



















Praise for JELLY’S BLUES





“[Reich and Gaines] have rescued the real man from the dustbin of history.”


—San Francisco Chronicle







“Remarkable . . . the first to offer a truly fresh, clear-eyed view of the musician’s career.”


—Houston Chronicle 







“A biography-with-attitude.”


—Baltimore Sun







“It is satisfying to at last have Morton’s whole life documented in a single comprehensive volume.”


—New York Sun







“The authors argue persuasively that Morton does deserve credit for, in effect, inventing jazz.”


—San Jose Mercury News







“Combines a jazz lover’s feel for Morton’s music with a detective’s keen eye for biographical detail . . . an engaging portrait.”


—San Francisco Bay Guardian







“Offer[s] much insight into [a] complex subject—in many respects the father of written jazz—which is missing from earlier Morton biographies.”


—Library Journal, starred review







“An important, vindicatory contribution to music history, restoring Morton to the high station he deserves in American jazz.”


—Kirkus Reviews, starred review







“Evoking the soulfulness of Jelly Roll Morton and his hometown of New Orleans, Reich and Gaines offer a comprehensive and engaging biography of one of the twentieth century’s most inspired and dedicated composers. With the help of previously unavailable archival materials, we learn of the many tragedies and ultimate triumphs of Morton.”


—Wynton Marsalis







“At last! Here is a book that reveals the real Jelly Roll. The brilliance, the human frailty, courage in the face of adversity while developing the survival skills necessary to negotiate both the positive and negative conditions of his environment. Kudos to Reich and Gaines for their dedication and foresight in bringing this truly American story to the public.”


—Ellis L. Marsalis, Jr.







“This wonderful biography of a jazz original is the definitive one. Not since Alan Lomax’s conversations with Jelly Roll Morton years ago have I been so moved. Howard Reich and William Gaines have given jazz aficionados a real gift.”


—Studs Terkel









“Jelly’s Blues has documented the life and contributions of Jelly Roll Morton better than all the collected information I have read about him. I am grateful to the authors for this revelation. This book will surely redeem Jelly Roll’s deserved place in the annals of American music.”


—Dave Brubeck







“At last, we have a book that celebrates Morton’s life, his struggles, and his contributions to art, a book that relies on historical facts rather than the overblown myths that have served to degrade his place in American music history.”


—Marcus Roberts







“Here is a truly vibrant and fascinating story of the brilliant musician and composer Jelly Roll Morton. Howard Reich and William Gaines shine the spotlight on this amazing man in a new way. They have brought Jelly to his rightful place in musical history, with their searching, detailed analysis of his compositions, and they bring his luminous playing to life.”


—Marian McPartland
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PREFACE



At first glance, the petite white building near the crossing of Royal and St. Peter Streets—in New Orleans’s age-old French Quarter— looked no different than the other relics on the block. Its hand-painted wooden shutters and wrought-iron latticework evoked the same mystical period in American culture, when the nineteenth century was slipping into the twentieth, and a new music—jazz—was beginning to take shape.


But appearances can be deceiving. The building’s classic New Orleans facade might have seemed typical, but its contents, though virtually unknown to the world, were extraordinary. Inside the narrow building and up a creaky flight of stairs, a two-room apartment had been packed from floor to ceiling with used Tulane Shirt Co. boxes, weather-beaten A&P grocery bags, and other cartons, crates, and containers.


The stash all but filled a living space roughly twenty feet wide by thirty-five feet long and twelve feet high, a paper-laden firetrap if ever there were one. Within these walls, an eccentric collector named William Russell had jammed more than half a century’s worth of New Orleans memorabilia—the long-forgotten, precious ephemera of American jazz—with each shirt box and shopping bag meticulously labeled by hand.


Until Russell’s death in 1992 at age eighty-seven, no one realized the significance or the value of the precious documents that he had hoarded—in some cases, by seizing them from trash bins just before the garbage collectors did. There were more than sixty-five thousand items in all, including historic correspondence, contracts, photos, and other bits and pieces of music history, most of it pertaining to the man who claimed to have invented jazz, Ferdinand “Jelly Roll” Morton. The collection documented Morton’s rise in New Orleans at the dawn of the twentieth century as the first jazz composer, as well as his descent in the 1930s into obscurity and extreme poverty. The authors verified and expanded upon this material by locating and analyzing copyright records, conducting interviews, and examining public documents, including congressional files, civil lawsuits, probate records, corporate filings, and material from the U.S. Department of Justice.


Toward the end of his life, in the late 1930s, Morton was nearly forgotten as a jazz innovator and widely ridiculed as a braggart, pimp, card shark, pool hustler, and, worst of all, has-been. His biographers eagerly retold his colorful stories of life in turn-of-the-century New Orleans but called him a liar when his facts clashed with theirs. More than half a century after his death, in 1941, he was termed a racist by the fanciful Broadway musical Jelly’s Last Jam (1992), a cliché by the movie The Legend of 1900 (1999), and a brute and a bully by the Ken Burns TV documentary Jazz (2001).


Like uncounted black jazz giants to come, he was caricatured by the white popular press and robbed by the white music industry. But Morton’s attempts to claim his rightful place in American music history and to win back the millions he said had been stolen from him were, alas, casually brushed aside by history. Even those who acknowledged Morton’s achievements as the first musician to prove that the ephemeral art of jazz could be captured on paper, in the form of complex, contrapuntal scores, blamed his demise on Morton’s shortcomings of character or talent. If Morton hadn’t rubbed so many people the wrong way, they said, he might have gotten more work when he needed it most. If he hadn’t been so hard on musicians, he might have been able to hold a band together. If he hadn’t lost touch with the changing musical tastes of the 1930s, he might not have been discarded by the jazz industry he had helped create.


Yet all these well-worn bits of conventional wisdom, recycled and embellished in article after article and book after book, were minted before anyone had studied the full contents of Russell’s gloriously overstuffed French Quarter apartment. So only Russell knew that the pulpy myths about Morton were half-truths at best. Only Russell realized that the young man who indeed started out as a New Orleans hustler had reinvented himself as a serious composer who spent every penny on his music. And only Russell knew of Morton’s brilliant last scores, the groundbreaking works the composer penned in the last three years of his life but couldn’t get anyone to perform or record.


It was nearly sixty years after Morton’s death that the composer’s epochal last music was heard, and these compositions alone recast his place in history. For even at the end of Morton’s life, when he had run out of money and chances, he was writing music more harmonically and structurally advanced than anything else by his more celebrated peers, and he knew it. The man who had made the first great leap in jazz, capturing an improvised art on paper, at the end of his life made yet another: In composing his radical final pieces, Morton pointed the way toward an avant-garde music that still was more than a decade in the offing.


