








































































































































describing a certain action. We do know that the word was first used to 

describe a Dixieland Band as a jazz band around 1915 in Chicago. 

 It was used in baseball and on the vaudeville stage. There are many 

words that rhyme with the word jazz in many cultures to describe many 

activities, but it is in the use for music that it has its final meaning. Early jazz 

musicians are the best source for their opinions about the use of the word, The 

when, how and use of the word - these musicians also have their opinions.  

 Today we know what it means to "jazz" it  up." There are many style 

and types of jazz but it is all jazz. When a band is advertised as a jazz band 

the only question one may ask is "What kind of Jazz?" The music of jazz is 

constantly progressing in new styles and will continue to do so. 

 

 

Jimmy Durante 

1893-1980  

 

 Durante was born on the Lower East Side of New York. He dropped out 

of school in the 7th grade to become a full-time ragtime pianist. He became a 

kid out of the East side playing piano. He went to private homes for parties or 

anywhere where they needed entertainment.  He was nicknamed "Ragtime 

Jimmy." One of his first jobs was as a "razzmatazz" saloon pianist on Coney 

Island.  

 While working at the cafe was asked to form a jazz band. He sent to 

New Orleans for 4 musicians from that city. The band was named 'The 

Original New Orleans Jazz Band,' later called the "Jimmy Durante Jazz 

Band," The band's musician from New Orleans were: Achille Baquet, Frank 

Christian, Arnold Loyacano and lone Frank Lotak.  

 Frank Christian, in his Tulane University Jazz Archives stated: 'I 

played with Durante who was a pretty good pianist. Durante had a song for 

everyone who came in the place where we worked, including the waiters and 

he would play to greet them. The place was the "Alamo" in New York. 

Durante's teacher tried to make me play "Poet and Peasant" but I liked to 

play "Maple Leaf Rag," "Popularity" and "Wild Cherries." 
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 People that heard him playing piano around Harlem clubs and Coney 

Island spoke of his ability as a 'white' ragtime piano player who was the finest 

of his time. He had a very good left hand enabling him to play a great "stride" 

bass. Durante's parents wanted him to be a more serious pianist, 

 In 1908-1909 Durante was working at Cary Walsh's Club. The place 

was a rough place-the kind of place where fights would happen with beer 

mugs flying around. 

 At 17 his ambition was realized when he began playing piano at 

Diamond Tony's Saloon in Brooklyn's Coney Island. While playing at Terry 

Walsh's he met Eddie Cantor who advised him to become a comedian. Often, 

while playing with his band he would tell jokes at intervals in the music and 

the jokes went over big.  

 By early 1916 Durante worked at the Club Alamo in Harlem and had a 

sextet called "Jimmy Durante's Original Jazz Novelty Band." He played every 

speakeasy around New York. It was in these situations that Cantor told 

Durante to intersperse jokes while standing playing the piano. 

 After playing in other local clubs Durante formed his own Dixieland 

Band and opened the Club Durant. When New York also was in a jazz craze 

the proprietor of the Alamo Club decided he wanted a New Orleans Jazz 

Band. Jimmy sent to New Orleans for four jazz musicians-a drummer-Johnny 

Stein, cornetist-Frank Christian, trombonist-Frank Lotak and the Creole 

clarinetist Achille Baquet, with Durante as pianist. Within their performance 

Durante began his first efforts at comedy. The band made three records. This 

band broke up later when Durante went into partnership with Eddie Jackson 

and Lou Clayton. 
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 In the book by Durante and Kofoed relating to night club life and 

Durante's participation we read: 

 "Durante at 14 was a full-fledged piano player in Coney island, earning 

$25 a week at Diamond Tony's, Maggie White's, Drop Inn, the Auto and 

Roseven's." He played the piano from early evening till 6 in the morning. His 

repertoire included: "My Gal Sal," "Will You Love Me in December as You 

did in May?" 'All Aboard for Blanket Bay," "The Ace in the Hole," "I Wish I 

Had My Old Gal Back Again" and "If I had a Voice like Scanlon." Eddie 

Cantor was a singer at Carey Walsh's during the time that Durante was 
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playing piano They became good friends-both very successful at their show 

business careers. 

