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The history of New Orleans music in the twentieth-century – the century that brought us 

jazz, rhythm and blues, and rock and roll – has been bound up since its inception with conflicting 

notions of urban progress and renewal. The brothels, saloons, and dancehalls that first gave rise 

to jazz owed their very existence to the efforts of city councilmen to contain prostitution within 

the bounds of predetermined neighborhoods, the better to protect public morality and to keep an 

eye on vice. Among its many effects, the presence of a legally-defined vice district in Storyville, 

both downtown and uptown, bred the conditions for the birth of jazz. With the opening of the 

red-light district in 1897, proprietors of brothels and drinking establishments looked to local 

musicians to supply steady entertainment.1 After Storyville closed, the uptown vice-district – 

known alternately as Back o' Town, the Battlefield, Black Storyville – continued to operate on a 

quasi-legal basis.2 With legally-sanctioned vice flourishing for black New Orleanians in a 

proscribed section of the city, black musicians enjoyed what amounted to a protected market, a 

guaranteed source of steady employment in the houses of prostitution and the drinking and 

gambling establishments. In this environment, black and Creole musicians did what musicians do 

- they played the songs they all knew and did their best to please audiences. The unique set of 

                                                           
1 Al Rose best sums up the relationship between "the sex business" and "the music business": 
"The entrepreneurs of Storyville, with few exceptions, were in the sex business, not the music 
business. Even so, a good deal of music, much of it excellent, was to be heard in the District. In 
the dance halls and cabarets, of which there were an increasing number as the District evolved, 
music was of course essential - and in the dance halls it had to be danceable. Music in the 
brothels, though not a necessity, served somewhat the same promotional function as wine and 
spirits and sex dances and exhibitions in that all helped to get men in a state of readiness for the 
main event upstairs." Al Rose, Storyville, New Orleans: Being an Authentic, Illustrated Account 
of the Notorious Red-Light District (Tuscaloosa, AL: The University of Alabama Press, 1974), 
103. 
2 Rose, Storyville, 192. 
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circumstances gave rise to jazz music, a new form of expression.3 The Great Depression put an 

end to the good times in the 1930s. As the effects of the stock market crash spread throughout 

the United States, the economic basis of the uptown vice-district disintegrated along with the rest 

of the New Orleans economy.4 

Judging from the prevalence of advertisements for live music in New Orleans during the  

1930s, the music scene dried up, too.5 What happened to the once-protected musical economy? 

How did music venues catering to the black community adjust to shifting economic, political, 

and social circumstances? How did the city government's attempts to adjust to and enforce new 

economic realities affect the music scene? An adequate acceptance of the fact that New Orleans 

music in the twentieth-century began as an experiment in urban progress in the sporting houses 

of the downtown and uptown vice-districts requires one to follow the threads of the story into 

their respective futures. Doing so affords us a wider perspective of music in the city during a key 

period of economic revival and civic renewal. The elimination of the protected market for black 

musicians had the effect of forcing club owners to cast a wider net for audiences. In doing so, 

club owners diversified their entertainment offerings, improved the environment of their 

establishments, and invested in advertising campaigns designed to lure new customers. These 

musicians and club owners inhabited a world in which the city government turned from 

accommodating to antagonistic. For better or worse, black New Orleanians lived in a system 

                                                           
3  Charles Hersch, Subversive Sounds: Race and the Birth of Jazz in New Orleans and Chicago. 
(University of Chicago Press, 2006), 29-30. 
4 Anthony Stanonis, Creating the Big Easy: New Orleans and the Emergence of Modern  
Tourism, 1918-1945. (Athens, GA: The University of Georgia Press, 2006), 73-7. 
5 Stanonis does not address the music scene specifically in his discussion of the Depression 
economy in New Orleans. His general discussion, though, combined with the evidence of 
decreased advertising in the Louisiana Weekly suggest that the employment opportunities for 
musicians suffered along with employment in other sectors. 
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controlled by whites and were required to adapt to the standards imposed upon them. Far from 

demolishing the cultural underpinnings of the black community, however, the implementation of 

the elite urban renewal program proved that music and culture are not tethered helplessly to 

geography or materiality.  