Reconsidered through the avalanche of otherwise forgotten paperwork that Russell rescued from oblivion, as well as newly unearthed documentation from court, probate, and copyright records, Morton emerges as a different character than the prevailing wisdom suggests. He was not the pathological liar of familiar lore but, in his maturity, a focused, if humbled, man whose letters prove verifiably true and honest.


If a Gulf Coast hurricane had blown into the French Quarter before Russell’s death, the documents that reveal what really happened in Morton’s life might have been swept away forever, leaving the true story of Morton’s noble journey unknown and the myths forever in place.


Fortunately for anyone who prefers hard facts to tired tales, no tempest ever disturbed Russell’s irreplaceable collection, and as he approached the end of his life, he arranged for his precious papers to be stored in the vaults of a Crescent City archive, the Historic New Orleans Collection. This trove included the heartbreaking correspondence Morton penned in the last three years of his life to his closest remaining friend, Roy Carew. When the archivists at the Historic New Orleans Collection opened Russell’s musty grocery bags and unfolded the yellowed shirt boxes, they brought to light hard evidence that could dispel the myths, partial truths, and distortions that long have hovered around Jelly Roll Morton’s name.


The composer himself very likely walked past the quaint old building near the corner of Royal and St. Peter Streets many times in his New Orleans youth. But he couldn’t have imagined that its contents someday might help vindicate him, showing at last that he wasn’t the charlatan that history eventually made him out to be.






















one
THE DISTRICT



On a steamy September day in 1904—the Louisiana air far too thick for a Midwesterner’s lungs—a soft-spoken twenty-year-old from Grand Rapids, Michigan, showed up for his first day of work and was stunned at what he heard. Though he had spent time in Chicago and New York, the two biggest, noisiest cities he knew, nothing could have prepared him for the bedlam occurring outside the Hibernia Bank and Trust Building, at 313 Carondelet Street, in downtown New Orleans.


Roy Carew, a bespectacled young bookkeeper waiting to meet his new boss in the eighth-floor office of the New Orleans Acid & Fertilizer Company, jumped when he heard an explosion outdoors. Although Carew had been told fabulous tales of the way life was led in New Orleans, no one had mentioned this kind of cacophony.


“There was a sudden burst of music from Carondelet Street, right below the windows of the Hibernia Bank and Trust Company, and everyone went to the windows and looked out,” he recalled, viewing the procession from atop a skyscraper that attested to New Orleans’s stature as the economic capital of the South. Even before office towers had begun reaching to the clouds up in Chicago, the Hibernia Bank and Trust building soared twelve stories high, a massive, stone-and-mortar marvel as modern as anything in the United States at the time.


From his perch in the building, Carew heard and saw everything.


“Happened to be the Negro Labor Day parade, nineteen hundred and four, and that was my first introduction to New Orleans music. . . . They were stepping along in fine shape, down Carondelet Street. There were several bands in the parade, but I don’t recollect much about ’em. But inasmuch as the year was nineteen hundred and four and they’ve talked so much about [cornetist] Buddy Bolden being on the scene then, I feel that possibly he was one of the players, and his band must have been in the parade.”


Whether or not New Orleans’s most famous, leather-lunged cornetist of the day was contributing to the mayhem on this morning, however, was beside the point. The sonic blasts that rattled the windows of the Hibernia building on this Monday, September 7, were part of the natural order of things in a city where blacks, whites, Creoles, and various mixtures of each bumped up against one another in music, and in the streets.


Their primal meeting ground was the parade, a rough-and-ready civic gathering where roving bands often doubled as street gangs, protecting territory, brandishing blades, and cutting one another before the day was done. But Bolden wasn’t the only notorious New Orleans musician who blew a horn as bloody battles played out around him. So did a young musician whose life would become inextricably tied to Carew’s several decades later, when the musician would be down and out and nearly forgotten—Ferdinand “Jelly Roll” Morton. As a teenager who had been born in New Orleans, Morton hadn’t yet acquired his colorful sobriquet, but by 1904 he already was immersed in the riotous musical culture of his city. Parades, after all, were open to just about anybody willing to bang on a drum or blow on a horn for a dollar or two, and Morton always could use an extra buck.


“Every Sunday there was a parade in New Orleans—[they] would have a great big band, and they would have horses, and they would have big streamers and things that cost plenty of money,” Morton remembered. “And one would outdo the other. . . . But the best bands, they all had the streamers and the sashes for things like that. . . . The drums be goin’ ‘RUMP, RUMP, RUMP, rump, rump.’ Then the trumpet would pick it up, they’d be goin’ right along. ‘RUMP, DUMP,’ the trumpet say, ‘Voo Doop!’ And when it say that, the drums say— ‘Rump! Rump!—Rump! Rump! Rum err err BOOM!’ And then they’d start, see. Like ‘Stars and Stripes Forever,’ they play it in this style. Da-da, da, da daa, da-da-daa, da it, da dum, dum. . . . I’m telling you, sometimes it would be a terrible hot and the kids would be jumping up and the boys, like the drummer, would be throwing his sticks up in the air and catching them. Throwing them on the ground, bouncing them up in the air and catching them, and he’d better not miss as the whole bunch would razz him. . . . Any time they walk four or five blocks, why they’d have a keg of beer, sandwiches, whiskey and all kinds of drinks. So they could get drunk and have a good time and of course they called it a ball.”


The slightest verbal cue could ignite passions fueled by booze and stoked by the scorching Louisiana sun. One youngster told another to get off his street, the other refused, and, in a flash, a war of words became a battle of the flesh. As the musicians played, a “second line” of locals who marched alongside the band—or behind it—struck the blows. One fellow said, “Get the hell out of here,” and another instantly retorted, “If you don’t, you black son-of-a-bitch, I’ll kick your brains out.” Soon blows landed, guns reported and an ambulance rolled up to cart away the casualties, even as the chaos spread. While war raged, the blood turning the dirt in the streets to red-laced mud, the musicians kept blowing, their riffs delivered by bass horn, trombone, trumpet, reeds, bass drum, and snare drum. Ferd relished the music and the money—five dollars for the leader, half that for the rest—while the boys loved the booze.


“I didn’t care much for the drinking,” Morton explained. “It was a particular kind of fun. There may have been nicer fun, but only in New Orleans could you have fun like that,” said Morton, pronouncing the name of his hometown New Orleeeeens. “The first battle of music ever waged was in New Orleans in those parades, I’d wager.”


