans‘ quintessential music, was never to return or be performed again. Luckily, 

the absence of this type of New Orleans‘ jazz was not to last long. Shortly after the storm, 

individuals from outside the city entered and have kept alive the traditional music of New 

Orleans. An example of this phenomenon is the group called the Loose Marbles, who 

personify the changes that have occurred since Hurricane Katrina.    

When approaching a street in New Orleans today, traditional jazz can be heard in 

the heart of the French Quarter. Upon hearing such a group, one turns the corner perhaps 

having a visual image of what the appearance of the performers will be, but one 

encounters an unexpected sight as the individuals that are performing this music are not 
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at all what was expected.  Dan Baum, a journalist for The New Yorker, encountered the 

Loose Marbles while in New Orleans. 

The Loose Marbles look like street urchins, and at least a few of them are. The 

goat bearded guitar and tuba player…and the banjo and washboard player all 

come from a subculture of rail-riding, outdoor hobos that was beautifully 

documented a couple of years ago by the photographer James Heil in Time. But 

the trumpeter Ben Polcer is a University of Michigan music-school graduate, and 

the clarinetist Mike Magro, from Philadelphia, is a virtuoso who can hold forth at 

length about the rare and antiquated Albert fingering of his clarinet. (Baum, 2007)  

 

While their appearance may not be what was expected, their music is executed at 

a very high level of musicianship. Even during an interview for this project, when 

approached about the stereotypes associated with the sounds of the group, Ben 

interrupted and responded, ―Some old black guys? That‘s good. That‘s great.‖
50

 

Contained within all of the soulful tunes are the exact small, yet highly valuable nuances, 

such as very fast vibrato, that make their music authentic. Ben and Michael, leaders of the 

Loose Marbles, are as much students as well as performers of their repertoire. In an 

interview, Ben Polcer spoke about the characteristics within the music that he performs: 

The thing about traditional jazz is that there are rules. It‘s a very rigid structure. 

You‘re playing the song, and that‘s it. So I don‘t know if you want to make a 

metaphor, I don‘t know if I could so grandly make a metaphor about music to 

culture, but what I like about it is that there is a set structure, there‘s a tune, but 

what you do within that tune is up to you.
51

 

 

Even before the Loose Marbles had moved to New Orleans, they had begun to 

develop their skills and knowledge of traditional jazz while performing in Washington 

Square Park in New York City. During a conversation about how he and his co-leader of 
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the Loose Marbles, Michael, acquired their technique and knowledge of traditional jazz, 

Ben described it as, 

All these guys I had never heard of: George Lewis, Jim Robinson, Bunk Johnson. 

It‘s really raw really dirty, relatively untrained sound, really just having that 

soulful jazz sound. He [Michael] totally got these recordings and studied them. At 

that point, my dad is a jazz musician. He‘s a trumpet player, a cornet player. He‘s 

an old time, traditional jazz player. My parents owned a night club in New York 

City called Eddy Condon‘s until I was about eight. So I was exposed to it early 

although I didn‘t really play it. You know, I was into Nirvana and Red Hot Chili 

Peppers. Then in college I got into Miles Davis. I was studying modern jazz. Then 

finally we went out and played on the street with just a banjo player (we met on 

Craigslist of all places). As just a trio, we went out and started playing. I was like 

this is really fun. We were kind of in the corner of the park learning songs. We 

did it in such a way so as it wasn‘t necessarily the best music all of the time, but it 

was such a laid back atmosphere. And we were good enough to have it sound 

pleasing at least most of the time. So that we would have these little crowds that 

would sit in the park and sit on these benches in the nice September weather in 

New York and just hang out and read the paper. And, I‘d learn like fifty or sixty 

tunes in like a month. A lot of tunes in which I had never heard before even 

coming from my background, really obscure New Orleans style tunes. A lot of 

tunes even traditional jazz guys didn‘t know.
52

 

 

Even though the Loose Marbles are not natives of New Orleans, their knowledge 

of the music that was produced there provides a firm foundation upon which they 

continue to expand their knowledge of traditional New Orleans music. Ben spoke about 

the importance of performing within the New Orleans atmosphere and how just being 

within the city is such an enhancement to his performance. He also contrasted the 

experiences that he has had in New Orleans with what he had learned while studying 

music in college at the University of Michigan. 

I could have not done college and been down here and learned probably five times 

as much in a shorter time. I remember when I started going out on the street and 

started playing everyday. I learned more; I got better at the trumpet in two months 

than I did in three years of practicing. I mean granted the practicing helped, but as 
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far as getting into my sound, my ideas and everything, and getting stuff to come 

out, there‘s no substitute for playing in front of people.
53

 

 

When asked about his technique and the perfection of his Louis Armstrong-like shakes 

and wide vibrato that he was doing while playing, Ben said, ―Thanks. I have been 

working on those for a long time. That‘s really hard to do. I‘m glad you noticed.‖
54

  

As the Loose Marbles continue to perform in New Orleans, they, more and more, 

become rooted in the city and its musical environment. The Loose Marbles have already 

shown to be an important contributor to the music of post-Katrina New Orleans. From 

being strictly a street band, to performing in some of the most historically significant 

venues, such as Preservation Hall, the Loose Marbles are continuing the long history of 

New Orleans‘ music.   

In Post-Katrina New Orleans, traditional music continues to be produced, with 

dancing still an integral component. Through the music that is being produced by 

performers of traditional New Orleans music, the important cultural activity of 

―neighbors dancing with neighbors‖ can continue (―Nolajitterbugs,‖ 2009). As the 

neighborhoods surrounding the city return and as patrons return to clubs, traditional jazz 

groups are in demand. These groups continue to supply the music for the dynamic New 

Orleans‘ cultural element of dancing.  

As jazz was being created, one hundred years ago, the fundamental characteristic 

was that it be experimental, being influenced by dancing. Before the early jazz musicians 

in New Orleans, no one had utilized rhythms with a ‗swing feel.‘ Ragtime musicians 

before then had developed the concept of syncopation; however, the rhythms that they 
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produced, no matter what their complexity, were by no means ‗swung.‘ Due to the 

passing of time, the experimental nature of traditional jazz‘s origin has melded into its 

historical significance. However, New Orleans‘ influence and acceptance of creativity 

has continued, even after Hurricane Katrina, to foster the generation of music from the 

freedom of expression.  

Experimentation 

On the completely opposite end of the harmonic and artistic musical spectrum is 

the second characteristic of New Orleans music. This characteristic, not at all intended 

for dancing, can almost be classified as a style in which generally accepted musical 

textures are avoided in favor of artistic innovation and expression through the discovery 

of new sounds and harmonies. One performer of this type of music describes his thought 

process when creating this music as, ―I think more in sound fields on any instrument 

rather than in proper technique‖ (Giraldi, 2008). While some aspects of what the 

musicians are improvising has changed, many of the old aspects that originally created 

jazz music have remained in force. Hence, this tendency is still very much alive in New 

Orleans, and performers such as Jeff Albert and Helen Gillet are still striving to be as 

creative and experimental as possible in their musical pursuits. These musicians respect 

and learn from the city‘s past traditions, and at the same time, they produce new ideas 

and creative expressions. 

Rather than create melodies over structured harmonies based upon consonant 

chordal progressions as was done in the music if the past, these artists instead choose to 

spontaneously create music without any predetermined organization. If some preset 

organization is involved, it is generally in the form of ‗ideas‘ or ‗concepts‘ rather than 
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techniques.  Jeff Albert describes these thought processes during a recording session of 

experimental music: 

Some of the tracks we would start with a vibe like ‗Let‘s try to be really 

minimalist for this one‘ or Let‘s think rhythmically for this one…‖ Sometimes we 

would set a real mild parameter to start us in a direction. (Giraldi, 2008) 

 

New Orleans has always been a city of musical creativity and spontaneity. When 

jazz was created in New Orleans, it was essentially a completely improvised new style of 

music, too While New Orleans may generally be known for its historical musical 

tradition, in reality, musicians within the city have always been innovators. According to 

Jeff Albert,  

People look at it and say ‗Oh, well, that‘s not a New Orleans thing. That must be 

some anomaly.‘ When actually, it goes all the way back. Louis Armstrong was the 

radical in 1925. There‘s always been this outside angle to New Orleans music. 

Sometimes you‘ve had to search it out and find it, but I think it‘s always been 

there. (Young, 2010) 

 

What these performers are striving to accomplish is total uninhibited expression 

through music. They strive to accomplish this in order to discover the possibilities that 

are attainable when no harmonic or melodic structure is present. In many venues, this 

dedication and pursuit of intense expression would not be necessarily supported. 

However, in New Orleans‘ musical environment the attempts made by performers for this 

level of expression is not only supported, it is celebrated. Helen sums up the openness in 

the musical community: 

By being in the music community here, I feel like I‘ve been able to explore all 

these different types of music. I don‘t know of any other city that can really 

happen in, where you just know you‘re going to fit in. People welcome you. You 

don‘t have to prove yourself every minute. I feel like I really fit in as a musician 

and artist; I‘m able to really explore a lot of different styles of music. (Swenson, 

2010) 
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The experimental music performed in New Orleans allows for not only the single 

performer to be expressive, but it allows for a group to spontaneously react to each other 

through ‗free improvisation.‘  

…such free improvisations or ‗intuitive‘ music: ―music that as much as possible 

comes purely from intuition, which is the case of a group of intuitively playing 

musicians, due to their mutual ‗feedback,‘ is qualitatively more than the sum of 

their individual ‗ideas.‘ (Morgan, 2004: 374) 

 

Open Ears 

One of the greatest venues in New Orleans for experimental music is the Open 

Ears music series. This series is dedicated to the promotion of music in which one of the 

main components of New Orleans‘ music, improvisation, is taken to the extreme, and all 

elements of the performance are spontaneous. Often within performances at the Open 

Ears Series, ―…organizational structures are nearly absent, to veer wildly between 

cohesion and chaos. One moment order is barely discernible, and the very next the three 

have united in an inspired bit of coordinated spontaneity‖ (Young, 2010). 

As the birthplace of jazz, a musical form created out of the freedom of 

improvisation, it‘s only natural that there should continue to be a dedicated group of 

musicians taking that freedom to its limits. According to Jeff Albert the coordinator of 

the series, ―The Open Ears Music Series consists of weekly concerts of interesting music, 

often of the improvised variety.‖
55

 Before the series began in late 2007, there was not a 

consistent venue for this music in New Orleans. Occasionally, performances of this type 

of music would occur at various clubs throughout the city, but once the Open Ears series 
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was started at the Blue Nile Club there was, ―…a place to present interesting music 

without having to argue with someone to get it done‖ (Young, 2010). 

When speaking to Jeff in between sets at one of the Open Ears performances, he 

told me that because he ran the Open Ears music series his reputation around the music 

scene in New Orleans has changed quite a bit. He said that he has become known as the 

‗resident weirdo,‘ and a music columnist has off-handedly referred to his music as ‗weird 

shit.‘ However, Jeff proudly accepts all of these labels. He realizes that his music is 

different from what many may perceive New Orleans music to be, but he believes that his 

music is ―something interesting.‖ In an interview, he went on to say that be believes that 

New Orleans has one of the very few best scenes in the country. ―The musicians here are 

as strong as anywhere, if not stronger‖ (Young, 2010).  Jeff sums up the music that he 

performs as being: 

What I do is a lot of creative stuff for locals, essentially. Probably more than half 

of the musicians in town what they do is not for people that live here. But, my 

creative stuff is by and large not tourist driven.
56

 

 

A frequent performer in the Open Ears Concert Series is Helen Gillet, a free-jazz 

cellist. Helen personifies the experimental attribute of New Orleans music in such a true 

manner. As a jazz cellist, an instrument not generally associated with jazz, Helen is not 

simply an anomaly that performs scarcely in New Orleans, but rather she is a staple of the 

Open Ears series weekly. ―Gillet may look a little unusual playing cello in such a setting, 

but her performance entirely justifies the premise. Her playing is suffused with soul‖ 

(Swenson, 2010). 
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 Helen is not a native of New Orleans, and she moved to the city in order to 

pursue a masters degree at Loyola University as well as the possibilities that are 

available in the music scene in New Orleans.  

…playing classical music, it just wasn‘t doing it for me…I needed to get more 

involved in musical freedom. My technical skills were good and I could read, but 

I wanted to be involved with improvising. I wanted to learn how to improvise full 

time…I sensed that this city had something to offer. (Swenson, 2010) 

 

Often, Helen can be seen either performing in ensembles at the Open Ears series 

or supporting all of her fellow musicians by just showing up and hanging out. According 

to Helen, ―I feel like I am getting so much out of the New Orleans tradition‖ (Swenson, 

2010). Likewise, when Helen speaks about the Open Ears Concert Series, she 

characterizes her role in and enjoyment of this very innovative part of New Orleans‘ 

music as being:  

This free-jazz thing, that‘s kind of funny because we can‘t find another name for 

it, it‘s so much fun. It‘s like meeting a whole bunch of people and trying to 

communicate and see where everybody‘s coming from. Who‘s got what to say.
57

 

 

This concept of speaking through musical ideas is especially important to the 

performers of this type of art-music. The general motivation behind the creation of this 

music is not to be appealing to a large population; rather, it is intended to be an outlet 

upon which performers express themselves. By performing on an instrument, the cello, 

that is not normally associated with this type of music, Helen utilizes an array of 

techniques in order to aid in her expressive capabilities. 

Gillet‘s style relies heavily on extended techniques such as the rapid, percussive 

slapping of the strings or the body of the cello. Also common in her playing is the 

use of harmonics, a technique in which partially depressing a string raises its tone 

and creates a glassy, shimmering sound, a bit like a flute. She glides in and out of 
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this effect with great facility, and to considerate effect. (Young, ―Live Review‖ 

2010) 

 

Just as other musicians in New Orleans, Hurricane Katrina was a catalyst, in 

prompting Helen to take advantage of the atmosphere of creativity in New Orleans. 

Shortly after returning to the city, Helen met up with some of her fellow string players, 

and they began to develop an ensemble which would lead to other avenues of musical 

performance. Through their collaborations, Helen would develop a group, titled Wazozo, 

which features Helen singing and playing French Chansons, accompanied by guitar, 

violin, and harp.  

When I came back to New Orleans, I met up with Daron Douglas. I was still 

practicing really, and Daron would have my back. She filled out the melodies [on 

violin] so I could take a break from singing, and then the band grew from there. 

We added guitar and then my dear friend Luke Brechthelsbauer from college 

moved down here…and he decided to come here and play the harp. So we started 

playing these songs together and I decided to record them. It‘s an all string band. 

There‘s no drums. The band‘s obviously not a typical New Orleans band; it‘s 

gone through a lot of permutations—not to say it won‘t change in the future. 

(Swenson, 2010) 

 

While this group may not be as extreme in performance techniques as the music of the 

Open Ears series, its development and subsequent music is very much highly 

improvisational.   

Through her interaction in the musical atmosphere of New Orleans, Helen has 

become part of a generation of young musicians, who have travelled to New Orleans, 

attracted by its music and culture in order to make the city their home and place of 

musical expresssion. During an interview with her, she emphasized the uniqueness of the 

city and the musical atmosphere that exists within the culture and the venues in which 

music is performed. The realization that all of that could have been destroyed forever 
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after the flood prompted Helen to recognize the opportunities that are available and to 

take advantage of them.  

My work ethic actually changed. I mean, I was doing pretty well before the storm, 

but after the storm I was like this almost got taken away. So, I really became 

appreciative of being here and playing music here. This city has allowed me to 

live off of cello playing and improvising. I really appreciate that, and I am going 

to work to rebuild it. And I‘ve been doing more because of the storm.
58

 

 

504 No More and Flyswatter 

This experimental music being produced in New Orleans is not totally limited to 

the live performances that occur at the Blue Nile, a music club located on Frenchmen 

Street.
59

 In fact, many of the performers in this series have recorded music not only in 

New Orleans, but also in Chicago and New York. Their music, while it may seem to be 

totally disorganized and free, can be dedicated to a specific idea and or theme. Thus, the 

catastrophic events that occurred in New Orleans shortly after Hurricane Katrina 

motivated some musicians who perform this music to create Katrina inspired pieces. Two 

pieces especially inspired from the storm have been recorded by Jeff Albert, and both 

have deep emotional and aesthetic qualities that are portrayed through the music. The 

first piece is titled ―504 No More?‖ When speaking to Jeff about the piece he related the 

circumstances and the emotional and contemplative thoughts that led to the piece‘s 

creation: 

…it‘s actually a melody I wrote while I was at my mother-in-law‘s house, she 

lives in Baton Rouge, when the storm hit. We had gone to Lafayette, and then 

come back because my wife works at the hospital, and she was like, ―I don‘t 

know if I need to go to work.‖ So, like on Tuesday, I guess, we came back and 

she went to work, and we were going back and forth. And, like nobody‘s phones 

would work. The cell phones were just terrible. And, so like I went and I turned 
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off my New Orleans cell phone number, and I had gotten a Baton Rouge cell 

phone number. And, so, I wrote this melody that night in the bedroom of my 

mother-in-law‘s house. As I was practicing it just sort of came out. It‘s called 

―504 No More?‖ with a question mark. Because I was wondering if I would ever 

have a 504 area code ever again. I was like, ―I wonder if there will ever be a need 

to have a 504 area code phone number?‖
60

  

 

Another piece that Jeff wrote about the aftermath of the storm has to do with one 

of his first performances in one of its hardest hit areas. This piece takes a more 

programmatic turn.
61

 Through the piece, Jeff portrays the absolute absurdity of the 

surroundings of his first performance. He described it to me. 

One of the first gigs that I played right after the storm was down in Chalmette. 

This bank was opening up. This was like in November. Really soon after the 

storm, and they were having a big party. They were opening the bank in like a 

trailer next to the bank building. And they hired this Dixieland band to come and 

play, so we get down there and they‘ve got food. And you know a lot of times at 

these things they‘ll hand out fans or whatever with the bank‘s name on them. 

Well, the flies were so bad that they were handing out flyswatters that said like 

Regions Bank on them or whatever. So I named the tune ―Flyswatter.‖ It was the 

weirdest thing because the only thing people that showed up to the party were the 

few people that worked at the bank, and like some sheriff‘s deputies, and like 

relief workers. It was a really surreal scene because the bank is next to this field. 

You look in the field and you can see like a shed, you know these portable sheds, 

not really portable, but you buy them at Home Depot and put them together. One 

of those, somebody‘s tool shed was out in the middle of this field. You know, 

there was like a tricycle up in a tree. Things were not where they were supposed 

to be. Driving in, boats were on the wrong side of the highway. You know, the 

water‘s over there and the boat‘s over there. And the whole town was still covered 

in mud. You know, buildings had mud, six to eight feet high. Just a layer of mud 

on everything. It was really weird.
62

 

 

While the main purpose behind much of this music is the exploration of new 

sounds and musical techniques, when one analyzes the music itself other aspects of New 

Orleans music become apparent. The essential reason for the abandonment of chord 
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structures and musical forms is the performers‘ way of maximizing emotional expression 

through music. Thus, emotions provide a key role in the creation of much of this music. 

Likewise, the concept of collective improvisation is one that has its origins in the 

traditional music of New Orleans. In the same manner, only within a city like New 

Orleans, which has a rich heritage of artistic experimentation would this current 

characteristic of music have the support of audience members thus prompting performers 

to utilize strange harmonies and musical textures that allow them to enhance the 

possibilities of their own emotional and personal expression.    
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Conclusion 

 

New Orleans hasn’t really gone anywhere. It’s spread around in different places, but it 

hasn’t really gone anywhere. It may appear that way, but it’s like an intermission on a 

gig, you know. Intermissions don’t last. And that’s pretty much what this is. It’s an 

intermission.         

-Ellis Marsalis, 

2005
63

 

 

It still remains to be seen how history will view the impact that Hurricane Katrina 

and the subsequent flood have had on the city of New Orleans. Whatever the case may 

be, whether it is just a simple ‗passing riff‘— a musically improvised moment with no 

real changes—or a major turning point that will be remembered forever, right now the 

city is marked by a deep and jagged scar. This scar has two main attributes, one physical 

and the other emotional. Over time, the physical aspect will be reduced—buildings will 

be rebuilt, neighborhoods will return, and everyday life will resume its ways. On the 

other hand, the emotional aspect will linger for quite some time. While the flood waters 

have subsided, the emotional hurt that many have felt in New Orleans is one that may 

never fully recede. Some people have left the city and will never return because the 

memories of the homes and loved ones that were lost is too strong. Some have left the 

city and will never return because of memories of living in the aftermath; many are still 

longing for a city that doesn‘t quite exist.  
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Many musicians were affected emotionally and financially by the storm, and they 

have endeavored to restore to the city its music, which has been a core component for a 

very long time. Through the work of this dissertation and its in-depth look into the lives 

of four prominent musicians in New Orleans, it has been shown that musicians have 

returned to the city and are continuing the great traditions of the past. Some of these 

individuals were there before the storm, and others were not, but the music that is being 

produced in New Orleans still has the same essential characteristics that it did before the 

storm: tradition and experimentation through improvisation.  

New Orleans is a place of immense creativity, while at the same time it has one of 

the highest crime and murder rates in the nation. It is a city that is portrayed as a party 

town where visitors can forget their worries and ‗let the good times roll,‘ yet at the same 

time residents‘ houses lie in areas that are still in a state of complete desolation. It is a 

city where tourists see all of their favorite historical landmarks, as well as the patched 

levees and other evidence of America‘s worst natural disaster. It is a city where some are 

desperately attempting to rebuild, while others are hoping to cash in on the destruction. It 

is a city whose residents are proud of their native New Orleans heritage, even though they 

may live elsewhere. It is a city full of musicians who in the past portrayed through their 

music the struggles of others, but who are now creating extremely moving music based 

on their own.  These extremes are the conditions upon which New Orleans music has 

flourished since it was created.  

The interaction of the arts and life has always been central to what makes New 

Orleans unique. Musicians in New Orleans have always incorporated life‘s dealings 
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within the music they produce, and as the city deals with the aftermath of Katrina, the 

music possesses direct correlations.  

In these times, when musical sounds accompany the takeoff of a plane as well as a 

detergent sales pitch, the ‗sounds around us‘ directly influence our way of life, the 

quality of our lives. (Brendt, 1975:3) 

 

Often, the intention that many performers of New Orleans music have is to articulate 

common emotional responses in the audience. The music that they produce contains 

references to events in the city‘s past that only residents of New Orleans can fully 

comprehend. An excellent example of this is the Paul Sanchez song titled ―At the Foot of 

Canal Street.‖ Within this song, the phrase ―At the Foot of Canal Street‖ is repeated over 

and over along with other non-specific lyrics, not revealing exactly what lies ―at the foot 

of Canal Street.‖ The actual meaning of the piece is known only to residents and others 

that have visited the city because the point at which Canal Street ends is the beginning 

one of the largest cemeteries in New Orleans.  

There still exists a large artistic side of New Orleans music that interprets the 

artists‘ own visions of life and experience without regard to how the music will affect 

anyone else. In any other city, this type of artistic pursuit would not appeal to a large 

portion of the population, but within New Orleans, simply the act of unhindered 

expression brings with it an excitement which creates a following all its own. It is in 

essence the expression alone that the city‘s cultural philosophy fosters.  Jeff, Helen, 

Nobu, and Ben are notable examples of musicians who continue to make music within 

the city they call home.  This dissertation has recorded their music and lives as they have 

been swept up in the rebuilding process, and if nothing else it shows that performing 

music can be more than just a job.  Even during the course of my research for this 
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dissertation, they have achieved even greater recognition, as their music steps forward out 

of the background to become a celebrated and deeply personal expression of specific 

events.   

New Directions for Research 

Currently, there are many avenues that remain to be explored as time passes and 

the city slowly returns to what it was prior to the storm. Future research will continue to 

document the city‘s recovery, and one avenue for the continuation of this project is the 

exploration and the analysis of the rebuilding efforts in relation to the musical processes 

of improvisation and collective improvisation. It is already evident that the current efforts 

of the city of New Orleans to rebuild itself from the effects of Katrina follow the same 

patterns that emerge when one is improvising musically. The idea that music and its 

schemes offer insight into the interactions of people within New Orleans holds an 

important hypothesis for future research, namely that the city of New Orleans and its 

residents for over two hundred years have been actively incorporating all of the diverse 

qualities that each and every individual has possessed into a unified composition, which 

despite outside influences such as hurricanes, floods, and other traumatic events, manages 

to maintain its overall identity and character. While each person is a unique individual, it 

is the combination of all the individuals, actively each expressing a form of culture and 

complementing those of others that is the defining characteristic of the city. Historically, 

this amalgamation is what makes New Orleans unique, and the mixture of cultures is 

evident aurally and visually throughout the city in direct relation to its music. The 

musicians themselves are, likewise, contained in the visual image that is New Orleans. 
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The sight of musicians in the city of New Orleans is highly representative of the idea of 

‗collective improvisation‘ in the city‘s culture.  

At present, as the city of New Orleans rebounds from the effects of Hurricane 

Katrina, one thing can be said for certain. Just as the history of New Orleans is full of 

diversity, so too the music within the city, today, shows all the variety that it did in the 

past. In many respects, Hurricane Katrina simply revealed what was there already—the 

celebration and acceptance of cultural difference.  Even from its humble beginnings, the 

core of what made New Orleans unique, its tolerance, continues to thrive into the twenty-

first century. Throughout the city manifestations of improvisation within the culture may 

be seen in the vast array of artistic activities, as well as in the appearance of New 

Orleans‘ residents. Not only does the city boast a wide range of ethnicities, but it also 

displays extreme variety in levels of income and lifestyle. In the Uptown District of New 

Orleans, Victorian style mansions from the nineteenth and early twentieth century are 

numerous. On the other hand, within the French Quarter on any given day, one can see an 

abundance of young ‗hobo-like‘ travelers soliciting tourists for spare change. Likewise, 

within the city of New Orleans the ‗collective‘ population possesses an unusually wide 

array of religions, from Christianity to Voodoo. In the same manner, New Orleans is 

synonymous with Mardi Gras, the most extreme of light-hearted parties and celebrations, 

but at the same time the city has been consistently ranked highest in the nation in regard 

to high crime, especially murder. Even at the simplest analysis of the appearance and 

proximity of the city‘s architecture, the extremes that one finds in New Orleans become 

especially apparent. Just the mere fact that Bourbon Street, the sought-after haven of 

debauchery for many travelers, is just two blocks away from the exquisite St. Louis 
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Cathedral exhibits the inter-mingling of extremes within the social landscape. These two 

New Orleans‘ architectural icons are evidence of the multifaceted dimensions of culture 

which co-exist in New Orleans, unlike those of any other U.S. city.   

