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Emile 'Stale Bread' Lacoume 

1885-1946 

 

 
Lacoume 

 

Merriam -Webster: 'Spasm Band' - A jazz band originating during the 

ragtime period, using chiefly improvised instruments (such as cowbells, jug 

and kazoo, etc.) and later being composed primarily of youths, performing 

especially in the streets.' 

 

 Many Scholars and jazz researchers consider the Spasm Band of 'Stale 

Bread' Lacoume to be the first 'jazz' band. Stale Bread was the leader and the 

band played on street corners for coins. In later life Lacoume played piano and 

banjo in various clubs around New Orleans including the Halfway House, the 
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LaVida Dance Hall and at West End. He finally ended up as a program seller at 

the Fair Grounds race track. 

 Spasm Bands were seldom, if ever, mentioned throughout the United 

States and possibly it was more a New Orleans happening then country wide, as 

no entries in written newspapers and few journals cite the words 'spasm band' 

when describing a band.  

 

 The peculiar and original title of 'spasms' was given to a musical team of 

the 'Young Men's Gymnastic Club' in 1894 (YMGC) so that the specificity would 

not be too exacting, as the boys merely organized to amuse themselves and 

occasionally entertain their friends. (See page 57 for info on this band.) 

 

 The boys intended changing the name as soon as the improvement in 

playing warranted, but in the meantime their appearance at different concerts 

created so much favorable comment that 'spasm' was retained.' (Times 

Picayune, June 2, 1895) 

 

 
Spasm Band in 1897 

Harry Gregson,  Emile 'Whiskey' Benrod, Willie 'Cajun' Bussey, 'Stale 

Bread' Lacoume, Frank 'Monk' Bussey and  Anthony 'Warm Gravy ' 

Brecknagle. (One article named him Cleve Kraven) 

Instruments: Tambourine, zither, string bass, mandolin,? harmonica, and a 

string instrument.  

 

Enlargements of Spasm Bands Instruments 
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The Spasm Band in 1899 

 

 
New Orleans Spasm Band -1903 

 

 A spasm band was a musical ensemble that made musical instruments out 

of various objects not usually employed in the performance of music. The Spasm 

band played around New Orleans from around 1894 until around 1909. They 

played a length of gas pipe, a kettle and a fiddle made from a cigar box, etc. They 

played many assortments that could produce sounds. 
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 In New Orleans, poor white and Negro boys roamed the streets, docks 

theaters and railroad stations playing home-made instruments since the end of 

the Civil War, but none of these received the notoriety or publicity that the 

Spasm Band did. One wonders why? No Spasm Band, if other true spasm bands 

existed in New Orleans, was famous as the Spasm Band. 

 The expression 'Spasm Band' arose sometime during the late 19th century 

in and around the better brothels of New Orleans, which provided music and 

dancing. The 'original  jazz band,'   (the Stale Bread Spasm Band) according to 

Herbert Asbury's 'The French Quarter' (1938),  was 'The Spasm Band' made up 

of seven boys, aged twelve to fifteen, who first appeared in New Orleans about 

1894 to 1909. They advertised themselves as the 'Razzy Dazzy Spasm Band.' 

During their tenure the personal and the instrumentation was fluid. I believe the 

popularity of the band was due to its leader, Emile Lacoume and to the original 

sounds that the band possessed. It seemed to be different than the music played 

by other street bands. The band had imagination and showmanship and put on a 

'show' for their patrons, and their music was different and unique to the band. 

 

Books and magazines on Lacoume 

 

A Newsboy's Home - Rev. A.C. Partand - no date - There were in the hall 

some 12 or 15 little urchins squatted on the floor, while 5 others were sitting 

on a long bench. The Rev. Father asked the boy Tommy: 

 " What are you doing here?" I asked one of them. "We are listenin' ter 

de "Spasm Band Fawder," he answered, pointing at the boys on the bench.  

 "Spasm Band!' I exclaimed.  

And what is that?"  

 " Oh, its dem fellows who have got instruments made wid soap and cigar 

boxes, and a mouf harmonica and a tambooreen and was givin' us a concert." 

 At my request, and for my special benefit the members of the 'Spasm 

Band' performed several pieces on their quaint home-made instruments. 

Their execution was most pleasing to the eye, if not tuneful to the ear, each 

performer being animated with a total disregard of his fellow artists playing. 

The leader conducted the complex and difficult music with a broom handle 

and without a score. When asked why he had been made leader of the band, 

he answered, "Because I don't know no mooic and I can't play no 

instrooment."  
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Literary Digest - April 26, 1919 

 Some years ago there was a blind newsboy on a street corner in New 

Orleans, and there were times when misery and melancoly overwhelmed him, 

for he had a little of the soul of an artist, which is generally supposed to be 

sad, as well as misfortunes beyond the average. He could play the violin, and 

his common or street name was 'Stale Bread.' One day he hit upon a new kind 

of music, a music so wild, and swinging, and ear-catching, and nerve-twisting 

that it was able to drive away his sadness, as once the harp of David drove 

awaoy the 'blue devils' from King Saul. To the music that 'Stale Bread' 

invented the name of 'jazz' was ultimately applied, and anyone who doesn't 

care for 'jazz' is privileged to remember that 'Stale Bread' was suffering a 

great deal when he invented it says of writer in The New Orleans Item, 

dealing with the syncopated harmonies and other features of 'jazz.' 

 It's called 'jazz' that synchoronizing super syncopation that originating 

in New Orleans, has aggravated the feet and fingers of America into a 

shimming, tickle-toeing, snapping delirium and now is upsettinng the swaying 

euilibrium of the European dance.' 

 The dictionary of culture contains so such teasing monosylable. The 

nearest is comes to is 'jazzy.' which means a kind of worsted sweater. 

 But says Josep K. Gorham, 'Daddy of the Jazz,' " the word, common to 

the knowledge and frequent in the vocabulary of the Barbary Coast and the 

southern darky for years, means simply enough, and without any explanation 

or definition, the only thing it's possible for four such letters in such order, 

when pronounced, to convey, and that is just 'to mess 'em up and slap it on 

thick.' That's the verb 'to jazz."  

 The noun means just the same as the verb, except that the noun implies 

the process and the verb the action. 

 Musically and technically speaking, jazz is correctly defined; but the 

writer admits  his inadequacy, and Mr. Gorham, ponderng deeply for five 

minutes, gave it up and observed: 

 'Why ask such an unnecessary question,  anyway? .... 

 And there is the story that as far back as twenty years ago a blind 

newsboy, known to his particular gang here as 'Stale Bread' felt the creep of 

the 'blues' coming on him and translated them on a Fiddle acquired from a 

minstrel show passing through town.With his moaning, soothing melodies he 

was soon threatening to corner the trade, playing as he sold his papers. Then 

one by one other denizens of the street, picking up the strain and whatever 
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instruments they could lay their hands on, joined him until there were five 

christened by the leader as 'Stale Bread's Spasm Band.' But their was the 

music of the street and the underworld, and the years passed before it 

penetrated into the homes, the clubs, and the restaurants of the fashionable. 

 

Studies in Etymology and Etiology - David Gold - 2009 

 A company of boys from 12 to 15 years old, who called themselves the 

Spasm Band. They were the real creators of jazz, and the spasm Band wa the 

original jazz band. in short, theyh apparantly originated pradcticallyo all of 

the antics with which the viruosi of modern jazz provoke the hotcha spirit, 

and someetimes downright nausea. The spasm band first appeared in New 

orleans about 18895, they were advertised as 'The Razzy Dazzy Spasm band.' 

About 1900 - the date is uncertain - Jack robinson, owner of the haymarket 

Dance hall on custom house Street between Dauphine and bourbon engaged a 

band of experienced adujlt musicians who imitated the antics and contortions 

of the spasm Band and moreover, usng their billing - 'Razzy dazzy spasm 

band. "when the membeers of the original Spasm band appeared at the 

Haymarket with their hands and pockeets filled with stones and bricks and 

made vioilent protest. robinson repainted his advertising placards to read 

"Razzy Dazzy Jazz Band." thus it began. 

  

French Quarter - Hebert Asbury - 1936 

 A few of the best brothels regularly employed orchestras of from two to 

four instruments, which played each night in the ballroom from about seven 

o'clock to closing, which was usually at dawn. The others depended upon the 

groups of itinerant musicians who frequently appeared in Storyville, playing 

in the streets and saloons for coins and drinks. One of the most popular of 

these combinations-though not for dancing-was a company of boys, from 

twelve to fifteen years old, who called themselves the Spasm Band. They were 

the real creators of jazz, and the Spasm Band was the original jazz band. 

There were seven members besides the manager and principal organizer 

Harry Gregson, who was the singer of the outfit-he crooned the popular songs 

of the day through a piece of gas-pipe, since he couldn't afford a proper 

megaphone. (E.g. Gregson later became a chief detective for the New Orleans 

Police Department.) The musicians were Emile Lacoume, otherwise 

Stalebread Charley, who played a fiddle made out of a cigar-box; Willie 

Bussey, better known as Cajun, who performed entrancingly upon the 
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harmonica; Charley Stein, who manipulated an old kettle, a cow-bell, as 

gourd filled with pebbles, and other traps and in later life became a famous 

drummer; Chinee, who smote the bull fiddle, at first half a barrel and later a 

coffin-shaped contraption about by the boys; Warm Gravy (Anthony 

Brecknagle). Emile Benrod, called Whisky, and Frank Bussey, known as 

Monk. The three last-named played whistles and various horns, most of them 

home-made, and each had at least three instruments, upon which he 

alternated. Cajun Bussey and Stalebread Charley could play tunes upon the 

harmonica and the fiddle and the others contributed whatever sounds 

chanced to come from their instruments. These they played with the horns in 

hats, standing upon their heads, and interrupting themselves occasionally with 

lugubrious howls. In short, they apparently originated practically all of the 

antics with which the virtuosi of modern jazz provoke the hotcha spirit, and 

sometimes downright nausea. The spasm boys even screamed 'hi-de- hi' and 

'ho-de-ho'-and incidentally these expressions, now the exclusive howls of 

Negro band-leaders, were used in Mississippi river songs at least a hundred 

years ago. 