Mayor DeLesseps "Chep" Morrison, as he entered his second term, made it his platform  

to modernize city government, improve transparency, renovate the transportation infrastructure, 

and clear or renew dilapidated sections of the city.6 The Union Passenger Terminal at the corner 

of Loyola Avenue and Calliope Street would serve as the transportation hub for New Orleans' 

central business district and would anchor the Civic Center complex of buildings then in 

development – a new City Hall, a police department, a federal Post Office, a public library, a 

municipal courts building, and a civic office building. In the Back of Town section of the city, 

Morrison had the opportunity to accomplish each of his goals in one fell swoop. The historic 

birthplace of jazz music – the neighborhood that gave birth to Louis Armstrong and housed the 

black, uptown vice-district – stood in Morrison's way.  

Unfortunately, instead of a city rich in culture and history, Morrison saw only "a 

cancerous slum blocking the natural growth of the central business district."7 The attitude of the 

mayor and his administration toward the poor Back o' Town neighborhood in the 1940s fit into a 

well-defined pattern of the New Orleans city government moving and removing poor minorities 

from one neighborhood to another to enforce some sort of social good. First, the downtown vice-

district – Storyville – once played home to a largely poor, black neighborhood before the coming 

of vice raised rents well beyond the reach of ordinary laborers. The uptown vice-district did not 

                                                           
6 Annual Report of the Mayor of New Orleans, 1950, 10. Louisiana Research Center (LRC).   
7 Annual Report of the Mayor of New Orleans, 1950, 10. LRC. 
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boast more respectable origins. One historian writes of how "Sicilian immigrants and 

impoverished blacks recently relocated from the plantation countryside dominated [Back o' 

Town]'s streets and inhabited its shoddy structures ... until 1897, when they were shoved aside to 

make way for progress – and for prostitutes."8 The political and economic elite in New Orleans 

moved people around within the city to suit its own definition of "progress.” Following Chep 

Morrison's program of the 1940s and 1950s, successive mayors managed to have fourteen square 

blocks of the Treme neighborhood – the first neighborhood in any major American city inhabited 

primarily by free black people – demolished to make way for New Orleans' answer to Lincoln 

Center in New York, the Municipal Auditorium and the Mahalia Jackson Performing Arts Center 

in present-day Armstrong Park.    

None of this is to say that the mayors of New Orleans had permanently fraught relations 

with the black community. The editorial staff of Louisiana Weekly, a newspaper published by the 

black community for the black community, endorsed Morrison's candidacy for mayor. The 

endorsement argued that Morrison knew he was "mayor of ALL the people of New 

Orleans…that he did not bypass Negro neighborhoods in street improvements ... that if the 

developments proposed by the administration can be realized, Orleanians will enjoy fully 

employment, better homes, better health and recreation and, generally, a better standard of living 

than we have ever known."9 The endorsement amounted to nothing less than a stamp of approval 

on Morrison's entire program of civic renewal. Less than a year later, however, the newspaper 

castigated the re-elected mayor when he failed to name any leaders from the black community to 

                                                           
8 Alecia P. Long, "Poverty Is the New Prostitution: Race, Poverty, and Public Housing in Post-
Katrina New Orleans," Journal of American History, 94 (Dec. 2007), 798. 
9 Louisiana Weekly, "Morrison for Mayor," January 21, 1950. Amistad Research Center (ARC). 
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the committees to write a new city charter.10 At the outset, the black community hoped that 

Morrison's efforts at remaking the city would have a positive impact on them, too. Despite kind 

words from the community and from the administration, the city government of New Orleans did 

not take into account the opinions or the culture of the neighborhoods affected negatively by its 

urban renewal policies.  

These past relationships between music, the economy, and local urban progress schemes 

allow us to analyze the situation in the years 1942 to 1960 in its proper historical framework. The 

year 1942 marked the beginning in New Orleans of the wartime economy, when thousands of 

G.I.'s and their families moved into Orleans and the surrounding parishes and began to pump 

their money into local businesses.11 As in many parts of the world, New Orleanians seized the 

opportunities of a wartime economy to pull themselves out of Great Depression. As the war 

wound down, the local commercial community continued to ride the economic crest into the 

1950s. The music scene benefitted from the revived economy. Accordingly, press coverage of 

the music scene picked up tremendously, as did advertisements for live music placed by venues 

themselves. The year 1960 represents the beginning of a turning point in New Orleans. The Civil 

Rights Movement achieved its first successes and the gradual desegregation of public places in 

New Orleans in the 1960s and 1970s changed the music scene dramatically.   