So this was how they lived and died in New Orleans. Roy Carew was startled but intrigued on his first day in this strange city, with its heady music and violent cultural rituals. Carew did not realize that he was witnessing the second of two parades—the “Negroes Ensemble,” as the New Orleans Times-Democrat put it, in which black labor unions began to march after their white counterparts had finished. Though both pageants began at the same starting point, Elks Place, the one Carew observed took an entirely different route—through the black part of town—progressing from Canal to Carondelet, to Gravier, to Camp, to Poydras, to St. Charles, to Washington, to South Rampart and to St. Philip. After a thirty-minute rest, the 5,000 marchers proceeded to Dryades, to Howard, to South Rampart, to Girod, to Saratoga, to Canal, to Rampart, to Esplanade, and, after another thirty-minute break, back to Rampart, to Frenchman, to Royal, to Canal, and, finally, back to Elks Place. “All the members of the unions who could were in line, and some of the uniforms worn were picturesque,” observed the Times-Democrat. “Those of the Cotton Yardmen were particularly so. Each member of this union wore a new suit of overalls with a blue jumper, and from his hips to his knees were stretched a stitch of velvet.”


Those who witnessed such pomp never forgot it, and for young musicians lucky enough to hear this exultant music as it was being invented, there were precious lessons to be learned from the seeming anarchy of it all. “I remember the time in New Orleans when I was a little youngster—they had the good old street parades, you know, and brass bands, and every one of them was great,” recalled Louis Armstrong, who heard horns crying so loudly as to make conversation virtually impossible. “Freddie Keppard, he had a good tone. In the parade, in the early days, I used to notice with [the] second line, he would wrap his fingers with his handkerchief so nobody could catch the runs he was making. . . . Now here’s Manuel Perez, one of the trumpeters in the Onward Brass Band, along with Joe Oliver. Just the two of them were back there, and you never heard so much horn blowin’ in your life. . . . Now here’s an old man—’bout 60-some years old when I was a kid, and he had a big brass band called the Excelsior Brass Band, his name was old man Moret, he was the leader of that brass band, and I used to notice every time he was gonna get a high note, he would just slightly look up, and there came that note, see? And I admired that so well, ’til I adopted a style myself. . . . Now here’s the boss of ’em all, King Oliver, I thought was the greatest of all of them, although he didn’t have the tone that Bolden had . . . didn’t have the tone that Freddie had . . . but whatever Joe did, I thought he was the greatest creator of them all. . . . I loved the way he used to blow, and I’d stay in the parade by carrying his trumpet.”


The most original musicians America had yet produced were dispensing their wares for free, on the streets of New Orleans, to anyone who cared to listen. Though the uninitiated might have thought that these street musicians were randomly hitting odd, discordant notes, artists such as Bolden, Keppard, Perez, Oliver, and Bunk Johnson were forging the rudiments of a rough-and-ready musical language that Armstrong and Morton would refine and Carew would be content simply to savor. Young, on his own, and unschooled in southern ways, Carew wasted no time in exploring the twenty-four-hour carnival spinning around him. He marveled at the street vendors crying out, “Blackberries, blackberries,” as if to some ancient blues melody. He took in the minstrel shows at the Crescent and Tulane Theaters, where audiences laughed it up at low, doltish comedy. And he wandered into the District, more formally known as Storyville, a teeming neighborhood of saloons, brothels, shooting galleries, cabarets, and dance halls where desires never discussed publicly back home in Grand Rapids were casually displayed and openly satiated—for a price—practically in public view every night of the year.


“Below Canal street, which split the District in half, was Basin Street, which was noted for its famous and exclusive mansions, operated by such renowned women as Lulu White, [Gypsy ] Schaeffer, [Josie] Arlington,” recalled New Orleans guitarist and raconteur Danny Barker. “On the other streets that ran parallel to Basin—Liberty, Marais, Villere—the class of the meat market prices descended as low as fifty cents for its entertainment.”


As Carew strolled along the already infamous Basin Street, the District’s main artery, he marveled to see curbside prostitutes working their cribs, squalid little roomettes barely big enough to hold a bed and a washstand. The half-dressed women reached out to grab him as he hurried by, offering their services for as much as a buck. Carew didn’t know it yet, but deeper inside the District, bargain hunters could find gratification of a sort for as little as a dime.


Yet on the next block of Basin Street, where it crossed Customhouse, the price of sex and real estate shot up. On the corner stood Tom Anderson’s Annex Café and Chop House, with a hundred electric bulbs lighting up a famously hand-carved, cherry wood bar that stretched half a block. From this opulent saloon, Anderson ruled the District like a king, deciding who came and went, levying fines, settling disputes, and otherwise maintaining a semblance of order. At Tom Anderson’s, visitors picked up the infamous Blue Book listing the plush brothels on this block and others close to it, describing the particular charms of each. Armed with this invaluable information, the men—sailors and dock workers with time to kill, businessmen and farmers with money to squander, lads ready to take the plunge— strolled to fancy whorehouses run by infamous madams. The honor roll included women such as Gypsy Schaeffer, who presided over a sprawling, three-story stone edifice at Villere and Customhouse, and Miss Antonia P. Gonzales, who “has the distinction of being the only Singer of Opera and Female Cornetist in the Tenderloin,” raved the Blue Book.


There was sex for every taste at every price, the luxuriant brothels notorious for dispensing hedonistic abandon while New Orleans’s top piano players unfurled their buoyant ragtime melodies. Music and lust were intertwined here, one almost unimaginable without the other. “I was the first one in New Orleans to employ a jazz pianist in the red-light district,” Countess Willie Piazza bragged, having anointed herself “the first lady of Storyville.” “In those days jazz was associated principally with dance halls and cabarets . . . it was what most of our customers wanted to hear.”


The action in the lowdown cribs, on the other hand, did not unfold to such exquisite accompaniment. On the contrary, the crib prostitutes dispensed fast sex at curbside while a small army of ill-trained piano players pounded away in nearby honky-tonks. At night, there was no escape from their incessant noise, a hundred out-of-tune uprights— thousands of yellowed keys—clattering at once.


“It was always in late evening near dusk or at nightfall when the District woke up, came to life, and its characters went on the prowl for fresh game,” remembered Barker. “As night fell, the lights began to flicker on in the hundreds of dens, cribs and traps for the unwary. The joints began to get some action; as if out of nowhere there appeared, going to and fro to their neighborhood hangouts, dozens of whores, pimps, gamblers, hustlers and also all of the local characters who were physically able to move from their beds. When darkness finally settled on the District, it was like an amusement center: Coney Island, Atlantic City, boardwalk, music and laughter.”