 In his Tulane interview Arnold Loyacano talks on the Durante 

experience:  

 "I cut some records with Jimmy Durante's band in 1919. The band had 

five men. I played drums in that outfit along with Jack Alfred Loyacano on 

trombone, Pansy Laine on trumpet, Achille Baquet on clarinet and Jimmy 

played piano. 

 Durante sent a telegram to New Orleans to my brother Jack who he had 

known before the war. He used to call jack "Old Professor Hick.' He asked 

Jack if he could get some men and so Jack got the men. He got Pansy Laine 

and me. Durante was a good musician, reads well and plays for singers and all 

that. 

  Vincent Lopez was playing piano in a Coney Island cafe across the 

street and he discovered a rival-a little fellow with a big nose known to all as 

'Ragtime' Jimmy. Today he is Jimmie (Schnozzle) Durante. In those days he 

was just a piano player. 

 Years later-in 1923, when Jimmie was still an unknown and Lopez had 

become a famous orchestra leader-Jimmie came and asked Lopez for a job as 

pianist. Lopez had to turn him down because of his appearance. A short time 

later Jimmie decided if his face was so funny he'd turn comedian. He went 

from 'Ragtime' Jimmy to "Schnozzola" Jimmy and made a fortune. 

 Vincent only worked until 4 a.m. and Jimmie worked until 5 a.m., so 

each morning he'd go across and keep Jimmie Company. We used to have a 

lot of fun." 

  

Summery 

 

 Durante was known as a comedian and actor but his early career is 

seldom mentioned but he had one of the earliest jazz bands in New York and 

many famous early jazz musicians played in his bands and on his recordings. 

It is not often mentioned that he was a very good pianist. He used the piano 

for his singing with interspersed jokes and seldom if ever, played strictly 

piano solo or the ragtime he played early in his career that he played so well. 

He should have a place in jazz history. 

 

 

 

 

72



 

The First Jazz Recordings 

 

 What was the first jazz band recording and why was it by a white band? 

The social climate of the jazz era was segregated. Early jazz in New Orleans 

was not called jazz but called ragtime. The term "jazz" was first used in 

music by Bert Kelly's band. (See my article on the word "jazz.") Interviews 

with early jazz musicians all say that the word "jazz" was not used in New 

Orleans and only found when used in Chicago. Any band from the south was 

called a "Dixieland Band." Dixieland refers to the band and not the music. 

Those bands in New Orleans were "dance bands," and there was no 

improvising. I believe this so called improvising mostly were "faked" - the 

cornet had the melody and the clarinet and trombone improvised their parts 

from working with the cornet with "counter melodic parts," the clarinet 

adding his part behind the cornet and the trombone added supporting 

melodies. This music was for dancing the new dance styles. 

 The first jazz recoding was by a white band that was put out to the 

public. It was a huge success. Victor had heard of the band playing at 

Reisenweber's and recorded it. Columbia recorded the band prior to the 

Victor session with the songs "Darktown Strutters Ball," and "Indiana." 

They decided to put the recording in the 'dead file.' Victor thought when they 

heard the band at Reisenweber's restaurant a week after the spectacular 

opening and made a contract with the band to make the first jazz record. 

Columbia Records never recorded ragtime up to this time. Columbia then 

signed the band to a contract. The band was paid $250 and after the two 

numbers the band was ordered from the studio. The master was filed away 

and Columbia washed their hands of jazz at this time.  

 Victor decided to make a recording of the band after the band contacted 

Victor. They made their record on Feb. 26, 1917. The Victor engineers were 

baffled by recording such a band. The musicians were placed n various 

locations in the studio. They placed LaRocca 20 feet from the pickup horn 

(Mike), Sbarbaro 5 feet behind LaRocca and played no bass drum. Edwards 

(trombone) was 12 feet from the mike; Shields 5 feet away from the mike. 