 The Spasm Band first appeared in New Orleans about 1895, and for 

several years the boys picked up many an honest penny playing in front of the 

theaters and saloons and in the brothels, and with a few formal engagements 

at West End, Grand Opera House, and other resorts, when they were 

advertised as 'The Razzy Dazzy Spasm Band.'  Their big moment, however, 

came when they serenaded Sarah Bernhardt, who expressed amazement and 

gave them each a coin. About 1900-the date is uncertain-Jack Robinson, 

owner of the Haymarket dance-hall on Custom House Street between 

Dauphine and Bourbon, engaged a band of experienced, adult musicians, who 

imitated the antics and contortions of the Spasm Band and, moreover, used 

their billing -Razzy Dizzy Spasm Band. When the member of the original 

Spasm Band appeared at the Haymarket with their hands and pockets filled 

with stones and bricks and made violent protest, Robinson reprinted his 

advertising placed to read: 'Razzy Dazzy Jazzy Band.' 

 

 The next article cites Stale Bread as a Negro which was incorrect. 

 

From Jehovah to Jazz - Helen L.  Kaufmann - 1937 

 One certainly about jazz's early history is that it originated in New 

Orleans, and that the first group of interpreters of which history takes 
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cognizance was known as the Dixieland Jazz band.  Henry Osgood, in 'So this 

is Jazz,' tells of a blind Negro named Stale Bread who roamed the streets of 

New Orleans playing syncopated tunes on a fiddle donated by a minstrel in a 

passing show. By annexing recruits here and there, he gradually acquired 

Stale Bread's Spasm Band, and took them into all the gin shops up and down 

the water front for the edification of the patrons.  

 

Jazz history-Paul Whiteman, George Gershwin - part II - The Famous Spasm 

Band - 1916 

 There were eight members of the Stale Bread orchestra. They were 

known about town as Piggy, Family Haircut, Warm  Gravy, Booze Bottle, 

Seven Colors, Whisky, and Monk. The band hangout was the old Newsboys' 

Home on Baronne Street. Stale Bread was the organizer and owner. His 

instruments were a cheese box for a banjo, a soap-box guitar, a cigar-box 

violin, and a half-barrel bass fiddle. He had also an old tambourine, a zither 

and a harmonica. 

 The leader trained his gang until he had it going along in great shape. 

Then he took it out to play on the street. He had no trouble at all in collecting 

a crowd that completely blocked traffic. Some sour face complained and a cop 

promptly pinched the band. They were brought to court and the judge, trying 

to keep a straight face, invited them to defend themselves by playing. 

 It was a great moment in the life of the little blind boy. He rose gravely, 

bowed to Hizzoneer and the spectators, raised a lath that he used for a baton, 

and the dirty--faced, ragged eight were off. 'Off' is the word that one who 

heard them uses advisedly. Stale Bread thinks that is the first time any court 

ever heard a jazz band. The judge listened to the bitter end. Then he 

beckoned to the leader. 

 'Stale Bread,' said he, 'you may be a band, but you are a spasm band. 

Discharged!'  

 

Jelly Roll Mort on remarked: (reference unclear) 

 Called them spasm bands and described many of them as poor 

performers who did a lot of ad lib playing in ragtime style with no definite 

routines. 

 A lot of bad bands we called 'spasm bands,' playing any jobs they could 

get in the streets. They did a lot of ad-libbing in ragtime style with different 
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solos in succession, not in a regular routine, but just as one guy would get 

tired and let another have the lead. 

 

 Some other names are mentioned as playing in the streets. 

 

 Charlie Galloway was also to be a street musicians in a street skiffle band 

with bass player Bob Lyons, who started playing skittle in the streets around 

1885. Another skittle band performer was the band leader Louis Ned, born in 

1858, he was said to have played skiffle music in the streets with tuba player 

Wallace Collins, one of Galloway's associates, as early as 1869. Pops Foster said 

there were many street corner bands that played for coins in the streets. Guitar 

Lonnie Johnson and his violinist father playing for coins in the streets and a 

harmonica player called Blind Freddie. 

 'Montudie' Garland's first instrument was a homemade 'gut bucket,' made 

from a milk can and a stick with a string from one end to the other.  

 Wingy Manone played kazoo in a spasm band at the age of 12. He said, 

'You had the whole red light district going and all the dance halls and the food 

and especially the music. Man, this town was wide open. You had to be dead not 

to have a good time.' 

 John Provenzano wanted to start a band. He needed a 'real' instrument to 

start a band. His harmonica and banjo, and the leaky tubs and washboards, and 

even combs were all right to play around with, but you needed an honest-to-

goodness real instrument for a band. 

 

In the book 'Jazz, From the Congo to the Metropolitan' by Robert Goffin - 

1998, we read: 

 

 'One of the most popular of the combinations-though not for dancing-

was a company of boys, from 12 to 15 years old, who called themselves the 

Spasm Band. They were the real creators of jazz, and the Spasm Band was the 

original j azz band. There were seven members besides the manager and 

principal organizer. Harry Gregson, who was the singer of the outfit-he 

crooned the popular  songs of the day through a piece of gas-pipe, since he 

couldn't afford a proper megaphone. The musicians were Emile Lacoume, 

otherwise  Stalebread Charley, who played a fiddle made out of a cigar-box; 

Willie Bussey, better known as Cajun, who performed entrancingly upon the 

harmonica; Charley Stein, who manipulated an old kettle, a cow bell, a gourd 
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filled with pebbles, and other traps and in later life became a famous 

drummer; Chinee, who smote the bull fiddle, at first half a barrel and later a 

coffin-shaped contraption built by the boys; Emile Benrod, called Whisky, 

and Frank Bussey, known as Monk. The three last named played whistles and 

various horns, most of them home-made, and each had at least three 

instruments, upon which he alternated. Cajun Bussey and Stalebread Charley 

could play tunes upon the harmonics and the fiddle and the others 

contributed whatever sound chanced to come from their instruments. These 

they played with the horns in hats, standing upon their heads, and 

inter rupting themselves occasionally with lugubrious howls. In short, they 

apparently originated practically all of the antics with which the virtuosi of 

modern jazz provoke the hotcha spirit, and sometimes downright nausea. The 

spasm boys even screamed 'hi-de-hi' and 'ho-de-ho'-and incidentally these 

expressions, now the exclusive howls of Negro band-leaders, were used in 

Mississippi River songs at least a hundred years ago. 

 The Spasm Band first appeared in New Orleans about 1895, and for 

several years the boys picked up many an honest penny playing in front of the 

theaters and saloons and in the brothels, and with a few formal engagements 

at West End, Grand Opera House, and other resorts, when they were 

advertised as 'The Razzy Dazzy Spasm Band.' Their big moment, however, 

came when they serenaded Sarah Bernhardt, who expressed amazement and 

gave them each a coin. About 1900-the date is uncertain-Jack Robinson, 

owner of the Haymarket dance-hall on Customhouse Street between 

Dauphine and Bourbon, engaged a band of experienced adult musicians, who 

imitated the antics and contortions of the Spasm Band and, moreover, used 

their billing -Razzy Dazzy Spasm Band. When the members of the original 

Spasm Band appeared at the Haymarket with their hands and pockets filled 

with stones and bricks and made violent protest, Robinson reprinted his 

advertising placard to read; 'Razzy Dazzy Jazzy Band. Thus it began. And 

now look. 

  There were undoubtedly several groups similar to the Spasm Band, and 

before its formation in 1895 real orchestras of true musicians had made their 

appearance for many, many years. 
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Stale Bread on right at resort-West End - Lacoume with guitar  at right , 1918 

 

Exploring Early Jazz - Daniel Hardie - 2005 - The Spasm Band 

 One of the earliest mentioned groups of white players was the Spasm 

Band of the late 1890's that operated under the leadership of Emile 

(Stalebread) Lacoume. This street band, known as the Razzy Dazzy Spasm 

Band, consisted of young boys who played makeshift instruments.  

 Lacoume is probably the best known of all New Orleans street players. 

Charters quoted the following letter from a New Orleans resident (Harry 

Huguenot) to the New York Dramatic Mirror in 1919: 

 'I have been reading with  interest the articles relative to the origin of 

the 'jazz band' and am in a position to give the truthful facts to your readers 

that may help to clear the situation. 

 Being born and raised in New Orleans, the following statement is 

absolutely correct: whether the question involved is regarding the origin of 

the word 'jazz or the 'jazz band' is hard to determine, but some twenty years 

ago a newsboy in New Orleans began to attract attention by his originality. 

This boy was known as 'Stale Bread,' and during the procedure of his sales he 

entertain ed with a harmonica. The success of this little stunt led to the 

combination of other musical inclined newsboys and the result was that one 

day there appeared on the main street of New Orleans 'Stale Bread's Spasm 

Band' of five or six instruments of original construction, made mostly from 

cigar boxes and half barrels. The bass fiddle, constructed and played by Stale 

Bread, was the centre of attention. This band grew in proportion and played 

all the latest airs of the period with an attempt at the present jazz effects. Stale 

Bread became blinded (1901). 

 Charles Edward Smith gave 1896 as the year when Stale Bread formed 

the group. He said Stale Bread played zither, and gave the original personnel 

as: Cajun (Willie Bussey) harmonica, Whiskey (Emile Benrod) string bass, 
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constructed from a half barrel strung with clothes line chord and played with 

a bow made of a cypress stick, Warm Gravy (Cleve Carven) cheese box banjo, 

slew-foot Pete (Albert Montluzin) four string soap box guitar. 

 Smith said they played for Doc Malney's Minstrels and by 1903 they 

were 'practically legitimate' using normal instruments. The  personnel then 

was Stale Bread, zither and piano, Dolly (Charles Carey) string bass, Sonny 

(?) guitar and mandolin, Dude (Jimmy Lacoume) banjo, Sweet Potato (Harry 

Carey) tambourine and cornet. A photograph of 1906 shows a trombone and 

violin in the group. Herbert Asbury said the band first appeared about 1895 

and was advertised at formal engagements as the Razzy Dazzy Spasm Band. 