The noise in this place suggested a neighborhood twice its size, the din of conversation punctuated by any number of bands blowing full tilt inside the saloons or out front, as if trying to drown out one another. The men who played the loudest, the thinking went, stood the best chance of attracting the most customers, and getting the suckers in the door was key. “They used to play [out] on the sidewalk in front of the dance hall before they go inside, about a half hour, see,” said Armstrong, who as a child heard Buddy Bolden, Joe “King” Oliver, Bunk Johnson, Frankie Dusen, and Bobby Lyons ragging their rhythms out in the street, where all New Orleans could hear them, their clarion notes on a clear night carrying practically across the Mississippi. While these horns sang, all kinds of vice flourished in the District, which was mandated for its purpose in 1898 and shut down in 1917. In addition to sex on demand, the District offered drugs of practically every sort, including opium, heroin, cocaine, morphine, laudanum, and others available at the nearest pharmacy. Often, the pharmacist dispensed the powder onto a small playing card, which, when folded side to side, could carry the stuff to its destination. “There were more dope fiends in New Orleans in those days,” said Morton, “than any place in the country.”


Out on the streets, the sharp stench of lye permeated everything and could make the eyes water. The casual visitor had no idea that the stink came from small, open cans of lye that the street whores half filled with water and stored under their beds or behind a bed stand. This was their only defense when a customer turned violent. The moment some brute got rough, the woman reached down, grabbed the can, and splashed its contents directly into the man’s face. Suddenly, the customer “found himself screaming, howling, jumping and frantically trying to wipe the hot lye away from his face, chest, ears, eyes and the upper part of his body,” recalled Barker. “These streetwalkers did not like to be beaten and abused and they never missed when they threw that lye. When the victim finally arrived in the hospital, he was in bad shape and burnt up and in pain. The attendants at the emergency ward never rushed to attend the victim because they knew what the scoundrel had done. The lye never caused death, but it scarred a person for life.”


Brought to a boil by drugs, alcohol, and desire, life in the District routinely careened into violence, the crimes perpetrated by sadistic pimps, drunken customers, and common thieves. At one point, “a couple of evil men came into the District and went from house to house cutting the girls,” said Morton. “With long knives they slashed and hacked the girls across the breasts or face. The uproar was such that after a half dozen girls were cut, the men were caught and a howling mob kicked them to death—a more deserving punishment than being shot.”


Amid this vortex of nihilism, sensuality, and hallucination, the place that instantly seized Roy Carew’s attention was Hilma Burt’s, an upscale brothel at 209 Basin Street, next door to Tom Anderson’s (Burt, in fact, was said to be Anderson’s wife). Billed in the Blue Book as “a palace second to none,” this immense three-story structure towered as the unofficial gateway to the other high-priced brothels on the block. Its front windows looked out on the train tracks that paralleled Basin Street, its huge white awnings serving to block the sun and prurient interests.


Inside, the place was decadence incarnate, its library practically as opulent as its boudoir. For the gentleman inclined to open a book, the reading room conveyed luxury via a collection of rare, hand-bound tomes (including an array of international erotica), oil paintings with frames often more costly than the artworks themselves, and outsized leather chairs that were not easy to escape. In the bedroom, just down the hall, the gentleman observed floor-to-ceiling mirrors bordered with delicate wall stenciling, tassels dangling elegantly from heavy drapes that admitted no light, and a multitude of overstuffed pillows piled all over the bed.


“Miss Burt has been with us but a short time but has won all hearts,” observed the Blue Book. “There are no words for her ladies— one can only realize the grandeur of feminine beauty and artistic settings after an hour or so in the palace of Hilma Burt.”


It wasn’t just feminine beauty and plush accoutrements, however, that seduced Carew. At Hilma Burt’s, he heard a piano making a music that danced more sensuously than any of the society quadrilles he had heard in Grand Rapids. It was a music relaxed in tempo but lush in its sheer profusion of notes, its melodies trickling sinuously from the top of the keyboard to the bottom and back again. At times, it sounded as if two or three musicians were playing the instrument, with melody line, bass line, inner voices, and chordal fills rumbling all at once.


This music outshone virtually everything Carew had encountered in a town practically ablaze with hot piano players. Having immersed himself in the city’s sounds, Carew learned early to identify piano players after hearing just a chorus or two. He knew all about the virtuosity of Kid Ross, possibly the District’s only white “professor,” as they called the hot-piano men. He savored the stomps and blues that were Buddy Carter’s stock in trade, the keyboard stunts that made Albert Carroll famous, and the back-to-basics ragtime that John the Baptist unfurled at Willie Piazza’s house. Carew studied it all—the speed-demon pyrotechnics of Sammy Davis, the deep-down blues of Game Kid, and the weird chords of Mamie Desdoumes, who was missing two fingers in the middle of her right hand and therefore picked odd combinations of notes that no one else did. Frank Amacker, Frank Richards, Trigger Sam Henry, Black Pete, Manuel Manetta—Carew had memorized their keyboard tricks, yet none could be mistaken for the sound he now was hearing for the first time: young Ferdinand Morton at the eighty-eights. Carew had not imagined that a piano could sound as ebullient as it did when Morton was giving the instrument everything he had. After making inquiries, Carew learned that he was hearing one of the city’s most skilled young piano men—some would say the best.


“I heard him play at Hilma Burt’s,” recalled Carew, describing that indelible evening in 1904. “I was passing there one night, and there was some very good Spanish music coming out of there. And I stood out in front and listened as long as that music was. . . . Kid Ross played there most of the time, [but] Ross was not the player that Jelly Roll was. . . . The music was clear cut and very smooth, and of a characteristic Spanish type, and like the well-known brook, it just kept running on. I listened for quite a while, and when the playing stopped, I strolled on,” added Carew, who decades later would hear a sick and desperate Jelly Roll Morton playing the same haunting Spanish refrain. “The beat of the music,” said Carew, “made an impression on me and kept going through my head.”


Morton unspooled his tunes on an upright piano in Hilma Burt’s Mirrored Ballroom, the instrument facing the mirrored wall, the pianist’s back to the women, who strolled like goddesses for hire through a parlor gilded with crystal light fixtures and glittering gold trim. They wore the most expensive finery, dresses whose layers of material cascaded around them, the hems often lined with silk. Flowers adorned their coiffures and bodices, a garden of vice available to anyone who could afford the costliest champagne and companionship in the South. Everything reeked of elegance, and, each night, a certain ritual played out.