 With this in mind, it becomes clear that much of the music that is produced in 

New Orleans should be categorized not so much as jazz but simply as ―popular‖ music, 

or music that is intended to appeal to the populace by reflecting the attitudes and the 

inherent ideals of the culture that created it. While New Orleans may be synonymous 

with jazz, jazz is not the only music being produced there, and in order to fully 

comprehend the whole of New Orleans music, all facets of musical expression, artistic as 

well as popular, within the city should be taken into account.  From the re-vitalization of 

times past with performances of traditional New Orleans jazz, to the use of modern 

technologies within an experimental music concert series, the ‗popular‘ music and the 

artistic music that New Orleans is continuing to produce, push the boundaries/limits of 

what music is and how music interacts with life. Just as the people of New Orleans have 

had to adjust to the recent struggles that have been thrust upon them, so too has the music 

of New Orleans displayed these changes and continued to be a very much ‗alive‘ and  

relevant art form.  ―Jazz stands and falls on being alive, and whatever lives, changes‖ 

(Brendt, 1975:4). 

Rebuilding New Orleans 

New Orleans is a unique place in which music and the visual arts are fused 

together in such a manner that the arts reflect the culture, and the culture represents the 

arts. Music, especially, is at the core of New Orleans‘ cultural spirit. The musical concept 

of collective improvisation and the interaction of the instruments is a direct metaphor for 



 

146 

the cultural make-up of the city.  Currently, as the city continues to rebuild, no one entity 

has taken the lead in the efforts. According to Anya Kamenetz in the 2006 Village Voice 

article ―From Sweet Sounds of Home: Bringing Musicians Back to New Orleans,‖  

In the absence (still) of any state, city, or federal affordable housing plan, non-

governmental organizations are stepping into the breach. There are a range of 

local and national efforts to get musicians, the cultural lifeblood, back in the city.   

  

 This lack of clear leadership and planning for the future of New Orleans was one 

that many writers and on-lookers began to question. In the minds of many, without an 

identifiable plan in the early stages of re-building, New Orleans would be left to flounder:    

There are many well-intentioned efforts to rebuild and address the needs of the 

cultural community, but…there was no evidence of coordination and no entity 

with a clear birds-eye view of the city. (Jackson, 2006:5) 

 

But, the absence of any level of government assistance is not necessarily an indication of 

failure or neglect. Rather, it is simply the make-up and the operation of the governmental 

agencies, both local and federal, that have seemed to be lagging in their response. And 

this has forced the residents to move forward on their own to find outside, alternative 

support from private relief sources. 

Planning for reconstruction is divided between city, state, and federal 

government, each assisted by outside advisors and contractors with distinctive but 

often overlapping responsibilities and intentions. (Kates et al, 2006: 14656) 

 

Overall, it seems as though the residents of New Orleans who have returned have 

been left to their own resources to reconstruct what was once a densely populated city. In 

this context the concept of improvisation becomes most apparent, and it is worth 

investigating. In the area of housing, there is great opportunity for individualism. A first 

step towards rebuilding is well underway as many of the houses which couldn‘t be rebuilt 

have been demolished. In a 2009 State of the City Address, Mayor C. Ray Nagin spoke 
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of how the governmental reconstruction progress is engaging. Describing it as ―Katrina‘s 

Rainbow,‖ Mayor Nagin outlined the progress:  

Ladies and gentleman, we have more than $20 billion of construction projects that 

are either in final design or under construction. Katrina‘s Rainbow. At City Hall, 

we are managing $1.4 billion in projects, including $630 million in citywide street 

work. The Sewerage and Water Board has $3.4 billion in active projects. The 

Corp of Engineers recently awarded another $5 billion in construction projects on 

its way to spending $14 billion in our area. HUD has $700 million under 

construction. The public school system has announced $800 million in new and 

renovated facilities. Federal City has broken ground on $200 million in projects 

on their way to spending $750 million. The new VA hospital site will be cleared 

by year end and with LSU $2 billion in two new state of the art teaching hospitals 

will emerge. Katrina‘s Rainbows. Private sector investments in our city have now 

grown to $4 billion and counting. Katrina‘s Rainbow. The signs of recovery are 

widespread and growing with powerful momentum. 

 

In the near future, the influence of governmental reconstruction assistance may be 

profound; however, the initial impulse to recreate the city has come from the people of 

New Orleans themselves through a process of improvisation.  Among musicians there is 

already evidence that an estimated seventy-five percent of those who were in New 

Orleans prior to the flood have returned (―2008 State of the New Orleans Music 

Community Report‖ 2008).  In other areas, evidence of the arts returning to the city is 

just as visible as the architecture that is being rebuilt. On Frenchmen Street, on the 

perimeter of the east side of the French Quarter, fundamental signs or markers of music 

performances, fliers, have re-appeared.
64

 The main locations for posting these fliers are 

on telephone poles,
65

 which line Frenchmen Street. For decades these utility poles were 

billboards for information about musicians who were performing in many of the local 
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clubs on Frenchmen Street.
66

 Upon close examination of one of these poles, the traces of 

years of postings may be seen. Along with thousands of staples, the poles bear the scars 

of fliers that have been scraped away so that others might be affixed. This process had 

gone on for countless years until Hurricane Katrina. Often the utility poles would be 

completely covered with vibrantly colored fliers. Immediately following the storm, 

however, all of the fliers were destroyed and the poles on which they were usually posted 

remained void. This situation continued for some time due to the lack of performances. 

Jan Ramsey, editor of Offbeat Magazine, a primary music publication for New Orleans, 

expressed a very emotional response when these fliers began to return: 

We‘re up here one day, the day before Snug Harbor re-opened. I looked out the 

window at that pole right there, and that telephone pole is like a famous pole. I 

mean everybody that plays puts their fliers up on that pole. It‘s usually got about 

this much paper on it. Occasionally, somebody will like come and scrape it off or 

burn it off, and then they‘ll just fill it up again. Well, it‘s been empty for a long 

time, and I looked down and I saw Jason putting up a flier for the gig at Snug 

Harbor, the opening of Snug Harbor. I saw him, and I waved at him. And, I ran 

down to see him. He said, ―You know, I never thought I‘d be doing this again. 

You know, putting up fliers on telephone poles.‖ (Mugge, 2006) 

 

In the end, these simple utility poles are poignant visual representations of the 

continuation of the music within New Orleans. Hurricane Katrina may have added 

another chapter to the story of New Orleans, but the city‘s most precious attribute is still 

its musicians. Just as they have done in the past, New Orleans‘ musicians are rising to the 

challenge and turning this catastrophe into another creative venue. Thus, New Orleans 

and its music will go on, and this ‗intermission,‘ as Ellis Marsalis put it, will come to an 

end.  Just as in a concert, the second half won‘t be the same as the first, but the music of 

New Orleans as a whole will continue to be uniquely creative, nostalgic, and influential.
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Appendix 

 

Photos 

 

 
                                                                                   © David Bethea—March 2009 

 

These drawings done by children in the Ninth Ward acknowledge the importance 

of music and the arts in the culture of New Orleans. Even within the drawing of the 

masks of comedy and tragedy there is an expression of New Orleans‘ general atmosphere 

by the child who created it. Under each mask is written a phrase which exemplifies the 

general cultural attitude of post-Katrina New Orleans. Under the comedy mask, it says, 

―Smile now,‖ and under the mask pertaining to drama, the words ―Cry later‖ are written.  
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© David Bethea—November 2007 

The Musicians‘ Village is an excellent example of the resilience of the residents 

of New Orleans as well as the concept of ‗collective improvisation.‘ This vibrantly 

colored section of the Upper Ninth Ward was conceived by Harry Connick Jr., Branford 

Marsalis, and Habitat for Humanity. All of the houses in this neighborhood were 

constructed by the residents who live in them along with countless numbers of volunteers 

from around the country. In reality, while the general layout of each house may look 

similar in design, the actual construction was completed by different groups of people. 

Each house‘s color was specifically chosen from a preset selection of colors by the 

owners of the houses.  
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                                                                                                © David Bethea—March 2008 

This image captures the Loose Marbles performing on Royal Street in front of the 

building in which some members of the group reside. This group, while not part of the 

musical culture of New Orleans prior to Hurricane Katrina, has become integral in the 

post-Katrina period. The music that is performed by the Loose Marbles is rooted in 

historical New Orleans, and they have amassed quite an audience of followers who 

possess the same general appearance. Their music is constructed utilizing a high level of 

collective improvisation and influences from New Orleans music of the 1920s and 1930s. 

Their appearance is in direct opposition to the stereotype, older African Americans, 

surrounding the music which they perform. The striking contrast between the visual art 

behind them and their appearance and music is just as striking, adding evidence of the 

amount of diversity of sights available in New Orleans.  
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                                                                                                    © David Bethea—March 2009 

This image displays a close-up view of one of many utility poles on Frenchmen 

Street. These poles have, for decades, displayed advertising for local performances. The 

thousands of staples and small pieces of paper present on this pole illustrate the historical 

and traditional importance of these poles within the musical culture of New Orleans. 

Local residents know the importance of what is put upon these poles and the information 

that they contain. After Hurricane Katrina, these poles were left vacant for many months, 

and it was only when the clubs began to, one by one, open their doors and have 

performances that the posters and fliers that had once adorned these poles were again 

applied.  
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                                                                © David Bethea—March 2009 

While the utility poles are important in the dissemination of information 

pertaining to performances of local New Orleans musicians, walls along Frenchmen 

Street are also prime locations for the posting of fliers and posters. This wall on 

Frenchmen Street displays the enormous array of styles and performers in New Orleans.  

Situated in the middle of the photo are the Loose Marbles who perform traditional New 

Orleans jazz. Above the Loose Marbles‘ poster is a poster advertising the Zydapunks, 

who refer to themselves as ―New Orleans' Favorite Cajun Irish Jewish Punk Band.‖ 

Another poster to the left of the Loose Marbles advertises a concert titled ―Cacophony 

Ball,‖ which features musicians performing noise music, or avant-garde music based in 

dissonance, atonality, and repetition within its construction. Clearly, New Orleans‘s 

culture continues to support an assortment of music and musicians.  
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© David Bethea—March 2009 

The Blue Nile Club is the performance venue for a number of performers within 

the creation of this project, most notably Jeff Albert and Helen Gillet. The music that was 

heard performed during this study varied from Beethoven and Bach, performed by a 

string quartet, to free jazz, music with no preset organization such as chord structures or 

keys. Every Tuesday night at 10:00 p.m. the Open Ears Concert Series, which takes place 

at the Blue Nile, presents local New Orleans musicians who perform music that is largely 

improvised. This series, coordinated by Jeff Albert, is one of the most well-known and 

respected of its type in New Orleans, and a large number of New Orleans‘ experimental 

musicians contribute to and attend the music series. 
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                                                                   © David Bethea—March 2009 

Even after almost four years, damage from the flood can still be found within 

New Orleans. The city has accomplished great strides within those four years; however, 

much still needs to be rebuilt and re-established before all evidence of the storm is 

removed. The markings made by rescuers are still present on many buildings, and these 

markings, in the shape of an ‗X,‘ tell of the rescuers‘ activities and what they discovered. 

In the upper part of the ‗X‘ is the date that the relief workers entered the home. In this 

instance, the relief workers entered this home on September 16, 2005, which is in fact 

two weeks after the storm hit. The left part of the ‗X‘ tells the name of the unit that did 

the inspection, in this case ―1/B,‖ and the right side of the ‗X‘ tells where the unit was 

from, New England. The lower part of the ‗X‘ tells how many dead were found. In this 

case there were zero, but some houses contained as many as three.     
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Maps 

 
New Orleans (1897-1925)           © David Bethea—2009 

 Map of New Orleans around the turn of the twentieth century, focusing in on the 

areas of the French Quarter (Vieux Carre), and Storyville, the only legally established 

red-light district in United States history. It is within these specific areas that jazz‘s roots 

were cultivated. The atmosphere of Storyville, the brothels, dance-halls and saloons, 

required music to accompany the ‗party‘ atmosphere. Also, the French quarter, with all of 

its parades and outdoor activities, provided musicians with opportunities for employment 

as well as experimentation.    

 After 1917, Storyville was closed by government edict, and many of the buildings 

were torn down in order to create housing. However, the French Quarter would remain 

and grow in popularity as a destination for tourists visiting the city. Today, the French 

Quarter is still an important venue for traditional jazz music.  
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Flooding Effects                          © David Bethea—2009  

 

 In the days following Hurricane Katrina‘s landfall in Southeast Louisiana, a 

number of levees surrounding the city of New Orleans were breached, and water from 

Lake Pontchartrain flowed into the city. Since a majority of the city is situated at or 

below sea level, when the flood waters settled, eighty percent of the city had been 

affected. In some areas, the flood waters only rose to a height of around eighteen inches. 

However, in other areas, such as the Ninth Ward and much of New Orleans East, the 

water reached a height of well over ten feet in depth, depriving thousands of housing.    
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Rebuilding Efforts            © David Bethea—2009  

 

As rebuilding takes place and the city recovers from the destruction of Hurricane 

Katrina, two organizations have established the ‗grass roots‘ momentum in order to 

provide housing for New Orleans residents. The Musicians‘ Village and the Make It 

Right Foundation have already completed a number of houses. Both are located in the 

Ninth Ward, one of the hardest hit areas of New Orleans. Without these two 

organizations many of the individuals that produce the unique music of New Orleans 

would not have a place to live.  
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Performance Venues           © David Bethea—2009 

 During the creation of this project, many musical performance venues were 

visited throughout New Orleans. Most central to the project were the music clubs the 

Blue Nile, Spotted Cat, and One Eyed Jacks. Also on Royal Street close to St. Ann Street 

is the area frequented by the Loose Marbles. Likewise, the area in front of Café Du 

Monde is another popular area for street musicians to perform.  
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Transcripts of Interviews 

Jeff Albert 

March, 2008 

 

Jeff Albert was interviewed in the New Orleans coffee shop Rue De La Course. 

Jeff is a native of Southwest Louisiana, Lafayette, and he is currently coordinating the 

Open Ears music series. In addition to his responsibilities organizing the series, Jeff is 

also a professional trombone player and arranger, performing extensively in New Orleans 

as well as other parts of the country. 

    

David Bethea (DB): What makes New Orleans so special? 

 

Jeff Albert (JA): We could take up all the time with that. Well, the simple answers are 

food and music. Now what makes the food and music special is a lot more complicated. 

There‘s some really weird attitudes here that makes certain things really cool and other 

things really a pain in the butt. There‘s this sort of ―laissez faire‖ attitude that makes all 

the entertaining things in life great…you know hanging out, eating good food, listening 

to good music. It‘s very much about enjoying yourself, which is cool until you‘re going 

to city hall trying to get something done. And, then that same attitude is a huge 

hindrance. I think that dichotomy is what makes the city so special. It never really takes 

itself too seriously. There‘s a real sort of earthy tradition in terms of music. New Orleans 

has never been known for cleanliness, but it‘s always been very soulful. I guess that 

would apply to the bands and the streets.  

 

DB: I know. On the first day here, I had to watch out so as not to step in a pile of vomit. 

 

JA: Yeah, but you got to realize that that section of the French Quarter, the tourist area, 

Bourbon Street, is not like all the other areas of the city. That‘s like saying all of Orlando 

is like Disney World. That is a thing unto itself. Many of us that don‘t have to work down 

there very rarely experience that. 

 

DB: Yeah, I have heard that Frenchmen Street is actually where the locals go. 

 

JA: Yeah, Frenchmen Street, that‘s the scene. There‘s a certain kind of New Orleans 

swing. It‘s like these guys Craig Kline and Leroy Jones, they play these trad-tunes, but 

it‘s not really like old-school Dixieland. It‘s a little bit more modern language on it. 

Those guys can play that stuff better than anybody. Craig‘s phenomenal.  
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DB: What was it like before and after the storm? Have you been here that long? 

 

JA: Yeah, I lived in New Orleans from like ‘88 to ‘92, and then I did cruise ships, and 

then I was back here from ‘96 through 2000. Then I moved to the North Shore. So, my 

life on the North Shore didn‘t really change all that much, but it was kinda insulated. My 

wife‘s got a good job which really wasn‘t affected by the storm. She works in health care. 

We didn‘t have super house damage or anything. We had some trees down, but none of 

them hit anything, fortunately. So, in terms of my daily life, waking up and getting the 

kids to school and stuff like that, wasn‘t all that different. But, there are tons of people 

that it‘s now radically different. In terms of like professional and cultural life, it‘s sort of 

like it‘s been through a few cycles. Like right after the storm, well October or November 

there was just nobody around. People started coming back in late November and into 

December. All the way up to the summer, like that whole winter and spring, it was 

actually kind of cool from a cultural perspective. It was like this real free-for-all. Stuff 

was happening and people were just happy to be here and be alive. And, clubs were 

booking anything. It was great. I mean, my main sort of creative outlet is I play really 

weird improvised music. So, it was cool for us. The clubs were happy to be open, but 

nobody was expecting to make any money. They had these really liberal booking 

policies, and they were booking all kinds of cool stuff. And, it was very cool. And, 

nobody was making any money. And then like that next summer got there, and it started 

getting closer to hurricane season. Everybody got real nervous. Things got real tight. 

And, sort of in conjunction with that, people realized that we do actually really need to 

start making some money again. And, the cultural thing got very conservative. I found, 

from my experience. That still hasn‘t completely let up. Although things are happening. 

It‘s been so long since the storm now. It‘s hard to look at things that are happening now 

and say, ―Oh well this is like this because of the storm.‖ You know it might have been 

this way anyway. It‘s hard in my mind to assign causality to that.  

 

DB: What made you decide to stay, or bring you back to this area? 

 

JA: Well, we were pretty lucky in the whole thing. Her job was secure. A lot of the 

people that left, left because they didn‘t have a house or a job. And, we still had a house 

and a job. Her parents live in Mandeville and my parents live in Lafayette. So, it didn‘t 

really make much sense to leave. Although, I thought about it, you know. Sitting around 

doing nothing, thinking we could move to Chicago. It might be cold, but I‘d be working. 

But, there‘s stuff that‘s picked back up. The interesting side-effect with a bunch of people 

leaving, at least in the music community is that everyone sort of moved up the food-

chain, a little bit. I can‘t say that I am really doing better gigs now than before, but I am 

doing more good gigs now than before, just because there are fewer guys around. Other 

factors, like for me personally, I don‘t play for Bonerama, but the fact that they‘re on the 

road a lot is good for me because I can do all their gigs while they‘re gone. Sort of as a 

necessity right after the storm, they were out a lot because there wasn‘t any work here. It 

sort of flowered for them, so that band has been working a lot. And, that‘s happened with 

a lot of local acts that were sort of touring acts before the storm, and immediately after 

the storm, like by necessity, became full-time touring acts. And they still sort of kept that 
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up. So, a lot of the artists in the area have enjoyed a greater appeal outside of the area 

because they were sort of forced out of their comfort zone by the storm. It‘s like, you 

know what, I know you don‘t want to go on tour to North Carolina, but you can‘t come 

home yet. So, go book a gig. Their fan bases have expanded. So, there‘s been a lot of 

things like that that have been positive in some ways.  

 

DB: So, people kind a came out for these groups in a very supportive manner, even if 

they weren‘t from New Orleans? 

 

JA: Yeah, I actually played a gig with Craig Klein and he was playing tuba, and this was 

not long after the storm, maybe January or February, and he was talking about all the 

stuff that people had given him. He was playing this tuba that Harvey Phillips sent him. 

Because his sousaphone and stuff, except for what he had on the road, just about 

everything was washed out. Because he lived down in Chalmette which was hit really 

hard. And I said that‘s nice people giving you all this stuff. And he said, ―Yeah, it‘s nice, 

but I‘d rather have my stuff back.‖ He was actually making pretty good money working, 

and between the insurance money and stuff, he actually got a new house in a pretty good 

situation,  but he was like, ―Yeah, it worked out all right, but I still kind of want my stuff 

back.‖ I‘d rather have my life back like it was six months ago.  

 

DB: Have the visitors come back? 

 

JA: I think it‘s getting there. The big part of the engine for the visitors was the 

conventions, and that I don‘t think is back to what it was. Although we have had some 

pretty big conventions. But some of that, I think, comes from seeing the convention 

center on TV full of water, helpless, sick people, dying people. So that could be an issue. 

Like the BCS championship game, and the NBA All-Star game has been well attended. I 

don‘t get the vibe that people are scared to come back, but it‘s not what it was. It‘ll get 

there I think. But, the population is still three-fifths of what it was.  

 

DB: I was really surprised when I was here in November that people were really pushing 

to go on the tour to see the Katrina damage. It seemed like there were more people going 

on the Katrina tour rather than the historical tours. 

 

JA:  Well, I think they do both, but what‘s astounding to me is that it‘s been two years.  

 

DB: Yeah, and it‘s like people are still flocking to see that. 

 

JA: It‘s not that people are still flocking to see that, but that it still looks like that.  

 

A huge paper machete Elvis head passes by outside the window. 

 

JA: That‘s what makes New Orleans special. Take a picture. That‘s the answer to 

question number one.  
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DB: That‘s funny that you were shocked by that. 

 

JA: No, I just saw it. But the funny thing is that it wasn‘t shocking. I was just confirming 

that yeah it is a huge paper machete Elvis head.  

 

DB: What do you think of the Musicians‘ Village? 

 

JA: I think it‘s a fabulous, fabulous thing. I mean the main issue of people coming back is 

housing, and that was one of the main issues in New Orleans before was affordable 

housing. I don‘t think that the storm created issues in New Orleans, but I think that it sort 

of exposed issues that were already there. I think the Musicians Village is fabulous. I‘ve 

got several friends that have houses in the Musicians Village. The most vital ingredient to 

having any sort of vibrant creative arts scene is having housing that artists can afford. 

Like, I‘ve got a friend who‘s essentially a free-jazz cellist. Like how marketable is that? 

Who owns a house now. She‘s rooted in this community. She owns a house. And, there 

are a bunch of people in the Musicians Village that aren‘t musicians which is great too. I 

think that all of those sorts of initiatives are fabulous. I think that it‘s interesting that the 

most effective, actually get the ball rolling right away, things have not been 

governmental. I don‘t know if that‘s a kudos to the charities or an indictment of the 

government or both. The Habitat for Humanity, the churches, and those sorts of people 

are like, ―What do we do?‖ They show up and start working, and the government says, 

―Okay, let‘s form a committee.‖ And, six months later, these guys have built twelve 

houses, and they haven‘t done anything yet. It‘s encouraging to still see people taking 

spring break to come down here and gut houses, which shocks me on some levels to 

know that there are still some houses that aren‘t gutted yet. I mean it‘s nice that people 

are still doing it.  

 

DB: I heard that they were imposing a lot of stiff fines in Chalmette on people that didn‘t 

come back and just left their houses.  

 

JA: Well, at some point it‘s okay if you‘re not going to come back. I mean, deal with 

your stuff. Have it torn down, gut it, whatever. I know a lot of people that had houses that 

came in and gutted them down to the studs and left them like that and put them up for 

sale. It‘s fine. Make it so it‘s not a nuisance. If you‘ve got to sit on it for a while that‘s 

fine. But you can‘t just leave them. It‘s tough, and it‘s weird sometimes you know 

driving through certain parts of town, still I can‘t believe it. And some are in parts of 

town that were in areas that were ―the places to live.‖ These are the people that if 

anybody‘s gonna have the financial where-with-all to survive this or deal with it, it would 

be the people that lived in these neighborhoods. 

 

DB: Do you think that people are so stricken by the trauma of the storm? 

 

JA: I don‘t know. I would probably be the wrong person to speak to that because I was 

not in that situation. To some extent, but I would think that after a while, people would 

get over it. I think some of it is what part of what makes New Orleans special. It‘s what 
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gives people in New Orleans the ability to just walk away from their house and just leave 

it there. You know that‘s just the other side of that coin. The flip side of that though is 

that I have this French horn player buddy of mine that just bought a house in this 

neighborhood called Lakeview, which was sort of where he grew up. And, it was before 

the storm pretty expensive property even for like little old nineteen sixties ranch-style 

brick houses, pretty expensive for what you were getting. It was the neighborhood. That 

was what you were paying for. He bought this house that had been gutted. He essentially 

had to put it all back together. It was just a frame when he bought it. But, his angle was, 

―We never thought we‘d be able to afford a house in this neighborhood.‖ But I am like, 

―Is it the same neighborhood? Do you have neighbors?‖ ―Oh yeah, there‘s a guy down 

the block that moved back in.‖ Every time I see him I ask him about it. And he says, ―Oh 

yeah, they got that house out of the middle of the street six months ago.‖ That 

neighborhood, to him, is still what it was when he was a kid. He sees that as an 

opportunity. Before the storm there was no way that he could have bought a house in that 

neighborhood for eighty thousand dollars. It would have been two hundred or two 

hundred and fifty. So he felt like if he could buy it for eighty and spend fifty fixing it up, 

he would still be a hundred grand ahead.  

 

DB: So, if there were a lot more people thinking that way, then maybe it will start to be 

built back more? 

 

JA: It just takes time for that to happen. The where-with-all of individuals doesn‘t scare 

me. Like the resilience of the individual humans in the community I think is marvelous. 

The government scares me. The political system here, the bureaucracy here scares me.  

But the individual human is great.  

 

DB: What do you think is going to happen? Some people say that it‘s going to turn into 

Orlando. Or, it will turn into Las Vegas. 