Ragas was the closest. This matched the loudness of the instrument. LaRocca 

said 'First we made a test record and after the engineers moved us around in 

different positions. Victor remarked: "A jass band is a jass band and not a 

Victor organization gone crazy." This was the first record of jazz by a jazz 

band. 
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 The tunes: "Dixieland Jazz Band One-Step," and "Livery Stable 

Blues." It is noted that jazz is best heard in live performances not records. 

This was the beginning of the popularity of jazz through records. 

 The ODJB    according to Nick LaRocca, the leader, rehearsed for a 

period of to 10 days prior to recording. This means that each part was firmly 

established at the time of recording. There still was some spontaneous playing 

during the recoding but the structure of the material was geared to the 

recording time of the disc. 

 

 The earliest Negro Jazz band is record was Kid Ory's band on the West 

Coast. This happened in June of 1921. It was the first New Orleans band to 

record. In this band was: Ory on trombone, Dink Johnson on clarinet, 

Muntudie Garland on bass, Freddy Washington on piano, Ben Borders on 

drums and Mutt Carey on trumpet. They recorded seven songs: "Ory's 

Creole Trombone," "Society Blues" "Krooked Blues," "When You're 

Alone," "Maybe Some Day" and "That Sweet Something Dear." This was 

done by Spike's company. The recordings were made by "Reb" Spikes 

Company in Nordskog's studio. Kid Ory remarked in his Tulane interview 

that: 

  

"The first recording session was for the Spike brothers company in the 

Nordskog studio. The Spike brothers asked me to record for them. I was 

playing in Oakland and brought the band down to L.A. We did two records 

also with two different singers. It took about three hours to make the records. 

Ory's Creole Trombone' came out good the first time. Some of the others we 

had to go over them again."   

 

Nordskog and the First Negro Jazz Record. 

'Reb' Spikes recalls: 

 

 'I got the band together and they rehearsed a couple of times before we 

went out to Santa Monica. I got some singers, a couple of girls, and we all 

went down there. We recorded in Nordskog's living room, in front of a great 

big horn. When you wanted to play soft you stepped back and when you 

wanted to play loud you stepped up a couple of feet. The recording was so 

very expensive to make at that time, and they were kinda scratchy records 

too. Nobody thought it was going to amount to anything. We were happy to 

get out just about what we put into it. 

 The sides recorded that day in Santa Monica included "Ory's Creole 

Trombone" and "Society Blues."   Nordskog made him agree to have 5,000 
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copies pressed. Most of the records were sold in Spikes Bros. music store and 

some were sent up to Oakland and San Francisco. The Ory records have been 

reissued a couple of times on long-play albums representing the early history 

of jazz. 

 There would have been at least two more tunes by Ory's band but they 

were destroyed in the Mojave Desert. In those days you recorded on a piece of 

wax a couple of inches thick, it looked like a big piece of soap. Nordskog lost a 

couple of them in the desert on the way back to New York. In 1921 there was 

no way to press records on the West Coast. 

 The Nordskog-Spike recording venture was never repeated, probably 

due to the dispute over whose idea the whole thing was in the first place. Each 

man claimed to have originated the project, and in later years Kid Ory got 

into the argument by saying that it was all his idea. We never did any more 

recordings after Ory, He got a job somewhere else and the records were just 

selling OK. I might have done more recordings if there was anyone else in 

town with a recording machine.  

  Kid Ory after making these records Kid Ory recalled: 

 'We made six sides so quickly we didn't know who was there, playing 

each tune just once. We didn't get excited. We got fifteen dollars or twenty 

dollars apiece and expenses for traveling. I got a four dollar royalty check 

from 'Ory's Creole Trombone.' Rehearsals for the historic record session 

were held in the Spike brothers' music store and that's where most of the 

records were sold. 

 'Reb' Spike recalls: 'We didn't know what to do with records in those 

days. We didn't have a distributor and once the word got out we sold four to 

five thousand copies right in our store. A few orders came from other cities. I 

think Phoenix was one. It didn't amount to much. Maybe if we knew what 

recordings were going to be, we could have made a million dollars.' For the 

record Spikes 'Seven Pods of Pepper Orchestra,' also known as Kid Ory's 

Sunshine Orchestra. 