“Nine o’clock the three darkies would start the music in the front parlor, and the piano player would be noodling on the baby grand in the back parlor, which was the parlor for the big muckamucks, the city hall boys, the state capitol gents, the better family folk, out-of-town actors,” remembered the madam Nell Kimball.




The sports didn’t start coming in till after a late supper near ten. I’d ring a bell for one of the nigger maids to ask some of the girls to come down. . . . By midnight the place on a good night would have a dozen to twenty men in both parlors, the girls circulating and the maids passing out drinks. . . . By two in the morning the rooms were all occupied and I’d be drinking with the waiting customers, and the girls would sort of slide downstairs again, their faces refreshed and their hair combed.





Despite the lascivious purpose of this place, strict rules of decorum prevailed. The women in their lavish gowns knew what was expected of them by the madam and were reminded sternly whenever they forgot. No swearing, smoking, or heavy drinking by the girls was allowed, and those who ignored these rules paid dearly: five dollars for each cuss word, ten dollars for getting drunk. “No two girls could talk to a man at the same time,” explained Rosalind Johnson, one of the few female piano players at Hilma Burt’s. “If a man come in, he would sit in a chair, and they had something like velvet footstools, we called them, and the girl sat on that and talked. If the man didn’t like that girl she’d leave and another girl would come and talk.”


Nor were the girls permitted to speak to one another if the madam was in sight, for fear they might be conspiring against her. The irony must have been inescapable even to the working women, who gave paying customers complete liberty but enjoyed none themselves. “It was really slave trade,” noted Morton, with the madam berating the girls if they were caught talking: “‘Go on to your room,’” the madam yelled. “‘Get away, you bitches—g’wan!’”


Yet in this tautly controlled setting, the piano player enjoyed practically unlimited freedom. The best brothels had several parlors, the piano player scurrying from one to the next, setting a mood and pocketing the cash. In these brothels, Morton began to develop a buoyant music marked by syncopated melodies in the right hand, walking bass lines and bouncing chords in the left, a veritable symphony of New Orleans cakewalks and ragtime at his fingertips.


“Any time I got broke, in a sporting house I would go,” said Morton, and the best houses clamored for his services, with Hilma Burt, Josie Arlington, Lulu White, and Gypsy Schaeffer making a fuss whenever Morton strolled in. He even worked for Emma Johnson’s Circus House, where naked dances and sex acts were performed, close up, for paying customers—a distinctly New Orleans brand of theatrical entertainment. While the erotic acts progressed, Morton played music to match, both setting the tempo and following it. He usually worked from behind a screen, but to get around this impediment, Morton often cut a hole at eye level with a pocket knife, so he could ogle the action while his fingers stroked the keys.


The ambience inspired a red-hot music, which became still more brilliant and rhythmically free at the Frenchman’s, an after-hours saloon nearby, at the corner of Bienville and Villere. After working the brothels or catching cornetist Joe Oliver at the Big 25 (at Franklin and Iberville) or hoisting a few at Billy Phillips’s place (around the corner from Tom Anderson’s), the New Orleans professors headed for the Frenchman’s. They started filtering in at about 4 A.M., ready to blow off steam after a long night’s work. This was where they gambled, drank, took turns at the piano, and tried to cut each other with their newest and flashiest keyboard repertoire. More than at the brothels, where the piano men played for money, here they played for each other and, thus, for art. Music lovers, insomniacs, and late-night women swarmed the place, a hothouse for a newly emerging sound that still had no particular name, except for “New Orleans music.” In the front room, a bar and nearby piano kept spirits high, while a table in the back room accommodated food, drink, and cards.


Morton went so far as to call this “the place where jazz originated,” the birth of an art form attended by whores dripping diamonds and delivered by bone-tired musicians stoking up with a toot of cocaine or winding down with a pinch of heroin.


Yet for all its sordid excess, or perhaps because of it, this scene enticed Morton. To behold its piano players wearing the finest clothes, snorting the most expensive dope, and dallying with wealthy, exotic, independent women was to be transfixed by the possibilities of life as a New Orleans piano player. In this setting, a man who knew his way around a keyboard was admired by his peers, doted upon by the madams, and gifted with bundles of sweet cash.


“The back room would be lighted early in the nights, about the same time the saloon lights would go on, but apparently not used till later,” wrote Morton. “New Orleans was credited at that time as the second greatest Tenderloin district in the world, second only to Paris, France. That was before the electric piano days and every house that could afford it would have what they called their professor. Alfred Wilson, Albert [Carroll], Sammy Davis did not care to work, they would prefer to gamble, they all had clothes on top of clothes. Diamonds, studs, Diamond Rings, Diamond Suspenders, Cuff bottoms, Diamond Garters, and etc . . . Money had no value. For instance, Ed Moshay, a very mediocre Pianist and big time ladies man and gambler, died about four years ago. I understand he was broke but left 114 expensive suits of clothes. Well when a A-1 pianist had a $100 night they usually figured they had a terrible night.”


That a respectable Creole (a Louisianian of mixed European and African origin) had descended into this forbidden world—embracing it, reveling in it, and earning from it what seemed to him a fortune— proved a source of shame to Morton’s censorious middle-class family. So much, in fact, that they would disown him once they realized the kind of musician he was becoming. But for Morton, doubly blessed with at least a rudimentary musical education and an innate ability to play any music by ear that he heard, there was no better way to proceed. The gig was too lucrative, the nightlife too alluring, the music too hot to resist.


The Frenchman’s was his conservatory, the District his concert hall, and young Roy Carew his perfervid admirer. Morton did not know that Carew heard him on that summer night in 1904—the two young men did not meet. But Morton’s music earned him an unsung champion in Carew, who three decades later would try to break Morton’s terrible fall.


The large house where Jelly Roll Morton was born—as Ferdinand Joseph Lamothe—looked regal for its environs, occupying a spacious lot at 1443 Frenchmen Street, downtown in the Seventh Precinct, Seventh Ward. Its brick-and-cement foundation supported a white frame structure stretching so long it obviated the prospect of a backyard. With its porch fully shaded by the second-floor overhang and a second-story dormer that looked out on the rest of the block (which at the time contained only one other house), this “estate,” as Morton called it, was enormous among its neighbors. Not as spacious, to be sure, as the mansion brothels that later employed the young man, but big enough to suggest that young Ferd grew up amid comfort.


Louise Monette and Ed Lamothe, a contractor/demolisher, were his parents, but early on Ferd’s mother kicked out his father for too much carousing. No marriage certificate is known to exist, nor a birth certificate for Ferd. A posthumously uncovered baptismal citation raises more questions than it answers, and the scholar who found it— thereupon concluding that Morton had lied about his birth date—has since retreated from this claim.