 

JA:  It won‘t turn into Orlando because it was almost Orlando the first time. The story is, 

and I only know this from hearsay, but it completely makes sense, when Walt Disney was 

looking to build Disney World, he wanted to put it in New Orleans East. And, he came 

here and started talking to all of the people and politicians, and the politicians said, ―We 

would love to have Disney World in New Orleans East‖ with their hands out. Disney 

said, ―Forget this.‖ So, for those very reasons, I don‘t think that it‘s going to be that. The 

political system is just too messed up. There‘s still too many selfish greedy politicians. 

And, that‘s just how it is. There‘s an old story that my father-in-law tells about how he 

worked for a research company and they had proposed some research things trying to sell 

them to various politicians. He met with them and said that he was trying to get some 

research funded for some agricultural thing or something. And, the answer that he got 

was that they weren‘t going to fund anything until all of the campaign debts were paid 

off. So, he asked what‘s all this stuff about campaign debt? That‘s the guy‘s way of 

saying, ―What‘s in it for me?‖ So, I don‘t think that we have to worry about New Orleans 

turning into Orlando. 
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DB: So, what do you think is going to happen? Will the people that have left, will they 

return? 

 

JA: New Orleans has this weird way of getting people to return. I‘ve known a lot of 

musicians that have left town, a year or two years of three years later you look up and 

there they are. ―Hey man what happened to you?‖ ―Oh man, I took a plane ride.‖ And, 

maybe that‘s because you can‘t be this lazy and still be successful in other cities. Maybe 

that‘s why. But, I don‘t think that‘s entirely the case. There‘s just something about it. I 

think a lot of it depends on what happens in the political structures. I think a lot of it 

depends on if the citizens of New Orleans keep electing the same officials that they have 

been electing.  

 

DB: Didn‘t they just re-elect the same mayor? 

 

JA: Yes, and they re-elected the congressmen who is under indictment. I mean the 

indictment hasn‘t actually come down before the election, but they had found all of the 

cash in the freezer. A lot of that is a racial issue. There‘s not another viable black 

candidate running against this guy. And so, a large part of the African American 

community feels that they need to vote for an African American. I mean, I heard a guy on 

one of these radio call in shows talking about Nagin saying, ―Where‘s he been. Well, I 

voted for him, but if I‘d known he was going to do this I wouldn‘t have voted for him I 

would have voted for Reverend Watson then at least I would have still been voting for a 

black guy, but it wouldn‘t have been this dude.‖ But that guy‘s thought is that he had to 

vote for someone that was black. Well, then there‘s this thing within the political 

community, well don‘t run against another black guy because you are going to split the 

vote and the white guy might win. You know maybe we could find a good candidate. 

And, I‘m all for a black mayor if he comes to work and does stuff. I mean, I can‘t really 

talk too bad about this guy because if I had his job, I would be in the fetal position 

underneath my desk. The city to a great extent gets what it deserves because it keeps re-

electing these people.  

 

DB: Is it that laissez faire attitude?     

 

JA: I don‘t know. Some of it‘s uneducated. I don‘t know what it is. I can tell you about 

the music scene. Unfortunately, it all relates more than I wish it did. 

 

DB: So is it going to get better? 

 

JA: Yeah, you know that kind of goes to the same as the housing issue because you got to 

be able to afford to live somewhere. And, a lot of people that had lived in New Orleans, 

had lived here their whole lives and their grandmothers had lived here their whole lives, 

and their great grandmother‘s whole lives. They had really never left. Some of them got 

to Houston and said, ―I like it better over here.‖ I don‘t think like the real root character 

of the city is going to change. I don‘t know if it‘s the air or the humidity. I think that that 

character and culture is sort of built-in to some extent to this location. It could ultimately 
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be a positive thing. In terms of the music scene, I think it will continue to be good. 

Actually, there‘s been a weird sort of influx of other people from other places that have 

come here. Kind of six months, eight months, a year after the storm, and that influx of 

energy is good. It‘s sort of spreading the New Orleans energy to other places which is 

good in terms of the music scene. Right now, I would have to say that the music scene is 

relatively healthy compared to how the rest of the city is progressing. I think the music 

scene is holding its own.  

 

DB: How much of the music scene is playing for the tourists, and how much of the scene 

is creative? 

 

JA: It‘s very segmented. What I do is a lot of creative stuff for locals essentially. 

Probably more than half of the musicians in town what they do is not for people that live 

here. I‘m kind of lucky now because my day job is playing for the symphony, so that‘s 

keeping me from having to do a lot of other things just for the money. But before you 

know it there‘s a lot of convention work and weddings sort of stuff. But, my creative stuff 

is by and large not tourist driven.  

 

DB: That‘s great. I don‘t think there are any other cities that promote creative output like 

that.  

 

JA: Well, I don‘t know that New Orleans promotes this creative stuff. New Orleans has 

this bad habit of promoting New Orleans stuff, which has this thing that if your name is 

not Neville or Baptiste then you know. There‘s this thing here that there is music that 

happens just like music that happens anywhere else in the world. I think it‘s a little 

different because it happens here and things get fused in. I do a lot of free improvisation 

gigs  and things, and then I go to Chicago and work with a lot of guys in that scene and 

some of the things I bring to it are a little different because I can‘t get out of my 

influences. You know, I played with George Porter on Sunday and he‘s the bass player 

for Beaters and so that‘s all up in there. The group things that you deal with here, even 

the more trad jazz types of situations you find yourself in don‘t leave your system, so 

even if I‘m in a totally free improvisational thing there‘s this New Orleans influence in 

that. Whereas guys in Chicago have that thing that I don‘t have. To call what‘s happening 

in the creative jazz New Orleans‘ jazz like the magazines try to frame it is not like that at 

all. I think we‘d be better off if we just called it music. New Orleans is good for making 

their little niche and putting Mardi Gras beads on everything, and that‘s how we sell 

ourselves.  

 

DB: How will the history books remember Hurricane Katrina and New Orleans? 

 

JA: I don‘t know. Looking at it in terms of other disasters, you know the big fires in San 

Francisco and what was it 1904 whatever, like it comes up. I think it‘ll be a blip. I really 

don‘t think that‘s it‘s going to be a defining feature in the history of the city, to go out 

one hundred years. Now, if there‘s another one, in the next fifteen or twenty years, then I 

think the city is just going to disappear. I mean that was the joke like that 2006 hurricane 
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season. If there was another one, people are going to be taking the tours from the North 

Shore in order to see the ruins of New Orleans. The reality of it is, is that those things 

don‘t happen every year.  

 

DB: From what I have heard, the real problems came when the infrastructure collapsed. 

 

JA: The real tragedy of it was the levees failing. I mean we‘ve had hurricanes before. 

Because when you look at Slidell and all along the coast, the Mississippi Gulf Coast 

really got it bad. And that was from the hurricane. We really didn‘t even get the brunt of 

the hurricane. I know there was a bunch of stuff that was destroyed on the coast, but 

water came in and water came out. Even if it would have flooded here, and water came in 

and water went out, it‘s not that big of a deal. But I mean, it sat for six weeks. And that 

was the issue. We got way more wind damage than we usually get. Take my house 

because we are outside of the flood. We had eight or nine trees down in our yard. We 

ended up having to replace our roof. We lost enough shingles that the insurance company 

decided to replace our roof. It was severe even from that level outside of the flooding. 

I‘m not trying to diminish it. But, the real life changing issues in the city were a result of 

the levee breaking and the city flooding, not so much the hurricane, not the wind and 

water damage from the hurricane.  

 

DB: Have you written any music about the storm? 

 

JA: Yeah, there‘s a tune that‘s on the Lucky 7‘s record called ―504 No More?‖ and it‘s 

actually a melody I wrote while I was at my mother-in-law‘s house, she lives in Baton 

Rouge, when the storm hit. We had gone to Lafayette, and then come back because my 

wife works at the hospital, and she was like, ―I don‘t know if I need to go to work.‖ So, 

like on Tuesday, I guess, we came back and she went to work, and we were going back 

and forth. And, like nobody‘s phones would work. The cell phones were just terrible. 

And, so like I went and I turned off my New Orleans cell phone number, and I had gotten 

a Baton Rouge cell phone number. And, so, I wrote this melody that night in the bedroom 

of my mother-in-law‘s house. As I was practicing it just sort of came out. It‘s called ―504 

No More?‖ with a question mark. Because I was wondering if I would ever have a 504 

area code ever again. I was like, ―I wonder if there will ever be a need to have a 504 area 

code phone number.‖ That was the most direct tune that came out of it. Actually, that 

whole group Lucky 7‘s is a group that I formed with this guy in Chicago. That came 

about right after the storm. I was talking to him, and I said, ―Can you give me a hand 

booking stuff up there because I don‘t have anything going on here.‖ And, it wasn‘t so 

much about the money, it was like I needed to play. And he said, ―Man that would be 

great if you could bring your band up. We could do a co-op thing with some guys from 

up here and some guys from your band.‖ And it turned out that the drummer that was 

playing in my band when the storm hit was originally from Chicago, and he ended up 

back up there with a mutual friend bass player of ours. As it worked out, I never did take 

a band up, but I did a band with me and Quinn and Matt the two guys that had been here 

with four guys from Chicago, and the band is called Lucky 7‘s. And, our first gig was on 

Mardi Gras 2006 in a club in Chicago. We ended up making a record, and the band is still 
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working. We played the Chicago jazz festival, and we do other stuff. I‘m actually going 

up in April. That was really a direct result of the storm. At this point, the band‘s not 

really about the storm. The band was really never about the storm. It was just sort of a 

catalyst to make it happen. Although we did that tune, and Jeff wrote something for it that 

was kind of coming from that vibe. There were other tunes that had titles from it. Like 

there‘s a tune called ―Flyswatter‖ which is just a simple funk thing. One of the first gigs 

that I played right after the storm was down in Chalmette. This bank was opening up. 

This was like in November. Really soon after the storm, and they were having a big 

party. They were opening the bank in like a trailer next to the bank building. And they 

hired this Dixieland band to come and play, so we get down there and they‘ve got food. 

And you know a lot of times at these things they‘ll hand out fans or whatever with the 

bank‘s name on them. Well, the flies were so bad that they were handing out flyswatters 

that said like Regions Bank on them or whatever. So I named the tune ―Flyswatter.‖ It 

was the weirdest thing because the only thing people that showed up to the party were the 

few people that worked at the bank, and like some sheriff‘s deputies, and like relief 

workers. It was a really surreal scene because the bank is next to this field. You look in 

the field and you can see like a shed, you know these portable sheds, not really portable, 

but you buy them at Home Depot and put them together. One of those, somebody‘s tool 

shed was out in the middle of this field. You know, there was like a tricycle up in a tree. 

Things were not where they were supposed to be. Driving in, boats were on the wrong 

side of the highway. You know, the water‘s over there and the boat‘s over there. And the 

whole town was still covered in mud. You know, buildings had mud, six to eight feet 

high. Just a layer of mud on everything. It was really weird. The Olympic event of 

everyone telling their stories. You know like, ―I had fifty pounds of shrimp in my 

freezer.‖ Freezer and refrigerator stories were the best ones. One of the bartenders at that 

thing said, ―Oh yeah, I had just bought a bunch of shrimp and put it in my freezer.‖ And 

he says, ―You know, if you leave shrimp in the freezer for six weeks it sort of turns into 

this gel.‖ ―Whatever you do don‘t open the bag.‖ I guess that maybe goes back to what 

makes New Orleans special. Even that turns into a joke about bad shrimp. You know, the 

guy‘s house is destroyed and he‘s talking about the shrimp in his freezer.  

 

DB: I think we‘ve covered most of it. You‘ve been awesome man. Thanks. 

 

JA: My pleasure.               
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Helen Gillet 

March, 2008  

 

 Helen Gillet is a professional cellist. Her primary musical style is free-jazz 

improvisation although she is proficient at any genre, having earned a masters degree in 

cello performance from Loyola University. Helen was interviewed on the porch of her 

house within the Musicians‘ Village.   

 

David Bethea (DB): Tell me a little about your background. 

 

Helen Gillet (HG): So I was born in Belgium, and I lived in Singapore for nine years. 

And then we moved back to Belgium. My dad is Belgian, and my dad ran into some 

health issues. Then our lives kinda did a one hundred and eighty degrees, and I ended up 

in the States. I went to high school near Chicago, and that‘s when I started listening. Then 

I went to school up in Wisconsin. Then I came and did a masters here at Loyola 

University, so I moved here six years ago. It was a way for me to move here because I 

got a full ride scholarship. I was able to study cello, classically, but also jazz, which was 

my goal. I was just so into it, and I really wanted to do it. There are very few people to 

learn from who do jazz cello, so I figured the best thing to do was to immerse myself into 

a surrounding where there may not be a cello teacher, but I would have a million other 

teachers. 

 

DB: Where did you live before the storm? 

 

HG: I lived uptown in the River Bend area. Before this house (and I‘ve been here six 

years) I have lived in seven different places. I was always moving around. That was like a 

little tiny apartment in the back of a house. It didn‘t get much water, but what it did was 

the roof blew off the house so I got rain water. The ceiling crumbled in half of the house, 

so I lost stuff due to rain water. But I didn‘t lose everything not like people whose houses 

got water from the flood from the ground up. In that instance you just have to throw it all 

out. I was able to save a lot of books and pictures. I was out of town when it happened 

with my cello and my cat. I didn‘t have a car or anything like that at the time. I had rented 

a car in order to drive up to Chicago to see my mom. I remember thinking, ―I‘m just 

gonna rent a car.‖ I felt I needed to bring both my cellos, my cat, my laptop. I packed that 

car with everything. I remember thinking to myself, ―You are like the worst traveler.‖ 

There was no room for anybody else in the car. It was weird when it happened. I didn‘t 

care about material things at all. If my cello had been there, obviously I would have been 

really devastated. And then Lily [cat], a lot of pets have been lost, she‘s been my buddy 

in New Orleans. We‘ve lived together six years. I got her right after I moved here. She‘s 

been my roommate full time. She doesn‘t pay rent though.  
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DB: Did you have to go away from New Orleans after the storm? 

 

HG: The hard part was being away and not knowing. So, I really needed the work. I had 

all these gigs that weren‘t happening. So I was like what should I do. So I ended up in 

Wisconsin which is where my dad now lives (he married another American). I was 

visiting with him, and I tried to make some connections because I had gone to school 

there. So I played in the symphony actually. I also played up in Appleton, Wisconsin in 

another symphony orchestra. I got interviewed on the news. It was and it still is like 

people are so awesome about the whole thing. I got away from that classical world. 

That‘s not where my heart is. I was really starting to feel like I have to get back to New 

Orleans. I ended up getting a job in Houston, Texas doing henna tattoos at a Renaissance 

Fair. It was very, very random. I‘ve never done anything like that before. I had this friend 

who said, ―I have this job and I know you‘re pretty good with drawing, so all you have to 

do is sit in this tent for the weekend and do tattoos, we can hook you up with a trailer to 

stay in.‖ It was actually a school bus, a short bus. So, I lived in this school bus for two 

months. Houston, though, was actually close enough that I could come back during the 

week, and gut my house, and deal with all of my stuff. The first time I came back was 

like October fourteenth, and it was just like gray everywhere. I came in at night, and there 

were no lights. Coming in at night you can kind of imagine things are normal, but it was 

just pitch black. Like this is a city and I was in the middle of a desert. That was weird. 

And then I woke up the next day, and I saw all of the lines everywhere. There was this 

caked-like cracked mud over all of the streets and cars. It was really surreal. Very much 

like a war zone. It had a smell of mold which is sweet. When there‘s enough of it, it 

smells sweet. Like a fermentation almost. Everybody was wigged out. There were very 

few women in the city. There were a lot of army troops, and I just remember thinking that 

there weren‘t that many women. Because I was hanging out with some other ladies, and 

there was this one place that was serving hamburgers and we walked into the place and 

we were like, ―Oh man.‖ But, there were very weird things about coming back here. It 

was very nice to have that job. It was such a silly job, but it was an uplifting environment. 

Being in a ―Ren‖ fair has to be one of the silliest things to do. I got to laugh and cry with 

good friends that knew New Orleans, knew me, and we worked together. We would have 

these tearful nights of drinking and crying. Then the next day we would get to hang out 

with people dressed as ―Manimals.‖ So, I would think that my life‘s not so bad. But, it 

was completely surreal.  

 

DB: What was the music like before and after? Has it changed? Have the people 

changed? 

 

HG: Yeah, inevitably I think that people change going through something traumatic. It‘s 

also pulled people together. Like whoever was back would play a gig together. So, there 

were a lot of statements like, ―Oh, you‘re back in town and I‘m back in town. Let‘s do 

something.‖ Or, ―Let‘s work together.‖ So, in a way I think it made ties between 

musicians. My work ethic actually changed. I mean, I was doing pretty well before the 

storm, but after the storm I was like this almost got taken away. So, I really became 
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appreciative of being here and playing music here. This city has allowed me to live off of 

cello playing and improvising. I really appreciate that, and I am going to work to re-build 

it. And I‘ve been doing more because of the storm.  

 

Banter with next door neighbor Nobu Ozaki. 

 

DB: What kind of jobs did you get offered when you got back? Were you doing normal 

ones? 

 

HG: I ended up doing a lot of free gigs. I played for tips. I played on the streets. At 

Christmas time, I met a harp player, and we ended up doing Christmas songs on Jackson 

Square. We made some money. People ate that up. Like I said I was looking everywhere 

for a gig. There was no shame. There was a lot of stuff though, going on. We learned 

some Spanish Christmas Carols. There were a lot of Hispanic workers that were there. It 

was really great, and I wanted to go back because we were making money. People were 

appreciating music. There was very little music happening on Jackson Square. Where 

now we are sort of getting back to normal. Or, there‘s a lot more activity down there now. 

After the storm there was very little music going on in the Quarter. So, we had people 

coming up saying that it was so nice to hear music. It was like viola, cello, and harp. 

People were really enjoying it because they were all suffering from post traumatic stress. 

You felt good to do it, too. I played in a coffee shop. I played for tips everywhere. For 

tips basically was how I got back on my feet.  

 

DB: Where were you staying? 

 

HG: With a friend of mine on Polland Avenue, not too far from here, and she lives in the 

lower Ninth Ward and I was helping her gut her house. She had found an apartment for 

eight hundred dollars. To find an apartment that was livable and doable for rent was very 

hard to do. I jumped on it, and we both lived in this place. It had gotten some wind 

damage, and we had some leaks in the ceiling. But, it seemed like a luxury motel 

compared to the rest of the city. I was lucky. 

 

DB: Did you start seeing a lot of the same faces coming back? 

 

HG: It feels good when you do, and we were looking for people. We were asking, ―Okay 

where is Matt Brody, a violinist I had worked with for five years.‖ He actually had 

moved back before I did, and so did Dave Plebeck, this viola player. They both had 

houses that didn‘t get much damage. We had worked together before. So, just knowing 

that they were back meant that okay now I‘m coming back. I mean I wanted to go back. 

There were restaurants and clubs that were open because there were a lot of places that 

didn‘t get damaged since they were closer to the river. I mean the city took a while to get 

back on its feet. Curfew was crazy for a gig.  

 

DB: Jeff was telling us that that was some of the best time because the clubs were 

booking anybody and everybody. 
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HG: Yeah, it did open a lot of doors. Which is funny, but it did. I feel like being back 

here, living here. A lot of musicians were traveling. A lot of musicians went to New York 

which is also changing the scene a little bit because there was this migration to New York 

and coming back from that. So now a lot of musicians are coming here. There is more of 

a direct dialogue going on between New York and here. That happened too. And that 

happened not just with New York, but with all the cities that people went to play music 

at. They came back here, and they brought what they knew and they brought people with 

them.  

 

DB: Speaking of people, there seems to be a whole sub-culture of bohemian young 

people, and Jeff was telling us that that was kind of new since the storm. 

 

HG: There was a scene before the storm. Cause I didn‘t have a car, so I rode my bike a 

lot. And, I have a lot of friends who were bikers, and so-called bohemian. Since the 

forced evacuation when the few people returned they brought back people with them. 

Now there is an open dialogue between musicians and the bohemian culture. I know my 

ex-boyfriend who is an accordionist who is a really great accordion player and he ended 

up in New York City after the storm. He doesn‘t play on the street, but he is sort of 

involved in a similar aesthetic. He has a band that does that Eastern European brass 

music. There‘s just a lot more movement between cities. But I have noticed that there are 

a lot more musicians in the Quarter, especially on Decatur Street. There‘s a style of music 

that‘s developing.  

 

DB: There‘s one that I saw. I don‘t know if you know the Loose Marbles. 

 

HG: Oh yeah. They were on the air yesterday. They‘re really great. I have a good friend 

Aurora who plays with them, saxophone player. She does traditional jazz, but she also 

does other sorts of jazz. She‘s a very well trained musician. I don‘t know how many of 

the musicians in Loose Marbles are self-taught, but that‘s where you learn how to play. 

Just by playing over and over and over and over again.  

 

DB: In your opinion, do you think that music is taking a change? What are the different 

sub-cultures that are here? Do you see the older jazz musicians coming back? Or, do you 

see a new style coming in? Is jazz music going to stay the same? Because of this 

traumatic event is jazz going to take a turn and become something different? 

 

HG: I think that New Orleans will always have…you know it might take a turn. The 

spirit of this place is always going to be the same. It‘s always going to be what it is. New 

Orleans seems to always be influencing itself with this very, very big tradition of music. 

What I see happening is that that tradition is always going to stay. It‘s like trying to de-

root the oldest tree. You can‘t do it. What‘s happening now, I think, is that there are more 

branches.  
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DB: Do you think that you‘ll see any of the older musicians who have family history here 

that have gone come back? 

 

HG: It‘s happening, slowly. I mean we‘re sitting here in this Musicians‘ Village. It‘s like 

an unbelievable thing. And, my point is sort of kinda like I‘m in these cherry glasses. I try 

to stay objective. Oh yeah it‘s a great welcome back. I have been moved into a house 

that‘s got cute colors. People are coming back. People that have been away and made 

their living in New York. People that are in other cities are realizing that others are 

slowly coming back and getting their houses fixed. Rents are difficult. Prices are difficult. 

This is an example of something really positive, help economically. I know a lot of cats 

that have come back. It‘s been tragic to see. The storm has been devastating on a long 

term thing too. You‘re rebuilding your house. You‘re progressing. You feel like there‘s 

this positive thing. Health is a huge issue among musicians. There‘s a Musicians‘ Clinic 

which is really great. Like I don‘t have health insurance, but I know if I get sick I can go. 

I can call them, and they can get the prescription. I can go and have a twenty dollar 

doctor‘s visit. Smokey [Johnson] goes to the clinic. That clinic takes care of us. It‘s a 

pretty unique city for that. There are tons of musicians here still. There is a big migration 

of other people as well. Other musicians from elsewhere. There‘s always been a pull to 

move to New Orleans for music, but I think because other cities around the states got a 

good glimpse of brass bands down here. It would be interesting to see how New Orleans 

has affected other bands in other cities, too. More people got to hear more of it, either on 

the news or live.  

 

DB: Nobu was saying how he was in Portland and a lot of people have stayed. They‘ve 

really tried to accommodate New Orleans. 

 

HG: It is a struggle. The crowds are lower and the tips are smaller if you play for tips.  

 

DB: Do you feel like you have more of an opportunity to play because some of the bigger 

fish are gone? 

 

HG: Yeah, maybe so. I don‘t know if I would put it that way though. Because I felt like 

that when I first moved here. That‘s how I felt. When I first moved here I knew that I was 

a cello player, and I thought how am I going to bust into this. But, it was so welcoming 

here to play. New Orleans was like, ―A cello player? Oh yeah we can use you.‖ I felt like 

then okay, and it‘s because I am a novelty. There aren‘t that many cello players that want 

to do this. And that was the reason that it was easy for me to bust into this. Since the 

storm in a way, I think that I am seeing more cello players improvising here. That 

happens a lot more in other cities, but I am seeing more of that here. It‘s like an 

awareness of what others are doing in other cities. It‘s just more diverse musically. I 

notice that the improv‘ scene that I am heavily involved in is taking on these different 

genres of music with these new heavy players from other places coming here, from 

Europe and New York. It‘s nice. It‘s a nice dialogue happening. Changing the scene of 

music, and everyone is so supportive of the city and what‘s happened. That helps make... 

to have a gig with somebody, you‘ve got to get along with them. It‘s just so open. Here 
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it‘s like you almost get into trouble if you don‘t bring your axe. I can kinda get by since 

the cello is so big, but people are always asking, ―Did you bring your cello?‖  

 

DB: Has it always been like that in New Orleans, always open to new people and ideas? 

 

HG: That‘s the way you learn how to play music. You‘ve got some people who really 

know how to play, and then you‘re like young or inexperienced and you‘re wanting to 

learn so you just go and sit in. You learn how to play. You know, imitation. It‘s the 

simplest and most direct form of learning something. You‘re with someone who knows 

what they‘re doing and you‘re apprenticing that. That‘s a very big tradition in this city 

with brass bands and Mardi Gras Indians, in Haiti and Voodoo bands. 

 

DB: What style of music do you enjoy the most? It was incredible seeing you last night 

go from the string quartet to the free jazz ensemble. Do you like the classical more? 

 

HG:   Oh no, no. Where I come from that‘s kind of insulting. I really love to improvise. 

To be on the same page with the other musicians and try to work it out. It make me feel 

good about life, too. Just working it out. Actually, I‘ve played more out there and been 

much more comfortable since the storm because life is short, time is short, and I really 

need to say some stuff now. You know, and that‘s what my awakening was. Okay, like 

you know you‘re shy sometimes, but get over it because you need to say some stuff. 

That‘s been really well received. It‘s just confidence. To go up on stage and realize that I 

have stuff to say. There are such beautiful musicians in this city. This free-jazz thing, 

that‘s kind of funny because we can‘t find another name for it, it‘s so much fun. It‘s like 

meeting a whole bunch of people and trying to communicate and see where everybody‘s 

coming from. Who‘s got what to say. In like New Orleans if you‘re gigging and making a 

living, a lot of times you‘re playing funk or trad-jazz in the big money gigs in the casinos. 