The music scene discussed in these pages without exception refers to a music scene 

inhabited mostly by black New Orleanians. The available sources suggest that a marked 

distinction existed between a black music scene and a white music scene. The music played in 

                                                           
10 Louisiana Weekly, "Charge Race was 'Overlooked' On City Charter; Mayor Morrison Mum ," 
December 2, 1950. ARC. 
11 Stanonis, Creating the Big Easy, 75. Jack V. Buerkle and Danny Barker, Bourbon Street 
Black: The New Orleans Black Jazzman (New York: Oxford University Press, 1974), 228. 
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white clubs by white musicians, of course, had its origins in black music from decades 

previously. These clubs and musicians took part in the "Dixieland Revival" in places like 

Dixieland Hall on Bourbon Street. Even the music played by black musicians in white clubs 

conformed to the expectations of tourists, who expected to come to New Orleans and listen to 

old, black men play traditional New Orleans jazz for white audiences.12 Moreover, the clubs that 

featured traditional New Orleans jazz and even some modern jazz "did not admit black 

people…the big hotels and better-known clubs admitted blacks only as employees or 

entertainers. This cultural isolation gave rise to different, freer performing traditions in a network 

of Central City clubs far from Bourbon [Street]'s bright lights."13 Black musicians did not need 

to adjust to segregated performance opportunities; segregation was the rule rather than the 

exception. The entire musical infrastructure did have to adjust, however, to the absence of a 

guaranteed market for music and entertainment.  

To what parts of the city did live music venues travel?14 They went everywhere, in short. 

The disappearance of specified vice-districts meant that venues had few restrictions on where 

they could set up shop. The venues spread further uptown, to Central City and beyond, where the 

Dew Drop Inn anchored a number of rhythm and blues havens. One could find another cluster of 

venues around the intersection of Louisiana Avenue and LaSalle Street. Foster's Chicken Den lay 

just up LaSalle Street at the corner of Seventh Street. At 2514 Washington Avenue, around the 

corner from the Dew Drop Inn, the Lincoln Theater hosted a diverse array of entertainments, 

                                                           
12 Buerkle and Barker, Bourbon Street Black, Chapter 6. 
13 Jason Berry, Jonathan Foose and Tad Jones, Up From the Cradle of Jazz: New Orleans Music 
Since World War II. (Athens, GA: The University of Georgia Press, 1986), 54. 
14 The interested reader may view an interactive map of music venues in New Orleans at  
http://maps.google.com/maps/ms?hl=en&ie= UTF8&msa= O&msid= 
112983470969244475642.00 0494b6f88f3b321db4b&ll= 29.962222,-90.080166&spn= 
0.08358,0.154324&t= h&z= 13.  
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from movies to stage plays to live music. Venues clustered also in the Tremé neighborhood, 

where Caldonia's Inn played host to the earliest incarnations of Professor Longhair. Some 

evidence suggests that venues may even have congregated in the neighborhood of the Union 

Passenger Terminal, around the Clio Street and Calliope Street intersections with South Rampart 

Street.15 A look at the companion map to this paper reveals a few small clusters of venues that 

seem to have grown up more or less simultaneously and organically, that is, not by fiat. The 

Treme neighborhood hosted at least five well-known venues in the 1940s. The Caldonia Inn, at 

the comer of St. Philip and St. Claude Streets flourished in the 1940s and 1950s. In 

advertisements in the Louisiana Weekly, the Caldonia boasted the "Biggest Female 

Impersonators Show in Town" and "Music by The Four Hairs: Professors Long Hair, Short Hair, 

No Hair, and Need Some Hair."16 Professor Longhair emerged from the Caldonia to become one 

of the most renowned pianists of the New Orleans sound during the 1950s and 1960s. Longhair 

also cites "Joe Prop's Bar" at the comer of North Villere and St. Peter in a 1976 interview, 

although he does not specify if an individual named Joe Prop owned the bar or if the name of the 

bar was "Joe Prop's Bar.”17 Also in the vicinity was the San Jacinto Club, at 1422 Dumaine. In 

his weekly "Boogie-beat Jive" column in the Louisiana Weekly, "Dr. Daddy-O" crowed, "If the 

San Jacinto ever gets a good Public Address system and a new paint job, it'll be gonest dance hall 

in Louisiana!!! ... the crowds really go for the Jacinto!! !"18 A bit further towards Lake 

                                                           
15 Professor Longhair interview with Tad Jones,  
http://www.professorlonghair.com/archive/press/livingblues/lbinterview.html, Accessed 
11/10/10. 
16 Louisiana Weekly, April 3, 1948, ARC. 
17 Professor Longhair interview. 
18 Louisiana Weekly, "Boogie-beat Jive," May 6, 1950, ARC. 