But whether Morton was born on September 20, 1885, as he swore, or October 20, 1890, as the unreliable baptismal citation states, there’s no dispute that he spent the late 1890s at the Frenchmen Street address. Christened by his godparents, Paul and Eulalie Hecaut, he lived with an extended family that grew quickly each year. In February 1894, his mother married Willie Mouton, a light-skinned black man who signed the marriage certificate with an “X” and toiled as a porter in hotels and clubs. The arrival of their two daughters, Amede Eugenie Mouton and Frances Mouton, meant that Ferd now basked in the attention of two half sisters, as well as that of his Grandmother Laura Péché and her family, his Uncle Auguste “Gus” Monette and Aunt Elena Péché—and their relatives. The warmth of this extended Creole family, with Ferd as its first son, was matched only by its inevitable raucousness.


Moreover, in a house where a trombone, zither, guitar, piano, and other instruments were practically strewn about, Ferd couldn’t have avoided music if he had wanted to. So far as he was concerned, his life was bound up with rhythm, pitch, and harmony practically from birth. “My godmother, Eulalie, would always take me around, passing me off for her child (I was supposed to be a pretty baby) and one day she loaned me to one of her friends to also make believe,” Morton wrote. “Somehow the woman was arrested and refused to relinquish ‘her child,’ so we both went to jail. It was in jail that my inspiration for music was first noticed. Some of the inmates were singing, and I was supposed to have shown great interest, and would smile along with the singing and weep when they would quit, [so] they sang until I fell to sleep in the cell.”


That Ferd’s godmother, Eulalie, should consort with the kind of woman who wound up in jail was not so surprising, for Eulalie served the prostitutes of Storyville as a voodoo practitioner. Her repertoire of magical spells, potions, elixirs, and seances made her immensely popular in the District, though her sorcery apparently could not be applied to herself, for none of her nine children survived birth. Perhaps that’s why Eulalie, who went by the more mundane name Laura Hunter when she wasn’t practicing her craft, developed an intense attachment to her godson, Ferd. It was Eulalie who saw to it that Ferd didn’t simply enjoy music but studied it, arranging for him to take lessons on six-string steel guitar at age five.


To hear Ferd tell it, he made plain his keen interest in playing music. He wrote of himself:




Morton’s first instrument was made up of two chair rounds and a tin pan. To him, this combination sounded like a Symphony, because in those days, there were only classical selections being played. The next instrument he tried was the Harmonica. He was only 5 years old when he was trying to play these different instruments. After trying to play the Harmonica for two years, he discovered that he was the world’s worst, and decided to change to a Jews-harp. The nearest this instrument would sound like music was like the humming of a bee. Then he tried Steel Guitar. This was his first actual lesson in music[,] given to him by an old friend, a Spanish gentleman.





The unnamed teacher may have given Ferd his first exposure to the regal habanera rhythms of Spanish music and influenced Ferd’s later belief that jazz required “a Spanish tinge” to be considered authentic. When he wasn’t noodling on instruments, Ferd—who spoke only French in the first few years of his life—regularly attended the French Opera with his family. Here, he absorbed the European musical tradition of romantic operas such as Gounod’s Faust and Verdi’s Il  Trovatore, and harmonic breakthroughs in radical work such as Debussy’s Pelléas et Mélisande. He relished the coloratura lines that sopranos sang in Donizetti’s Lucia di Lammermoor, their ornate, often improvised, melodic embellishments sometimes drawing hysterical ovations from the crowd. Thanks to the French Opera, a broadly popular institution in late-nineteenth-century New Orleans, European classical music made an imprint on both nascent jazz and Morton’s emerging musical sensibility. Specifically, the Europeans’ concepts of harmony, scale, and melodic ornament inexorably seeped into indigenous New Orleans music and into Morton’s conception of melody and phrase.


Yet even as Ferd was embracing the high art of grand opera, he also learned music in the traditional New Orleans way, on the streets. Singing in a cappella quartets at the corner of Jackson and Robertson, he studied harmony in the best way possible—by making it. “Those days I belonged to a quartet, and of course we specialized in spirituals,” recalled Morton. “The boys had some beautiful harmony they sang. Of course, we got together and made all kinds of crazy ideas of harmony which make it beautiful and made it impossible for anyone to jump in and sing. I tell you, we had such beautiful numbers to sing at all times.”


A few years of guitar lessons made him proficient, but the superior playing of a black friend named Bud Scott, as well as an aesthetic revelation at the age of ten, persuaded Ferd to switch to piano. For though Ferd had been enchanted by the keyboard since seeing a musician play a piano at the French Opera, the man’s long and bushy hair suggested to Ferd that pianism might not be a wholly masculine endeavor. “Young Morton did not care for the piano[,] although there was a piano in his home, because there was a saying that it was strictly an instrument for a lady,” he wrote. “He did not feel like being embarrassed and laughed at by his associates for playing his instrument. Therefore, he would not touch the piano[,] in spite of it being a home ornament and relic.”


But when Ferd witnessed another man—one with properly short-cropped hair—setting off boisterous ragtime rhythms on a piano during a party, he was smitten anew and determined to learn the instrument. Unfortunately, he soon discovered that his piano teacher, Mrs. Rachel D. Moment (of 3231 South Franklin), was a fake: She played every score he put in front of her as if it were essentially the same piece of music, assuming he wouldn’t notice. He did, and quit.


As if in protest, Ferd redirected his musical attention, shifting to blues/ragtime piano by studying with a musician named Frank Richards. This radical change of direction did not go over well at home. “In those days, everybody was playing what they called ragtime, and I wanted to play it, too,” Morton said. “But my [step]daddy caught me trying one day and took off his belt and tanned me good and proper: He said: ‘Son, if you ever play that dirty stuff again, I’ll throw you out of here on your ear.’ But man, I couldn’t no more stop playing it than I could stop eating.”


The raunchy blue notes, the relentless rhythms, and the barrelhouse keyboard attacks that Ferd’s stepfather deemed vulgar were forbidden in the Mouton home. So Ferd and his instructor headed to Ferd’s place of refuge at this time: the home of his godmother Eulalie Hecaut, uptown. Though even at this early date Ferd realized Richards’s limitations—particularly Richards’s ignorance of music theory—at least the older pianist could correct Ferd’s most obvious blunders. “I claim that his contribution was more in the perfection way,” explained Morton. “The melodies were all mine, but I believed he could do much better with it than I could because he made a lot of corrections [in Ferd’s music] that probably would have gone maybe haywire.”