You play in a funk band or a traditional jazz band, you get hired for weddings. I play 

classical for my money, but someday if I could play a funk band or a casino, I would be 

thrilled. It takes a while for people to warm up to the cello.  

 

DB: Do you think they will call this period in New Orleans history a ―Great Awakening,‖ 

or how do you think they will view this whole thing?  

 

HG: It‘s hard to say. I don‘t know. I can only think about it. 

 

DB: Have you thought about it? 

 

HG: Yeah, I have thought about how the scene is changing. I haven‘t thought about how 

they are going to write about it in the history books. It‘s still so close. What do these 

surroundings do to the human condition? You have to ask yourself that before you can 

answer any other question about jazz. Jazz has always been a reflection of the human 

condition through music. What‘s it doing to someone‘s psyche everyday who drives by 

the same pile of garbage and drives by the underpass on Claiborne with all the homeless 

that are still there?  There are no secrets. All the nightmares are all right here on the 
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surface. Fortunately, New Orleans has always had this kind of caretaking spirit, too. 

There‘s a lot of crap that happens here, but there are also a lot of people that help out, too. 

But, what does it do to feel abandoned? What does that do to music? Struggling for so 

long in this way. New Orleans has gone through this before, so we‘re in a new time with 

more technology with more electronics with more loud sound systems. So, if you could 

define that struggle, just louder.  

 

DB: It will be interesting in twenty years to see how things have turned out. There has 

been some speculation that New Orleans could become another Orlando. Do you think 

that is a possibility? 

 

HG:  Well, I have seen some things pop up, and I have been like, ―Oh no.‖ Like the old 

dilapidated Stretch City and Rock n‘ Bowl in this city that have gotten to be very 

suburban and store front, monotone kinds of things. But it‘s not as much as you might 

think. My friend told me that after he had gone away to New York and then returned that 

he realized that things were not changing in all that bad of way. Things are pretty 

tenaciously stagnant. Well, I am reaching that point. 

 

DB: Thanks so much you‘ve been so informative, and I‘ve really learned a lot. 
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Nobu Ozaki 

March 2008 

 

Nobu Ozaki has lived in New Orleans for quite some time. A professional bass 

player, he left New Orleans after Hurricane Katrina and went to Portland, Oregon. Upon 

returning to New Orleans he was hired as a regular member of Jeremy Davenport‘s jazz 

ensemble, a group that performs at the New Orleans Ritz Hotel.  

 

DB: What was it like right before the storm? 

 

NO: Yeah, Saturday night two gigs got cancelled at night. But, Sunday, in the Court of 

Two Sisters in the Quarter since it is such a touristy place, a lot of people were stuck in 

their hotels because their flights got cancelled. So, they needed the place to be open, and 

they decided to stay open. I had to stick around. In the morning I got up, and they made 

us work nine until three doing six sets outside in the courtyard. When I woke up, I turned 

the t.v. on, and I knew there was no way. The whole city started freaking out. Everybody 

had to get out. My roommate could not find gas. It was all sold out. She got stuck, but I 

had enough gas, so I packed two of my basses into a little station wagon with a bicycle on 

the roof. It took me ten hours to pass the airport. After that, I drove out to Vicksburg 

which is a little west of Jackson. Actually, my roommate survived, and when the storm 

passed, everything was okay. There was a lot of wind damage, and then the levee broke.  

 

DB: Have you lived here in New Orleans all of your life? 

 

NO: Since ‘98.  

 

DB: What brought you to New Orleans? 

 

NO: A job. I was graduating from school in San Antonio as a music major. A friend of 

mine was a bass player and he came back from a trip to New Orleans and he said that 

before New York or anything that I had to come to New Orleans. He said, ―That‘ll get 

you started.‖ It‘s really easy to get a job here. All you have to do is go out there one night 

and try to sit in. There are so many jobs. Actually, I was a percussion major. Then, after I 

moved here and I was sitting-in in little clubs. The first drummer I met was Stan Moore. 

Do you know the guy? (DB: No, I don‘t). He‘s getting to be pretty big now among 

modern drummers. He has all of these sticks and cymbals that have his signature on 

them. He plays a lot of New Orleans stuff. He actually has a DVD out, and if you go to 

Guitar Center…yeah, but anyway, there are so many great drummers here. People started 

telling me, ―If you play upright bass, you can get a lot more gigs.‖  
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DB: So, it kind of just took off after that? 

 

NO: No, it didn‘t take long. It wasn‘t two months, and Neville heard me playing and he 

said, ―You gotta come play with me.‖ Yeah, when people know you understand that you 

got to show up on time and you‘re easy to get along with then you can get a lot of gigs. 

And, you know I‘m not like some guys who say, ―I have to set up here. I don‘t play this 

kind of shit.‖ A lot of people do that. And, it‘s almost unbelievable. Like are you a 

professional? Some people that are cool though, they may not know any tunes or any of 

the changes, but they are hanging and playing every night.  

 

DB: Is New Orleans a place that a performer can meet a lot of well known performers? 

  

NO: Yeah, a lot of people here just love to play. Money wise, I‘m not sure that some 

people can even cover their expenses of driving in from out of town. Yeah, people do 

come here too. People like Terence Blanchard. Some people live in Baton Rouge and 

they drive down every night for a gig. There are a number of people that do that. It‘s 

probably seventy-five miles one way. It‘s their regular gig, and they come.  

 

DB: Have things changed from before the hurricane to now? 

 

NO: Well you know, I have kind of stopped going out into the scene every night because 

I got a steady job now. 

 

DB: Is that a job that you would have had before the storm? 

 

NO: Right after the storm there were very few bass players. Before the storm, my average 

was between 450 and 500 jobs a year. That‘s how many gigs I did. Because, you know, I 

would finish a brunch in the morning and then I would move out to Bourbon Street to 

play from 3:30 to 8:30, and then go to a bar and grill around 10:00. I could do triples 

easily. All you had to do was walk a couple of blocks. That probably wouldn‘t work in 

Chicago or L.A. because you have to drive all over the place. You can pack so many gigs 

into one day here. Do an hour here or there. It‘s just really easy to book so many gigs.  

 

DB: Is that still happening now even after the storm? 

 

NO: Yeah, I can easily do a triple today if I wanted to.  

 

DB: Now you say that you hold a steady job? 

 

NO: At the Ritz Carlton, I am playing with this guy named Jeremy Davenport, a trumpet 

player. He‘s been at the Ritz for like seven years. He was with Harry Connick for ten 

years. Then he just started doing his own thing. It pays well, and it‘s easy. I don‘t have to 

worry about my calendar. You know, it‘s booked. Now I can pick and choose what I 

want to do. Now, I don‘t do four hundred gigs a year.  
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DB: Are the gigs that you are getting now better quality? 

 

NO: Yeah, the Ritz is definitely a better paying job.  

 

DB: Would that have been harder to get before the storm? 

 

NO: Actually, I played with Jeremy before the storm. There were just a lot of bass 

players. 

 

DB: Jeff told us about how he thinks that he kind of moved up the food chain, so to say, 

since the storm. Do you feel that way? 

 

NO: Jeff was already up. Before the storm, we all had a lot of jobs.  

 

DB: Do you feel that you have been impacted musically? 

 

NO: I miss a lot of great guys that used to come and play on Frenchmen Street. Those 

guys are gone. A lot of them I used to like to play with.  

 

DB: What about the people that are from here and have left, are they coming back? 

 

NO: Those guys are starting to come back. I actually went to Portland. Jeff called me and 

told me that he got a job in Dallas after the storm. I didn‘t make that gig, but I went to 

Phoenix and played a couple of times, and then Sacramento, and then I went to Portland. 

At one point, there were more than forty New Orleans musicians living in Portland. The 

Portland Jazz Festival people, if you called them and they found out you were a New 

Orleans Jazz musician they would be like, ―When do you want to fly?‖ And everything 

was free. Everyone had their own room and kitchen. Yeah, a lot of people heard about it 

and they were like, ―We have to help.‖ They were creating so many jobs for New Orleans 

people. It was a very nice place, and Austin was also a great place too. You could go out 

there and make some money and be able to take care of your family. In Portland, you 

could actually bring your family and put them in a school and find a little apartment. 

They were so helpful. A lot of guys went out there, and a lot of them are still there. I 

know of some guys that went out there, and they did so much better because they could 

get more jobs.  

 

DB: I have noticed a whole ―Bohemian/Hippie‖ kind of culture on Frenchmen Street, and 

I wouldn‘t have expected that. Was it like that before the storm? 

 

NO: Yeah the people have changed, and the style of music changed a little too. Always, 

Frenchmen Street has something else going on, more rhythm and blues, more modern 

jazz. Yeah, but eighty or ninety percent of jobs that I used to do were jobs playing 

traditional jazz. That type of music is not really found on Frenchmen Street. There‘s 

nothing traditional about it. Yeah, but, I don‘t know what‘s going to come out of all of 

this. And, that‘s the problem. I don‘t go out anymore. It‘s hard to tell, and I don‘t know 
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what particular music is being played out there today. I do know that at the University of 

New Orleans, there is a lot of jazz going on. Those kids are playing ―Trane‖ and stuff 

from the fifties and sixties, and they don‘t know some of the old ―trad jazz‖ tunes. They 

have no idea how to play a jam set. Clearly, kids nowadays don‘t want to learn any of the 

old tunes like ―When the Saints Go Marching In.‖ But they want to work. It‘s easy. All 

they have to do is learn the changes.        

 

DB: What was the turning point that made you decide to come back? 

 

NO: I started getting a lot of calls from people that had already come back. They kept 

saying, ―You gotta come back. You gotta come back.‖ So many players are gone and 

there are not enough musicians. And another thing is, I really dig the New Orleans style, 

and we tried to do that in Portland, but people just don‘t get it. And, I went to a New 

Orleans restaurant and some people said, ―I bet you miss home, so they just told us to go 

home.‖ They had the same food, you know, gumbo rice and beans, but it was the worst 

thing ever. We were like this is not New Orleans. You just can‘t do the same thing in 

Portland and it be the same as it is here. And another thing was, between the sax player 

and the trombone player there was a huge fight in my car after the gig. They got drunk. It 

was a typical musician thing. They broke my bass into like three pieces. The trombone 

player just started throwing cases around. And, after that, everything just fell apart. So, I 

just said that I was not going to go through that again. And, those guys needed a band 

from New Orleans to work. The horn player, the leader of the band, kept calling saying, 

―Get up here. Get up here, so we can play.‖ I can just jump in; I can play with anybody, 

and I don‘t have to worry about reading, and that‘s another reason that I wanted to come 

back to New Orleans. It‘s much easier here. Then I got a call from Jeremy. He went to St. 

Louis. So, I went out there for four months to play with him. And, that was the same time 

that I applied to get a house in the Musicians Village. And, that was when I really 

decided that I needed to come back.  

 

DB: What was that like? Did you have to help build your house? 

 

NO: Yeah, you have to do 350 hours of sweat equity. It‘s not bad. You meet nice people 

out there.  

 

DB: That‘s really neat that you get to work on your own house.  

 

NO: Actually, I worked on someone else‘s house. You really learn how to fix everything. 

I really met some nice people. It was like, people who had just gotten married would 

come down here. They would go on their honeymoon, and then they would just decide to 

come down here and spend a few days sweating to death. Sometimes, if I had a gig, I 

would call my friend and say, ―Hey man do you want to come help me out? I need a 

house.‖  They are really trying to rebuild this town, and I would say that you never saw 

this kind of thing before.  

 

DB: Do you think that the city will be better when it all gets fixed up again? 
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NO: I hope so because crime is just so terrible. I was over at a gig at ―The House of 

Blues‖ to play blues history for kids, and we went to the Eastside to play for some middle 

school or high school kids, I think it used to be really nice over there. Now, it‘s really bad 

over there. Like, kids bring gas cans to school, and they try to burn down the school. One 

kid got robbed in the cafeteria. One kid was burning books. There were over 200 police 

and ten security, and they had to watch our concert while we were performing. There are 

just awful things happening out there.  

 

DB: Is that not normal from what was happening before? 

 

NO: I don‘t think that was happening. Kids are frustrated. You know, the Eastside is kind 

of left out because nobody is going out there to help.  

 

DB: It also seems there are a lot of homeless. 

 

NO: No, I had never seen that before the storm.  

 

DB: Yeah, like under Canal Street. There were actually tents underneath the bridge. 

 

NO: Yeah, that was brought up after. 

 

DB: I was surprised that on one of my first visits about how they have a ―Hurricane 

Katrina Tour.‖ 

 

NO: Yeah, and now they even include the Musicians‘ Village. I see the buses drive by 

everyday. I can‘t even go out on my front porch and have coffee in the morning. 

Sometimes, I feel like it‘s a zoo and they are going to throw a banana at me like a 

monkey.  

 

DB: A lot of people are wondering what‘s going to happen down here.  

 

NO: Yeah, in the beginning there was a lot of work that was going on and there was a lot 

of great energy going on. It was great. Two years later, they look around and it‘s still in 

bad shape, and they said, ―I‘m giving up and leaving.‖ Nothing good is happening, and it 

will never be good again. Especially when they hear about the crime and kids‘ attitudes. 

 

DB: Do you think that having the Musicians‘ Village is helping to bring back the 

musicians? 

 

NO: Yeah definitely. I think so.  

 

DB: Are all of the houses filled? Are they only filled with musicians? 
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NO: All of the houses on my street are filled. Some of the people, I don‘t know how they 

got there. 

 

DB: I heard that there were some musicians that couldn‘t get into the village.  

 

NO: Yeah, you know, musicians only work for cash jobs, and poor is better because if 

you make too much you can‘t get in either. But a lot of great guys got turned down 

mainly because of their credit. You know, the houses are still owned by a bank, and they 

can come and repossess. 

 

DB: Do you know a lot of people that were turned down? 

 

NO: Oh yeah, I wish that some of the guys could have gotten it because they need it. But, 

there are some older great musicians that live there. Smokey Johnson, a great drummer 

who wrote a lot of tunes, he drives around the neighborhood in his wheelchair. You 

might see him when you come over. You should definitely talk to him. When you go to 

see Helen, just sit on the front porch and you‘ll see him patrolling the neighborhood. It‘s 

such a positive place. I love the place. It‘s just great. I get out of the house and all of my 

friends are just right there. And also, you know the neighbors, and you know that people 

are looking out for each other. I think it‘s such a great thing. At first, it wasn‘t that 

popular, and a couple of guys turned it down. Some of them didn‘t want it because they 

didn‘t want to do the 350 hours of sweat equity. I cannot even rent a one bedroom 

apartment for the price that I pay for my mortgage and insurance.  

 

DB: You have been such a great help. Thanks  

 

NO: Yeah, no problem. And, all of the people that you have spoken with have a lot of 

positive things to say about what‘s going on. I think it depends on who you talk to. Some 

people get really dark when you talk about the storm. It depends. Me and Helen are so 

excited about living in the Musicians‘ Village. But people that have been around the 

scene forever and then got turned down. They are really unhappy about it. You know, 

some of them weren‘t doing much before the storm. They were in and out of clubs. 

 

DB: Yeah, we will definitely be back in the summer.  
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Ben Polcer 

March, 2009 

 

 Ben Polcer is co-leader of the Loose Marbles, a traditional jazz ensemble whose 

main venues for performance are the streets of New Orleans. Ben is a trumpet player, and 

he is knowledgeable of the music that he performs. While Ben is not a native of New 

Orleans and he arrived in the city immediately after Hurricane Katrina, his presence in 

the musical community of New Orleans is central in the documentation of the unique 

characteristics of the city‘s cultural atmosphere.  

 

David Bethea: What makes the music scene in New Orleans so special? 

 

Ben Polcer: Yeah this place is special. I mean it‘s really special, more special than any 

place that I‘ve been in the states, or even the world. Freedom is an overused word, but it 

seems that the culture around here is so based upon rules being less. I mean, I‘m sure you 

know that the history of jazz comes from the brothels. That‘s where Louis Armstrong and 

all those guys came from. That was where all those guys worked. And, as much as it is 

not like that any more, it‘s still part of it. It‘s just got that grit to it. It‘s hardcore darkness, 

but also really soulful. I was really struck by it when I first came here. This city just 

seems alive, and most places don‘t seem like that to me. Part of it, I think, is it‘s a little 

like architecture. You know, walking down the street here, people really took a lot of care 

to make this place look beautiful once as opposed to a lot of other areas which are 

functional more than aesthetic. This town‘s just so aesthetic. And, this is all part of the 

culture that makes New Orleans. I don‘t know. I‘m not an historian. It‘s such a cross-

cultural Mecca.  

 

DB: So it seems as though you guys [Loose Marbles] have this whole following here? 

 

BP: It‘s a small town, and when we first got here, we just played on the street. Like five 

or six days a week.  

 

DB: How did the Loose Marbles come about? Are you a founding member?  

 

BP: Yeah. Basically, myself and Michael, the clarinet player, are the founding members. 

He and I met in New York through my ex-girlfriend. We met at a coffeehouse in 

Brooklyn where I had moved with my girlfriend at the time. Before that I had been living 

in Ann Arbor which is where I went to school, and then I stayed a little afterwards. I 

moved to San Francisco for a while, but then I moved back after not liking San Francisco. 
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It was not what I was looking for at that time. Of course, I was a little more aimless at 

that time. But, I wanted to get serious at music and so I went back to New York. At that 

point, I was teaching tennis. I worked at a tennis camp for kids. I don‘t know if this is 

interesting. Ever since I was fifteen I was an instructor until I finally worked my way up 

to be director of the camp. I had been working there during the summers. But, I had 

moved back to New York during the middle of the winter and my boss had worked at a 

tennis center in West Chester in the suburbs of New York. And, I got a job there as a 

teacher. Teaching rich housewives during the day and kids in the afternoon. Good money 

and a lot of work, but whatever. Six months into that in New York, I‘m like working all 

the time teaching tennis, trying to play music, but not really. I would just be practicing. 

And my girlfriend was in this coffee shop and she started talking to this guy and he was 

like ―yeah I play traditional jazz.‖ And she was like, ―You have to meet Ben. He‘s a 

trumpet player and he loves that stuff too.‖ So we sat and talked for like an hour, and this 

was like at the end of the summer. I was still director of the camp, and I hadn‘t played 

trumpet in like a month. Basically, I made a deal with myself. I am going to get through 

this camp season and then pick it back up. It was one of those jobs, you know, where you 

get up at six and then drive an hour out of the city. In the hot sun all day with kids until 

seven at night. And, I was not going to practice. I would get home, drink a beer and 

watch t.v. So I met him, and he was like, ―Yeah, yeah I used to play out on the street all 

the time in Washington Square Park in New York with this other guitar player who I had 

a little falling out with for whatever reason.‖ Other people had sort of come into the 

group and kind of taken away from what he had wanted it to be. And, he wasn‘t really 

playing anymore. He was only playing one or two gigs a week because he really didn‘t 

have people to go out with. I was like, ―Man that sounds great.‖ You know how you kind 

of get a feeling about someone before you play music with them. I had a feeling about 

this guy. He‘s doing something that I would enjoy. So, I was like you gotta give me three 

weeks. Give me three weeks to get my chops in shape, and then I‘ll go out on the street 

with you. And, we still met and talked about it during this time, his attitude towards 

collective improvisation, New Orleans style, three horns trombone, trumpet, clarinet, all 

improvising together. He gave me all these recordings. All these guys I had never heard 

of George Lewis, Jim Robinson, Bunk Johnson. And, I don‘t know if you know, but 

George Lewis was from New Orleans, clarinet player. In the fifties there was a New 

Orleans jazz revival. He was sort of instrumental in all of that. Sort of being the leader of 

the sound, and I love all of that. You can look him up on youtube, and I have CDs too. 

It‘s really raw really dirty, relatively untrained sound, really just having that soulful jazz 

sound. So he turned me on to all of this stuff. He said, ―This is how I learned to play the 

clarinet.‖ Self-taught, and he picked it up at twenty five. He totally got these recordings 

and studied them.  

At that point, my dad is a jazz musician. He‘s a trumpet player, a cornet player. 

He‘s an old time, traditional jazz player. My parents owned a night club in New York 

City called Eddy Condon‘s until I was about eight. So I was exposed to it early although I 

didn‘t really play it. You know, I was into Nirvana and Red Hot Chili Peppers. Then in 

college I got into Miles Davis. I was studying modern jazz. Then finally we went out and 

played on the street with just a banjo player we met on Craigslist of all places. As just a 

trio, we went out and started playing. I was like this is really fun. We were kind of in the 
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corner of the park learning songs. We did it in such a way so as it wasn‘t necessarily the 

best music all of the time, but it was such a laid back atmosphere. And we were good 

enough to have it sound pleasing at least most of the time. So that we would have these 

little crowds that would sit in the park and sit on these benches in the nice September 

weather in New York and just hang out and read the paper. And, I‘d learn like fifty or 

sixty tunes in like a month. A lot of tunes in which I had never heard before even coming 

from my background, really obscure New Orleans style tunes. A lot of tunes even 

traditional jazz guys didn‘t know. So, then I started to realize that we were making 

money. We recorded this very crappy quality CD, with a microphone duct taped to the 

end of a mop handle in the middle of a room on a forty dollar tape recorder on a cassette 

tape. Then we dumped it on to a computer. We started selling that. And, once you have a 

cd, selling it for ten bucks, all of a sudden you are really doing okay.  

Right about that time I had accepted a full-time position at the Future Stars Camps 

which was this camp made up of ten sports camps, tennis, and La Crosse. Again, five 

hundred kids a week, almost one hundred employees, and they hired me to be the director 

of that whole camp. So, I took the job because it was like, but you know I debated 

because half of the year it was barely part-time, I would go into the office maybe two or 

three times a week. I would call newspapers and put out ads. You know doing basically 

everything that would entail getting the camp ready for the season. Then during the 

summer, I would work more than full-time running around doing all of that. It was right 

at the same time that I took this job working. Going up to the office sitting at a computer, 

staring at this computer, calling these paper people. All I could think about was that I 

could be out on the street right now. It‘s beautiful out right now as I am looking outside. 

You know, I could be making a little less money on the street. But then I started thinking 

about the summer, and the summer is when musicians really work and travel. And I 

realized that I wouldn‘t be able to do any of that. You know I had benefits, a good salary, 

and after about a month of it, I quit. The people that hired me were really disappointed 

because they were really looking for me to really start taking off with them, but I was like 

this isn‘t me. I can‘t do this right now. So I quit and I started going out every single day 

and we got more musicians. On the street, the best part is that you get guys who walk by 

and say, ―Hey man, I play the sax or I play this can I sit in for a tune?‖ You know, nine 

times out of ten you don‘t want to see them again. But you know it‘s fine. Then 

sometimes you meet guys and you‘re like, ―Wow, alright. You‘re a perfect bass player 

come on out again.‖ You know, I met a guy who played the washboard. He started 

coming out. He was great. So it just became this thing. You know we would get a lot of 

the same people in Washington Square Park. A lot of little kids, and people would go out 

there for lunch. A lot of people would bring their kids to the park. Sometimes we would 

have a stroller convention. Twenty strollers with the nannies just sitting there. Little kids 

dancing. It was great.  

And, Michael really stressed the concept of the collective sound. And, being a 

trumpet player you can‘t play all of the time. You have to rest. But a lot of these tunes 

that we were listening to, the trumpet players would play the head, the lead. Then they 

would probably play the lead again. Then the clarinet player would come in and take the 

lead, and the trumpet player would play under it. And, they would just keep playing. And, 

most of it wasn‘t very high or very flashy, partly because of the fact that they had to play 
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all of the time. So I really started getting into that, but it was a lot of work, and it still is. 

You know how it is because you saw last night, and that was with two trumpet players. 

Then I started really building my chops up when I started really getting into it. Then it 

started to get cold. And it was like November, and we couldn‘t go out into the park 

anymore. So then we started going into the subway, and we started playing in the 

subways in all of these spots randomly. That was really raw, and it was a little more 

gritty. It was a lot more work, and it was miserable because it‘s really gross down there. 

There are just throngs of people down there in New York. To me at that time, it was just 

so new and so fun. You know, I am waking up and I get to go play music every single 

day. It became a little of a drag at times because you know some guys are showing up 

and others aren‘t. You can‘t expect to have the greatest musicians in the world. So we‘re 

doing that for a while and we‘re playing in the subway. Then Michael was like, ―You 

know what we should do? We should go down to New Orleans.‖ He had lived here for 

about six or seven months a couple of years before and had left. But he was like, ―We 

should go back. We should go now.‖  

 

DB: Was he here before the storm? 

 

BP: Yeah, he was here for like six to nine months. The original plan was for me and my 

girlfriend at the time to drive down here. She was going to stay for probably just a couple 

of months. Shit, we thought we were just going to stay for a couple of months then go 

back up to New York when it got warm again which is actually what we ended up doing 

our first year. But I ended up breaking up with my girlfriend three weeks before we were 

supposed to leave, and it was her car. But, she actually told us to take the car anyway. 

She didn‘t want to destroy the plans, and actually in New York, you really don‘t need a 

car anyway. So we came down here. 

 

DB: Was that right after the storm? 

 

BP: No that was the end of December 2006. I guess about a little less than a year and a 

half after the storm. And I had been down here before, but just to hang out. One time I 

got a gig subbing for a few weeks on one of the steamboats. We only spent like two days 

in New Orleans. So two days after being down here we were walking down the street and 

we see this kid on the street with his dog and guitar playing, and he was kind of like a 

dirty kid, whatever. Michael was like, ―I know that kid. He saw me playing in the 

subway,‖ when Michael was just playing with a guitar player. He had spoken to him and 

they had like met. And, Michael went up to him and said, ―I know you.‖ And within like 

five minutes he was like, ―Let‘s go play together.‖ So we went outside of Rouses‘, the ―A 

and P‖ at night and you know we just started playing. And that was Kyle. He was there 

last night, the guitar player. Within five days of that, you know Kyle knew everyone. So 

then we had like fifteen musicians. We eventually had to start making some decisions. 