"Live Music Venues, Urban Planning, and Race in New Orleans, 1942-1960" 
Greg A. Beaman 

gregabeaman@gmail.com 
 

8 
 

Pontchartrain on Dumaine stood Club Crystal. Finally, at St. Ann and North Villere stood the 

Gypsy Tea Room.  

In addition to spreading to various new neighborhoods, the venues cleaned up a good  

deal. Danny Barker, the famed guitar and banjo player, described the clubs of the 1920s as 

"booze-swilling tonks, dives and sin dens."19 Professor Longhair, born Henry Roeland Byrd, 

remembered that "there was [sic] no professional places to play .. .it was honkey-tonks and dives, 

barrooms with sawdu_st on the floor, no tables."20 Professor Longhair cites Delpee's Club at 

Calliope Street and Franklin Street as one venue that fit his description. While upscale 

establishments like the Southern Yacht Club, at West End, or the Pythian Roof Gardens, on 

South Rampart Street, catered to upscale audiences, the experiences of the musicians themselves 

suggest that they functioned as the exception rather than the rule  live music experiences.21 

While Dr. Daddy-O's remark about the San Jacinto Club, above, suggests that perhaps not all 

venues elevated their material standards in conjunction with the general thrust in the city toward 

urban renewal, it displays indisputably that the audiences for live music and entertainment in 

New Orleans during the 1940s and 1950s had higher expectations than in the past. Those 

expectations could only have arisen if other venues provided the sort of environment that made 

one conscious of the fact when a venue failed to rise to the new standards.  

Most importantly, the venues diversified. From places intended for the purchase of sex 

and alcohol that happened to feature music, the venues branched out to begin offering a variety 

of entertainment. Sometimes music constituted the main attraction. Other times, musicians 

                                                           
19 Danny Barker, A Life in Jazz, ed. Alyn Shipton (New York: Oxford University Press, 1986), 
198. 
20 Professor Longhair interview. 
21 The New Orleans Herald, "Society News," October 3, 1925. ARC. 
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backed dancers or other acts. Musical variety increased, as well. When the Robin Hood Club and 

Bar, at 2059 Jackson Avenue, hired a new house band to replace the old one that went on tour, 

the Louisiana Weekly noted that the new band would "carry on the musical tradition of the 

popular club [by] offering a variety of tunes, which will cover ballads, rebop, and blues."22 The 

importance of live music venues as community centers becomes apparent when one discovers 

the "Citizen of the Week Night" inaugurated by the Robin Hood Club in April, 1948. The Robin 

Hood honored a member of the community who made a significant contribution by helping out 

others in some fashion.23 The Dew Drop Inn, by contrast, would only feature modem jazz after 

midnight.24 The Gypsy Tea Room, at the comer of St. Ann Street and North Villere Street, one 

of the clubs in the Tremé cluster, featured in the late 1940s Joe Jones' Rebop Orchestra. The 

advertisements promised "jump and sentimental tunes," a combination that seems to encompass 

a great deal of popular music.25  

The music scene evolved, then, from a component of the sex and vice industries into 

something resembling the type of scene familiar today, where clubs and bands advertise a show 

in the newspaper and dedicated fans go out at night to enjoy specific musical acts and other types 

of entertainment. The Dew Drop Inn, located at 2836 LaSalle Street, became a center for wide 

swaths of the black community to enjoy the variety of nightlife offered in New Orleans. The 

Dew Drop grew up naturally, starting out as a barbershop, and morphed into a snack stand 

catering to workers building the Magnolia (later the C.J. Peete) Housing Projects then under 

construction across LaSalle Street. When business continued to escalate, owner Frank Painia 

                                                           
22 Louisiana Weekly, "At Robin Hood," February 7, 1948. ARC. 
23 Louisiana Weekly, "Robin Hood Starts 'Citzen of the Week' Night April 14," April 10, 1948. 
ARC. 
24 Berry, Foose and Jones, Up From the Cradle, 59-60. 
25 Louisiana Weekly, "New Jump Unit at Gypsy Tea Room Sunday," January 25, 1947. ARC. 
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brought in a partner and expanded the Dew Drop into a hotel and nightclub operation.26 Charles 

Neville, famous as the saxophone-playing Neville Brother, argues that "the Dew Drop was “a 

subculture within a subculture.”27 The Louisiana Weekly celebrated the tenth anniversary of the 

club it described as "long famous as the mecca for top sepia entertainers and equally famous for 

birthing stars."28 An advertisement for Blatz Beer in the same edition proclaimed "the beautiful 

Dew Drop Cocktail Lounge ... one of the largest and best patronized night clubs in the Crescent 

City."29 Among black, culturally active New Orleanians, the Dew Drop functioned as the 

centerpiece of a vibrant community of live music and entertainment where established stars 

performed on the same bill as up-and-coming local acts.  