 A recording of "Carolina shout" by the Jimmy Johnson Boys was "the 

first ever recorded by a small jazz unit," despite the prevalent assumption 

that the honor corresponded to a Kid Ory unit, which only recorded some 

nine months later.  The date for the Johnson recording was made 9 months 

before the Ory record. But the Ory record was the first jazz recording made 

by a New Orleans group. 

 Prior to this recording Freddie Keppard was asked to make a recording 

but refused as he thought other musicians would copy his style and ideas.  
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 Pops Foster said that the Black and Tan Band made some recordings 

around Los Angeles before Ory did. Of course Buddy Bolden is said to have 

made a cylinder but it was never found. 

 Before the Ory recording the band leader Sonny Clay accompanied blue 

singer Camille Allen on a record. A number of blues singers made recordings 

which were know as 'race' records. Mamie Smith was recorded in 1921 for the 

'race' records. 

 A band organized by Jimmy Johnson is said to have made a record 9 

months earlier, recoding the song "Carolina Shout." 

 Southern bands coming north were known as "Dixieland" band from 

"Dixie." and referrers to pre Civil War Southern states. They were reference 

to the "old South" and with the Dixieland revival in the 1940,50s this music 

was referred to as "Classic Jazz" or "Traditional Jazz." Some say 

"Dixieland" was a derogatory term implying superficial 'Hoken' as was the 

word jazz. I believe the first use was in baseball referring to a certain pitch 

throw by a pitch. 

 The famous Paul Whiteman concert included the ODJB playing the 

'Livery Stable Blues.' 

 1917 saw a boom in jazz recordings. Many records perhaps were not 

early jazz as we describe but explanation is debated. An argument can be 

made that the first jazz recording made was a cylinder by Collins & Harlenon 

an Edison disc issued in April of 1917 and on a record in July of 1917. 

Released on a Victor label a month before the ODJB first recorded. It was 

titled 'That Funny Jas Band from Dixieland, written by Henry L Marshall in 

1916. Recorded on Dec 1, 1916, the lyrics mention the ODJB, Brown's 

Dixieland Jass Band & Stein Dixieland Jazz Band.  

 

 Some other recording of 'jazz' in 1917: 

 

Borbee's jazz orchestra recorded to songs on Feb. 18, 1917 but not released 

until July of 1917. 

 

Wilbur Sweatman recorded in April of 1917 for the Pathe label but it was 

more ragtime but some jazz interludes. 

 

Earl Fuller band recoded on June 4, "Slippery Hank," a real hot manic in 

pace and perhaps the first instrumentation for enlarged bands. 1917 with 

"Johnson's Jass Blues," perhaps the first enlarged jazz band recording.  

 

Rudy Wiedoeft recorded early in 1917 with "Johnson's jazz Blues" 
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Marion Harris recorded on July 18, 1917 with 'That Funny Jaz Band from 

Dixieland, considered the first female jazz singer to record. 

 

W. C. Handy's band recorded 10 songs in Sept. of 1917 for Columbia 

including 'Livery Stable Blues considered by many to be first recording of 

jazz by an African American. 

 

Frisco Jazz Band recorded on June 4, 1917 

 'The first band to use the "jazz" name was the "So Different jazz band" 

around 1914 in Frisco.                 

 

Prince's Band recorded on June 4, 1917 

 

Dabney band recorded a jazz tune in August of 1917. 

 

Six Brown Brothers recorded a song on May 9, 1917 labeled 'Smiles and 

Chuckles' - Jazz Rag. They were with the minstrels and recorded as early as 

1911. 

 

Fischer's Band of Kalamazoo recorded on Oct. 10, 1917 for Victor. 

 Many of these bands played written arrangements that some people do 

not consider jazz. Many recordings had "jazz" in the title of the songs. The 

first blues recorded was on Dec.7 of 1914 by Victor's Military band that 

recorded ''Memphis Blues." Morton Harvey was the first vocal blues 

recording and Mamie Smith was the first Negro artist to record on August 10, 

1920 with "Crazy Blues."  
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