And, that‘s really the hardest thing, telling people not to come out because it‘s not like a 

gig. It‘s not as easy as getting this person and that person. You know, you‘re on the 

street. Somebody rolls by and they want to play. You know it‘s the street. It‘s not your 

street you just happen to be playing on it. But, we try to treat it like a job. And, if 



 

186 

someone is not necessary or they are not getting the job done, they don‘t play. So 

basically that season we just went out and started playing all of the time. And, we finally 

got the band where it was took the right mix of musicians. We got the swing dancers who 

dance with us. Then in May, after jazz fest, we all decided to hit the road and go to New 

York together. We went up to Washington Square Park with this huge band with a singer 

and everything. I don‘t know if you remember her, but now she‘s actually got her own 

band. And we had a show. At that point we had a show with a singer and dancers. The 

dancers would really get the crowd. We would have at least one hundred people. And, we 

were making really good money. So, we decided to go to Europe and play on the street.  

 

DB: At this point had you already formed the name of the group? 

 

BP: Yeah, we formed the name early on. Michael actually had had a band called the 

Loose Marbles before I had ever met him in Providence, Rhode Island when he first 

started playing music. There was Michael and this older bass player guy and his son. 

They even recorded a CD together. I don‘t think that anything really came of it. I think 

that was the name that Michael had thought of. Then after I met him after a couple of 

days we were like, ―We should think of a name.‖ We were throwing stuff back and forth. 

Then I think he just through that one out. And I was like, ―Yeah I like that.‖ So I wasn‘t 

there for the conception of it, but what is the core of the Loose Marbles is Michael and 

me. Basically, we sort of split the responsibilities. For a while, he‘ll do personnel. Like 

he‘ll call people to get out on the street. You know the day to day operations. I would do 

more of the organizational stuff, like if we were getting flown to Seattle. I would get the 

plane tickets. I still do most of that. I do most of the big organizational stuff. Then we 

both like burn the CDs and basically all of the stuff that isn‘t just going out on the street 

and playing. So, we went to Europe and played on the street in Amsterdam for a few 

days. We went to Berlin and met all of these people and played on the street and in some 

clubs with absolutely no plan when we went. It was pretty miraculous how it all worked 

out. We just knew a couple of people who said, ―We can get you to play in this club and 

that club.‖ We really didn‘t make any money, but we really didn‘t need it. We traveled 

really cheap. We would go out into the street if we needed money.  

Then we came back and we all hated each other, and we wanted to kill each other. 

There were relationships in the band that were falling apart. And, I was like I am done 

with all of you for like a little bit. Everybody was like ready to kill each other because of 

the drama. So I went back to New York for a few months. I went and played with the 

guys in New York for a few months. Michael came back here. We had been playing with 

each other, almost exclusively, for a while, like a year. So I went to New York with all of 

the guys that I met up there. We actually started another little project called The 

Babysitter Jazz Band which is now still totally going and they go out in the street and 

have ―weeklies‖ in all of the places that we used to play. I‘m going up to play with them 

in May. So it actually worked out well for me. I started it with this other guy and then 

once we got rolling and set up all of the email and all of that, we kind of turned it over to 

the New York guys and they get work and whenever I‘m in town they get me on the gig. 

I don‘t know. That‘s the inception.  
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DB: When I discovered you guys playing in the street I was blown away by how good 

you are, and because of what you look like. Before coming here, I read how that 

traditional New Orleans jazz was an indigenous music. And when I heard your group 

before I saw you I expected to see. 

 

BP: Some old black guys? That‘s good. That‘s great.  

 

DB: Outside of here, you guys seem to be this enigma. Have you met with any resistance 

from native New Orleans musicians feeling the same way? 

 

BP: For the most part from the people that are really listening, no. Black guys white guys 

are like, ―That‘s great.‖ The one thing that does bother me is how difficult it has been to 

integrate this band. Once in a while we will jam with somebody who‘s black, but I don‘t 

know if there really is a racial barrier, or if there aren‘t a lot of young black musicians 

playing this stuff. Most of the young black kids that I see playing are playing brass band 

music, Re-birth stuff. There are a gazillion of these bands. When they go out on the 

street, they do all of this stuff. Some of them are really good. They are all really raw and 

really loud. And that‘s really what New Orleans music is now. Currently that‘s what‘s 

become of it. There have been some kids who you know and we will be playing on the 

street or whatever, fifteen or sixteen years old, and they walk over and they are just like, 

―Wow, what are you guys doing? What is this music?‖ They had never heard it. I don‘t 

know why that is. I don‘t know if it is a lost art-form. In a lot of ways it is a lost music. 

Even my dad and the guys that he plays with, they do this thing where they will take a 

tune, play collectively for one chorus maybe two, usually just one, and then they open it 

up for solos. The clarinet player takes two choruses. The piano player takes two choruses. 

Everybody else just sits there. The trumpet player just sits there. The trombone player just 

sits there. Maybe they‘ll play some backgrounds on the bridge or something, but rarely. 

And then it just goes around and after seven minutes they all play the out chorus. And it‘s 

like traditional jazz became that, Chicago style swing. That‘s sort of what it became a lot. 

My dad said that Louis Armstrong was the first real soloist of traditional jazz. He was an 

absolute master. And that spawned that whole idea of soloing which eventually took over 

because in my mind it‘s really easy to throw a band together and have that. The rhythm 

section is always just playing chords and the guy up top is just doing whatever he wants. 

But it is a lot harder to get musicians together who can play together collectively as a 

group and converse. You have to have people who are really listening really close to each 

other, which is what is so amazing about this music. Otherwise, it kind of gets boring and 

it loses its context. But there really aren‘t a lot of bands doing that I‘ve seen doing that.   

 

DB: Collective improvisation seems to be so free in its make-up just as the culture here in 

New Orleans appears to mirror that. Is it as it appears?  

 

BP:  The thing about traditional jazz is that there are rules. It‘s a very rigid structure. 

You‘re playing the song, and that‘s it. So I don‘t know if you want to make a metaphor, I 

don‘t know if I could so grandly make a metaphor about music to culture, but what I like 

about it is that there is a set structure, there‘s a tune, but what you do within that tune is 
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up to you. But you are not going to abandon that chord structure and that melody. And 

that‘s what I really like about this kind of music. They don‘t stray too far away from the 

melody. And that‘s, what I think, has turned a lot of people off from jazz music. Jazz 

music used to be the popular music. It used to be the Britney Spears. And I think it was 

because they played melodies. They played songs that people could grasp. Even to me, 

like bebop as much as I at a certain point really got into bebop and the amazing technical 

prowess. Mostly after these guys played a melody after they played this melody, there 

was no melody. It‘s just wankin‘ off. And there‘s music like that down here. There‘s a lot 

of bebop here.  

 

DB: In your opinion, after the storm, has the music changed? 

 

BP: I don‘t know. I can‘t really speak to that. Unfortunately, I haven‘t lived here long 

enough to be able to answer that question. I know what I‘ve heard.  

 

DB: Do you think that your group would‘ve had the same opportunities that you have 

now? 

 

BP: The strange thing about the storm is that it did create this sort of apocalyptic feeling 

down here. I mean there‘s a few musicians that we play with that most of them have left 

home at a very early age and they have done things like ridden freight trains all around 

the country kind of like hobos which has now become like this scene. Now you can see 

hundreds of these kids and there all here. They go to Minneapolis, the Midwest, Seattle 

during the summers up to the Northwest, then they come here. Because for whatever 

reason these kids come here. For the most part, I‘m annoyed by them because a lot of 

these kids come from privileged white upper middle class upbringings acting like punks 

just because they want to. It‘s like the sixties, just dirtier. They‘re drunker. It‘s not like 

weed smoking trust fund kids. They‘re not all drunk, but you got kids spare-changin‘. I 

mean I‘m like, ―You‘re eighteen years old and you‘re completely young and capable, you 

know give me a break.‖ 

 

DB: So, has the storm opened more doors for them to come into New Orleans? 

 

BP: Yeah, because there are all these vacant houses just rotting. There‘s a lot more dead 

space which is why there are a lot of those people in Berlin too. There‘s all this space, 

even still rebuilding from World War II. This city is not quite what it used to be. It has 

room for young poor people. And New Orleans is still in a pretty sad state, creativity 

wise. My father said that he came down here twenty years ago and had the same thought 

and the same feeling because it is not a progressive city. It‘s not very corporate, which is 

what I like about it. And, a lot of the traditional jazz has become a tourist attraction. You 

know, ―Let‘s play When the Saints Go Marchin‘ In‘.‖ And, that‘s a soulless job. You can 

see these musicians a lot at Fritzel‘s. These guys are great musicians. That‘s what‘s funny 

because these guys are really phenomenal musicians playing not super creative jazz. And, 

that happens to a lot of musicians. It really depends on the individual. The thing that I 

like about what I play is that Michael and I we get together and talk a lot. Just to make 
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sure that we are doing what we want. We talk a lot about what it is we are trying to do. 

What type of music are we really trying to create. How to set up the right combination of 

guys in order to do that. And while we‘re playing not to simply recite something. And it 

is really easy to fall into a pattern because everything falls into patterns. More often than 

not, I feel really inspired when I am playing which is all you can really ask for.  

 

DB: Have you had any interaction with Preservation Hall? 

 

BP: We actually played there. During the last French Quarter. That was great. 

Preservation Hall itself and the guys that they have in there seems kind of ―wank‖ to me. 

It seems like a bunch of guys going through the motions who don‘t really sound like 

traditional jazz musicians. Not to say that everyone has to sound traditional, but they still 

do the whole solo, solo, solo. I‘m like, ―This isn‘t really traditional jazz, or what I 

consider traditional jazz.‖ And I don‘t want to sound like George Lewis or Louis 

Armstrong as much as I would love to be able to emulate them. You gotta do not what 

they do, but as they do, like being inventive. Some musicians that‘s what they want to do, 

and some are content to play the same ol‘ shit, and play it well and that‘s okay. This is 

great because we love playing on the street, and playing on the street draws on what 

makes this city pretty amazing. And, those guys, like George Lewis, they came from 

playing on the streets, playing in parades, outside, walking down Royal Street, walking 

down Bourbon Street. That‘s part of why they sound the way they sound, loud, dirty, and 

loose. And, playing on the street here can actually earn you ―cred.‖ As opposed to like, 

―Look at that bum playing in the street in New York.‖ Here, it‘s part of the culture. And 

you get to do it all the time except for like three months out of the year when it‘s either 

too hot or too cold.  

 

DB: Is there any difference between the performers on Royal Street and Café Du Monde? 

Is there any territorial claims or disputes? 

 

BP: Oh yeah. The first day that we played on the street down here, we didn‘t know we 

were like, ―whatever.‖ Michael said, ―Outside of Café Du Monde is a good spot.‖ We 

were over there like around four o‘clock on a Friday and we were setting up getting ready 

to play. About a half an hour later this guy, this grubby looking dude rolled up and said, 

―How long are you guys going to be playing here?‖ I said, ―I don‘t know probably like 

another hour.‖ Then he kind of waited and after about a half hour or forty five minutes, 

he came up again and he started being an asshole. I said, ―Hey what‘s your problem?‖ He 

said, ―Everybody knows that I play here on Fridays at four o‘clock. You guys are from 

out of town, you guys don‘t know anything.‖ And I had dealt with that stuff before in 

Washington Square park when a trumpet player set up fifty feet away and started playing 

bebop. And I‘m the diplomat of the band, and I thought that the last thing that we want is 

to on our first day here to be pissing off this guy. You know and whatever this is his 

town, so I went up to him and I said, ―Let‘s start over. You know we don‘t know.‖ And 

he said, ―Well you just can‘t set up.‖ And then I said, ―We don‘t know.‖ I said, ―Tell me 

how it is.‖ He said, ―I need this spot to make my living.‖ That‘s the problem with being a 

street musician. There‘s a lot of really desperate people who depend on certain spots 
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during certain times of day because it‘s the only way. Because either they are crappy 

musicians. And generally that‘s what it is, crack heads or whatever. The only problem 

with New Orleans is when it‘s busy, when there are a lot of people in town there aren‘t 

enough spots. On Royal Street there are only about three or four spots that are playable 

for bands. On Royal Street it makes more sense to have bigger bands because you have 

more space. During Mardi, people are out at six o‘clock in the morning parking their vans 

just sitting there. Sometimes, people camp out. There‘s a girl in my house who lost her 

job, so her job for the last month was to get a spot. She doesn‘t even play with us. We 

give her a cut of what we make. She gets out there at five o‘clock in the morning and sits 

there. Sometimes you have to do that. You don‘t want to do that. Pretty unanimously the 

store owners on Royal Street really like having us because we‘re the only people out 

there that really don‘t drive you crazy.  

 

DB: Do you think that there is more availability for spots after Katrina? 

 

BP: No, it‘s still the same. It depends. Like today there‘s probably nobody playing out 

there. We try to not go out just when it‘s busy. We try to go out just to go out. We try to 

keep it from being about the money, as much as it is about the money because you have 

to make a living and all that shit. Almost all of the people that I play music with, you 

know, they don‘t have kids, they don‘t pay a whole lot of rent, they don‘t do very well 

with income. So it‘s not like we have to play. And, we try to play with people who are 

like that. We try to use our brains to get good paying gigs during the summer, which is 

really when we make our money. Like in May we are going back to this town in Conway, 

Arkansas. It just so happened that we were playing one day on Decatur near Café Du 

Monde near that little amphitheatre and the mayor of Conway, Arkansas and his friends 

and advisers were walking down the street and saw us and were completely excited. And 

they said, ―You guys have to come to our festival.‖ And they gave us a shit load of 

money and treated us like kings and queens. They put us up in hotel rooms and every 

room had a cooler of beer. And every meal we ate at this fancy Italian restaurant. 

Basically, we got in with the five most important people in Conway, Arkansas. We were 

the toast of the town. All we did was play on the street for this festival. Basically, that‘s 

an example of about six or seven now that every year now we are starting to get invited 

back. And, after watching my dad over the last fifty years, that‘s what he does. He has his 

few clients that have a little bit of money, and you‘re in and you‘re out. We‘ve been 

playing these swing dance festivals now with our swing dancers. And, we‘ve done 

weddings before. We‘re the kind of band that if people like us, they really like us. It‘s not 

just this style, it‘s us.  

 

DB: Did you introduce the rest of the band to the music that you were in to? 

 

BP: Yeah, there are a few children of jazz musicians that have come together here which 

is another interesting thing that‘s happened. I met Michael in New York, and I met 

everyone else down here. That‘s basically where the band came alive was down here. 

Some of them knew a little about it. We play with different guys. On any day, you could 

see the street, hobo band. And on the next day you could see the rhythm section backed 
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up by the pros of New Orleans and me and Michael on the front line on clarinet and 

trumpet. And that‘s sort of like how we‘re trying to keep it. We‘re trying to keep it more 

than just a band where this is the guitar player and this is the bass player with the 

exception of myself and Michael. Because what I think is the real pitfall of most bands is 

that if you play with the same people everyday that you end up getting so sick of each 

other and bored because you‘re doing the same shit. I don‘t care how creative you are, 

you have to have fresh ideas.  

 

DB: Do you think that‘s even more important with collective improvisation? 

 

BP:  Oh yeah, definitely. And, I think it‘s important with every musician, music and even 

in general life. I mean I like routine. I like to go to my coffee shop. After a month of it, I 

am ready to break out. You know, I am ready to change it up. Otherwise, I just get 

complacent.  

 

DB: Do you think that the internet is a big promotion device for you? 

 

BP: It‘s crazy. We haven‘t posted anything on the internet, although we do have a 

Facebook page. Yeah, there‘s over three hundred Youtube videos, and I don‘t even know 

most of the people that posted them. Some of them don‘t even know who we are. They‘re 

just like, ―Check out this street band.‖ Here apparently now we‘re a pretty well known 

name amongst musicians and different communities, like the swing dance community. 

Our dancer actually had us play at one of her dances, and the people there were like this 

is way better than all of the other crap. Most of it was DJs. So those people are all 

connected all across the world. So, that‘s how it happens. You get in with a couple of 

people and make an impression on them and then it spreads. We don‘t really do self-

promotion. We try to stay focused on the band and getting paid so we can eat.  

 

DB: Where do you see your band going? Or what would you like to see? 

 

BP:  I guess I‘m not really sure. Really what the thing that I would like most is to see 

more bands playing this kind of music, more young bands. It‘s not necessarily about 

where I see my band. Granted a lot of people that are doing it now are mediocre, 

somewhat dedicated not very serious street musicians. 

 

DB: Do you think that there are a lot of those in New Orleans? 

 

BP: Oh yeah. A lot of young, white, early twenties people who picked up instruments 

because they know that they can go out onto the streets and make money. Some of them 

turn out to be serious musicians. So, a lot of these people are picking up instruments for 

whatever reason trying to play Eastern European sounding music with all of these 

traveling instruments, accordion, banjo, guitar, washboard. I don‘t know how it 

happened, but it‘s like almost traveling gypsies. It‘s mainly a lot of minor key stuff, 

Klezmer oriented stuff which is still big. But, then we came in and we met a lot of the 

best guys who had been down here and played that type of music. A few of the members 
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of my group had another group before called the Deadman‘s Street Ochestra. They met 

down here and they were playing mostly gypsy style music. Some of them hadn‘t played 

music before. Some of them had. They would travel around on trains and do that whole 

thing. You know, camp out and squat places, be bums and just play music. A life that I 

like to think I could lead, but I don‘t think that I would ever want to. Then when we met 

them, they were like, ―Not only is this interesting music, but we‘re making almost three 

times as much money playing with these guys as we were doing the whole gypsy thing.‖ 

Some people are really into that gypsy stuff, but for the most part we attract a much 

larger crowd because it‘s just so easy to listen to. You know, and that‘s what people don‘t 

really understand is that you have to play music that‘s easy on the ears. It‘s complex, but 

really at its core it‘s simple. Simple songs, simple melodies, simple chords. Most of the 

tunes that we play only have four or five chords and they are the same chords in the same 

three keys. But that‘s New Orleans style jazz. That‘s what I find so fascinating because 

it‘s so accessible. Anyone into music can listen to it. And some of the feedback that I get 

from non-musicians is better than what I get from musicians. They really have an un-

biased opinion.  

 

DB: It seems as though your music has also opened a door for the swing type of dancing 

to make a comeback. Do you think so? 

 

BP: Well, you see the thing about that is that that scene already made a comeback by 

groups like the Squirrel Nut Zippers, The Cherry Poppin‘ Daddies. And, unfortunately, 

none of those bands are really good, of course. But, they were decent, but it was kind of 

cheesy. It was more of like a shtick. But, that spawned like thousands of these swing 

dancers. So, now there is this whole scene that is already going with huge events all over 

the world. In Seattle there is this event where five hundred people come to from all over 

the world, and that‘s where we played at last year. Yeah, all these events they go on all 

year long in different parts of the world. 

 

DB: Is the crowd young? 

 

BP: Oh yeah, real young, and mostly very straight-laced people. They don‘t drink and 

they don‘t smoke, which is actually what I don‘t like about it. It‘s like way too clean. But, 

at the same time I have met twenty of them that are really serious dancers, really like the 

best of the best, really getting the job done and making the music so much more 

comfortable. But when we got brought into events, everyone got backed on their ass 

because what they were doing was either using a dj or hiring The Count Basie Big Band, 

or the local band. Some of them are good. Shit, some of them are really good. A lot of it 

is kind of the same thing, playing the same tunes. We came in and did whatever the hell 

that we wanted which is kind of our m.o., as long as we show up to play on time. And 

that is definitely going to have an effect, if it hasn‘t already on other musicians. Again, 

not a very integrated scene. All very white, very upper to middle-class. But, it will be 

interesting to see what happens to that scene because, really, the pop music of the day is 

what people want to dance to.  
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DB: That‘s what I have discovered about New Orleans is that there are so many forms of 

music represented here. Why is that? 

 

BP: That‘s the thing about music. It‘s such a universal thing. It doesn‘t matter where you 

come from. You can feel something when somebody‘s playing. That‘s what I love about 

music. It can bring people together. My only frustration, like I said, is the lack of 

integration. Playing these swing dances, it‘s an all white crowd. Even going to jazz fest, 

it‘s all white people. I grew up watching my dad play in bands that were made up of three 

white guys and two black guys. Unfortunately, that hasn‘t taken off here. You know I do 

have like black guys who come up to me and say, ―Man, you guys are doing something 

that I really connect with.‖ And, that‘s great. Not to say that it shouldn‘t matter, but if I 

could get two young black guys in this band playing some real stuff, then it could really 

shake some things up.  

 

DB: Have you run into any real difficulties running the band? 

 

BP: People get selfish. The biggest real problem I have is when people start taking it for 

granted. You know they say, ―Oh yeah, I can depend on this,‖ or ―I can show up late, or 

not show up at all.‖ And, it‘s not like they have to be super professional because we play 

on the street, but you don‘t realize the amount of time and energy and dedication Michael 

and I put into it in order to keep it rolling because we want to. We‘ve only recently 

become more stern with what we are willing to put up with and what we‘re not because 

it‘s starting to feel like we are getting dragged down instead of being elevated because of 

the music. We started hiring some really good players, like pros who are glad to play with 

us. They may make a little less money, but they know what to do, and no one is angry or 

bitter and they want to play music. And when some of the others see that, they say, 

―Wow that guy is twice as good as me and has a better attitude. Oh shit, I had better get 

my act together.‖ Or they don‘t, and then we replace them. We try to be as good as we 

can. We try to do it as well as we can. And, we try to surround ourselves with people with 

that same mind.  

 

DB: Do you think that you‘ll stay here in New Orleans? 

 

BP: For a while. I can‘t imagine, unless I fell in love with somebody and had to leave a 

town with practically the best music in the world. But I‘ve kind of grown attached to this 

town. It‘s a pretty awesome place.                             

                                                                        

DB: Have you had any contact with any of the nationally known New Orleans musicians 

such as the Nevilles? 

 

BP: Not really. There really hasn‘t been any of that. We get some celebrities who stop 

and say, ―That‘s some great New Orleans music.‖ But you know, we really haven‘t been 

doing this that long. I mean, if we stay here for a couple of more years, we‘ll see what 

happens. New Orleans definitely has a real pride to it, and to call yourself a local is a big 

deal. I mean, I‘ve been here for two and a half years, and I feel like a local. But, I don‘t 
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know an eighth of what a guy who grew up here knows. But you know, we put our time 

in it‘ll happen. You know thinking about all of these grand scale things, really I‘m just 

learning how to play the trumpet.  

 

DB: I think we‘ll always be like that. 

 

BP: Yeah, I guess I‘m starting to think that‘s true. I‘m finally getting to the point where I 

feel pretty confident almost every time I play that I am going to get the job done. It took 

me years of every time I played realizing that I might not be able to get this horn to work. 

I‘m sure you know. You know what separates the decent musician and a great musician is 

somebody who studies the music that they‘re trying to play. For me, that was what 

college did for me. As much as I disagreed with what ninety percent of what people were 

telling me, it forced me to practice my ass off, get my ass kicked, fall on my face, have to 

know what it‘s like to have to play, and to actually study and get into the trumpet, to 

study, mostly just my instrument. People don‘t get that. They think that you can skip that 

step and just play all of the time. Some can do that. Some can just play all of the time and 

learn that way. But as far as really learning and taking the time to really listen, you have a 

lot that want to play, but they don‘t want to listen.  

 

DB: It seems like things work differently here as far as getting into the scene and getting 

gigs.  

 

BP: It‘s very loose, very loose. Like when I got here I noticed that. I went to the Spotted 

Cat and I knew there was a band playing there. I didn‘t know any of the guys and I asked 

them if I could sit in. They were like, ―Yeah man, come on.‖ Just like that. You know 

like that‘s the attitude. There‘s no pretentiousness.  

 

DB: Is that like learning the history and everything about New Orleans‘ music on the fly? 

 

BP: I could have not done college and been down here and learned probably five times as 

much in a shorter time. I remember when I started going out on the street and started 

playing everyday. I learned more; I got better at the trumpet in two months than I did in 

three years of practicing. I mean granted the practicing helped, but as far as getting into 

my sound, my ideas and everything, and getting stuff to come out, there‘s no substitute 

for playing in front of people. You also have to practice though on your own time and 

make sure the air is moving right. I strayed a little from that during like the first year of 

doing this. I stopped practicing completely. I was playing so much that I didn‘t even want 

to look at the trumpet. But then I noticed that it started to affect me in a negative way, 

and I started falling into a lot of bad habits with air and all that stuff. I was like, ―Okay, I 

can‘t learn everything by playing.‖ And, also you‘re never playing on the street with no 

one listening. You know so you‘re always to a certain degree performing. Okay so I 

realized that I needed to step back and re-focus my technique. So now I try to be a little 

more professional. Just do the little things in order to sound the way that you want to 

sound.  
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DB: Do you own your own place here? 

 

BP: No, I actually rent a house here in the French Quarter. It‘s a long and convoluted 

story, but basically I have my own balcony and I can practice whenever I want. I can 

wake up and walk downstairs and play music on the street. It‘s a pretty cushy life. It‘s a 

dream life. I remember when I had dreams of what I wanted. One day I always wanted a 

piano with wheels on it playing out on the street. Now in the lobby of my house there‘s a 

piano with wheels on it that I wheel out and play on the street. You guys are welcome to 

walk back with me and check out my place.  

 

DB: Yeah let‘s go. 

 

BP: Yeah you can come back to my place and stand on the balcony.  

 

DB: I really appreciate you doing this.  

 

BP: No problem, my pleasure, talk about my life and eat great food.          
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Dr. Frederick Weil 

November, 2009 

 

 Dr. Weil is an Associate Professor of Sociology at Louisiana State University. In 

the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina, Dr. Weil has been an integral part of many New 

Orleans support organizations, such as Sweet Home New Orleans and the Roots of 

Music. Along with his personal contribution to the rebuilding efforts, Dr. Weil has 

written an article on the recovering city, and he coordinated the survey which was the 

basis for the 2008 and 2009 ―State of the New Orleans Music Community Report,‖ 

commissioned be the Sweet Home New Orleans foundation. Dr. Weil was interviewed at 

La Boulangerie, a bakery located on Magazine Street in New Orleans. 