That Morton should have gravitated from French opera to earthy blues was practically predestined, for this music had become pervasive in New Orleans. Whether voiced informally by street vendors or sung lustily in saloons or transformed toward a higher purpose in church, the searing and rambunctious spirit of the blues—with its expressively flatted melody notes and exquisite clash between major and minor— was the essence of New Orleans music. “I heard blues when I was knee-high to a duck,” wrote Morton, late in life.




When I first started going to school I heard some of the blues piano players such as Budd[y] Carter, Josky Adams, Game Kid, Sam Henry and many more too numerous to mention. I heard blues tunes entitled “Alice Fields,” “Isn’t It Hard to Love,” “Make Me a Pallet on the Floor”—the latter which I played myself on my guitar. In New Orleans the ‘ragmen’ would take a 10c Christmas horn, remove the wooden mouthpiece and play more blues than any trumpeter I ever met in the rest of the country. The whole world with the exception of New Orleans was ignorant of the fact that blues could be played by an orchestra.





A family doctor announced that the preternaturally thin Ferd was on the verge of consumption and recommended hard physical labor. So Ferd began sweating for pennies after school, first as a dishwasher, then in the backbreaking task of making barrels for the Brooklyn Cooperage Company, at three dollars a week. With each of these steps—the after-school jobs, the blues piano lessons—Ferd slowly was breaking away from the family that had nurtured him. Early in the new century, he spent two years living mostly with his godmother, Eu-lalie, simply to play his music and immerse himself in her voodoo incantations. But after the death of Ferd’s mother, while Ferd was still in his teens, and the subsequent disappearance of his father, Ferd found himself more profoundly cut off from the family home than he had intended. All he had left of his mother was her memory and of his stepfather, Willie Mouton, a surname Ferd did not like. Mouton, Ferd said, had to be Anglicized to Morton so that no one would call him “Frenchy.” And so another tie with his family—its French language and culture—was cut.


But Gallic nicknames were the least of Ferd’s problems. Without a mother or a father, Ferd in the first decade of the new century was being pulled in more directions than he could comprehend. His great-grandmother, Felice “Mimi” Baudoin, as well as his grandmother, Laura Péché, insisted he set a good example for his half sisters and hold a steady job. More than once, the subject turned a pleasant family dinner into a battle royal.


“I can remember, when I was about eight years old, my grandmother Laura scolding my brother for staying out all night,” recalled Frances Mouton. “I mean she just didn’t approve of him playing in those shady places and coming back home where children were. She wanted him to respect a girl, and not come in and tell his experiences of the night before to my uncles. . . . Also, my grandmother was afraid of venereal diseases and thought he might bring them home to the family.” So Ferd’s uncle, a barber who served as his legal guardian, took it upon himself to employ Morton at twenty-five cents a week to perform a variety of menial tasks. Yet all the while, Eulalie stirred Ferd’s interest in music and voodoo—activities that rendered the barber shop dismal by comparison. It was Eulalie who arranged for Ferd to study with a Professor Nickerson at St. Joseph’s School, the last formal music instruction Ferd ever received. Music and Eulalie, forever bound up with each other, became the only constants in Ferd’s young life. “The older generations were passing away and friends were vanishing,” Morton wistfully recalled. “The estate was being mortgaged, and Grandfather was losing his liquor business . . . and things were generally going bad.”


Ferd needed a place of his own, away from his family’s dictates and from Laura Péché and Mimi Baudoin’s scrutiny, and he found it in the most obvious place, the part of New Orleans where music was everywhere and the spotlight inevitably shone on the man who played piano best. So Ferd veered, inexorably, to the District. At first, the spectacle of so many half-naked women calling out from their cribs, while laughter and hot piano playing rang out from every open window, unnerved a boy of his middle-class Catholic upbringing. Yet he returned again and again, lingering late into the night at the Frenchman’s, where he heard the best piano players in the District asserting themselves on the keys.


He recalled:




One night I was at the Frenchman’s earlier than usual, and someone in one of the neighboring houses came in looking for a piano player. The boys with me told them I could play and would take the job. I was afraid to but finally agreed to go if the boys would be allowed to go with me. However, the boys were put in another room, and I was put at the piano and told to play. I was so scared that I couldn’t play a note and was almost kicked out. My friends came out and insisted that I was all right, and I got my confidence back and played.





As he played, Ferd felt his fears slip away, and the tunes he knew intimately from the parades he had played—surefire crowd pleasers such as “Hot Time in the Old Town Tonight,” “Mr. Johnson, Turn Me Loose,” and “Bird in a Gilded Cage”—flowed freely from his fingers. The girls began to pull out their bills, tossing twenty dollars his way for barely an hour’s work. Ferd protested lightly, then grabbed the cash. Though at first he protested that he couldn’t possibly work at such a place full time, the thought of breaking his back at the cooperage for fourteen dollars a week when he could make more than that in an hour—and amid so much youthful femininity—led him to reconsider. It was all so easy. All he had to do was tell his grandmother that he had been moved to the night shift at the cooperage, and the charms of the District were his, at a fantastic rate of pay.


So Ferd unofficially became a citizen of the greatest vice district in the United States, in so doing making the leap from child to adult, from candor to deceit, and from a decent middle-class life to enthralling adventures in music and carnality. If sex was the lure of the District, sensuous New Orleans music was its siren song, seducing with mood and tempo and the dream of romance.


“You’d hear music everywhere you went,” recalled Danny Barker, a child during the District’s last years.




You’d hear music in the street—organ grinders pulling their instrument on a two-wheel cart, going from barroom to barroom. And you heard peddlers shouting their wares. You heard music everywhere because everything you did was done musically in New Orleans. New Orleans was a French town and a party town—there was an abundance of entertainment. You could walk down the street and hear a party going on until 11 o’clock the next morning.





Hungry to learn the ways of the District, musically and otherwise, Morton began haunting the twenty-four-hour honky-tonks—noisy, grimy saloons that were just a few blocks from the Storyville mansions that had beckoned him, and several rungs lower on the social ladder. As Ferd put it, they were “the lowest type of dive I have ever seen anywhere, and I’ve seen all the worst dives.” Indeed, they were frequented by women “who had never had a bath in months,” Morton said, and by men who would cut your laces to steal your shoes if you nodded off to sleep. “The men, I have personally seen some of them, they were actually lousy. . . . The main revenue for these honky-tonks was the revenue that would come from the little, pitiful gambling games, lot of days waiting for a sucker to come in. But if one really came in, don’t worry, he would be really taken.”