He said they serenaded Sarah Bernhardt in 1903. He added Charley Stein, 

playing kettle and cow bell and gourd filled with pebbles, to the above list. 

Another source said a member Harry Gregson sang through a piece of gas 

pipe. 

 The band evidently played in front of theatres, saloons and bawdy 

houses and may have had an engagement at the West End Opera House. They 

inserted yells of hotcha and hi di hi or ho do ho, expressions apparently used 

in songs of the river, into their performances. 

 One theory holds that these boys created a form of jazz that was later 

copied by professional musicians. Herbert Asbury even named Haymarket 

Restaurant owner Jack Robinson as the person who hired a group of 

experienced players to imitate the hotchas of the street kids, thus creating 

instrumental jazz. Asbury said they even appropriated the name. 

 The Haymarket Cafe band was called the Razzy Dazzy Spasm Band but 

the unverified story is that the boys in the Spasm Band protested against this 

appropriation of their name by hurling stones and bricks, until the title was 

changed to the Razzy Dazzy Jazzy Band.'  

 Huguenot's letter quoted above by Sam Charters suggests who these 

musicians might have been. It continued: 

 At this same time there was a social organization in New Orleans 

composed of young business men, numbering about 100. An orchestra was 

formed of the musical members, consisting of the piano, guitar, cornet, and 

bass fiddle, played respectively by Gus Shindler, Yellow Nunez (a Spaniard), 

cornetists name forgotten), and myself. The addition of Frank Christian, 

another guitarist, prompted Yellow Nunez to purchase a clarinet, and then 

from the clarinet began to flow the weirdest blue notes I ever heard. After a 

week of practice, Nunez had these blue notes arranged as cadenzas, and I am 
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firmly of the opinion that this was really the first 'jazz' effect in an orchestra. 

The orchestra became known as the 'Right at 'Em's Razz Band' and 

continued successfully for some time, I mentioned  above that it was some 

twenty  years ago, but a correct idea of the time can be ascertained by the fact 

that our star number was 'Bill Bailey Won't You Please Come Home.' This 

orchestration was brought direct from New York and we were the first to play 

it in New Orleans. Incidentally, 'Frankie and Johnnie' was an old selection. 

This information gives a clue to the date of the development. 'Bill Bailey 

Won't You Come Home' was published in 1902 and of course 'Frankie and 

Johnnie' was a very old folk song with a long history in the WSA, a fact that 

links the group to the street folk tradition.  

 

New Orleans Nostalgia - Ned Hermard 

 'Skittle bands' were first known as 'spasm bands' and began, 

coincidentally, in New Orleans in the early 1900s. Street performers used 

simple improvised instruments like kazoos and cigar-box fiddles The earliest 

known band to perform in the Crescent city under the name 'spasm band' was 

formed in 1895, known alternately as 'Stale Bread's Spasm Band' and the 

'Razzy Dazzy Spasm Band'. Their informal musical style was influential in the 

development of instrumental New Orleans jazz. 

 

Studies in Etymology and Etilogy - David Gold  - 2009 

 A company of boys, from twelve to 15 years old, called themselves the 

Spasm Band. They were the real creators of jazz, and the spasm Band was the 

original jazz band. In short, they apparently originated practically all of the 

antics with which the virtuosi of modern jazz provoke the hotcha spirit, and 

sometimes downright nausea. The spasm Band first appeared in New Orleans 

about 1895, they were advertised as 'The Razzy Dazzy Spasm Band.' About 

1900 - the; ;date is uncertain -  Jack Robinson, owner of the Haymarket 

Dance hall on customhouse Street between Dauphine and Bourbon engaged a 

band of experienced adult musicians who imitated the antics and contortions 

of the spasm band and moreover, using their billing - Razzy Dazzy spasm 

band. When the members of the original Spasm band appeared at the 

Haymarket with their hands and pockets filled with stone and bricks and 

made violent protest. Robinson repainted his advertising placards to read 

'Razzy Dazzy Jazzy Band. Thus it began. 
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Down Beat - George Malcolm Smith - Jazz goes 'way back.' 

 Let's follow the down beat with a foolproof premise, and then improvise 

from that point . The premise is that jazz was introduced into the states 

through New Orleans. Nobody can dispute the, for it is a fact; that the 'delta 

was ringing with jazz music as far back as the 'eighties.' The famed 

littera teur, Lafcadio Hearn, as long ago as 1885, wrote of the existence in New 

Orleans of music of a rudimentary syncopated type known as jazz.' We know 

also that Stale Bread Lacoume and his troupe of white boys were featured too 

in the joints of New Orl eans' Storyville in the 'nineties, when they were billed 

as 'That Razzy Dazzy Spasm Band.' And we knew, too, that such pioneers as 

Buddy Bolden, Freddie Keppard and Jelly Roll Morton were giving out hot 

licks before the turn of the century. We know still further t hat New Orleans 

cradled the very greatest  of hot virtuosi, including, in addition to those 

mentioned, such men as Oliver, Armstrong, Mutt Carey, Bechet, Red Allen, 

Johnny Dodds, Manone, Baduc, Froeba, Bonano, Prima, Celestin, Piron and 

the Original Dixieland Jazz bands of Tom Brown and Nick LaRocca. 

 

 Yellow Nunez played with a number of groups in New Orleans. One such 

group was the Stalebread Lacoumeôs Band around 1906. He played guitar in one 

of the earliest bands with Gus Shindler on piano, a cornet player and Stale 

Bread Lacoume. 

 

 
Stalebreadôs Band- 1906. Nunez is playing guitar on right. Notice a trombone 

in the center, 

 Brian Wood stated that Nunez began learning clarinet in 1902. Another 

source suggested that it was the associates of John Stein (La Hountha) who 

frequented the Haymarket Cafe, who took up the spasm band style. Yellow 

Nunez was later a member of the Stein Dixieland Jazz Band. This would 
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suggest that there was perhaps some basis for the ODJB's later claim to have 

been involved in the formulation of white instrumental jazz. 

 Some witnesses still apparently consider Lacoume the father of jazz and 

his grave bears an inscription to the effect that he was its originator. Emile   

Lacoume apparently honestly believed himself the creator of the new music 

and his daughter ensured the gravestone carried his claim.'                                                                                 

  

Planet Six String - Cigar box guitars - jazz origins. 

 Many musicians playing in the front of the brothels and bars were 

children-street urchins who sold newspapers by day and play music on 

homemade instruments at night. 

 One of the most prominent was the Razzy Dazzy Spasm Band led by 

Emile 'Stale Bread' Lacoume. They were the precursor to jug bands, playing 

wild Dixieland, minstrel and skiffle music on instruments cobbled together 

from trash. Cigar box guitars, cheese box banjos, gas pipe horns and upright 

tea chest basses were part of the sound. Contemporaries report that the style 

was imitated by adult orchestras such as the 'Right at 'Em Razz Band,' which 

featured future Original Dixieland Jazz Band clarinetist Alcide Nunez. 

 Many historians consider the Razzy Dazzy Spasm Band to be the first 

jazz band. 

 

Scholars remark on the Spasm Band 

 

Al Rose -Jazz historian in his book 'I Remember Jazz' writes in an interview 

with Lacoume: 

 'Stalebread Lacoume was younger than Perez-only 53, but he was blind 

and generally incapacitated. Many had claimed for him the honor of having 

been the originator of jazz, but he was not among his own claque.' 

 'Me? Not me! We had this little spasm band-you know- most all 

homemade instruments. We were really lousy but we had good rhythm-just 

kids, you know. I guess I was ten, twelve years old. We played around in the 

district and people used to throw us money. Even them whores, Sarah 

Bernhardt -you know-the French actress-she come by an' give us a dime. The 

whores tipped better than that. 

 'There was plenty kids before use done that. We copied off somebody, I 

don't remember who. We didn't make up all the dirty songs, neither. We 
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heard 'em in the streets an' we sang 'em in the streets. Now they say we 

invented jazz. Ain't nobody invented that music. 

 'Later  on I really became a musician. Played for a livin'! I  never knew 

no music, but I worked playin' the guitar. G ood bands, too! Charlie Fishbein, 

Max Fink. Good bands. I was the onliest one couldn't read in them bands 

'course at the Halfway House that was all fakin'. None o' them guys could 

read. Mickey Marcour, Red Long-maybe Rappolo could read a little bit. Not 

Brunies or Hook Loyacano or none o' them.' 

 " Would he still be playing if he were able?"  

 'Not no more. These new guys are sharks. They playin' stuff we never 

even thought about. You hear Snoozer Quinn or some o' these dagoes in the 

hotel bands. They mus' spend all their time playin' or practicin'. We played 

for fun, y'see.' 

 

Jack "Papa" Laine  - Interview, March 26, 1957 - Tulane Univ. 

 I was very, very young then, very, very young, yes, and of course what 

made it all the best for us all we used to get a gang of kids and go around the 

streets, p0arde at nights in the evenings you know, after school was out we'd 

get home and get supper and wash up and stuff like that and get ready and 

we'd go out and have a little parade. On the street we'd go around for blocks 

and bocks and blocks, you see and parade. Some with tin flutes and so on you 

know and that's how we began to go along; mostly homemade instrument. 

The other kids had sort of a cane outfit, their daddies use to make 'em canes, 

cane flutes and stuff like that, and out of cane you know. And then it got so 

that we got the boys got to buy in the old second hand instruments out here on 

Rampart Street. It used to be full of all kind of old instruments up there, and 

they'd toot-toot-toot 'em till finally they begin to make a success.   We had a 

basement all to ourselves and understand at my house and we'd rehearse in 

there play all kinds of stuff whether it went on good or bad. Some of 'em had 

guitars, violins and played bass fiddle and banjo. 

 

Danny Barker  remembers; 

 'Spasm Bands played all sorts of gadgets that produced sounds; musical 

saws, washboards, spoons, bells, pipes, sandpaper, xylophones, sets of bottles 

(which with a different amount of water), harmonicas, Jews harps, lone string 

fiddles, guitars, small bass fiddles, tub basses, kazoos, ram hours, steer horns, 

bugles, tin flutes, trombones, and many others. These performers and 
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musicians were welcomed by the patrons in the joint, although the first time it 

was manly out of curiosity.  If the fool was an artist and performed well, he 

was always welcome to walk through the swinging doors and perform. Some 

of these performers were hired to keep the joint jumping. 