 

DB: Thank you for meeting with me. I came out to New Orleans to meet with you in 

order to throw my theories by someone like you because, to me, you are the one leading 

the way with all of the research here. I would really like your thoughts on what I have 

come up with, and also I would like to hear more background about what you have done, 

especially the processes that you have done in order to collect all of your research.  

 

RW: There is just so much. Let me ask you. With Sweet Home, have you talked with 

Jordan?  

 

DB: Well, I tried to, but I was kind of shut down. I went into the office, and I met the 

sweet receptionist. I don‘t know her name. I spoke with her about what I was doing. This 

was about a year ago. She said to me, ―Jordan would really like to meet with you and talk 

with you.‖ She informed me that he was not in at that time, but she took me phone 

number and contact information. She also informed me that he would be back that 

afternoon, and he would call me back. He didn‘t call me, so I thought that he was busy. 

After I returned home, I sent him a nice email, explaining what I was doing. I expressed 

how I would really be interested in speaking with him. Nothing. It was at the time that 

you and he were still working on your research. He hadn‘t released it yet, so I don‘t know 

if he was still guarded about it. 

 

RW: I don‘t think so. It could have just been that he was busy and distracted.  

 

DB: That‘s the one area that I have struggled with, with this project. I have interviewed a 

few musicians extensively, and that‘s the hardest part. 
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RW: Oh yes, people are just totally overloaded. 

 

DB: I realize when I do an interview that I am taking up their time. I‘m taking up your 

time right now.  

 

RW: It‘s okay. You know that‘s really hard because people are just stretched. I‘ve sort of 

found where I am and what I am doing. I‘m not actually in town, and I didn‘t actually 

have damage like that. But, I am fortunate enough that I can come in and out. So, I am 

able to persist without any kind of urgency. So if I miss with somebody, I can just catch 

up with them. Mostly what I have seen is that people are okay about it, but they just 

can‘t, necessarily.  

 

DB: I know. For the most part, everyone has just been so gracious to me, and that‘s what 

I love about this culture. They‘re like, ―Sure, come on over. I‘ll tell you my story.‖  

 

RW: What musicians have you talked to? 

 

DB: I have talked with Jeff Albert. He is curator of the OpenEars music series.  

RW: I don‘t know anything about that. 

 

DB: It takes place every Tuesday at ten o‘clock at the Blue Nile Club. It‘s very 

improvisational, and they deal mainly in free jazz. It‘s completely uninhibited.  

 

RW: What sort of music do you play? 

 

DB: I play all sorts of things. Being in South Florida, that‘s another shock I am 

investigating. It‘s totally different than the music scene here. Down there, there are a lot 

of big bands because of the retirees. There‘s a lot of Pennsylvania 6-5000, Little Brown 

Jug, In the Mood. A lot of stuff like that.  

 

RW: So, retirees from the Northeast. Latino also? 

 

DB: I do play a lot of Latin music as well. Everything is very structured down there. I get 

a call, ―I need a first trumpet player for tonight. The pay is one hundred and fifty dollars. 

Gig starts at seven. You‘ll be done at ten thirty at the latest.‖ The book is already 

arranged, and I just show up and play. I say, ―Sounds great. I‘ve got you down on my 

schedule.‖I show up, and  the gig starts at seven. The book is all organized. I read 

through the book, and at ten thirty we‘re all done. Or, I get a call, ―I need a trumpet 

player for a mass this Sunday at St. Andrew‘s Church. Be there at eight thirty wearing a 

suit and tie. You‘ll do three services. You‘ll be out by noon. The pay is two hundred 

dollars.‖ It‘s all very organized. ―You need to bring your piccolo trumpet.‖ I get here and 

it‘s, ―Just show up. Can I show up? Oh, sure.‖  

 

RW: So you have played with local people? 
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DB: I actually haven‘t had a chance. First, because it‘s so against what I am used to. You 

would never dream of just showing up with your horn at a gig in South Florida because 

everyone has been hired and everything is set. The musicians are already there. 

 

RW: Do you bring your horn when you travel here?    

 

DB: Yes, I do. 

 

RW: So you could if you chose? 

 

DB: Yes, I was going to last night. I was watching a group called the Loose Marbles. 

Have you heard of them? They are another fascinating group. They play traditional jazz. 

They are very much into the traditional music of the twenties, and they have a very large 

following. They are not native New Orleaners. They are all young, about my age or 

younger, and they are all white kids from the Northeast. They are all coming in and 

playing music, that I thought before I did my research, was indigenous to New Orleans. 

They started out playing on the streets.  I bought one of their cds for ten dollars, and took 

pictures. I took the pictures and cd to my committee during a meeting about the progress 

of my project. I said, ―I went out there are here is a group I found.‖ I played it for them. 

Then I said, ―Here‘s their picture.‖ They were stunned at the pictures. They assumed that 

the players were older, African American. It‘s like they [the Loose Marbles] are filling in 

the gap.    

 

RW: So who all else have you talked to, musicians? 

 

DB: Them [Loose Marbles] and Helen Gillet. She is a free jazz cellist. [Dr. Weil says, 

―wow‖ and has a look of intrigue] Exactly, yeah, I know. And, Nobu Ozaki who is a bass 

player. Those are the musicians I have gone into depth with. At LSU do they have the 

IRB protocol?    

  

RW: Yes. 

 

DB: Of course you know that everything needs to be clearly defined. When I tried to 

interview other individuals I had to say, ―Here‘s my form. You have to sign before I can 

talk to you.‖  

 

RW: Oh, so it kind of put them off? 

 

DB: Yes, their response was, ―No, sorry.‖ Especially, some of the minorities. Now that I 

think about it, it could have been because of the urgency that I had.  

 

RW: That can communicate itself because you are thinking, ―If they don‘t do it, what am 

I going to do next.‖ 
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DB: So, I am taking the interviews and other information that I have discovered, and I am 

formulating my theory. I have actually coined a term. See what you think about it, 

Cultural Collective Improvisation. That‘s what I am doing. So what have you discovered 

in your research, and what makes this place so strange to you, which ultimately makes it 

special? 

 

RW: Is that a question in regards to the music community?  

 

DB: Or, the culture in general? Specifically, what you have found. 

 

RW: I heard a wonderful description of it that I thought was very cute. People think of 

New Orleans as this kind of exotic sort of out of control place. And, well, that‘s one way 

to think of it. You can think of it as the most exotic place in the U.S. Or, you can think of 

it as one of the best run Caribbean cities. I think that that is hysterical. There‘s also a lot 

to that. So, here‘s the thing about New Orleans and why it‘s weird. The settlement 

patterns are just unusual. If you go back to the oldest periods of settlement, French and all 

that, in the 1820‘s or maybe even further back it was the second largest city in the U.S. It 

was a port city. It appeared that it was all set to do all sorts of amazing things. And, I 

think that, maybe in a lot of ways it was the Erie Canal. The Eerie Canal connected New 

York City by water to the interior because they couldn‘t get past the mountains 

otherwise. But, once they cut the canals and got passed Niagara Falls, which they 

couldn‘t navigate, they were able to have things come to the port in New York, go up the 

Hudson, over the Eerie Canal, over the Great Lakes. And, with a little connection to the 

Chicago River, getting to the Illinois River, then they were up and down the Mississippi 

River and over to the Missouri River. That plus steam, so they could go up river. That 

meant that New Orleans was on some kind of level playing field with the interior. Then, 

it was a question of where was the more dynamic city and the more dynamic area. In 

some ways, New Orleans has been in decline since the 1840‘s, or something. It‘s always 

been this port city, which had potential to being a great city. It‘s always been an 

international city, with all of the coming and going. There has always been the rubes, or 

you know the travelling salesmen. Or, whether it‘s the riverboat gambler, plantation guy, 

or whether it‘s a salesman who has to do whatever. So, it‘s had a tourist industry since 

the 1840‘s or 1850‘s. That‘s just old, old. They keep getting these new populations in, 

and they keep providing this new entertainment for the visitors. So, it‘s like they have 

had this tourist industry for forever. And, I think it began to really lose that economic 

edge. Especially after the civil war, things were really tipping. It always seems like it can 

rest on its laurels. There‘s a term in economics. I don‘t know if you have heard of it. It is 

called rent-seeking. It means that you try and get some piece of land or something, and 

then you wait for people to come and you charge them rent. It‘s a very passive approach 

to the economy. And, they have this rent-seeking mentality, the elites, not speaking from 

the bottom up. Everyone wants to blame the people at the bottom, but it is the people at 

the top who really are setting the tone. One of the things that you look for in sociology is 

the dynamism, or is it an open or closed elite. The elites don‘t necessarily choose to be 

open, but they get out maneuvered. New York is the classic open elite. Los Angeles is a 

classic open elite. It means that the new people come in, and the old elites, they can be 
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snobby, but they can‘t really stop it. Someone comes in and they make a fortune. Then 

they start putting on charity events. With that, they begin to do their social climbing. So 

they become part of the elite. Well, the elite here have been so resistant to that, and the 

economy hasn‘t been dynamic. Anyone that wants to come here and be part of the elite is 

just very hard. The original elite, the Creole or white, mostly French and some Spanish 

came with their pretentions. Maybe the most notable success in all of that was when the 

white protestants started moving in. They basically built the Garden District. As 

compared to the Quarter which was mainly Mediterranean style. The French Quarter is 

made up of all the narrow streets, and facing the streets is a big concrete wall. There‘s 

nothing to see, but behind the brick wall is this lush garden. And, life takes place in that 

space because it is that kind of culture. These Protestants come and they build just the 

reverse. They have these Greek revival style mansions on St. Charles with a huge garden 

with a rod iron fence. Their ideology is that they have nothing to hide. They have 

succeeded in entering because of the population size, but then they tack on these 

pretentions too and become exclusive. Meanwhile, there are all these different lower 

income groups coming in as the economy might dictate. It was loading and unloading 

things, port activities. I guess that there were some shipbuilding. Then there was the oil 

industry. Not much in the way of manufacturing. Not much in the usual ways in which 

cities have grown. It would draw people in when there was work, and from time to time 

the work just wasn‘t enough. So there would be lower income people, and then there was 

the problem of unemployment was tremendous.  

 

DB: Where does the low morality, or allowance, or Storyville come into the picture? 

 

RW: That‘s for the tourists. That was the prostitution area for the tourists.  

 

DB: I discovered that, basically, it was there from the founding of New Orleans because 

New Orleans was a lot like Australia. New Orleans was France‘s version of Australia 

with the prisoners. In my project, I state that that is where the whole idea of Cultural 

Collective Improvisation developed. Their attitude was, ―I don‘t really want to be here, 

and you don‘t want to be here. I don‘t care what you do. ‖ 

 

RW: It could be. I think that there is some of that, but the Storyville part was a red-light 

district.  

 

DB: Why not eradicate it? Why allow it to go on? 

 

RW: Because as a port city, there were sailors and salesmen coming from the north, and 

they wanted to unload some money from them. They also wanted to give them something 

to do. The elites didn‘t turn a blind eye. They were aware. They sort of winked at it. They 

sort of somewhere permitted and built a sin city. They built up that mythos. And, what do 

you need for that? You need gambling and prostitution. And, what else do you need? You 

need some good entertainers. So, bring in the musicians. Get people who can play. It‘s 

not a conservatory kind of thing. It‘s playing for prostitutes and John‘s. But, that‘s the 

story from the top. The story from the bottom is in between the port labor. Large amounts 
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of unskilled labor. Between that, and between the malign neglect, people developed just 

unbelievably tight communities. They could see right away that they really couldn‘t 

determine their own course and take part in government. They are simply excluded 

because it is all corrupt. Along with all of the court stuff is all of the political corruption. 

The whole tourist thing infects everything. Here, the elites just don‘t share anything, so 

that the lower orders are just excluded. So orders just come down. If it‘s something that 

you can just do, like unload this thing, then fine, but if they say that they are just going to 

give them a plan, then they don‘t know what to think. They just wait because they don‘t 

know what to do. There‘s a sort of turn inward to their own community. There is a 

mutual self help within their own community. But, the elites also don‘t care that much 

about the neighbor hoods. So they say, ―Whatever you do, we don‘t care. Just don‘t come 

in and bother us. Don‘t come in and have crime where we are.‖ Because, they would 

come down like a ton of bricks. I think if you like this kind of collective improvisation. 

Being treated this way, you get a couple of reactions. One is someone is going to be this 

sort if dictator-like leader of a band. But, at the same time, the others might or might not 

accept it. To a certain extent they are likely to accept it, and they accept a future 

arrangement where you have to play this, that, and the other. But it is not a conservatory 

educated group of musicians, and it‘s not an academy. There is. I mean there was an 

opera and all of that stuff. Jelly Roll Morton talks about how he was exposed to all of the 

different kinds of music. He‘s arrogant about this and that. He‘s got this sort of dictatorial 

thing. Then there‘s this sort of brass band phenomenon that is so central. Do you know 

the social aid and pleasure clubs?  

 

DB: Yes, with their second line parades. 

 

RW: Yes, and this goes back to the time of reconstruction after the civil war. Musicians 

certainly had been trained to play in parlors and this kind of thing, but now you have this 

phenomenon where there are just tons of marching bands all over the country. In New 

Orleans, the social aid and pleasure clubs are fraternal orders and burial societies. It‘s 

said to them and they say to themselves, ―We want some music for our events.‖ And, 

there is all this marching band stuff, and sure people got their education from some kind 

of school. At some point, they went out on the street. There were white marching bands 

that did their thing with the ―oom pah.‖ Then there were the black ones with a more 

Caribbean cultural influence and a little bit more Africanized. Along with this time you 

were also getting the influx from all of the blacks from the rural American south. You 

know the whole story about the Creole blacks, and their music was not like blues music. 

So the marching bands contribute to the funerals and second lines. There was a little bit 

of disorganization. I don‘t know what or why, but it started to get a sort of ragged quality. 

And, it was something that people started to like and wanted. I think that, as you say, a 

sort of leadership formed from within the unit. I think it is sort of a resistance. On one 

hand yeah you are going to have an influence on the band, but on the other hand I am not 

just going to do what‘s been done to me. Besides, my musicians are just so good, and we 

have been playing together for ten and twenty years. So, we just know each other, inside 

and out. So, it just sounds good, and, besides, it just sounds good.  So that probably 

would have gone on, but in the teens and twenties, it gets taken from the Buddy Boldens 
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and Louis Armstrongs, and it gets taken around the country. Then when the elites see 

this, they think it is so cool and amazing and wonderful. So then it folds back on itself in 

that tourist orientation. People start to say that we can make some money off of this. 

When the tourists come, they want to see the originals. But the same kind of process is 

happening. They are saying, ―Should we play for the tourists?‖ But, it‘s still out in the 

neighborhoods, which is one of the amazing things because it never actually became 

strictly a showpiece. It was always remained embedded in the communities for many of 

the same reasons because the elites would not open up anything to the communities in a 

sort of malign neglect. They were left to their own devices. Now, I don‘t know for sure, 

but from what I‘ve heard, we are sort of between pre-Katina and now in a little bit of an 

up-swing of the brass bands and the second lines. It‘s not like it is always at whatever 

strength it was. We‘re on an upswing because of a hipster culture. In the 1950‘s, this sort 

of hipster culture appeared. You know, the sort of Cotton Club slumming. As that 

developed, it wasn‘t about elites or tourists or salesmen coming in to do the sin thing. It 

was sort of people like us who say, ―We admire your art,‖ and, ―We want to participate in 

your art.‖ I think that there develops a little bit of a market, and that market is then 

national and international. So, the money is not just coming from the tourists. Sure, you 

get that on Bourbon Street. And, if you talk to some musicians, I‘m sure that you will get 

some that say that they work on Bourbon Street. They love it because it is a reliable gig, 

but the hipsters like us want to get out into the neighborhoods in order to interact with the 

people and see the authenticity. 

 

DB: My main street has been Frenchmen Street. That‘s where I‘ve been going with all of 

the clubs there.  

 

RW: That is sort of the hipster-tourist area because it is still a showpiece or kind of 

demonstration place. If you talk to musicians they will tell you that they have a good gig 

there that pays. But it is not like their neighborhood. You can get fairly close to that like 

in the Seventh Ward, but it is not their neighborhood. And, a place like Snug Harbor, they 

understand themselves to be a place of international presentation. They are all proud of 

the Marsalis connection and the Neville Brothers connection. But, when you think about 

another place or another city, say a New York or Chicago, or an L.A. or Kansas City, 

some of them have a little of the sin-spirit. But, a lot of them are more formalized. The 

Catholic elites in those areas tend not to be Mediterranean Catholics. They tend to be 

Irish or German, so you don‘t get that particular Catholic flavor. For the most part it was 

not a really old established black population that was originally playing. So, I think it‘s a 

certain combination of things here. Strictly on the arts side, the people that do it just love 

it, and the people that are in the communities and listen to it just love it. There‘s nothing 

artificial about it as far as they are concerned. It‘s nothing drummed up for tourists. 

They‘re happy if that helps pay for it, of course. They kind of pull their hair out a little 

because there is no other real source of income or no other real way to make money off of 

the art. You probably know that now during the second-line season, there is basically a 

second-line every Sunday. And, tens of thousands of people come out into the streets for 

them, and largely community people. You might go to some of them, and you may not 

see a white face in the crowd. It‘s not like it is being put on for somebody else. The 
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whole second-line idea is that it is not just a performance. The people dancing on the 

street are as much a part of that performance as an activity as the musicians. You have the 

whole absence of a stage. There‘s no platform even in a club. Lots of times while 

musicians are playing they may dance with somebody. And, you don‘t necessarily have 

to have the music. You could do it with hand clapping. If people are determined to dance, 

they might do it with hand clapping. The essential thing is the drummer or the percussion. 

That also sort of contributes to the lack of performer and audience. A lot of it originated 

in burial parades. The musicians were not there to perform for appreciation. They were 

there to be part of what was happening. They‘re an important part, but they are not the 

only part. The dancing is just totally improvisational. Everyone is doing and looking at 

the same time. They are reacting and responding to each other. If someone comes up with 

a new dance step, there is huge appreciation. The musicians are doing that too. So in a 

sense, a lot of that stuff is bringing the street music to a venue. And, that I think that plays 

a huge role too. So what do you think of this? 

 

DB: What do you think of Hurricane Katrina as sort of an indicator, washing away the 

façade revealing the core values as they reconstruct and as they work. Are you getting 

that sense? I was speaking with another doctoral student from the University of Virginia, 

and she is doing something on tradition in New Orleans, and I kind of threw that at her 

and she said that she thinks of this society as always responding throughout their history 

and constantly responding to disasters. She mentioned the influenza of 1850, and I talk 

about the flood of 1927 in my paper. Then, you have Camille in the 1950‘s.     

 

RW:  The 1927 flood did not actually flood New Orleans. 

 

DB: Yes, and I juxtapose that with Katrina because there is Bessie Smith singing the 

Flood Water Blues and they are looking out at what‘s happening.  

 

RW:  That flood was enormous and it displaced a huge amount of people.  

 

DB: Didn‘t they explode the levees in order to save New Orleans? 

 

RW: They exploded the levees downstream in St. Bernard Parish, and in St. Bernard 

Parish, there are virtually no blacks there. It‘s a Spanish heritage. It‘s a very, very close 

knit community. It‘s different. Have you read the book about the 1927 flood? You have 

to read that. It is amazing. 

 

DB: I think I have. It came out in the 90‘s right? The title is The Great Deluge, right? 

 

RW: All of the negotiations regarding the St. Bernard Parish, and then they didn‘t keep 

their promises. It‘s really interesting.   

 

DB: I like how there have been recent songs that have used songs from the 1927 flood. 

John Boutte redid the lyrics for the song titled 1927 Flood.  
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RW: Yeah, that‘s Randy Newman‘s song. Randy Newman is from the 60‘s or 70‘s.  

 

DB: He redid it to have the lyrics line up with what happened with Katrina. I thought that 

was very interesting how he did that. 

 

RW: The Katrina flood is a funny thing because in some ways it interrupted things and in 

some ways it didn‘t interrupt things. When people first started coming back, partly black 

community and partly hipster, as soon as they could, immediately starting organizing 

second-line parades as a kind of divine celebration, expressing how they wouldn‘t let this 

die. I think the elites took part in that in the extent and the ways that they usually did, at a 

distance and not that involved. Then the indigenous communities started returning, and it 

has remained in those communities as a source of strength and also as a statement that we 

are still here. It is sort of a rallying thing. I think it remains in that sort of unorganized or 

not organized from the top. It‘s not organized from the top.  

 

DB: I think, or I would argue that that is a good thing. 

 

RW: I think that there are good parts of it.  

 

DB: It helps to, and I hate to use this word, keep the culture authentic. I actually read 

some articles that alluded to the fact that New Orleans is a clean slate and let‘s put a 

Disney World there. 

 

RW: But you see there were no real large massive government blank checks. Any 

planning that came in was not consistent or persistent. Now, there have been tons of 

planning, and that‘s a whole different story.   

 

DB: Has it been enacted or put into place? 

 

RW: Hang on on that one. As far as big investment, Shell Oil narrowly decides that they 

are not going to shut down their operation. So, as a big company that is major. The Hyatt 

Hotel Company was toying with the idea of creating a jazz museum and a jazz center, 

and Irving Mayfield was going to be leading this, but they essentially withdrew from the 

project. I think that they rebuilt the hotel, but the members of the family that runs it have 

been doing documentary filmmaking with the Marsalis family and the local musicians. 

It‘s not like they don‘t care. It became an untenable business. With business decisions 

that might affect the music in that way, New Orleans has always been a little too big to 

effectively make a Disneyland out of it. The edges have always been too ragged. There 

has always been too much resistance against to making a Disneyland out of it.  

 

DB: Is it too corrupt politically as well? 

 

RW: I don‘t believe that that is the problem because I am from Chicago. And, I have 

lived in Boston. A friend of mine has told me that I have achieved the kind of tri-fecta of 

political corruption. There are places that are so corrupt, and it doesn‘t stop it. Chicago 



 

205 

does not have trouble growing. Boston does not have growing. I think that they have 

plenty of corruption. I don‘t think that you can blame it on that. But, what you don‘t get 

is if someone designs or comes up with a plan people lining up saying, ―What do I do 

next?‖ It remains that improvisational thing. It also remains that people wait a moment to 

see what will happen. And, collectively when everyone does that, the thing doesn‘t 

happen that way. But, they do want to move on, and they do. That part is a huge story. 

The story we are still trying to get our arms around, a bunch of us. We have an idea of 

what is happening, but it is sort of not an easy thing to describe. I don‘t think that it is 

strictly the corruption. It‘s hard to exactly put your finger on how it works. It‘s like you 

can‘t think of it strictly in terms of another place‘s perspective. You have to figure out the 

local perspective of it and understand it in that way. That‘s taking a while.  

 

DB: What about this period that we are in now? I heard Ellis Marsalis give a great 

analogy about it. He said that we are in an intermission right now. Katrina signaled the 

start of the intermission, and now we are just waiting for the show to start up again. What 

do you think? 

 

RW: A little bit, but a lot of it is resuming anyway. There‘s less money to pay for things. 

Have you been able to go to any second-line parades?  

 

DB: I haven‘t been to any second-line parades.  

 

RW: Will you be in town on a Sunday? 

 

DB: Not on this trip. 

 

RW: What you need to do is get into town on a Sunday and walk along a parade. Feel 

what it feels like. There are lots of bands working.  

 

DB: I like what you concluded about the young urban professional in your research. 

What I noticed on Frenchmen Street are the hipsters, which are these younger, white 

grungy-looking people. Were they there before the storm?   

 

RW:  Yes, they have been there.  

 

DB: I was in the Spotted Cat last night watching the Loose Marbles, and it was full of 

those types of people.  

 

RW: The local more indigenous blacks they kind of look down on that sort of thing. And, 

the hipsters think that they are just one of everyone else, and they are not. 

 

DB: Has the hurricane displaced the native musicians so that there is more room for them 

now? 
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RW: The rebuilding has been a magnet, and a lot of people come and they want to see 

what‘s going on. There are plenty of people that say, ―Man I miss the sixties, and this is 

my chance.‖  

 

DB: They act like they are from the sixties, as far as their hygiene, but they are dancing to 

the music of the twenties, which I find is fascinating.  

 

RW: A lot of times they are dancing to the music that other hipsters are playing, that they 

got off of the record. Here‘s a thing, and we have to sort of figure this thing out. Have 

you heard of the Rebirth Brass Band? Have you heard of the Roots of Music Program? 

 

DB: That‘s the program that‘s teaching the school kids, after school.  

 

RW: I helped start that, and now they are wonderful. They are housed in one of the 

buildings near Jackson Square. It‘s really stemming from the fact that they are the central 

core of music, which is to say that Rebirth band members are from poor backgrounds. 

The Roots of Music program has a bunch of band directors, school band directors 

working with them, absolutely trained teachers. And, they are teaching the kinds, middle 

school aged. Those music programs have been destroyed because of the economy and 

also because of Katrina. Derek saw an opportunity. And, the thing that‘s great about it is 

his drive and entrepreneurial skills and abilities. Part of what you are seeing there, and it 

is mostly poor kids, yes you have the spontaneous part, but these musicians have always 

been trained. It‘s never been this romantic spontaneous thing. It‘s not identical training as 

you would see in a conservatory. But, it is band programs in the marching band tradition, 

which is so important for all of the music that you were talking about. His ambition is to 

have two hundred kids on the street in a band. He‘s already had them march in at least 

five Mardi Gras parades, and he‘s had them play in a jazz festival last year. And, they are 

really getting good. These are kids that have probably never held an instrument before 

they started the program. But, the instruction is so good. And, also the kids know what it 

is supposed to sound like because they have grown up with it. On the weekend you go out 

on the street and there is a band coming by. I‘m not sure where in America you wake up 

hear something outside the window and go down the street to see a band marching by. I 

don‘t know where else this happens. You can talk about the origins and the sources and 

so on, but at any given moment, since it started, it occurs. They had a little tussle with the 

police after Katrina about whether they were going to permit them to parade down the 

streets. People were just outraged. A lot of the elites said, ―What are you doing.‖ People 

didn‘t want to have that change. It‘s one of the usual dumb things that goes through 

police policies. They found out that they couldn‘t do that. So, it is sort of back to where it 

was. There has been population movement. There is Treme. Derek has told me that a lot 

of the black people that lived there, partly because of the damage, have been moving out. 