The press coverage in the Louisiana Weekly testifies to the sundry entertainments 

available at the Dew Drop Inn. "Miss Tigaree, cream-hued shakestress, is superbly backed by 

guitar-thumping Buddy Charles," reads one article. "Harold Badie, handsome balladeer-

swooner," it continues, "made his bow and handles both the vocals and his emcee chores 

adequately." In addition, the paper advertised "prizes on Friday night ... as an added feature in 

the 'boogie-woogie' contest."30 In an article promoting the singer Larry Dinell's appearance at the 

Dew Drop, the Louisiana Weekly states, "also held over is an all-star show, featuring emcee Bob 

Parker, exotic dancer Dottie Daniels, comedian Chops, and female impersonator Patsy."31 

Despite the disappearance of the protected economy in the legally-defined vice-districts, the Dew 

                                                           
26 Berry, Foose and Jones, Up From the Cradle, 55-6. 
27 Berry, Foose and Jones, Up From the Cradle, 54. 
28 Louisiana Weekly, "Dew Drop Makes Plans For 10th Anniversary," April 3, 1948. ARC. 
29 Louisiana Weekly  Blatz Beer Advertisement, April 3, 1948. ARC. The ad notes as well that 
the Dew Drop "cost Mr. Painia $200,000." 
30 All three quotes in Louisiana Weekly, "'Tigaree' Wows 'em at Painia's Dew Drop Cafe," May 
6, 1950. ARC. 
31 Louisiana Weekly, "Dinell, Gant Held Over for 2nd Big Week," April 24, 1948. ARC. 
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Drop had little trouble carving its own niche into the market for live music and entertainment. 

The club's persistent efforts at diversifying the entertainment options it offered to the local 

community ensured that it found continued success.  

Live music found other homes aside from large-scale nightclubs like the Dew Drop Inn. 

Abe's Place, at the corner of lberville and North Derbigny Streets, a part of the Tremé 

neighborhood cluster of venues, operated mainly as a dinner place but featured Ricard and His 

Trio on a regular basis. Even though the music did not provide the main attraction for New 

Orleanians to patronize Abe's Place, the Louisiana Weekly thought enough of the music to notify 

its readers that Ricard and His Trio would perform at the restaurant three nights each week. 

"Ricard's Trio, which opened at Abe's Place during the Mardi Gras season," the article states, 

"remained on nightly appearance for a long while during the post-Carnival season."32 The article 

gives the reason for the move to a three-nights-a-week schedule, citing the desire of "the 

management ... to give their patrons a variety of entertainment and special nights ... [and] to 

utilize the other nights for special attraction nights."33 Abe's Place provides a perfect counter-

weight to the Dew Drop Inn, in some respects, as its primary function as a restaurant relegated 

music to a side attraction. On the other hand, the businesses both exemplify the trend of 

establishments consciously diversifying their entertainment rosters during these years.  

The preceding discussions of how live music, race, and government-sponsored urban 

progress leave us with many questions. What sort of personal relationships grew between white 

and black musicians in the years of segregation? How did the clubs for white bands compare to 

places like the Dew Drop Inn? Did Chep Morrison have an opinion on the proliferation of live 

                                                           
32 Louisiana Weekly, "Ricard's Trio at Abe's Place Three Nights," May 1, 1948. 33 Ibid. 
33 Ibid. 
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music in New Orleans? Despite these unanswered questions, and others, certainly, a few things 

have become certain. The venues for live music that succeeded in the 1940s and 1950s did so in 

an economy for live music still recovering from the disappearance of guaranteed income in the 

legally-protected vice-districts and from the effects of the Great Depression. That the music 

venues even existed in the first place owed entirely to the creation of the legally-protected vice-

districts by edict of the New Orleans City Council in 1897. The economic and material 

destruction of the vice-districts did not end the relationship between urban progress and live 

music in New Orleans. On the contrary, the owners of live music venues took their cues from the 

progressive instincts of the mayoral administration of DeLesseps "Chep" Morrison and heeded 

the call of the markets to offer well-run and well-equipped establishments featuring a diverse 

roster of music and entertainment. While the mayor and the city council no longer took such a 

direct interest in vice and its attendant pursuits, their policies with regard to urban progress, race, 

and the quality of life in the city nonetheless played a significant role in shaping the destiny of 

the live music scene in New Orleans. 
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