 

 The next adv. could be either the Stale Bread Band or the YMGC Spasm 

Band. I believe it is Stale Bread's Band. 

 

 
April 14, 1894 

 

Articles 

 

1894 

 

 Below is the first mention of a Spasm Band in New Orleans  The mention 

of newsboys taking part led me to believe it was Lacoume's band. The reporter 

mentions an overture being played which does not sound like the Spasm Band 

repertoire but there is no mention of another spasm band this early in 1894. 

Later, there is mention of Lacoume's band playing in a minstrel troupe. I do not 

know of any minstrel band being called a spasm band. The spasm band 

mentioned perhaps was part of a 'turn' in the minstrel's program. The article 

mentioned the newsboys also with mention of the Spasm Band so I believe it 

could be the earliest that the Spasm Band is mentioned. 

 

Times Democrat - May 9, 1894 
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 The strains of the Spasm Band, the howl of the fakers, and the blare of 

the weird instruments all tried to be heard at once, and the ear of the listeners 

got tire trying to unr avel the sounds and tell just what was going on. The 

Spasm Band held chief away in the Javanes, and delighted little audiences 

clustered around it. 

 

Times Picayune - May 31, 1894 - Amateur Minstrelsy 

 A large audience witnessed the amateur minstrelsy last night at the 

Woman's Social Industrial Hall. The entertainment had been gotten up under 

the management of W.T. DeVan, and right well had he performed his work. A 

grand overture by the Spasm Band opened the affair, followed by a grand 

medley by the members of the company. 

 The Spasm Band also took part, as did the newsboys, who by special 

request joined in the chorus.   

 

 

 
November 27, 1894 

Spasm Band 

 

 There are no entries for the years 1895 to 1896. Perhaps the band was not 

popular to the citizens as later and was not mentioned in the various journals, 

magazines and newspapers. Many journals do mention the Lacoume Spasm 

Band was playing in 1895/96. 

 

1897 
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 Without a doubt Stale Bread was the leader of this 'gang' of young boys. 

These newsboys were often mischievous and had occasions to have incidents that 

warranted police participation. 

 

Times Picayune - August 28, 1897 - Stael Bread vulnerable, but it takes more 

than a Chinaman to find it out. 

 Stale Bread, the newsboy, who is perhaps one of the funniest characters 

in the city, won a legal battle in the second recorder's court yesterday 

morning. Of course, he had an attorney-Stale Bread never fails to have a legal 

light when he is  in trouble, but then his own keenness whipped the Celestial 

who was opposed to him.    

 Chos Fung has a place at 230 Bienville Street and Stale Bread was in the 

vicinity Thursday afternoon. A rock was thrown at the Chinaman, and he 

swore that Stale bread hurled the missile, which struck him n the head. Stale 

Bread said he had not, and told the Celestial to run up the street and cry 'fire,' 

it would do him good. But the 'Chinaman ran after Stale Bread instead, and 

Officers Mohr and Durand captured the little incorrigible.  

 'I'll git out, see,' he said when the bluecoats took him. Then he scowled 

at the Chinaman and told him that he was lying when he said he (Stale Bread) 

threw the rock.  

 'I t was the monk that did it, see he yelled in parting.' 

 Well, Stale Bread was paroled, and yesterday morning he was before 

Recorder Bezou, of the second recorder's court, charged with the offense of 

hit ting the Chinaman. Stale Bread had his newsboy friends in the courtroom; 

the Chinaman was there with some people, who he said were his witnesses. 

 The trail started, and Stale Bread proved that there was a monkey in 

the house adjoining that of the Chinaman, and that same pestiferous monkey 

cold throw rocks, and further that the said beast slammed the rock upon the 

almond-eyed individual's head. The Chinaman and his witnesses were 

dumbfounded-Stale Bread was too much for them. 

 Recorder Bezou listened to the stories, and as there was some doubt as 

to whether Stale Bread or the monkey threw the rock, he discharged the 

prisoner. 

 'What did I say, Calls?' said Stale Bread when he had reached the 

sidewalk and was with his friends. 'Dem guys ain't in it wid me wen it comes 

to law, see.' 
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Times Picayune - October 24, 1897 - Protection of Jewish boy, Bubbles. 

 'Well Bubbles don't come from a scrappy stock, and he's got more 

beatings from the newsboys than any other kid in the country. They still bawls 

him out as, 'Reddy the Jew,' but Stale Bread says he'll stop them. And, in 

course, what Stale says the gang sticks. 

 

 Stale Bread was 'Lord and Master of a group of boys. 

 

Times Picayune - December 26, 1897 - Newsboys dining 

 Seated at the head of the table, as though lord and master of all he 

surveyed was 'Stale Bread,' a famous leader in the newsboy crowd. 

 Just then Stale Bread caught sight of the reporter taking down the 

names (i.e. nicknames) or rather alias, and he cried out: 'Say here mister, 

don't you brethren Chinee in de paper along with us crowd; it might make the 

gang look bad,' he explained apologetically. 

 

1898 

 

Times Picayune - September, 1898 

 The newsboys have been having rather a gay time lately and their 

mischievousness this time has brought them under the frowning eyebrows of 

Judge Bezou. Emile Bencoft, James Casey, Jos. Trainor, Sidney Rouch, Albert 

Marlason, Abe Krower and Frank Bussey were hauled up in court for 

disturbing the peace and using obscene language instead of pursuing their 

honest vocations by selling newspapers. The evidence was not very strong 

against the boys, as it was a claimed that they were only playing their spasm 

band out in Storyvil le on Tuesday night. His honor reprimanded the newsboys 

and discharged them. Just as the culprits were leaving the courtroom, that 

incurable gamin, 'Stale Bread,' poked his head into the doorway and saluted 

the judge, who, unprepared for this  honor, immediately recognized the kid 

and called to him, ''You little rascal, you're at the head of all this.' At this 

remark 'Stale Bread' and his repressive gang of brats laughed mockingly and 

started on a run. It is safe to say that the next time these boys want to beat the 

cans and play their spasm band they will do it where they cannot be observed.  

 

 The members of the Spasm Band had good relations with the city officials 

and were devoted to their mothers (Fathers are not mentioned) 
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Times Picayune - September 8, 1898 

 The Spasm Band serenades recorder Bezou. 

 The newsboys were a little mischief but did have their morals and 

responsibilities, especially to their mother. While the boys had their 

mischievous ways they had a good relationship with the government officers 

and officials. 

 

Times Picayune - September 10, 1898 - Press Club evening 

 The entertainment continued for hours, and talent was not wanting in 

any line...One of the most amusing features of the evening was the Spasm 

Band, conducted by the irrepressible character, 'Stale Bread.' His antics and 

the comical music rendered by the band was 'too funny for anything," as one 

of the ladies present said. 

 

Times Picayune - September 28, 1898 

 An affidavit for malicious mischief was yesterday made against Emile 

Lacoume, the irrepressible little newsboy, popularly known as Stale Bread, 

residing on Conti, between Burgundy and Rampart Streets. His pal, Anthony 

Brecknagle, popularly known as 'Warm Gravy, was also charged in the name 

affidavit was made at the instigation of the Messrs. Fabacher, who say they 

are continually annoyed by the depredations of these newsboys, who 

congregate near their restaurant, on Royal Street. Lacoume and Brecknagle 

are charged as follows: 'That on the 27th day of September, 1908, the accused, 

unlawfully and without cause or provocation, did pump water into Fabacher's  

Restaurant from a plug and thereby damaged tobacco, etc., to the amount of 

$3, the property of L. Fabacher, all in violation of city ordinance -1798m C. S. 

Warrant s have been issued for the arrest of the two boys.     

 

1899 

 

Railroad Trainman , Vol.16, 1899 

 Imagine my joy when researching old newspaper articles about the 

newsboys Spasm Band (the first jazz band some say). I turned up a fuzzy 

photo of the lads published in the 'Sunday vindicator in the February 15, 1903 

issue. Six cocky New Orleans Street Arabs, some barefoot, gaze directly into 

the camera, like some turn of the century rock band bearing their home-made 
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instruments with pride. The boys were well-known throughout the south, 

part icularly on Canal Street, and to my delight more photographs of better 

quality  would come to light. 'Stale Bread' and his newsboy band seem to have 

understood the basics of advertising and promotion. Their colorful look 

appealed to newspaper photographers and their readers. 

 The leader of the Spasm Band is described as 'the little fellow,' and the 

little follow is third from the right in the photograph. However, theatrical gent 

Harry Huguenot, also from New Orleans, claimed (Dramatic Mirror, Feb.8, 

1919) Stale Bread, for that was his name, played the bass fiddle which was 

'the center of attraction.' The boy had started as a harmonicas soloist, 

attracting crowds, nickels and dimes with his 'originality,' before starting the 

newsboys' Spasm Band. Huguenot said the instruments were made from cigar 

boxes and half barrels. 

 This band grew in proportion and played all the latest airs of the period 

with an attempt at all the latest jazz effects. Stale Bread became and was 

cared for and educated by Miss Olga Nethersole. At this same time there was 

a social organization in New Orleans composed of young business men, 

numbering about one hundred. An orchestra was formed by some of the 

musical members, consisting of the piano, guitar, cornet, and bass fiddle, 

paled respectfully by Gus Shindler, Yellow Nunez (a Spaniard) (cornetist 

name forgotten) and myself. The addition of Frank Christian, another 

guitarist , prompted Yellow Nunez to purchase a clarinet, and then from the 

clarinet began to flow the weirdest blue notes one ever heard. After a week of 

practice Nunez had these blue notes arranged as cadenzas, and I am firmly of 

the opinion that this was the first 'jazz' effect in an orchestra. 

 At this time the Dramatic Mirro r columns were filled with letters anent 

the birth of jazz with a variety of contenders and claiming to the elusive 'first' 

Huguenot's band was known as ''R ight At 'Em's Razz Band,' and performed 

popular songs of the period including 'Bill "Bailey Won't You Please  Come 

Home' and 'Frankie and Johnny.' 

