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Original Dixieland Jazz Band (ODJB) 

 

Probably no jazz band was as well known in its time as the ODJB. A 5 piece 

jazz band (piano, drums, cornet, clarinet & trombone) they made the first and very 

successful jazz record in 1917. Many people give them credit as the first band to use 

the word jazz in their name.  H. O. Braunôs book ñThe Story of the ODJBò written 

in 1960 gives a good account of the bandôs history, its members and the many 

activities and performances of this historic band. An Italian American ï Nick 

LaRocca ï a cornetist that used his left hand to finger the cornetôs valves, led the 

band. Its drummer was another Italian American ï Tony Sbarbaro. It was 

organized in 1908 (Phil Zito claimed it was in 1911-12) in New Orleans. As with 

many dance bands in New Orleans the band was not a reading band, playing by ear 

and with their repertoire composed of many original jazz compositions. The band 

was a typical early jazz band and this lack of accomplished, polished musicianship 

led John Philip Sousa to dislike early jazz ï ónot the music but the amateurs playing 

it.ò Early jazz stressed rhythm and collective improvising ï not that this 

contrapuntal music would ever meet the standards of Bachian counterpoint but the 

endeavor was to furnish dance music, which meant the emphasize was on rhythm ï 

thus the natural marriage of the dance and jazz music. The criticsô first hearing of 

the band were not kind in their remarks. However, once the dancers began to 

appreciate the rhythm and the spirit of these amateur musicians, the band became 

an overnight success. Brought to Chicago, from New Orleans in 1916, some 6 years 

before Armstrong appeared in Chicago with King Oliver, the band, after a 

successful stay in Chicago, moved to New York and again met success, and with a 

huge increase in salary. Later they traveled to England and a guest performance 

before royalty. 

Much of their repertoire have become jazz standards: ñFidgety Feet,ò ñTiger 

Rag,ò ñLivery Stable Blues,ò ñDixieland One-Step,ò and ñOstrich Walk.ò 



The band stopped playing as a unit in 1925, their music no longer a novelty 

as jazz music was now featuring a sweeter, more symphonic effect exemplified by 

the Paul Whiteman Orchestra and the sophisticated sounds of Ellington, Henderson 

and the emerging swing bands. 

While the longevity was no more than 8 or 9 years, the bandôs influence and 

historic importance is written forever in the annuals of jazz. LaRocca returned to 

New Orleans and became a successful contractor. Larry Shields also returned to 

New Orleans in 1921 and continued to play music. Pianist Henry Ragas died in 

1919, and was replaced by J. Russell Robinson and other pianists. Edwards and 

Sbarbaro continued to play music. 

In ñWorld of Jazzò written by Jim Bodbolt, the author states that: 

 

ñThe general consensus of opinion on the ODJB is that they were very 

limited in their inspiration and creativity; their phrasing was jerky, and their 

patterns were constantly repeated.ò 

 

Included in this article will be a transcription of their recording of ñLivery 

Stable Blues.ò The three wind instruments (cornet, trombone and clarinet) are 

playing collective improvising, not knowing any rules of academic counterpoint but 

listening to each other. This listening was essential in this contrapuntal style and 

seldom do they conflict (rhythmically). The cornet played an embellished melody 

line, with the clarinet and trombone furnishing good melodic and rhythmic 

accompaniment. While their performance is not as professional as later jazz 

performances, they did possess a good technique and play in a rhythmic style that 

was the main feature of this music. We must remember that they were playing 

dance music. 

No reason has been given as to why the band did not include a string bass. 

Perhaps with the drummer playing a four beat, the pianist playing a stride bass 

style, playing a óbass/chord, bass/chord style, and the trombonist emphasizing the 

basic chordal progression in his part, most elements were covered and the basic 

rhythm and harmony made a bass expendable. 

Earl Fuller and other copied the ODJB instrumentation and sound. He also 

did not use a bass. I do not think it was for the reason of finance as with their 

success they could have added a bass. A bass was added later in the revival with the 

addition of Harry Barth in their comeback appearance in 1937). 

The involvement of Italian Americans in jazz continued to this day in the 

ñIrresistible Orchestraò I heard in Italy in 1999. This band features the leading 

Italy Avante Garde musician featuring original musical composition of its 

members.ò 

New Orleans had and has a very large Italian population. In an interview 

with Joseph Maselli, the Founder of the American Italian Renaissance Foundation 

in New Orleans remarked that ñIn 1850 there were more Italians in New Orleans 

than in New York.ò We find, when listing the names and bands that were either lead 

by an Italian leader or Italian Americans playing in a band that it is a long list 

indeed. Below is given a partial list of these Italian/American musicians in early 

jazz. 



 

 

The Story of the ODJB 

(H.O.Brunn) 

 

 
 

 The debut of the Original Dixieland óJazzô Band at the Paradise was an experiment 

that was very cautiously undertaken b the management. The band began playing there on 

January 15
th

 for a two-week trial, during which they played two numbers each night while 

the regular house orchestra rested. The response at first was disappointing. Blasé New 

Yorkers vacated the dance floor and stared numbly while the southerners knocked 

themselves out with their own fast, blaring, syncopated music. Most of the spectators 

considered the whole affair a rather audacious publicity scheme. 

 On Wednesday, January 17
th

, an advertisement in the New York Times announced 

the formal opening of the new Reisenweber Building, ñNew Yorkôs newest, largest and 

best-equipped restaurant with private dining rooms, ball rooms, beefsteak grill, tiled 

kitchens, typhoon ventilation, and seven dance floors.ò Gus Edwardsô girlie revue, Round 

the Circle, with Norton Lee and a company of thirty entertained guests in the Main Dining 

Room, while in the Paradise Ballroom, Margaret Hawkesworth and Alexander Kiam 

performed exhibition dances. But what had happened to that ñsensational amusement 

novelty of 1917, the ójazzô band? The habitual reader of the New York Times amusement 

page might have had cause to wonder. 

 The publicôs initial apathy for the new music, demonstrated in the Paradise on 

Monday night, had temporarily discouraged the management. But two numbers had not 

been a fair tria l for any such radical experiment, and Monday night was not the most 

popular night in the week for dancing. Public response to ójazzô increased rapidly during 

that critical week. After the first week end the management decided to hold the band for 

the formal opening of the ó400ô Club Room on Saturday, January 27th. The ó400ô Room, 

originally scheduled to open with the rest of the new building on the 17
th

, had not been 

ready in time because of delays in interior decorating. In the meantime the five musicians 



were busy getting fitted for their first tuxedos (they owned no uniform), but found time to 

play another óexperimentalô set at the coconut Grove. 

 When the band arrived at the ó400ô Room on opening night they found themselves 

in total darkness. Feeling their way about the place, they located the bandstand, helped 

Tony set up the drums, and then the two ex-electricians, LaRocca and Edwards, went into 

the basement to trace the house wiring. After some preliminary investigation, LaRocca 

discovered that the wiring had been improperly connected to the main fuse box, and after 

reversing the polarity of the lines, quickly brought illumination to the darkened club room 

 



 
 

 

 

 



 
 

 



 