In these grisly rooms, such as Kaiser’s, the biggest of the tonks, at Julia and Rampart Streets, and Spano’s, at Franklin and Poydras Streets, Ferd scrutinized the piano players and tried to decipher their techniques. They banged out an up-tempo version of the twelve-bar blues, the rattling bass notes and hammered-out chords later christened boogie-woogie but, at the start of the new century, simply called “playing the horses.” No wonder—the two-fisted, galloping piano riffs suggested a stampede gaining momentum every thirty-two bars. Eventually, Morton concluded that all boogie-woogie amounted to was a “non-experienced guy pounding on a piano.” Boogie-woogie would never endure, he said presciently, “because there is not enough to it for development—only three or four chords and no other variation. Boogie woogie should be called ‘honky-tonk music.’”


Essentially, two classes of musicians jostled each other in this rowdy part of New Orleans. Black players such as Buddy Bolden, Bunk Johnson, and the soon-to-be-famous Louis Armstrong lacked academic musical training and learned to play mostly by ear (though Armstrong in his teens finally learned to read music). These “fake” players, as they called themselves, could not tell the difference between written music and splashes of ink spilled arbitrarily on paper, but they invented a thousand ways to keep a tune interesting, to change it and reshape it according to whim—and to the reaction of the crowd. They lived uptown, above Canal Street, in a neighborhood where music burst forth from joints such as The Big 4 and Big Easy, and under the stars in Lincoln Park and Johnson Park.


Creole musicians like Morton, by contrast, enjoyed the privileges of middle-class life, including formal musical training (to one degree or another), and often could read music on sight. They sprang from a community that thrived downtown, below Canal Street, a neighborhood where music rang out from dance joints such as Economy Hall and Independence Hall. Even in such freewheeling places, it was clear to hear that these Creole artists had embraced the musical values of the European opera and symphony, with their emphasis on precision, accuracy, balance, and refinement.


But in geographically compact New Orleans, unlike anywhere else, the two worlds rubbed up against one another, the high-toned Creole musicians and their self-taught black counterparts playing side by side in parades, funeral marches, curbside bloodbaths, and Storyville brothels and honky-tonks. The clash that ensued when European- influenced Creoles and musically illiterate blacks made music together represented nothing less than a breakthrough in organized sound. It had no formal name, but it opened up expressive possibilities unimagined even by the turn-of-the-century musicians who were inventing it.


“See, the average [black] New Orleans musician developed his own style, because he didn’t know how to read music,” recalled the Creole trumpeter Percy Humphrey, of the Humphrey dynasty of early jazz musicians. “So he played what he picked up, and he’d catch maybe 18 or 20 different sounds. But the other musicians, like myself and [my brother] Willie, were professionally taught—we knew how to read music because our grandfather taught us how. So whenever you’d hear a band on the street or at a funeral or at a house party, you’d hear these two kinds of musicians trying to get it together.”


And there was one more element mixed into this exotic new musical formula: the church, which was paramount in black southern life after the War Between the States. Because newly freed, illiterate blacks were left to fend for themselves, they had nowhere to turn for aid but the Baptist churches, where music held an honored place. “You’d hear the music in church, and when the church Benevolent Societies buried you, they’d do it with music,” said Danny Barker. “And everyone wanted to play in the brass bands because it was a good way to get into music. The funeral bands, see, played lots of whole notes,” added Barker, referring to the long-held pitches that stretch four beats to the bar. “And that’s an easy way to learn how to play.”


If music of the church, of French opera, and of the streets inexorably shaped Morton’s still nascent art, so did the work of New Orleans’s preeminent pianist-singer-songwriter, Tony Jackson, the one man whose dexterous technique and original songwriting left Ferd in awe. Ferd considered Jackson the greatest entertainer that New Orleans ever produced, a man who “could play and sing from opera to blues in its correct formation [and] knew everything that probably was ever printed.” Carew, too, fell under Jackson’s spell while strolling through the District:




Tony Jackson, I heard him playing at Antonia Gonzales’ place, which is on Customhouse and Villere Street. . . . He was tearing it off and in great shape, playing and singing. And I noticed a fellow standing on the curb also listening. So after I listened to a tune or two, I walked over to the fellow, I says, “Who in the world is that?”







He says, “That’s Tony Jackson. He knows a thousand songs.”


He had a wonderful [singing] voice, and I can’t tell you how clear and resonant, you know? He had [a voice] right up into the soprano, you may call it, without any noticeable change. It wasn’t what they call falsetto.





Ferd also listened carefully to Tony Jackson, and to Alfred Wilson, Albert Carroll, and dozens more at the Frenchman’s, studying their novelty effects and keyboard stunts. The octave tremolos and hand-over-hand figures and shimmering broken chords that were their primary tools intoxicated Ferd, whose classical piano teachers never dared to demonstrate such a loose, bawdy, seemingly uninhibited style of playing. As Ferd mastered this unorthodox lexicon of keyboard tricks, he moved up in rank to junior piano professor, even as his family believed he was dutifully working at the cooperage for fourteen dollars a week.


“By going into the Frenchman’s each night I kept getting better and better jobs and soon was making from $80 to $100 a night,” he wrote. “I soon learned to play cotch [Spanish poker]. I knew that all I needed to keep was the $14 to take home and that I could borrow from any of the landladies [at the brothels] if necessary. I was playing classics, ragtime and Spanish tunes at these jobs, as well as everything new that was coming out at that time.”


With this astonishing windfall, Ferd splurged on custom-made shirts and silk underwear, on high-priced suits and ties of fantastic design. The wardrobe proved so opulent and appealing that Ferd’s uncle, who was about his size, began wearing these plush garments behind Ferd’s back—until his uncle made a misstep. Recalled Morton:




One night he fell into one of the numerous ditches around New Orleans and ruined one of my best suits. He was very drunk, but I was so angry that I beat him up something terrible. The secret [of Ferd’s nocturnal life] was soon out, and I was in disgrace with the family because I had to admit where I was working. My grandmother wouldn’t let me stay under the same roof with the rest of the family, and so I was sent out of my home. I was only about sixteen or seventeen at that time, and although I was making lots of money and had been around some, I didn’t even know how to go about renting a room.





The dazzling piano player Carew heard while exploring the District was thrust out into the world. His apprenticeship abruptly concluded, Ferd took to the road, bearing the unique musical gifts and singular romantic charms from which he was to fashion his most complex and mysterious creation: Jelly Roll Morton.




OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
&

—Boston Globe

The Life, Music, and Redemption of Jelly Roll Morton

am Gaines






OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
DA CAPO PRESS

A Member of the
Perseus Books Group