 

Spasm Band of New Orleans - 1899 

 

 The most bizarre musical fraternity on record is the Spasm Band of 

New Orleans. It is composed of six urchins who divide their time equally 

between mischief and selling papers in the day time, but as soon as light falls 
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they blossom forth as full-fledged members and active players of the Spasm 

Band. 

 Born in the south and reared on the street, as it were, these little fellows 

lead nomadic lives, now taking a day off to pick cotton with the Pickaninnies, 

now lending a hand on the levee, running errands for the steamboat captains 

etc. I this way they have caught the inimitable darky dialect, gestures and 

even voices, with soft, velvety tones. Their musical instruments are home 

manufactured and, strange to say, the sounds they admit are not 

inharmonious. 

 In front of the Tulane Theater or the French Opera House when an 

especial attraction is playing the audience upon coming, but are greeted with a 

burst of plantation melody which goes something on this order. 

 

 As I was gwine down below 

 Wid a fiery team and heavy wid the load. 

 I caught the lines and the leaders sprung 

 and de whip got caught in de wagon tongue, 

 Oh, chu, chu, chu, chu, chu. 

 

 Perhaps the smaller members will supplement the verse with a double 

shuffle or a few steps or 'buck' and 'wing.' 'then, while 'Dry Bread' the little 

fellow, passes his hat, in which a shower of nickels and dimes fan from 

daintily gloved hands, the remainder of the sextet will ring out with great sprit 

the rollicking Way Off Down in 'Dixie, Away, Away! And perhaps wind up 

with 'My Country.'  

 The bass viol, rigged up from a dry goods box, croaks in a dignified 

manner, while the smaller instruments sound very much like Chinese fiddles. 

The six members of the Spasm Band are firm comrades, and as conservative 

about themselves and how they came to play as a secret society are about its 

password. 

 According to a 1903 article in Everybody's Magazine, the Spasm Band, 

" bad boys of the city, the standard of toughness,'"  led by Stale Bread, showed 

up at the door of Sophie Wright's New Orleans charity school to learn to read 

and write. He led them as one might lead a horse to water but could not make 

them drink. One by one they dropped away again, Slew-Foot Pete, Warm 

Gravy, and Zu-Zu, and the strong arm of Miss Sophie could not drag them 

back. Only Stale Bread-he had no other name-remained, displaying 



 

  

25 

 

remarkable ingenuity in mathematics but struggling vainly with  his alphabet-

Miss Sophie, too, had found this wayward youngster one of the most 

fascinating of her charges, so that it is with a catch in her voice that she tells 

how blindness come upon him, and how the leader, fallen, goes about where 

his mates may choose to lead him. 

 The 1899 Railroad Trainman photograph of the group was repeated 

here identifying the group as the Razzy Dazzy Spasm Band. The text lists a 

different membership than the 1906 Everybody article, with only Warm 

Gravy's constant, which suggest the band had a fluid line-up. Stale Bread's 

real name was "Emile Lacoume, and he was probably a Creole. In 1936, at 

fifty years of age (thus born c. 1886?), Lacoume spoke to the Daily Freeman of 

New York. 

 

'Stale Bread' Lacoume traces jazz back to'90s. - 1899 

 

 New Orleans, La. -- "Stale Bread"  Lacoume says New Orleans gave 

'hot' music to the world, and that he should know because he started it all. 

 Now fifty years old, fat, jolly, blind for 35  years, Lacoume has spend 

most of his life at music after organizing his own 'Spasm Band' of newsboys 

with homemade instruments. 

  A group of newsboys became familiar with barroom ballads before The 

Spanish American War, turning a half beer key into a bass fiddle, a cigar box 

into a violin, a soap box into a guitar, and so on. The little urchins roved about 

town for two years playing for handouts. 

 William Farnum showered them at them at the opera house with 

nickels. A police judge once ordered them to play before him and he dubbed 

the boys a 'Spam Band' at the ''command performance." 

 " Ragtime? No, we didn't play ragtime,"  said Lacoume, our stuff was 

entirely different. I don't think we  got it from Negro music. We just started 

putting in  the hot stuff all of a sudden." 

 The band was never recorded but it seems they were primarily a string 

band. "Dixie"  was one of their numbers so they were probably close to 

minstrelsy or jug bands in spirit. In fact poor white and Negro boys had 

roamed the streets, docks, and railroad stations playing cigar box banjos, 

guitars, and fiddles since the end of the civil War. According to various 

newspaper account urchins played anything that would make a noise 
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including washboards, dishpans, bones, French harps, stovepipes, jugs, 

kazoos, gourds, comb and paper, cowbells, harmonicas , whistles and drums. 

  Stale Bread's band met with a small measure of fame and spawned 

many imitators. When known as the Razzy Dazzy 'Spasm Band they had their 

name stolen by an adult group of untutored musicians who changed the name 

slightly to 'The Razzy Jazzy Band' and played at the Haymarket Dance Hall. 

In the thirties spasm bands became popular in medicine shows, spreading as 

far as Hawaii and New Zealand. Stale Bread Lacoume was still alive in 1939, 

living in a 'trim house' in New Orleans with his wife and two children, still 

playing banjo, piano and guitar. 

 'Today's musician' he said, 'my music is different from the music of my 

father's time. We make 'em holler and jump, in his day everybody just wanted 

to sit down and cry.' 

  

Times Picayune - January 1, 1899 New Year's Eve 

 The Spasm Band was a feature of the street scene and they gave 

impromptu concerts wherever they could collect a crowd. 

 

 
 

Weekly Advocate - April 22, 1899 - Parade at Fair grounds for soldiers. 

 Stale Bread and his horde of newies entertain. 

 

Daily Advocate (Baton Rouge) - July 2, 1899 - Natchitoches, La. 

 The Georgia Minstrels, of which 'Stale Bread,' 'Whiskey' etc. of New 

Orleans, are a part, gave an exhibition here last night to a small audience. 

'Stale Bread' to say nothing of the rest of the concern, was a failure. His 

representation of the New Orleans youthful hoodlums was a dismal failure.  
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Times Democrat - November 15, 1899 - Capt. Dwyer's benefit 

 Stale Bread's Spasm Band will also be on hand. 

 

Times Picayune - December 10, 1899 - The irrepressible 'Stale Bread.' 

 The well-known boy about town, recognized as a newsboy, and who has 

acted on the stage with amateurs, engaged in cake walks, been on the road 

with a vaudeville company, who headed for a time a quaint musical 

organization that played in the streets of New Orleans as the 'Spasm' band, is 

called by his familiars 'Stale Bread.' He is still in the public in his eye 

whenever he can get a gallery front seat at important performances. Like 

thousands of others, 'Stale Bread' worshiped at the shrine of Olga Nethersole, 

when that great actress was here two weeks ago. In fact, he was introduced to 

her by a kind gentleman who will try t o have the boy educated to the extent of 

reading and writing and figuring so that he can have a chance, if he wishes, to 

become a useful man of business when he grows older. Nethersole's last night 

at the Tulane Theatre, Stale was there and contributed to her pleasure by 

swinging down from the gallery, with an up-to-date pitcher's curve, a huge 

cluster of roses, with his compliments. His reward came later in a letter, which 

read as follows: 

 'To the dear lad known as Stale Bread: My dear lad-I thank you for  

your beautiful gift of roses. I shall always prize them. God bless you, and keep 

you honest and sober and truthful, and if ever you feel tempted to be 

otherwise, let the thoughts of how it would grieve me strengthen and help you. 

 

1900 

 

Age Herald (Birmin gham Ala.) - July 16, 1900 

 Grand entertainment of Press Club - Open air concert by the famous 

'Spasm Band.' 

 

Russell Register - July 20, 1900 - Silver service for the Alabama. 

 The Mobile Press Club are determined that the battleship Alabama 

shall be presented with a worthy testimonial from the people of Alabama. 

Under the auspices of the Press club there will be a grand entertainment at 

Monroe Park, Mobile, and July 30th. There will be a great military 

competitive drill, press clubs baseball game, unique contest of old fiddlers, 
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athletic exhibitions, games, amusements scientific sparring, open air concert 

by the famous 'Spasm' Band of New Orleans, and many other attractions. 

 

 Stale Bread went mostly blind around 1899 and the following year there 

was a benefit for him. 

 

Times Picayune - December 25, 1900 - The 'Ring' magazine 

 A year or more ago the little newsboy  Stale Bread became totally blind, 

and now the lad is in quite a destitute condition. A benefit performance has 

been planned by Reddy Hamilton, the welter weight fighter and he is seeking 

assistance from others to make the enterprise a success. 

 

1901 

 

 With all the mischief that the newsboys got into the one moral 

characteristic was their love for their mothers.  He visits the mayor of New 

Orleans and talks about the benefit to be given for his welfare. 

 

New Orleans Item - February 9, 1901 

 Emile Lacoume, better known as 'Stale Bread,' was a caller on the 

Mayor this morning. The object of the visit was to obtain a permit to give an 

entertainment for the benefit of the blind boy. Stale Bread told his honor that 

he is now completely blind and finds it very hard to get a living for him, 

mother and sister. He said that he is too proud to beg and too blind, leaving 

aside his being too honest to steal. The boy added that a great source of regret 

to him is that his blindness precludes him from being able to avail himself of 

the opportunity of attending Mi ss Sophie Wright's night school. Miss 

Nethersole had taken an interest in him, had given him money and had 

promised to assist him financially while attending Miss Wright's school. 'Stale 

Bread' shares in the idea entertained by a great many about Miss Sophie 

being an angel, and he knows that if he had not been stricken with blindness, 

that she would have given him an education that would have enabled him to 

make a mark in the world. 

 The mayor asked the boy what sort of an entertainment he intended to 

give, and 'Stale Bread' answered: 

 'There will be some sparring Mexican Joe and Knuckles will show what 

they can do; a gentleman will play on the guitar, and two ladies will fence.' 
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 'Stale Bread was about to run through the gamut of his proposed 

entertainment, when his honor said: 

 'Mayor Fleischmann, of Cincinnati, has gotten himself into a world of 

trouble by granting a permit to Ruhlin and Jeffries to fight, and now you want 

me to get into a similar trouble.' 