All of the Latino people who have moved in in order to do construction. There‘s an influx 

there. There‘s an influx in a lot of lower income neighborhoods. So, you are getting 

change, but that‘s not determinative. New Orleans has always had change. Most 

American cities have always had migration. You are hearing a lot more Latin music 

around. That will meld, and do whatever it does. There will be a mutual influence. If 
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there is some sort of tight arranged thing, here they will do a version that is more 

interactive. You, as a trained musician, might have a better idea as to predicting how it 

may go. Whatever it is, you are not going to get a flat simple displacement. It‘s not going 

to be like there was this black society and then there was this Latin community. They are 

going to influence each other like everyone influences each other. So, that‘ll happen. It 

already is going in that direction. These kids will get a good start in training, and he has 

already tried to place them in the elite high schools, the ones that have the elite marching 

bands, the ones that have the football games and the ones that are attached to the parades. 

They always parade for Mardi Gras. It‘s very competitive, at a very high level. The 

musicianship is just over the top. Then they send them off to the colleges. Some become 

professional musicians. Some don‘t. Some, that don‘t end up going to college, end up still 

playing on the street.  That won‘t just stop. There‘s always that tourist part that adds a 

cash part. The musicianship is always there. Derek is really trying to steer the kids into 

the band programs where they can get scholarships and they can do whatever. They can 

get some training in life. He‘s got a hundred kids in the program. If five of them were to 

become musicians, that sounds like a lot for me. Part of it is what good training they can 

get for training in life, or even pick up a scholarship. Have you ever heard of, in Chicago, 

the Merritt School of Music?    

 

DB: Yes, I have heard of it, but I don‘t the specifics about it. 

 

RW: Friends of my family started that thirty years ago. They have now had, I think, thirty 

six thousand students go through it. They educate five thousand students a week in ninety 

locations throughout Chicago. It is just unbelievable. And, it is focused on lower income 

kids. Ninety percent of these kids go to college. It‘s just so successful. I know that 

program from growing up with it. After the storm, I was doing this stuff, and I had been 

thinking for years that it would be great to have an after school music program. So, I sort 

of had that idea from the Chicago thing that I had seen. I figured that it could just be 

melded to what there is here. Nobody needs to figure out what music should sound like. 

They know pretty much from birth. You are hearing music outside your door. Partly 

through Jordan at Sweet Home, I ran into Derek, and to me it was just lucky. Derek really 

didn‘t need me, but it is meant that I was to work with him on this. That‘s been great. 

With that same theory, you could have that anywhere. So, in Chicago, they started 

studying classical music. Then they broadened it to have some jazz. Now they have Latin 

music. But, it keeps that sort of conservatory feel. So, you should go to some of the Roots 

sessions. You‘ll see what that is like since you are a musician. You‘ll be able to look at it 

and see what‘s happening. I think that because it‘s kids aged nine to fourteen, you will 

also know what stage of the education is and also know that almost none of them played 

music prior to doing it. But, they always heard it. There are some kids in the program that 

were too young for the program, but would not leave Derek alone. They were like 

harassing him saying, ―We want to be in the program.‖ They have a waiting list of four 

hundred. I‘ve been with him, and moms come running up to him saying, ―You have got 

to get my kid in the program.‖ He has to say, ―Put them on the list. That‘s all I can say.‖ 

But the desire to do something like that is just overwhelming. So, as to whether the 

culture and music will persist and whether it becomes a Disneyland thing, there‘s no 
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drying up of the sources of it. You also can‘t forget the church element of it and the 

family element of it. Huge amounts of the culture go through families. There are musical 

families and musical dynasties. You know that music just doesn‘t happen. There‘s a 

continuation through families. And, churches provide so much outlet for music. A lot of 

the churches want this type of music as well. And, that is so rooted here. That is the 

character of community. It‘s a city of neighborhoods. So here you have one of the biggest 

disasters that has ever happened, talking about a test case and culture. You see that it is 

not just something that can create a blank slate or wipeout because of the nature of the 

music and culture. People want to return for whatever their own reasons are. They‘re 

returning to the culture also for comfort. Nobody wants to go into a situation that‘s just 

hard and have nothing comfortable. They want something that makes you feel good. 

They are in celebration and in mourning. The idea that this would get wiped out because 

the small thing of a flood that covers eighty percent of the city, well no, it would have to 

be something else. As far as the rebuilding, what‘s the most artificial city you can think 

of? Las Vegas or Orlando. If it were wiped away, would someone be able to come in with 

a plan and say that they were going to lay out the grid and we are going to import these 

musicians. I think maybe. The more artificial it was to begin with, the more likely it 

would be to go that way. Take a city that is a little less Caribbean a little less 

Mediterranean, like Chicago or New York or Las Vegas and make that a clean slate and 

start over again. They may not have the same degree of indigenous music, but they have 

neighborhoods. The neighborhoods just don‘t go away. Culture is strangely persistent. It 

sounds like it wouldn‘t be, but it really is. Music is part of the culture, so part of that is 

reverting to what you know. I‘m not sure. We have global warming, and the sea level is 

rising, and New Orleans just can‘t keep above the water. Okay, you can talk about that. 

Or, a whole series of floods and people just get so freaked out that they just can‘t talk 

about that. What do they call it denial. Why are they building back on the West Coast 

after earthquakes? Why are they doing this? I don‘t know. It‘s weird that they do.  

 

DB: I live in South Florida, and I live in hurricane alley. I‘ve been hit by five hurricanes 

in my lifetime.  

 

RW: They keep rebuilding. Why does one do it? Who knows. These are some of the evil 

mysteries, and that‘s for other stuff. But we know that people do. If you kind of wonder 

why a person wouldn‘t, if you talk to a displaced New Orleanian, or if you talk to a 

displaced anything. Someone that comes from a strong culture and their homesickness is 

just so deep, so a reason why a person would return, that‘s not so hard to figure out. It‘s 

like what would it take to kill it? Well, put it permanently under water, and people 

probably wouldn‘t return. It‘s a very strong culture. 

 

DB: What do you think about some federal government plans to rebuild? Terrence 

Blanchard is working with President Obama, and he has a plan to rebuild. What is the 

answer to rebuild and keep it the same.  

 

RW: That‘s what we are working on. We don‘t know. 
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DB: Everything that I have seen, and whoever aims to rebuild, wants to rebuild what they 

know. Terrence Blanchard, he‘s a great trumpet player, but he wants to rebuild the 

neighborhood that he knew. That‘s great, but the people that I am interviewing weren‘t in 

his neighborhood. They lived in another neighborhood. His plan doesn‘t take that into 

account. It seems that whatever money you throw at it, you are going to be missing 

somebody.  

 

RW: I have been working with Neighborhoods in Partnership and Support. I had dinner 

with one of the leaders of that group. We think that we are going to plan a book or 

something. That‘s the bazillion dollar question. With what he knows and with my 

research, we both have really good connections with all of these community leaders. We 

can talk to people, and we can recognize when it makes sense. We can tell when 

something is a clunker. This is disaster turf, and this is not really true. But, to be able to 

describe the thing entirely, it‘s just hard. Your question is the central question. And, it is 

really, really hard to answer it.  

 

DB: That is what my committee is asking me. ―You are showing us that all these things 

are existing, and you are saying that it all needs to grow back organically, but what do 

you do?‖ That‘s great that you are working on it.  

 

RW: I can talk to you all day about the various parts of it. But, as to an answer to tell a 

committee, I do committees all the time. It doesn‘t really help you that I don‘t have an 

answer, but here are a couple of things. It is absolutely true that lots of what is happening 

is happening at the community level. It is absolutely true that a lot more of it is grass 

roots than a plan coming down. It is also absolutely true that there has been more 

planning at a probably more effective level than anything elsethat I have heard of. So, 

there has been a huge amount of planning. The planning has been more democratic than 

anything that I have heard of. Now, I am not an expert in planning, in that I am kind of an 

amateur. They are all true. I am involved in this so-called master plan that is being 

debated.  

 

DB: Didn‘t Nagin speak about this in his address earlier this year? 

 

RW: Sure, because it has been in the works for a couple of years.  

 

DB: Isn‘t it titled Katrina‘s Rainbow? 

 

RW: Yes, and also people are so frustrated with Nagin. People generally feel that his 

leadership has been so chaotic and weak. And, you may know that the recovery has 

already brought in Ed Blakely. Google Ed Blakely. He was at Berkeley. They brought 

him in because he was such an expert. And, they figured that he was black and he 

wouldn‘t offend people. He comes here, and it is not really working well. He is this 

expert on disaster recovery. He is developing plans, and he is doing all of this stuff. Stuff 

is not happening. A week or two ago, he gives this interview to a student news 

organization for Southern California. So, he gives this interview saying the people are 
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ignorant, incompetent, they‘re racist, they‘re lazy, they‘re uneducated, they‘re 

unprofessional, from the top to the bottom, and the place has just exploded about this. So 

you look at a thing like that. Let‘s say the best possible plan, if we were doing a plan, 

bring in an expert who is African American, who hopefully won‘t have cultural conflicts 

with the people. He says that a third of the people working in the city government 

programs have a remedial education, which might be true. Because, this would never 

happen in California, we‘re professionals. Let‘s say that Bush was just horrible, horrible, 

and he didn‘t do all of the things that he was supposed to do. Let‘s say that Obama is 

wonderful, wonderful, and he is doing all of the stuff that he is supposed to do.  So you 

have the federal influence, be it bad, good or whatever. Then we have the local 

government with Blanco, whether she is good or bad, and Jindal, whether he is good or 

bad at the state level. At the city level, Nagin gets re-elected. Plus, all of the top planners 

in the world want to come here and do this because it is like a plum of an assignment. 

With all of this stuff you still get this top guy saying these things. It‘s like what‘s the 

answer. Beats me. I don‘t know. I mean, I work on it all the time, but I don‘t know.  

 

DB: That‘s amazing. So do you feel that the music has been affected by the storm?  

 

RW: If the music were just clubs here in the city, it wouldn‘t persist because they would 

go out of business. The fact that there is this over-supply of musicians is just weird. 

Where do you find an over-supply of musicians? Musicians don‘t stay where they can‘t 

get work. Who would do that? You‘d have to be crazy. Also, one of the reasons that 

people can stay with so little work is because there is this huge long culture of sharing 

within families. You might have an extended household or several houses, and some or 

one of the people can get jobs. They bring money into the household. There‘s adequate 

public transportation. And, red beans and rice are very nourishing, and very cheap. You 

can do it. When we had evacuees in Baton Rouge, Baton Rouge is back in America. The 

evacuees came in and the service providers, charities, thought that it was just amazing 

that these people came from just seventy miles away and they weren‘t able to cope. 

Because, now they need daycare, where they didn‘t need it before because there was 

always a relative around to help with daycare. Now they need a car because there is no 

public transportation. Because it is America. In America everyone is thrown back to 

themselves as individuals, not even families stay together. You know that half of 

marriages end in divorce. You have extended families within the extended communities, 

and people can live so cheaply. And, if they like the life, which they do, you can actually 

have a surplus of musicians, which they do. Musicians have to play at a venue. There 

aren‘t enough venues for musicians here. They‘re not earning enough to live on, but they 

are staying with family, likely. With the Sweet Home thing, we did a survey of the 

venues. We asked how many of the audience was locals, how many were tourists, and 

how many of them were students. That‘s not enough to support a community of 

musicians. There‘s this other part of the equation. A lot of the musicians don‘t even have 

steady work. They may get hired by one of the social aid and pleasure clubs to do a 

parade, or they may get hired to play a wedding of one of the upper class families. And, 

the networks of information are the usual kinds of things, a call may come through or 

whatever. I don‘t think that it would persist if it weren‘t for the community as well. Do 
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you know of any other place where it persists for the community? Maybe some 

Caribbean types of things. Maybe some of the Latin things where it is more embedded in 

the community. It‘s where the street music has a connection with everything in the 

culture.  

 

DB: I read an interview with one of the Rebirth members, and he said that it was hard for 

them to do small things anymore. Before, they would just walk out of their house and 

walk down the street in order to play a party. Now, they actually have to travel. They 

can‘t do those small things anymore.  

 

RW: They sort of can‘t do them economically, but they continue to do it to re-nourish 

their roots. And, also they want the credit. They don‘t want to lose their connection to 

their source. I think he is right economically, but his actions contradict what he says. 

They continue to do that. A friend of mine just posted a performance of Rebirth just 

recently playing in a parade because they choose to do it. And, they will get some money 

for it, but they can‘t live on it. But, they are not going to do without it. Their choice is 

that they are not going to become some sort of national or international band. We‘re 

going to do some of it, but that is just not going to be our whole identity. A friend of mine 

is one of the biggest promoters in Chicago, and I asked him if he could promote a band 

like Rebirth. He said, ―no‖ because they only put on shows by teeny boppers who have 

hit their peak, and once they start to decline, we can‘t afford to put on the show anymore. 

The performances may happen at a big amphitheatre or a big stadium. Maybe those guys 

could play in some club. He said that the music industry is such that you just can‘t do 

that. He said that they can‘t put on that music. The niches of music are clearly an issue 

based on national and international clubs. But, it is also clear that there is something else 

sustaining the music in New Orleans. If it was dependant on that, what Rebirth says, they 

probably couldn‘t do it economically, but they probably would become so 

psychologically and mentally frazzled. I think that they would think that they had been 

reduced to this thin crust as far as their feel for what they are doing. I think they choose to 

continue, which are the roots that are being nourished.  

 

DB: What I have discovered is that it is not about business here at all. Where I come 

from, it is business. Here, it‘s not about making money. It is about their personal 

expression, and what it means to them. That‘s totally foreign to me as well. What I do is 

not for my personal expression. I‘m supplying the backup to a singer or the environment 

that we are in at that moment. 

 

RW: If you came here and started playing, watch out because you could get hooked. It‘s 

fulfilling. I play just a little bit of music. I‘m not good, but I am a pretty good artist. Art is 

a whole different thing. It‘s not a communal activity. But, I‘ve got enough of an art sense 

to know that it is one of the reasons that people say that they can‘t afford to stay, but they 

can‘t leave. They leave and they feel that all of their juices have dried up. It is very 

mysterious. But, I believe that the openness became valuable for the residents. Also, here, 

anytime that you can go into a situation and offer something without asking first, they 

understand why you want to know. One of the reasons that I am so successful is that I can 
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go in and say, ―I can give you this, and I can give you that.‖ People all around the country 

sent my congregation some money for whatever, so we went into the FEMA trailer parks, 

and we helped people buy fuel for their propane tanks. Also, some of the tanks were 

being stolen, so we bought some chains and locks. Then we opened a little café for them. 

After a certain point, I wanted to do a survey there. So, I cleared it with FEMA. I then 

went to the resident leaders, and I said that I wanted to put on a big party. I said that I 

would bring a dinner, and that they could bring their brass band. Also, I would like to do 

this survey. They said that they would love it, and they even asked how they could help. I 

have had colleagues that went in there and said, ―I will give you a twenty dollar Wal-

Mart card if you fill out my survey.‖ The people sort of sat in their trailer gnashing their 

teeth filling out the survey. So, which way do you want to do it? If you put in your time 

and your effort, I think that you can get the feel of it. If you come here with just money, 

people will do it, but they won‘t welcome into their lives.  

 

DB: I have just one more question then I‘ll let you go. I know that you have a busy 

schedule, and I really appreciate you meeting with me. How many researchers are here? I 

think of you as being the next level up from me. I am just the lowly doctoral student.  

 

RW: It‘s hard to answer that, but if I am hearing the question behind the question, there‘s 

plenty of room for you. I think that you would have a totally clear field to do what you 

want to do. I think that the place is just crawling with people that will come up with 

something that is not that good. There is a huge shortage of people who have a way to do 

something good, like you, you are a musician. You‘d be able to understand the music.  

 

DB: Thanks.      
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Dr. Ike Padnos 

November, 2009 

 

 Dr. Padnos work as an anesthesiologist in a number of hospitals in the New 

Orleans area. Dr. Padnos is also a faculty member for the School of Medicine at 

Louisiana State University. Along with his medical work, Dr. Padnos is the chair of the 

Ponderosa Stomp Foundation, an organization dedicated to preserving and highlighting 

the historical Rhythm and Blues of New Orleans. Dr. Padnos was interviewed at his 

historic home in New Orleans. 

 

DB: In your opinion, what makes New Orleans so unique? And, did Katrina change the 

culture or the music? 

 

IP: In so many ways, New Orleans is very interesting. It‘s almost like it is its own little 

different country from the rest of the states. It‘s a different place in that it‘s got a culture 

that‘s very different from anywhere else. Here, food, music, having a good time, and the 

big conspiracy is that you have to have a cocktail everyday just because it goes with it. 

Like with any other cities, there are a lot of conditions that help greaten New Orleans art 

and musicians. A lot of the great musicians didn‘t grow up in the most economically 

strong areas. So, there are a lot of musicians with a lot of hardships, and I think that that 

played a role in the creation of their art. Now, it has changed, and I don‘t think it is 

exactly the same. But, I still think it is the most unique city in the world. I can‘t live 

anywhere else.  

 

DB: How has it changed?  

 

IP: There‘s various things. One of the things is that before Katrina there were a lot of 

small neighborhoods with bars throughout the neighborhoods. There were places where 

there would be unknown gigs. These were places where you got to see a lot of the local 

people. Various musicians would play at little neighborhood clubs. You‘d have all of 

these great little clubs. A lot of those clubs have closed, or they have quit having music 

post-Katrina. There‘s a lot of them open, but some of them no longer have music. In New 

Orleans, there are two things. New Orleans musicians know how to play everything, but 

there is a misconception that New Orleans is only a jazz city. People forget that New 

Orleans basically invented rock and roll. If it wasn‘t for Fats Domino and Roy Brown‘s 

tune Good Rockin‘ Tonight, rock and roll wouldn‘t have taken off. Because of the 

influence of New Orleans, rhythm and blues is all over the world. That tends to get down 

played. A lot of that is what I truly love. The problem is that a lot of New Orleans rhythm 



 

214 

and blues artists, the classic artists, are getting to the point where it is rarer and rarer to 

see them. Number one, there is less and less of them around. Number two, a lot of them 

are older and not doing as well physically, not in great health. Three, some of the clubs 

are not featuring as much rhythm and blues, through various machinations. One, they are 

not doing as well financially. Number two, less people are going out and seeing music. 

Those have some degree of impact on this. With that said, are there still musicians still 

playing rhythm and blues? Is there a rich New Orleans tradition? Yes, there are lots of 

younger New Orleans musicians coming in a playing it. There are still traditions. There is 

the second line tradition, which is still going strong every Sunday. Between Labor Day 

and June, you could probably go and catch a second line and follow a brass band down 

the street which is an amazingly great experience. The Mardi Gras Indian tradition which 

is still going strong despite the fact that the suits are very elaborate and very difficult to 

produce. I think that is very strong there. There are still high school bands producing 

brass band traditions. There are a lot of great things that are still here, but, on the other 

hand, I don‘t question how much of it that will be preserved. On the other hand, there are 

other elements going. In the older days, a lot of kids would pick up an instrument. Now, 

it‘s different because a lot of the younger kids are going to go on and be rappers. And one 

thing that people don‘t realize is that New Orleans bounce rap is pretty big and 

influential, but that has been forgotten. Lil‘ Wayne had probably one of the biggest hits. 

Juvenile had ―Back that Ass Up‖ which was a huge hit. Various other artists are basing 

their stuff on New Orleans rap. It‘s actually a continuation, to some extent, of the New 

Orleans rhythm and blues tradition because some of the very same people. New Orleans 

is very famous for extended family musicians. Some of the well known names include 

the Nelson-Lastee family. This family is made up of David and Melvin Lastee who were 

a saxophone and a trumpet player, great jazz musicians. They were also intermingled 

with the Nelson family. The father, Charles Nelson, was a guitarist, and his brother, and 

Jessie Hill was the brother-in-law. Now, that tradition is being carried out by Jessie Hill‘s 

grandson, Trombone Shorty. Now, on a more practical note, you had Dave Bartholomew, 

who was a great arranger and an amazing trumpet player, who started everything. His son 

has done a lot of work in the rap industry. He owns a studio, and he has done a lot of 

work. So, a lot of this interconnects with a lot of tradition, but it keeps changing in terms 

of what the people are going to see.  

 

DB: When it started, rhythm and blues, it had this beat known as the second line beat. 

Can you talk about that and discuss how it is all about the rhythm in New Orleans.  

 

IP: That beat is also known as the Street Beat or the Indian Beat, and a lot of the great 

drummers grew up listening to that. These became the greatest drummers in the world 

that revolutionized everything. You can start with Earl Palmer who is probably the most 

recorded session drummer that ever was. He started playing with Fats and Little Richard. 

Then you had Harvey Williams that succeeded him. John Boudreaux who was another 

great session drummer. The thing about New Orleans drummers is that they are heavy on 

the foot, they are not on top. Most drummers are heavy on top, with cymbals. The thing 

here is that it is all about the parade beat, or the syncopated stagger beat. That‘s one of 

the things that helps make New Orleans‘ beat New Orleans. It‘s got a lazy thing where it 
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comes down and hits it. Really, it would be good if you talked to some of the drummers 

about that. An excellent person to speak with would be Bob French.  

 

DB: When we discuss Hurricane Katrina, I‘ve heard the period that we are in now 

described as an intermission, or I‘ve also heard it described as having washed away the 

façade and revealing what‘s important here.  

 

IP: People need to realize that New Orleans is just an interesting place. They actually at 

one point called it, ―The city that care forgot.‖ New Orleans is basically a city that had 

things that were not perfect, or kind of teetering on survivability. The school system 

wasn‘t that good. There was about seventy to eighty percent of the population living 

below the poverty line. That wasn‘t very good in a lot of ways. Tourism was the only 

major industry, and even then New Orleans started losing some of its tourism industry 

because Las Vegas started emerging as the number one tourism destination. Also, other 

places were drawing tourists away from New Orleans. There wasn‘t as many jobs. New 

Orleans is a place where it never really focused on the important things. They never 

learned how to market the important things such as the music, the culture, and the 

architecture. It never recognized some of the things that it was famous for. When Katrina 

came, it hit, and all the things that were kind of broken were just rocked hard to the core. 

It created a lot of problems that have yet to be solved. Also, it required a lot of hard 

decisions to be made. At that point, no American city had ever experienced anything like 

Katrina before. A major hurricane wiped out a major American city. It effectively 

destroyed it. If it would have just been the hurricane, it would have been fine. The levees 

were built with a lot of shady deals. There were promises that Congress never came 

through on. A lot of this was mismanagement. The federal government has never stepped 

up and said what is to blame. We couple that with people buying houses that really need 

to have flood insurance and don‘t require them to have flood insurance, it aggravates the 

problem. Basically, the entire infrastructure of New Orleans was wiped out. So, you had 

to figure out what to do next. We had the perfect storm of George Bush, who really 

wasn‘t paying attention in many ways. We had Kathleen Blanco who wasn‘t the best 

person, perhaps, for the job. Ray Nagin who was a mid-level management person 

elevated to mayor who probably would have skirted through in four years and looked 

good compared to others, but then Katrina hit. None of these people really knew how to 

take the bull by the horns and do what needed to be done. The federal government needed 

to create a marshal plan to rebuild the infrastructure. Failing to do that, they put a banker 

in charge of rebuilding it, and bankers don‘t give money out. That was the first problem. 

There was an entirely cumbersome problem or process of the money being distributed. 

There were multi-layered deals where companies were getting paid outrageous fees to 

rebuild. There were like four and five level tiered systems. There was a lot of 

mismanagement. People need to realize that you need to be conscience and kick in and 

take responsibility too, but if you don‘t carry flood insurance or pay attention to what 

potentially can happen, that can be a problem. Obviously, though, the rebuilding of the 

infrastructure was a process that took forever, and FEMA had no idea how to deal with it. 

Louisiana Road Home, which was a program to help rebuild houses turned out to be a 

ridiculously long process where people took years. Basically, a lot of private industry had 
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to help drive it without much government and they convened all of these committees. 

And, they were kind of farcical with some of their ideas. They brought in Ed Blakely, 

quote, the expert, but who did nothing except say how good he was. So, the mayor ran for 

re-election, and what he didn‘t do after Katrina was to step up to the plate and do what 

needed to be done. Ray Nagin won again, and at that point he should have stepped up and 

said I invited you all to the city, but he had nothing to offer to the people. People were 

not able to repair neighborhoods. They wanted to avoid a jack-o-lantern effect, but that is 

exactly what you got. People were living in areas with no other services and nothing 

around them. It‘s going to take a while for some parts to come back. The average person 

goes down the French Quarter, and close to the river didn‘t get hit as much, so they are 

not going to notice it. But, they have disaster tours, and I think it is kind of a two edged 

sword because you have to say that New Orleans is open for business and show them 

what we have, but, on the other hand, you can‘t forget what happened. Part of the 

problem is that it has been four years, and you can‘t have your life in flux. People have to 

realize that you can‘t keep trying to go back to something that is no longer there there. 

It‘s kind of frustrating because some people can‘t deal with closure. I have friends that 

will not come back to New Orleans. They have eluded themselves. They aren‘t exactly 

happy, but just can‘t deal with the trauma.  

 

DB: Have any of the performers that are in Ponderosa Stomp responded to Hurricane 

Katrina through song? 

 

IP: Jay Chevalier, the country rockabilly singer was named the official state troubadour 

for the recovery of New Orleans from Katrina with his song Come Back to Louisiana. It‘s 

kind of a country song, but I think that everyone in New Orleans was affected by Katrina. 

