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ABSTRACT

 The purpose of this interdisciplinary study is to examine brass bands in post-Katrina New 

Orleans. Told primarily in the words of the musicians themselves, this study analyzes the 

intersection of the city’s recovery efforts and the complex web of formal and informal 

sociocultural relationships that exist in the brass band community. The perspectives of these 

musicians, who were active New Orleans brass band musicians before and after the storm, help 

us better understand the resurgence and popularity of brass bands in post-Katrina New Orleans 

by highlighting the ways in which brass bands, as an informal cultural institution, use, 

experience, and depend on the vitality of public life and the social construction of public space as 

mechanisms that are critical for their cultural continuity. Using a musician-researcher perspective 

into the history, culture and people that make up contemporary brass band music in post-Katrina 

New Orleans, this study reveals new insights that explain the resurgence of brass bands and their 

performative cultural continuity. It reveals that the everyday lived experiences of the musicians 

are entrenched in the deep-rooted attachment and dependency of making sense of place and 

space—New Orleans—through music. Although tourists and outsider scholars see their cultural 

practices as mere entertainment, their position as community-based cultural practitioners is the 

sum total of the lived-experiences of real people, in real time, and rooted in a real place where 

living culture is surviving in spite of myriad struggles in a city still recovering. This study 

examines the impact of post-disaster recovery and issues such as city policies, gentrification, 

cultural appropriation, cultural commodification through image-making and popular culture, the 
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appropriation of public space, and education reform efforts are impacting brass bands 

performative cultural continuity and potentially jeopardizing their longevity as a community-

based cultural practice. Hence, if these important cultural practices are restricted, than we not 

only lose the core relevancy of their sociocultural importance, but we also face the potential loss 

of an informal cultural institution that has been vital for public life in New Orleans for more than 

180 years. 
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CHAPTER I:

CULTURAL RESEARCH IN POST-KATRINA NEW ORLEANS

Prologue 

I would like to start this study with a story. On Saturday, April 29, 2006, I stepped onto 

the Jazz  Heritage stage at the 37th Annual New Orleans Jazz  Heritage Festival with the 

members of Mahogany Brass Band. Started in 1991 at St. Augustine High School, we were 

celebrating our fifteenth consecutive year performing at one of the greatest jazz festivals in the 

world. For me, this performance marked not only my fifteenth straight year performing as a 

bandleader at Jazz Fest, but also my twentieth straight year as a performer and about twenty-six 

consecutive years attending the festival. Though all of those accomplishments were worth 

celebrating, what we were celebrating this year was the fact that we all made it through that 

water: We survived Hurricane Katrina. My band members and I were among many of the 

parading bands, social aid and pleasure clubs and Mardi Gras Indians who reunited with 

displaced members during the New Orleans Jazz  Heritage Festival's first post-Katrina weekend 

performances. 

Though we talked to each other frequently, this performance would be our first time 

performing together as a band since our last gig on Saturday, August 26, 2005, at Aunt Sally’s in 

the New Orleans French Market. With so many emotions, so much we had all lost, plus this 

being our first post-Katrina reunion, I expected this to be one of the toughest performances in my 

life. Earlier that morning, a photographer and several Associated Press journalists met at my 
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house to interview the band. They wanted to discuss how we felt about returning to performance, 

our Katrina experiences, and how life without New Orleans was treating us. As the journalists 

walked through what remained of my Carrollton home, recording studio, and rehearsal space, I 

explained that life would never be the same. I told Maria Montoya with The Times-Picayune, "I 

am scared, I am excited and I know when I hear that first note I am going to get chills. It's been 

seven months since we last saw each other and played together. It's going to be emotional, that's 

for sure." Though I did not know it several hours before our performance, that statement could 

not have been further from the truth, this would be one of my most emotional performances.

As the bandleader, I realized I had to be strong because this performance was for my 

family, my band members, and my city. As I positioned myself in front of the microphone, I 

gained my composure and slowly placed my mouthpiece against my lips. With my eyes closed 

tightly, as though I was blocking out images of the Boogieman, I took a deep breath . . . The first 

few notes of “Just a Closer Walk with Thee” seemed to mournfully express all the sorrow I had 

been keeping locked away for the previous seven months. After playing through the melody two 

times I slightly opened my left eye, signaling my trombonist Robert Harris to approach the 

microphone, as I slowly backed away. It was his turn to share his soul with the few thousand 

people in the audience who decided to join us on this special day. Robert stepped to the 

microphone, and in a vocal tone filled with raw emotion, he began to sing:

Just a closer walk with Thee
Grant it, Jesus, is my plea
Daily walking close to Thee
Let it be, dear Lord, let it be
I am weak, but Thou art strong
Jesus, keep me from all wrong
I'll be satisfied as long
As I walk, let me walk, close to Thee
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Tears streamed down my face as Robert sang. Though I promised my band members that I would 

not cry, I was filled with emotions I just could not control. As I played the final chorus of the 

song, I turned to face the band, not wanting the audience to see my uncontrollable tears. They 

each nodded and smiled. They were letting me know it was okay to cry and assuring me they had 

my back. As I played the song out, I turned back around to face the audience. It was not just me 

crying; more than half the spectators were crying too. I do not remember exactly what I said, but 

I took the microphone and shared my pain, my sorrow, my thankfulness, and my optimism with 

several thousand strangers. I ranted for several minutes, calling out everyone from President 

George W. Bush to FEMA and the Corps of Engineers for what was one of the greatest natural 

and manmade disasters in American history. 

I was angry at the way everything was being handled by government agencies. I was 

angry that all the success I had worked so hard for drowned in the murky floodwaters and 

nobody seemed to give a damn. The applause grew as I shared a personal perspective of a 

disaster and anguishing nightmare that the media could never adequately depict. Once I 

concluded my impromptu speech, I told the audience that the music, the culture, and the spirit of 

New Orleans would rebuild our city, and though we could not replace the lives lost, we could 

honor them, and honor them in a purely New Orleans way that would make their spirits proud. 

At that moment, our sousaphonist, Kerwin James, younger brother of Rebirth Brass 

Band’s bass brothers Philip and Keith Frazier, started the booming notes of the Dirty Dozen 

Brass Band classic “My Feet Can’t Fail Me Now,” as snare drummer Ajay Mallory played a 

tight, crisp press roll before introducing “that New Orleans groove” with a syncopated drumming 
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pattern. The band was rocking and the energy high. A sea of bodies jumped, jerked, and swayed 

to the groove. “This is how we do it New Orleans style,” I said, as we all sang in unison:

Feet don’t fail me now 
My feet don’t fail me now
My feet can’t fail me now
No, my feet won’t fail me now
My feet don’t fail me now
These feet can’t fail me now
My feet won’t fail me now
So your feet can’t fail you now

“My Feet Can’t Fail Me Now” is a song out of the modern New Orleans jazz revival of 

the early 1980s. Its up-tempo beat revolutionized the way brass band music made second-liners 

want to move. “It’s about movement that takes you into the street where you can join with 

others,” cultural documentarian Alan Lomax said in the American Patchwork documentary film 

Jazz Parade: Feet Don’t Fail Me Now. However, this version of the song was not about 

someone’s feet failing them. On this day, the song was about resiliency. This song, like every 

song we played on stage that day, had meanings that represented our personal experiences. Feet 

not failing us was metaphoric for the government, the city, our neighbors, or family. It meant we 

were hoping the things we were depending on would not fail us, and if they did, the music would 

keep us moving, keep us dancing, and mask the pain of our post-storm realities.

With so many emotions running in so many different directions, much of the day became 

a blur. However, New York Times journalist and music critic Jon Pareles was able to memorialize 

the reunion and rebirth of a weekend when hope and solace were found in the continuity of 

tradition. In the Sunday, April 30, 2006 edition of The New York Times, Pareles said, “The 

Mahogany Brass Band was playing for its first time since the storm, and it was the first time all 

its members—dispersed as far as Phoenix and San Francisco—had seen one another. Brice 

4



Miller, its leader, started a strikingly emotional ‘St. James Infirmary’ alone as a tearful solo 

trumpet dirge; when he sang the lyrics, about seeing a lover's dead body, he interjected, ‘My 

baby's New Orleans!’” Unfortunately, the joy of April 29, 2006, would be short-lived, as darker 

days were headed our way.

About a month after that memorable Jazz Fest reunion and performance, I was headed to 

Atlanta, Georgia, with my family when I received a telephone call from my former bandleader 

Herbert McCarver, leader of the Pinstripe Brass Band. I have known Herbert since I was a kid. 

He and my father are the two key people credited with my involvement and success in brass 

band music. Herbert was calling to inform me that my best friend and cofounder of Mahogany 

Brass Band, Damon “Monti” Wheeler, had passed away from complications from diabetes and 

Katrina-related stress. By the time I made it to Atlanta, Herbert called me again. This time he 

was calling to tell me that George Johnson, trumpeter with Pinstripe Brass Band, the man who 

taught me everything I knew about playing trumpet and brass band music, had been on life 

support in Houston, but he too, passed away. All I could do was mourn. I cried and sobbed for an 

entire week. 