 It was explained to his honor that the sparring that would be seen at 

'Stale Bread's'  benefit would be of a very 'eau sucre' description, so he 

acquiesced in granting the permit for an entertainment that will take place in 

Wenger's Hall, on Saturday night, 16th instant. 

 

New Orleans Item - February 15, 1901 - Stale Bread's benefit-Newsboy to be 

assisted tomorrow. 

 Tomorrow night an entertainment will be given at Wenger's Theatre for 

the benefit of Emile Lacoume, better known as 'Stale Bread,' the newsboy 

who has gone completely blind. There is no one in this city that is better 

known than 'Stale Bread,' nor is his reputation merely local, for his fame has 

spread from Maine to California. As leader of the 'Spasm' Band he made 

many friends by the means of the un-earthly sounds he used to conjure out of 

an improvised cello constructed out of a potato barrel. As a duck catcher of 

the Athletic Park he was inimitable  and as a newspaper seller, latterly, he was 

a dead failure, for his popularity had spoiled him and caused him to look upon  

the meager profits  made by selling papers as being below the dignity of a 

thorough sport. 'Stale Bread' was a sport of just such order and enjoyed a 

popularity shared by very few in this city, for did not his picture adore the lid 

of a box that contained a popular brand of cigars,'-an honor shared by Hon. 

Paul Capdevielle and one or two other distinguished citizens of New Orleans.' 

 Stale Bread's usefulness as a newsboy had been wrecked by men who 

had spoiled and made much of him; who had laughed at his smart answers, 

and what from anyone else, would be deemed impertinence, and now that he 

is precluded from earning a living by selling papers or by invoking discordant 

sounds from his makeshift cello, some of those who know and admired him in 

his flourishing days have gotten a benefit for him which will take place 

tomorrow night at Wenger's Theatre. Sparring, fencing, singing, etc. will 

make up the programme. 

 

Times Picayune - February 24, 1901 - A benefit for Stale Bread - The Ring 

Magazine ( Stale Bread was once a boxer) 
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 On the evening of March 3 quite an elaborate benefit performance will 

be given in Wenger's Theatre, and the profits of the enterprise will be 

presented to Stale Bread, the little newsboy who lost his sight some months 

ago. Stale Bread for years was the life of the band of youngsters who make 

their living selling papers, but for a long time he has been totally blind. The 

friends of the little fellow have undertaken the management of this 

entertainment, and have gathered several of the well-known local boxers and 

athletes to assist in making the programme a success. 

 'Mexican' Joe and 'Knuckles O'Brien will box a limited number of 

rounds, and Joe Dumfree and 'Ruddy' Hamilton will do some lively sparring, 

and they will be followed by Benino and Lafoute in a boxing bout. 

 Prof. Schoenfeld, instructor of the Young Men's Gymnastic Club, has 

also volunteered his services, and will give some interesting tumbling and the 

like. 

 

 Stale Bread went to Hot Springs, Ark. to get help with his eyes but it was 

not successful. 

   

New Orleans Item - March 24, 1901 - Hot Springs, Ark. are doing their best to 

make the boy well. 

 It will doubtless be a pleasure to the friends of Emile Lacoume, best 

known as 'Stale Bread,' to hear that the newsboy's safe arrival in Hot Springs, 

Ark., where he went in hope of finding relief from the disease that robbed him  

of his sight. It need not be mentioned here that some weeks ago a benefit was 

tendered the little fellow at Wenger's Hall. The proceeds of the benefit were 

duly counted up and delivered to the guardian of 'Stale Bread,' with who he 

left for Hot Springs so afterward in high hopes of regaining his sight. The trip 

was a matter of only a day or more and by this time little 'Stale' is under 

treatment of the Arkansas specialists.  

 A letter received from him last evening shows in 'Stale's' own style the 

hope that he entertains recovering, that which his local friends most desire he 

should once more possess. Mr. W. G. Maurice, owner of the Maurice Bath 

House and one of the most philanthropic citizens of Hot Springs, has 

consented to give the little fellow free access, to the baths and medical aid has 

been promised to from Drs. Greenaway and Vaughn. 'Stale' will only remain 

at this Hot Springs for eight weeks, according to his letter. He says his sight 
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has already improved. The boy's good fortune will be a pleasure to those 

interested in him. 

 

1902 

 

Times Picayune - February 18, 1902 - Stale Bread's mother shot. 

 Stale Bread's mother was shot a little after midnight, but fortunately the 

wound she received is of no great consequence. Mrs. Jennie Lacoume is the 

mother of the irrepressible newsboy who is one of the town characters. (Son 

James accidently shoots here.) 

 

 This next article is a long one but it speaks of the situation in New Orleans 

of the dance halls and of Stale Bread being found in one of them. In the last 

paragraph we read of Stale Bread and his Spasm Band in the saloon of the 

Unexpected Dance hall. 

 

Times Picayune - November 23, 1902 

 While passing the corner of Marais and Customhouse Street the officer 

saw five youngsters playing inside of a barroom. He entered and ordered the 

boys to stop, and the proprietor, on learning that the music of the boys was 

objected to, insisted that the boys should go outside. It was 'Stale Bread' and 

his band of artists who were in the barroom. Mr. Fish was informed that Stale 

Bread was blind, and that he visited the place to obtain money to support his 

mother. 

 

1903 

 

 Nothing is fond about how the Spasm Band really sounded. We read about 

the various homemade instruments and a few of the songs they played but only 

brief and not realistic of how they sounded and played. 

 

Detroit Free Press - February 15, 1903 - Description of   Spasm Band 

 The most bizarre, musical fraternity on record is the Spasm Band, of 

New Orleans. It  is composed of six urchins who divide their time equally 

between mischief and selling papers in the day time, but as soon as night fails 

they blossom forth as full-fledged members, managers and active players of 

the Spam Band. 
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 Born in the south and geared in the street, as it were, these little fellows 

all lead nomadic lives, now taking a day off to pick cotton with the 

Pickaninnies, now lending a hand on the levee, running errands for the 

steamboat captains, etc. in this way they have caught the inimitable darky 

dialect, gestures, and even voices, with soft, velvety tone. Their musical 

instruments are home manufactured, and, strange to say, the sounds they emit 

are not inharmonious. 

 In  front of the Tulane Theatre or the French Opera House when an 

especial attraction is playing the audience upon coming out are greeted with a 

burst of plantation melody which goes something on this order: 

 

 As I was gwine down below 

 Wid a fiery team and heavy wid de load, 

 I caught de lines and do leaders sprung. 

 And de whip got caught in e wagon tongue; 

 Oh chu, chu, chu, chu, chu 

 

 Perhaps the smaller member will supplement the verse with a double 

shuffle or a few steps of 'buck' and 'wing.' Then, while 'Dry Bread,' (  Stale 

Bread) the little fellow, passes his hat, in which a shower of nickels and dimes 

fall from daintily gloved hands, the remainder of the sextet will ring out with 

great spirit the rollicking 'Way Off Down in Dixie, Awa y, Away!' and perhaps 

wind up with 'My Country.'  

 The bass viol, rigged up from a dry goods box, croaks in dignified 

manner, while the smaller instruments sound very much like Chinese fiddles. 

The six members of the Spasm Band are firm comrades, and as conservative 

about themselves and how they came to play as a street society is about its 

password. 

 

New Orleans Item - June 14, 1903 - Reunion 

 Then there was the Spasm Band which we enjoyed immensely. 

  

New Orleans Item - July 5, 1903 - Sophie Wright School 

 Among the odd characters that applied for admission was the quartette 

that composed the Spasm Band. 'Stale Bread,' 'Warm Gravy,' Stewfoot Pete' 

and 'Zulu' had made their instruments out of barrel staves and boxes; their 

music gave 'spasms' to all listeners, hence the band's name. 
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 The leader was 'Stale Bread,' a lad of fourteen. He lived a careless 

ignorant life until he saw Olga Nethersole. He loved her with a boyish 

devotion, but it was a sincere one. Touched by this, Olga Nethersole became 

interested and wrote him a helpful letter, promising him ten dollars when he 

could read. Hoping to please her, 'Stale Bread' came to school and worked to 

accomplish his friend's desire. After months of patient labor, just as he was 

about to succeed, he became blind, and I can still see that pathetic little figure 

holding his Reader and saying: 'I am blind, fellers, I am blind.'  

 There is a wealth of devotion, a rough love and a spirit of sacrifice 

among the working people that is found in no other classes. Many a night 

there has been a sudden hush in the noisy room, and you will find some tired 

man or boy wore out from his day's work asleep on his desk, and silence 

reigns until the sleeper is gently aroused. 

 The school is handicapped in many ways, for it need larger buildings 

and more teachers. It is impossible to put the older men in all the classes of 

their grade, for their lives would be made miserable by such questions. 

 

Times Democrat - November 26, 1903 

 Newsboys House benefits greatly from big festival. The Newsboys' 

Spasm Band furnished a few minutes amusement when it flashed on the 

Screen. (Slide show) 

 

Times Picayune - December 12, 1903 - Stale Bread's money gone and he 

accuses Spasm band of stealing it. 

 Emile Lacoume, the blind newsboy, who is familiarly known as 'Stale 

Bread,' had James Rogers and Amelita Delpidio, young street gamins and 

former associates of his, arrested, because, he say, they sneaked into the 

latter's room, at No. 520 Burgundy Street, on Wednesday night, about 9 

o'clock and stole $56,90 belonging to the sightless youth. Yesterday Rogers 

and Delpidio were arraigned before Judge A. M. Aucoin, of the Second City 

Criminal C ourt, and, after 'Stale Bread's' testimony had been heard, they 

were placed under $250 appearance bonds, which they failed to, furnish while 

the court remained open. 

 Lacoume is the tall boy who generally amuses the patrons of the Tulane 

and Crescent Theatres while they are passing Baronne and the Grunewald 

Alley after the performance. He invariably plays the harmonica and guitar 

with considerable skill, and is accompanied by one or two gamins who use a 
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'bass violin' improvised out of a half-barrel, with strings and a regular bow. 