Even if their houses were not destroyed, just the trauma of the displacement and the 

uncertainty of what was going to happen. I mean I came back to New Orleans on 

September thirteenth, two weeks after. I came back on a business pass that someone had 

given me. We had to go through multiple check points to get here, one at Lake Charles, 

one at Baton Rouge. Interstate Ten was closed, and I had to come by back roads. When I 

got to our house, it was still dark, and we just laid in our bed and slept. We just wanted to 

get home. When we woke up, we noticed that there was mold and that there was damage. 

We had an upstairs refrigerator, so we couldn‘t take the refrigerator downstairs. We were 

told that we needed masks and gloves, but we just cleaned it. I felt like inviting Mayor 

Nagin and George Bush over for maggot fricasseed, just to give them an invitation. It was 

pretty bizarre when you are walking outside throwing trash away, and you have National 

Guard guys with AK-47‘s driving around your neighborhood. We had to get used to the 

military presence. It was effectively a weird marshal law for a while. We had to be in bed 

by a curfew, which in New Orleans is absolutely strange. In certain parts of the city, they 

had preferential treatment. In the French Quarter, they were locking people in bars and 

letting them stay. There were lots of weird things. Between the hours of one and six, 

there was supposed to be complete marshal law, complete curfew. It was a very 

interesting time. There were not a lot of women in New Orleans. It was very depressing 

to go out to dinner because it was all relief workers and people trying to make money off 

of the government contracts. There were people talking about how they were going to 
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rape big business money. It was very depressing. It was a crazy time. You could drive 

your car up and park anywhere. You could park on the sidewalks of the French Quarter. 

It was literally the Wild West. It was just literally a weird time.  

 

DB: What was it like in the hospital then? 

 

IP: Usually, I stay for every storm, and for some reason, I was going to take a vacation, 

and I cancelled my vacation. I had three days that I was just going to be off. Those three 

days just happened to be the days after the weekend, so I didn‘t have to go. We were 

looking at the television concerning Katrina, and we saw that it was going to Pensacola. 

But, then it shifted. Friday night I saw it kind of shift again, so I said that I needed to 

watch this. Something just didn‘t feel right. Something‘s wrong. I woke up the next 

morning, and I saw that Accuweather said that it was coming to New Orleans. Within 

five minutes of being up, my wife was on the phone with my neighbors talking about a 

vertical evacuation, or going to a hotel and staying in a hotel like a lot of people used to 

do. I said that we are getting out of here. Within ten minutes, I had a full tank of gas. I 

told my wife that we were going to get out of here. Don‘t worry about boarding. I 

grabbed as many of my records as I could find that were valuable. I threw them in some 

bags and boxes. I grabbed some stuff and grabbed my wife and dog, and we drove to 

Houston. It took about seven or eight hours. We stayed in Houston for two weeks. It 

came, and we saw the damage. But, we couldn‘t figure out what the hell was going on 

because they kept showing the same footage. Eventually, when I saw that the Wal-Mart 

got looted, I knew that there was dry land because that‘s about seven blocks from my 

house. The thing that was really disconcerting was we had food between twenty four and 

forty eight hours being air lifted in to the tsunami victims in Indonesia. Why the hell 

couldn‘t we do that here? I could not believe that they just left people and they were 

treating people like they were refugees. These people live in the United States. It was just 

terrible. The thing that they were especially playing up was that they kept showing the 

same footage of the Lower Ninth Ward. And it is like yes we have a large African 

American population, and a lot of them don‘t have money, but there is a lot of people in 

that community that have jobs, that work hard. There‘s a middle class. The storm hit 

everywhere. They seemed to ignore that. They just let people suffer like that which is 

inexcusable. It was very tough. I went to Houston, and it took me about a week to get a 

hold of my boss. All of the cell phone towers were knocked out, so it took days before we 

could even get calls, and we were starting to find email addresses and getting emails out. 

No one had a computer, so someone loaned me a laptop.  I was going to a cyber café, and 

I finally got a hold of my boss.  I found out that Louisiana State University was just going 

to go ahead and keep me, or retain us and pay us until things were up and running. He 

told me that he would call me in a week and let me know. When you are used to running 

the Ponderosa Stomp and when you are used to working as an anesthesiologist, you are 

highly motivated. Well, all of a sudden you have too much time on your hands. We were 

going crazy. So I was like, ―What do I do?‖ I got called to go to a meeting about how we 

could help New Orleans musicians in Houston, but Houston was not where I wanted to 

be. We did not like Houston, so we came back here. Then, since we didn‘t know how 

long we were going to be off, we decided to just travel and drive west with no point in 
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particular. We went on a Wild West adventure like we always wanted to. I couldn‘t go 

home, so basically we drove from New Orleans all the way to Anchorage Alaska and 

back. We drove through all sorts of places. I learned that the place that I thought was 

most like New Orleans, but didn‘t have the music, but was still care free and crazy in its 

attitude was Anchorage, Alaska. It‘s too cold to live, but it was an interesting place. It 

was a port city, and it had that weird interesting vibe to it. Plus, it had moose running 

through the street which was pretty wild. It was an interesting thing, and when I came 

back, my boss had me start working at a private hospital in Kenner, Kenner Regional. 

Our group was also given the contract in Slidell at Northshore Medical Center in 

December. But, I got to tell you that it was pretty crazy when I would leave New Orleans 

at five or six o‘clock in the morning, I would leave downtown, and I would not see 

another light until I got to the other side of the lake into Slidell. Everything was out. It 

was pitch dark. When you got over there, it would be a continuation of the damage when 

you looked at it. It was pretty crazy. It took a while to come back. Stuff you basically 

take for granted, would be missing and you would find out that you got used to living 

without things because it was just so crazy. Then a whole bunch more opened, and things 

got a little better. But you didn‘t notice it because you were too close to it. Then you 

would go out to get a shower, and come back and say, ―Alright, more restaurants have 

opened and more stores have opened.‖ There were places to go at night, and it got better. 

But, it was very depressing. Your friends weren‘t all back. Some never came back. Some 

were dispersed. Lots of marriages were broken up. People that were divorced were 

having to live with their ex-husbands or wives. My neighbor who was a lawyer thought 

that he was going to go bankrupt for a while because he had no business. Next thing you 

know, he was overwhelmed with the amount of work that he had because of the paternity 

and divorce cases that he had. It really tests your relationship when you are with someone 

twenty four seven.  

 

DB: Right after the hurricane, I heard that it was a free-for-all in the clubs, and a lot of 

strange and interesting combinations of musicians were performing with each other. 

 

IP: I was not here until about Halloween night. I know that about a week later, I think that 

the first gig that went off was run off of generators. It was a gig at the Maple Leaf. A 

friend of mine, who manages the Circle Bar, went to Mobile, Alabama, and when he 

came back in early October, he was already having bands perform. Within four days of 

coming back, I was deejaying at the Circle Bar. It was a very strange gig. There were a 

lot of Latin American workers that were brought in, and they would congregate in the 

morning over by Lee Circle to go and try to find work. When they would get off and they 

would have money, they would go to the Circle Bar. The problem was they were very 

nice people, but they were away from home and they didn‘t have anything to do at night. 

So, they would proceed to start drinking early and stay out all night, some of them really 

lit. It was a very interesting, weird dynamic where sometimes you‘d try to tell someone, 

―Look, you are really drunk. Go home.‖ They didn‘t want to go home. I found myself 

testing the universality of music because I was sitting in the bar with four, I think, 

Mexicans, my wife, and the bar tender. So, I spun some weird things, and they came over 

and tipped me. Then, I played some Hank Williams record. They said, ―Do you have any 
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more of that?‖ It was very interesting to see what they liked. It was an interesting 

experience, so I did it a couple of times. People were scrambling to get whatever work 

they could. A lot of clubs were slow re-opening. It was a weird time, and when you 

would go out, for a while, there wasn‘t much music. People would go to Bourbon Street 

because that was the only entertainment. It was a very strange and depressing time. You 

were very happy to be home, but it was depressing because there weren‘t a lot of things 

open. There was no one in the restaurants. Restaurant help was of variable quality 

because they could only get what they could get. So it was weird because when you 

would go out to a nice restaurant and you would have waiters who would be very honest 

and they would say, ―Don‘t waste your money on that. It‘s horrible‖ It was very different 

than usual because they would always convince you to get something. It was kind of 

interesting and funny at the same time. For my own personal thing, when we were 

traveling we decided that we were going to do something for Ponderosa Stomp. We went 

through a long amount of time where we were like, ―Where do we have the Ponderosa 

Stomp.‖ We didn‘t know what shape New Orleans was in. I came back and I saw some 

areas were up. Who knew how long they had contracts for city workers. Who knew what 

shape the hotels were in. When we were driving out west, we stopped in Santa Fe. At that 

point, American Spirits was one of our sponsors. I just happened to call two of the people 

that we worked with, and I asked them out for a drink, because we were in town. They 

immediately said, ―What are we doing with the Ponderosa Stomp next year?‖ I responded 

and said that we had three scenarios. One, we can do it somewhere in exile. They said 

that if we did it in Memphis, they couldn‘t sponsor us. Two, we can put it off. Or, we 

could do a preview show in Austin. And, that‘s what we ended up doing. One of my 

friends that works for an airline advised me that he couldn‘t tell what the airport was 

going to be like. He said that the flights had been reduced, and that they didn‘t know 

anything. Someone in the hotel business said that they didn‘t know what the hotels were 

going to be like. We decided that we were too small of an organization, and we had to do 

what was right for us. We decided to do it in exile, and we went to Memphis. And, we 

incurred the wrath of some people because they thought we were abandoning the city. It 

wasn‘t that we were abandoning the city. We were just trying to go and do a benefit in 

order to raise more money and awareness. It was better to go and do it where everyone 

wasn‘t suffering. When we came back, the ‗Stomp‘ became bigger and better in terms of 

high profile.  

 

DB: During the interview in New York, you expressed how it was hard to, initially, find 

your performers. After Katrina, did it make it even harder for you to find them? Did it 

displace them even further?  

 

IP: Well, the interesting thing is, when we do this thing, it is more of a regional thing. 

Some people are in New Orleans. Some are not. Our idea is that we are doing it as a 

continuum from the music coming from the southern region. That‘s where, in America, 

rock and roll, a lot of it, was created. We were able to locate some people, but it did take 

a while to find some people after Katrina. We had to call some people up and ask if they 

knew where another person was. One of the things that happened after Katrina was I had 

a meeting with Wardell Quezerque, and I had a meeting with him. He‘s an arranger, and I 
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asked him if he would consider doing something for us, working with us to create 

something. His response was, ―I‘m sorry. My health is not what it used to be. I‘m going 

blind, and I don‘t work much anymore. I‘m retired.‖ Well, he lost his house after Katrina 

with all of his belongings. He was placed in a two bedroom apartment by the New 

Orleans Musicians Relief Foundation. They stepped up to the plate and recognized that 

there was a need. This organization was put together by Ben Jaffe and his wife. They 

decided that they wanted to have this relief organization. I was very leary of all of the 

relief organizations because when we were traveling around all of these places were 

having benefits for New Orleans and New Orleans Musicians. But, where was the money 

going? When I got back someone contacted me from Jordan Hirsch who now runs Sweet 

Home. He said that he had been to the Ponderosa Stomp, and he knew what I did. He 

asked if I would be willing to be on the board of this organization. I said yes, and then 

Bethany from the Musicians Clinic said that we needed to help Wardell and there was 

this grant that Jordan had worked out. They wanted me to be the administrator of that 

grant. They said that this grant was going to cover the cost of the band and a year‘s worth 

of gigs. We did that, and we had a legendary arranger with a ten piece band. We were 

paying for the band, and they only thing that the clubs had to do was charge a cover. We 

advertised and some places never even called back. It was a lot of hassle. They said that 

they couldn‘t make money on this. It was a strange time. We did it, and it was very 

successful. That was a core band. We‘ve used that band, and we‘ve expanded on that 

band. Eventually, we had that great trumpet player Dave Bartholomew at the Ponderosa 

Stomp. We did the tribute to Wardell at the 2008 Ponderosa Stomp. That led to the 

special tribute concert at Lincoln Center. That‘s one good thing from this. Some 

musicians have benefited from Katrina. Alan Toussaint lost everything, and I think that 

Katrina forced him to, by him losing everything, stop hiding in his shell and to become a 

more creative musician. He‘s incredibly gifted. Irving Mayfield seems to have benefited 

from Katrina. He‘s been incredibly high profile. I don‘t agree with it for some people, but 

I think it‘s been good. The relief efforts have been very important. But the question is, 

―How long can you maintain charities helping musicians?‖ After a while, doesn‘t it create 

a welfare system where they are not going to do anything and expect help? That becomes 

a problem. I‘m on the board for the Musicians‘ Clinic, and they started to get funding to 

help the musicians, and I am very supportive of that. Also, I think the Musicians‘ Clinic 

is important because without them then my phone starts ringing for musicians getting 

health care. A lot of them are uninsured, and they don‘t know who to go to. So, they call 

me asking me to help them. Then, I have to figure out what to do and how to help them. 

I‘m an anesthesiologist. I don‘t do general stuff. So, it‘s like, ―Rashes? No, it‘s not my 

specialty. I could treat that, but this one I am not really good at.‖ By that being open, it 

has taken the burden off of me having to deal with stuff. It‘s been having some financial 

problems, but I am hopeful that it will weather and have the financial support to continue. 

That would be shame if that died down. I think that the Musicians‘ Clinic fills an 

essential need for musicians. I think that all cities need something like that‘s equivalent. I 

don‘t know how some other organizations can sustain.  

 

DB: Are you working closely with Sweet Home New Orleans? 
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IP: Yes. 

 

DB: I met with Dr. Weil, recently, and he is the LSU sociologist who worked with them 

on their study and the locating of musicians after Katrina. 

 

IP: That was the economic feasibility study. That‘s an interesting thing because that was 

based on a Chicago study. It was interesting to me because I grew up in Chicago, and I 

know bands that were getting paid more twenty years ago. Musicians have definitely 

been stressed. Convention business drives the city of New Orleans. So, you have less 

opportunity for musicians to play with less people in town. A lot of the locals will not pay 

a cover to go and see local musicians. Or, there are changing tastes because of the 

internet. There‘s a bunch of young people that aren‘t going to go out and see music as 

much. That‘s a stressor in itself. With the higher rent and the economy, the storm 

bottomed New Orleans out. There was a bunch of money being thrown in for relief, and it 

kind of protected it for a while. But, I think it‘s going to start to feel worse again. It‘s 

going to be hard for some people to make a living. A lot of clubs are open, and that‘s 

good. But, it is still harder to assemble a band and play a gig.  

 

DB: Here‘s a question for you. What‘s the answer? A lot of people say that they have a 

plan, and they say that they want to implement it. Terence Blanchard says that he has a 

plan, but his answer is to rebuild his neighborhood, the neighborhood that he knew, and 

that omits eighty percent of the rest of the city.  

 

IP: That‘s a good point, and the problem is this. What do you do for the neighborhoods? 

Pontchartrain  Park is historically a very important neighborhood because that was one of 

the first neighborhoods where blacks could move to and have a nice neighborhood for 

themselves. I have friends that live over there, and some of their neighbors have come 

back and some of them have not. It‘s kind of a mixed bag from what I have been told. 

When I go through parts of the city there are entire neighborhoods that have very few 

people living in them. I have a friend that has moved back home, but he is the only one 

living on his block. It‘s a jack-o-lantern effect. What do you do? When you drive around, 

there are entire neighborhoods with houses sitting there that no one has done anything 

with. Unfortunately, hard decisions had to be made. They built the Musicians‘ Village 

and it was a great idea for Habitat for Humanity to build the Musicians‘ Village, but you 

have to look at some of the things that went into it. Number one, they elected to put it in 

the Upper Ninth Ward where there wasn‘t a grocery store, there wasn‘t medical services, 

and it‘s not easily accessible. The land was cheaper to obtain. They should have put it in 

Central City where it‘s closer and there is an infrastructure, or somewhere uptown. That 

would have made sense in some on some level. That‘s one small microcosm. They built 

these nice houses, and I think that it is good that they get them. Then there‘s the other 

problem of how do you have a musician prove that they have credit. Musicians are paid 

in cash after gigs. They don‘t really document. How do you document musicians eligible 

to get a house? Then they have to pass a credit check to pay for the house. That was then 

a problem because not everyone could qualify. In addition, it wasn‘t a real musicians‘ 

village. Anybody who wants to could apply to get into the village. Then there is the 
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question, ―Do all musicians want to live in the Musicians‘ Village?‖ The stigma is that 

there are musicians in the Musicians‘ Village. I have a bunch of friends that live there. I 

think it‘s good that they have houses and that they have places to live. That‘s good that 

there are a lot of creative around each other. It‘s not necessarily the most successful 

place. My hat is off that at least the housing was built. What do you do? You have this 

project with Brad Pitt building houses with the Make it Right Foundation in the Lower 

Ninth Ward. I know that he is looking to trying to improve New Orleans. But, the houses 

don‘t really match. The houses are there, and they are kind of scatter-shot. It‘s symbolic 

to rebuild the Lower Ninth Ward. But, the question is, ―What do you do with all the 

people that aren‘t there?‖ Do you let it go back to being grown over, so it becomes 

wetlands? What do you do? The thing is, is that New Orleans has been hit, and it has 

many problems. Number one, you have a large population of kids sent back to go to 

school without parents because the parents didn‘t come home. They‘re living with family 

members. Who in their right mind are going to send children home to be unsupervised? 

The kids also have nothing to do. The school system‘s broke, so there is nothing. It‘s hard 

to them to dream because there‘s nothing there. You don‘t have hope for them. At one 

point you had great manual labor jobs. That, at least, if they didn‘t go to college, they 

could at least get. More and more of those jobs, especially on the docks, are drying up. 

Basically, they run drugs, or they work at MacDonald‘s for five dollars an hour. What are 

you going to do? They have to make money to make ends meet. Unfortunately, hard 

choices have to be made. The other thing is that in New Orleans violence and crime 

became more complicated because we had all of these kids in rival factions dealing with 

the drug trade. All of a sudden they were displaced, and they spread out into new 

neighborhoods. Turf wars have erupted. It became a big problem because not just one 

person, but multiple shootings and killings going on at once. It was just insane for a while 

what I was dealing with at work. Some nights I would have multiple people, like four 

people, getting shot at a time. Then there was this false impression that the workers that 

came here were just going to go back to where they came from, and they wasn‘t the case. 

There was some discrimination because there was some resistance to some taco stands 

that were forming. By all means have the taco stands. The level of Mexican food has 

increased dramatically since they built those taco stands. There were some places, like in 

Jefferson Parish, where they didn‘t want it, and a lot of things have changed. How do you 

improve New Orleans? I think that there are lots of different people with ambitious plans. 

You have to look at it and say that you need to have a strong leader with some vision. 

The mayor has not had vision. He‘s been too busy. He‘s a part-time mayor. He‘s been 

flying every which way. He has a house in Dallas. He‘s been really lacking in providing 

leadership. He‘s been absentee, and he‘s never stepped up to the plate and really owned 

what needed to be done. Because of all the red-tape, the money has taken so long to 

trickle down. It hasn‘t had an immediate effect. I‘m hoping that we have some stronger 

leadership in the next mayor, but I don‘t know where it‘s coming from or who‘s it going 

to be. At one point, there was a change in the racial composition where it almost shifted 

back to a majority Caucasian population. A lot more white male candidates ran. Some 

people that you never wanted to, in your right mind, be mayor ran. There were problems 

with the business community. It seemed that some parts of the business community 

weren‘t stepping up to try and do whatever was necessary to work with other parts. A lot 
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of things didn‘t work. I think they need to fix the school system. The problem is that they 

closed all of the projects at once. These people want to go back to the projects. I don‘t 

think that anyone really loves the idea of living in the projects, but it was the unity of 

neighborhoods that they had. That was integral to the development of the art. Now there 

are all of these people that were displaced from these communities. They weren‘t allowed 

to come back, and they are trying to build various scattered housing developments. They 

are trying to de-centralize them out of the projects with mixed neighborhoods. They kept 

using the model called the Rivergate which is over near the river. But, the problem was 

that very little of that housing was being reserved for low-income tenants, initially. I 

don‘t know what it is now. I don‘t think it was well thought out. Do you want to repeat 

conditions? What gave rise to the blues? Really, barbaric conditions on plantations where 

they were living as perpetual servitude of slavery situations even though quote they were 

free people. That in essence led to the formation of the blues. There are similar stressors 

in New Orleans that contributed to the development of the music of New Orleans. Do we 

continue repeating those? No, people deserve better. What do you do? People working in 

the hotel industry like waiters, janitors, and maids want their kids to improve. What 

happens now when the school systems are completely crapped. Pretty much, any one in 

New Orleans that has money is going to send their kids to private school. There are very 

few public schools that will actually do a good job at educating a child. Combine that 

with the fact that all of a sudden that if they graduate, they don‘t have a good chance of 

getting a job. It‘s a lot of things, and I don‘t know what the answer would be. Looking at 

it from a health care perspective, it‘s been so cut-throat. Health care in and of itself is so 

cut-throat. It‘s unbelievable. Hospitals have been going after each other. There‘s a whole 

thing about the hospital downtown being built. There are just a lot of things that are going 

to take a lot of time to solve. I don‘t necessarily know. I am hoping that we get some 

good vision, and that they finally look at the problems that are going to solve issues. You 

would have to have a plan in order to figure out how to develop the city encompassing 

what really needs to be done. They need to quit doing scatter-shot projects. They need to 

develop the health care and the Bio-Quarter, which I don‘t know if that is ever going to 

be built. They need to develop some other business besides tourism, so that we have 

something to provide more jobs. Another thing, I think, is that the music, the food, and 

the culture need to be better promoted. I think that they are starting to grasp music as a 

commodity and promote it. But, they are still in some outdated system that some people 

think that there are the record companies, and they haven‘t quite grasped the fact that 

recording records doesn‘t make money anymore.  

 

DB: I definitely agree that they need to play up the fact that there is a New Orleans music 

which is not just jazz. There‘s much more to New Orleans music. 

 

IP: There‘s lots more to New Orleans music. One of the things is that they keep talking 

about Louisiana music as a cultural thing to promote, and the purpose of doing that 

museum exhibit is to say, ―This is great music on a continuum. Realize this.‖ The 

difference is that if you go to Memphis, there is the Stax Records Museum, there is the 

Sun Records Museum, there are other places. Or, if you go to Mississippi there are mile 

markers with historical markers and even the graveyard markers are indicated of the great 
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musicians. That needs to be developed in Louisiana where people want to come here to 

recognize where this stuff comes from. Stuff just gets torn down or not promoted 

properly. It‘s just not done right. At least in the museum we are hoping that it will be a 

first step to give a physical base, so that when someone came down to New Orleans they 

could recognize why this was important. I understand this. Now I can go and see this 

music, and I want to go where this is.  

 

DB: That‘s a great exhibit. We were there this afternoon checking it out. There was a lot 

of great information, and a lot of great photos.  

 

IP: That‘s what I am hoping.  

 

DB: Twenty years from now, how are they going to look at the aftermath of Katrina. Is it 

going to be a huge marking point from the old to the new?  

 

IP: I think that Katrina needs to be viewed as a lot of things. I think Katrina needs to be 

viewed as the marking point where America had always been viewed as this great nation 

that could do anything. To sit there and watch that for five days and to see the ineptitude 

of how that was handled, this is where the glory of America was lost. This is where we 

kind of started going down. It wasn‘t dealt with, and it was hard to believe, on the 

national level. The other thing I think that, yes, New Orleans has changed. I still think it 

is still a great place. I think it has changed in ways that in some ways we won‘t see some 

of the past again, but in other ways we‘ll see that things will constantly come back. It has 

definitely altered the city of New Orleans and the way that it is thought about.  

 

DB: What about the music? 

 

IP: The traditions are still there, but it is going to be harder to find some stuff. Just like I 

said, with people moving away, the tradition is going to continue, but I think it has been 

altered somewhat by Katrina.  

 

DB: It seems like there are a lot of new groups coming into town. Have you noticed an 

increase in young bohemian types of musicians? 

 

IP: New Orleans has always had that. The French Quarter is cheap, so people have 

always come down to the Quarter to live on the streets. There used to be the ‗gutter 

punks‘ in the nineties. My favorite quote about them was, ―Man, this is even better than 

Lollapalooza.‖ At one point there was a worry that there was going to be a mass exodus 

of brain power in New Orleans because a lot of young professionals were leaving. I think 

in the medical community, a lot of young professionals have left. But, a lot of people 

have come back. There has been, slowly but surely, an influx of young people. You are 

seeing a lot of young street musicians. Some of them are actually really good. I think that 

there are just less opportunities to go and see certain things. I used to love going out. 

Now, it‘s like where do I go out to see something tonight? Where do I go to see a great 

New Orleans rhythm and blues act? One of my great memories of New Orleans 
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ineptitude was when they have these bring New Orleans back commissions. One of my 

friends asked me to go with her to one of the meetings. She worked for one of the 

organizations on the commission. We got in a room, and various New Orleans luminaries 

were there. On speaker phone was Wynton Marsalis. On speaker phone was Irving 

Mayfield. There were ad executives. They were there to discuss how they were going to 

bring back the culture to New Orleans. They were there brainstorming. It deteriorated to a 

couple of the people there arguing about what constituted arts. I was wondering why 

Wynton was a part of the conversation because he hadn‘t lived in New Orleans in twenty 

years. I thought, ―Why are you even part of this conversation?‖ They thought that the 

federal government was going to give them a blank check to restore the arts. They were 

discussing how they were going to figure out what they lost and what is sustainable. They 

should of realized that we were dealing with a republican administration that was not just 

going to turn over the money. One of the guys there suggested that they have a bring New 

Orleans back ad campaign. They realized that they needed celebrities to be part of the ad, 

but all of the celebrities in the room were silent. It was just a very wild experience. I kept 

saying to myself, ―I cannot believe that I sat through that.‖ I feel very fortunate that I was 

able to live in my house after Katrina. I did flood, and I lost my car. We were fortunate, 

though. A lot of my friends had some crazy and amazing stories of what they had to deal 

with. I hope that this has provided you with some information. 

 

DB: It‘s been great. Thanks so much. 
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