The whole assortment produces a mixture of weird notes, which attract 

attention and result in the musicians receiving slight donations from the 

spectators. 

 By the constant use of his 'Spasm Band,' as it is called, 'Stale Bread' 

managed to save up quite a sum of money. He explained to Judge Aucoin 

yesterday that he put is nickels and dimes together until he had piled up 

$56.00. 'I was saving the money to get my guitar out of Grunewald's repair 

shop,' said Lacoume, His testimony yesterday.' 'I thought it was safe in my 

room and didn't see the use of putting it in the bank. Christmas is coming 

along and I need a suit of clothes. I figured on making my sisters presents and 

fitting myself out in great style, with my guitar; but Rogers and Delpidio came 

along and spoiled the whole business. They got my coin, and if they would 

only give it back to me, Judge, I would certainly ask you to let 'em go.' 

 Lacoume manifested extreme disappointment at the loss of is money, 

and while he was telling his hard-luck story to the court he started to cry. He 

had never accumulated such a large amount before, and, as the holidays were 

approaching, he looked with pride and satisfaction at the opportunity which 

presented itself to purchase clothes and Christmas gifts. His spirit was all 

gone, and he indicated that he would begin the New Year without a cent. 

 

Time Democrat - December 24, 1903 - At Hotel de la Lousiana 

 All was ready by nightfall, and at 11 o'clock Miss Harned gathered her 

company in one of the private dining rooms. 'Stale Bread' and his 'Spasm 

Band' were present to render joyous music upon the half-barrel 'cello, 

harmonica and the other instruments which have made him uniquely famous 

among theatrical visitors who have invariably take a great fancy to him. 

 'Stale Bread's' band numbers six instruments, and there are fifteen 

members in the company.  

 

1904 

 

Times Picayune - February 11, 1904 - Convicted 

 Petty larceny-James Rogers and Amalite Delpideo, two young men who 

robbed Emile Lacoume, alias Stale Bread, a blind newsboy, on Dec. 9, 1903 of 

$56, which he had saved up and had placed in a trunk in his room at No. 520 

Burgundy Street, were convicted yesterday. William Seelig, a boy companion 
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of Stale Bread had been forced at the muzzle of a revolver to open Stale 

Bread's trunk during his absence from home and take the money, of which 

the two accused relived him as soon as he had possession of the money, and 

threatened to murder him if he said a word about it to anyone. They even 

went so far as to threaten to kill him after having served time should they be 

arrested and convicted. 

 

Times Democrat - February 11, 1904 'Stale Bread' robbed. Proceeds of 

'Spasm Band' taken from trunk. 

 The trial of James Rogers and Amelite Delpideo, for petit larceny, in the 

Criminal District Court yesterday, was for stealing $56 from Emile Lacoume, 

a blind newsboy, commonly known to all the newsboys, to the police and to 

the newspapermen as 'Stale Bread.' 

 'Stale Bread' is now eighteen years old, and has been a street boy all of 

his life. Four or five years ago his sight began to fail, and he eventually went 

blind, although the Times-Democrat sent him to Hot Springs, Ark., and gave 

him the best medical attention, in the hope of saving his sight. 

 While Olga Nethersole was in this city 'Stale Bread' sent her a very 

handsome bouquet. The great actress was told who sent her the bouquet, and 

she became interested in him. She wrote him a letter, expressing her thanks 

for the flowers, and told him she would write him a letter. 'Stale Bread' was 

anxious for an education, and he immediately went to Miss Sophie Wright's 

school. He was learning rapidly when his sight began to fail and he had to quit 

school. 

 'Stale Bread' was always a hard worker and the money he made he took 

to his aged mother who lived, at the time of the theft, at 520 Burgundy Street. 

After losing his sight he could not run the streets with the morning and 

afternoon papers, and he organized a 'Spasm Band,' the bass violin which he 

plays being made out of a barrel. Every night his band was stationed in front 

of the Grunewald Hotel, and when the theatres were out his band was given 

many nickels. All this money was taken to his mother, and in a short time he 

had accumulated $56. 

 The money was put into a trunk, but it was stolen. Suspicion pointed to 

Roger and Delpidio, and they were arrested. They were tried before Judge 

Aucoin and were remanded to the Criminal District court for final trial. 

Yesterday they were tried before Judge Chretien and were found guilty. They 

were remanded to the Parish Prison to await sentence. 
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 'Stale Bread' was led to the witness stand and testified as the 

prosecuting witness. He had the sympathy of all, because he had worked hard 

to save the money to help his aged mother. 

 

1905 

 

 The newsboys and the Spasm Band seemed to be religious and often 

played for the clergy. 

 

New Orleans Item - January 28, 1905 - Archbishop at the Newsboys' Home. 

 The usual 9 o'clock Sunday mass at the Newsboys' Home Chapel will be 

said tomorrow by his Excellency Archbishop P. L. Chapelle. After mass the 

boys will tender a reception to their distinguished visitor by 'Stale Bread's' 

Spasm Band. 

 

Times Democrat - January 30, 1905  - Distinguished prelate presides at mass 

and then breakfasts with youngsters-  

'Stale Bread' and his 'Spasm Band' features of impromptu entertainment. 

 Archbishop Chapelle visited the Newsboys' Home yesterday morning 

and celebrated 9 o'clock mass. After mass the newsboys entertained him with 

an enjoyable programme of songs and recitations. 'Stale Bread's Spasm Band' 

played several popular selections. The playing of the 'Spasm Band' was 

particularly amusing to him. He insisted on several encores, and then 

addressed a few special words to the blind boy, who has been given the name 

of 'Stale Bread.' 

 

Times Picayune - February 10, 1905 

 When the boys had eaten to their heart's content and Stale Bread's 

Spasm Band had played itself down into their hearts, they rose in a body and 

gave three ringing cheers for Archbishop Chapelle. 

 

Times Picayune - December 26, 1905 

 Soon after the last mass the boys began gathering in Baronne Street in 

front of  the Home, preparatory to the opening of the dinner. 'Stale Bread' and 

his Spasm Band provided the music for the day, and it was stated by those in a 

position to know that never had the annual Christmas dinner been attended 
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with better music. The band played a march and the boys all filed into the 

dinner hall. 

 

1907 

 

Times Picayune - December 26, 1907 - Newsboy's feast-sumptuous repeat 

served at the home by the sisters. 

 To the tinkling harmony of the Spasm Band with Stale Bread as 

director, discoursing such classic numbers as 'Charley Butler,' 'Popularity,' 

'Bye, Bye You'll  Be My Honey,' etc. 

 

1908 

 

Times Picayune - March 2, 1908 - Newsboys receive Archbishop Blenk. 

 The program opened with a processional by the Spasm Band. 

 

New Orleans Item - March 2, 1908 - Opening of gym-Archbishop praises 

Outing Association. 

 'Stale Bread' and his celebrated Spasm Band partook of an excellent 

lunch on the second floor of the home. 

  

New Orleans Item - September 25, 1908 - Word contest and parade. 

 The offering of this word contest developed unique and amusing 

features in advertising, conspicuous among which was the 'spasm parade,' in 

which twenty-seven newsboys appeared on the streets behind a band each 

carrying a banner with a letter on it; strung out these letters spelled the words 

'Home Manufacturers' Exhibition.' The appearance of the parade on Canal 

Street and other busy downtown thoroughfares last Tuesday night created a 

roar of laughter wherever they marched. 

  

Times Picayune - December 23, 1908 

 Stale Bread & Company in charge of the famous Spasm Band will 

discourse attractive musical numbers during the progress of the banquet, and 

all bids fair to go as merry a marriage bell when time is called to fall to on 

Dec. 25. 
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Christmas at Newsboys' Home-1908 

On top let we see boys with musical instrument 

 

Times Picayune - December 26, 1908 - Christmas feast at Newsboys' Home. 

 The Spasm Band kept up its glorious work in a musical way with such 

classic ditties as sung in a sweet tenor voice by Emile Lacoume otherwise Stale 

Bread. 

 

1909 

 

Lower Coast Gazette - July 31, 1909 - Moonlight ride  

 The Spasm Band out in full force, added greatly to the pleasure of the 

occasion. (Lunch on the steamboat Tormenter.) 

 

Times Picayune - August 28, 1909 

 The Spasm Band was stunts which caused a great deal of amusement. 

 

Times Picayune - November 7, 1909 - St. Sophie could get mad. 

 That was an understood fact. Gentle and kind to the timid but earnest 

student, she has no place in the school for triflers, large or small. A 

Redoubtable member of the newsboys gang, the famous Stale Bread leader of 

the well-known Spasm Band when questioned once as to why he behaved so 

well at the night school, admitted that he 'had a respect for Miss Sophie's 

muscle,' and while Miss Sophie's muscle was more spiritual than physical, by 

dint of the most American of grit-it went. 
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 Each year there was a Christmas dinner given for the newsboys and the 

Spasm Band often played for the occasion. 

 

New Orleans Item - December 23, 1909 -Christmas Day at Newsboys' Home. 

 Stale Bread and his Spasm Band will be there to deliver the musical 

goods. 

 

New Orleans Item - December 26, 1909 - And 'Stale Bread' sang 

 Emile Lacoume, a blind boy, once of some local fame as 'Stale Bread' 

played the bass violin, with Oscar Battle James Lacoume and Byers Williams 

filling for the orchestra. And 'Stale Bread' sang. 'Stale Bread' training with 

the 'spasm band' in the day before cabarets closed his eyes did little to 

acquaint him with consecutive fifths or suspensions on the dominate; but he 

knew his auditors and he sang to their taste as well as any person who studies 

the fancied of the patrons of the metropolitan Opera house. 'Stale Bread' was 

particularly consistent that the Item should tell all the world of the fact that 

the 'Grunewald music house furnished him with a piano for the occasion. 

  

 

1910 

 

New Orleans Item - February 28, 1910 - Archbishop Blenk - visit to Newsboys 

Home. 

 The 'Spasm Band' rendered an overture followed by the 'Hip-A-Addy-

I -Ay. 'A Chinese. 

 

 The article below might be one of the last appearances of Lacoume's 

Spasm Band. This is the last article found in my research. A new leader is given 

in the next article. 

 

Times Picayune - April 24, 1910 

 Take the simple and un-garnished story of Emile Lacoume, the 

musician, who was known throughout the city as the newsboy 'Stale Bread.' 

 He was nicknamed 'Stale Bread' by the other boys because he was given 

a piece of stale bread at one of the Fabacher Restaurants and divided it 

among his companions of the Newsboys' Home, in Baronne Street. In a spirit 
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of mischief one of the boys wrote 'Stale Bread' on the school blackboard, and 

as such it will cling to Lacoume through life. 

 It is interesting to note here some of the picturesque nicknames that 

have been bestowed on newsboys by their comrades-such as Warm Gravy, All 

Night, Whisky, Boozy, Sheon, Frenchy, Big-Foot Pete, and Shake 'Um Up. 

The raison d'être for each name is usually based on some trait or 

characteristic of the boy hearing it. For example, Warm Gravy shows are 

predilection for that particular on table at every opportunity. Shake 'Em Up 

is so called because of his fortune with dice, or what is more popularly 

designated as ''craps.' owing to the suspicious nature of his companions at 

hazard, he was always admonished to 'shake 'em up,' and therefore the title. 

 But returning to 'Stale Bread,' his mother was a cripple, and his little 

brothers and sisters were dependent on him for their food and lodging. He 

was not always blind, but was troubled with sore eyes from the start. At the 

solicitation of Miss Olga Nethersole, during one of her engagement in this city, 

several specialists of repute took 'a chance at 'em,' as the newsboys say, but 

'Stale Bread' gradually lost his sight. He did not give up in despair, but 

determined to stick it out. He was a natural-born musician, and not only 

found time to sell papers, but studied several instruments at the same time, 

playing with his mouth, hands and feet. His proficiency became so marked 

that he was engaged to play in orchestras about town, and now he earns 

enough to support his mother with ease. While at the Newsboys' Home 'Stale 

Bread' organized the famous Spasm Band,' thus quaintly described by one of 

the members; 'Oh, it's dom fellers wat has got instruments made with soap 

and cigar boxes, an' a mouth harmonics an' a tambourine.' The leader 

conducted this unique organization with a broom handle, without score. 

When asked why he had been made leader of the band he answered. 'Cause I 

don't know no music an' I can't lay no instrument.' But one of the artists 

simplified the information that he was an adept with the knife and fork. 

 No matter how wild and unruly a newsboy may be, he remembers his 

mother at home, if he has one. Driven out to face the world at a tender age, he 

matures faster than the average boy who is nurtured and protected by more 

fortunate parents, and his sense of the serious responsibilities of life is 

abnormal developed in him before his cousin of the silver soon is well out of 

his swaddling clothes. He sees the rent notes when they fall due, the bill 

collectors when they call around, and too often he sees his mother go to bed 

hungry. Consequently the duties of a man crowd upon him at an age when he 
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should be in school and surrounded by better influences than those of the 

street. But he does not shirk; he throws back his sturdy shoulders and goes 

out to face the world, to curse and be cursed, to give and take. 

 This little incident may give you an insight into the character of the 

average newsboy, his love of home and other and his moral code. At one of the 

Christmas dinners given by the sisters at the Newsboys' Home there was one 

little fellow who developed a surprising protuberance in the region of the 

waist. Becoming suspicious, a Catholic father, on investigation, discovered 

that the boy had concealed one-half of a big turkey under his shirt. When 

asked what he intended to do with the turkey, he replied; 'That's for my ma.' 

 In another case one of the fathers noticed that a small urchin seemed to 

have a ravenous appetite, disposing of plate after plate. Owing to the large 

number of newsboys in attendance, there were two dining tables and this little 

boy had been assigned to the first. But he soon turned up at the second, much 

to the surprise of the others, and when questioned in regard to his suspicious 

movements, he was forced to confess that he had been busily engaged in 

concealing food-for his mother. As a matter of fact, he had not eaten anything 

himself, saving everything for his mother, who was an invalid. 

 

What becomes of him?"  

 

 One wonders what becomes of the newsboy after he grows up to be a 

man. Well, there is Joe Boylan, who has accumulated a tidy little wad of 

$75,000 or $80,000, and is still a carrier for the Daily States. But it is quite 

probably that he made his money in real estate, and not by carrying papers. 

Still, he made enough as a newsboy to buy his first property, and he now owns 

property all over the city. 

 Some of the newsboys and carriers have been very successful after 

branching out in other work, and, strange to say, the wildest and most 

unmanageable boys often prove the best business men. There is one boy well 

remembered by the sisters of the Newsboys.' He, chiefly because he was so 

bad. Bad boys are not unusual, but this one was very, very bad. One Sunday 

he secured a nice, big brick, which he was just about to throw at someone 

passing in the street, when a sister stopped in. She led him upstairs 

immediately, and gave him the thrashing of his life. That boy is now a well-

known photographer of the city and he dates his reform from the thrashing 

given him by the good sister. 
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  Not so very long age a young man left the Newsboy's home in this city to 

accept a very good railway position. He had lived at the home and saved up 

enough money to get married. When he left the Newsboys' Home he had a 

house of his own completely furnished, and was well equipped for the 

responsibilities of married life. 

 

 
Newsboy's Home 

 

 The Spasm Band was now a thing of the past and Lacoume became a 

'regular' musicians playing guitar with various 'jazz' bands. Later he 'giged' on 

the piano. 

 

 
Stale Bread playing piano 

 

Times Democrat - December 26. 1910  

 Music was furnished by 'Stale Bread' and his orchestra. Once Stale  

Bread was famous for is Spasm Band, but now his band is no longer a Spasm 

Band but furnishes good music.  

 

1911 
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Times Picayune - March 11, 1911 - 'Stale Bread' in New Role 

 Emile Lacoume alias 'Stale Bread' snatched a necklace of gold beads 

from the neck of a woman named Jessie Brown in a house at No. 223 Basin 

Street. The string broke and the beads were scattered around, some of them 

being lost. 'Stale Bread' then struck a man named James Smyrear in the face 

and escaped for the time-being. He was later arrested and charged with being 

drunk.  

 

Times Picayune - March 17, 1911 - 'Stale Bread' no more 

 Emile Lacoume emphatically denies the statement made by the police 

several days ago that he snatched a necklace of beads from a woman named 

Jessie Brown, and in his ''get-away' struck James Smyrear in the face. 

Lacoume also takes exception to his soubriquet of his newsboy days, Stale 

Bread and declares that the alias should no longer be attached to him. He 

claims that he was not taken by the police, but surrendered as soon as he 

heard that the authorities wanted him. He had a hearing in court yesterday 

and was discharged, and he feels that his discharge vindicates him and entitles 

him to a correction of the impression that might have been created by the first 

story told. 

 

 A new leader of the Spasm Band is mentioned in the next article. 

 

New Orleans Item - October 14, 1911 - Boxing show 

 The newsboys' 'Spasm Band' headed by Robert Hennessey, entertained 

during each round and picked up a nice collection, which they turned over to 

the hospital jubilee committee. 

 

Times Picayune - October 16, 1911 

 Emile Lacoume, known as 'Stale Bread,' a musician, used a revolver 

early yesterday morning. So___ that he fired at Charles fury of Poydras and 

Roman, but the blind man insists that he discharged the revolver for 

assistance because he had been hit and he did not know but that he was being 

followed and would be hammered again. 

 

1913 
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Times Democrat - April 20, 1913 - May festival 

 The Tulane Glee Club and the famous Spasm Band composed of ten 

young men; prominent social circles will be heard. (This could be the YMGC 

Spasm Band.) (Young Men's Gymnastic Club) 

 

New Orleans Item - October 12, 1913 - 'Stale Bread' not husky from drink. 

Musician of underworld tell life. 

 Emile Lacoume, musician, known as 'Stale Bread' in that world where 

he uses his knowledge of notes at night to earn his living. Believes a wrong was 

done him in a recent story of the cabarets of the underworld wherein his voice 

was referred to as being husky from the use of whisky. Lacoume is almost 

blind and depends for a livelihood entirely on his earnings from singing and 

playing the piano, and says that the huskiness is caused by too much singing. 

 Surrounded in his work by men and women who care little for the 

judgment that may be meted out to them by society for their misdoings. 

Lacoume declares that he struggles to live righteously and wishes to forget the 

day when he was known as 'Stale Bread.' the letter reads: 

 

His Sight Faulty 

 

 'God has willed it that my sight should be fault; in fact, almost blind; 

that is something man must not discuses one way or the other. But I believe I 

am privileged to speak in my own defense and take this liberty to say that I 

am not husky in voice because of liquor, but for the reason that I have used it 

in my endeavors to support myself, and perhaps I have called upon it too 

much. 

 'One cannot blame me in using my only poor gift so much when my 

plight is appreciated. All draw on every talent and some for gain or otherwise. 

I have only one talent and I thank God that much has been left to me in this 

life, dark and sorrowful though it may be.' 

 

L ives unsightly 

 

 'In my boyhood days, perhaps, I was indecent and may have merited 

occasional criticism, but today I am a man and do all in my power to live in an 

upright manner, and even my disability will not cause me to think of my 

boyhood days, when I was nothing more than a boy just like so many others 
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who are men today. I  have forgotten those times and have the satisfaction of 

knowing that those boyhood times are forgotten by people in general. 

 'I am sure that you did not intend to either ridicule or injure in your 

recent story of the underworld. But it appeared to me as an unintentional 

hurt, and I thought it best to as acquaint you some of the facts of myself-a 

most regrettable thing for me to call attention to my physical condition. My 

true name is Emile Lacoume 'Stale bread' died when I became a man.'  

 

Draft Cards-Sept. 12, 1918 

 

 Lacoume's Draft card lists him as blind and his employee was the West 

End Resort on Lake Pontchartrain and listed as a musician. It lists his birth date 

as Sept. 22, 1885, and living on Iberville Street Orleans. He was listed as medium 

height and medium build. He had olive eyes, dark hair and a Caucasian.  

 

 
 