Several months later, the Mahogany Brass Band was preparing to fly to Veracruz, 

Mexico. I had been calling Kerwin to get him his plane tickets and arrange our connection at 

George Bush Intercontinental Airport in Houston, Texas. Two days before we were scheduled to 

leave, Kerry “Fatman” Hunter, snare drummer for the New Birth Brass Band, called to inform 

me that Kerwin would not be able to make the trip to Mexico because he had suffered a stroke 

and was in a Houston-area hospital. At first, I honestly thought they were conspiring and Kerwin 

had taken another gig with the New Birth. Why would “Fatman” be calling me? Outraged, I 
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called my bass drummer Anthony Bennett, who confirmed that Kerwin was indeed not only in 

the hospital, but he was on life-support systems and was unresponsive. 

We made the trip to Mexico, without Kerwin or a tuba player. Another New Orleans brass 

band, Panorama, was playing the same festival. Their clarinetist and bandleader, Ben Schenck, 

and I were good friends. I played in Ben’s Klezmer-style brass band during the late 1990s. I was 

able to negotiate with Ben to borrow his tuba player, John Gros. At our first concert, the first 

song we played was dedicated to Kerwin. As we played “Just a Closer Walk with Thee,” the 

entire band cried and sobbed out loud. The emotion was so thick in the concert hall that the 

members of Panorama Brass Band and Astral Project, another New Orleans-based band, joined 

us on stage. We were all hurting, just for different reasons. When we returned from Veracruz, I 

immediately mailed Kerwin’s mom his check from the gig, in the full amount he would have 

made had he performed. In the months to follow, the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina would 

continue to affect not only Mahogany Brass Band, but the entire brass band community.

As band members, and as a brass band community, we are like an extended family. Most 

of our friendships go back to either the neighborhoods we grew up in, school marching bands, 

playing music on the streets or in the French Quarter together as young kids, or through mentor 

relationships. We are celebrated as cultural icons for upholding the proud traditions of the jazz 

funeral and the second-line parade, and we are cultural practitioners and the guardians of one of 

the most significant Black American music traditions in the world. Ask any New Orleans brass 

band musician who we are, as a community—this music, second-lining and Mardi Gras Indians. 

The unanimous response would be: The music and the culture of the city is in our blood and, 

Katrina or no Katrina, we have to keep what's sacred alive. However, it is important to 
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understand that we are not just musicians, but that we are humans who also experience pain, loss, 

and sorrow.

For two years, I traveled nationally and internationally sharing and celebrating the sounds 

of New Orleans with the world. When not on the road performing, I was splitting my time 

between New Orleans, where I had become director of humanities for New Orleans Public 

Schools in the summer of 2006, coordinated a Saturday jazz camp for young students through the 

Jazz  Heritage Foundation, and Columbus, Mississippi, where I became regional director for the 

Jazz Foundation of America’s Jazz and Blues in the Schools program. Although I was busy, 

truthfully, I was tired and depressed. I now knew what it meant to miss New Orleans. Also, 

between losing band members and friends to death caused by Katrina-related illness and stress, 

seeing band members families being torn apart due to post-traumatic drug abuse and depression; 

two years of fighting with insurance companies, mortgage companies, federal agencies—my 

shoulders could no longer bear the weight of this ongoing nightmare. I was exhausted.

Music has always been my primary way of communicating my feelings. Particularly 

brass band music, which is cathartic, because it allows me to make people laugh, cry, and dance, 

all while exposing my vulnerabilities in a very coded way. By the time the 38th Annual New 

Orleans Jazz  Heritage Festival came upon us in April 2007, Katrina had taken her toll on me. On 

Saturday, April 28, 2007, before my performance, I was one of several musicians invited to 

speak at an event with Lieutenant Governor Mitch Landrieu and representatives from the tourism 

industries. When it was my turn to speak, I told the interviewer my primary concern was not 

local politics, not national politics, not the failures of FEMA, the culpability of the Army Corps 

of Engineers, or the stalled Road Home program. My main worry was keeping the cultural 
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traditions of New Orleans alive, keeping my band together, and eventually moving back into my 

home.1 I vowed, at that moment, to prove to the world, that this music created by poor Black 

people of color was more than mere entertainment. After the news conference I walked on stage 

and found a new emotional intensity in my performance. The hurricanes and despair had brought 

a new meaning to the music. For the first time, I realized I could use my instrument as a call for 

social justice rather than mere entertainment; I wore my heart on my sleeve and poured my soul 

into every note I played and every lyric I sang.

Jay Mazza, a columnist for The Louisiana Weekly wrote, “The spirit of the entire 2007 

festival was captured by the Mahogany Brass Band, whose bandleader Brice Miller was barely 

able to perform without tears. His family, like so many others, lost their home and was exiled to 

Mississippi. In 2006, he channeled all that pain into a standout performance that was his first 

back in the city of his birth. This year, the emotion was still palpable, but the pain was gone.” 

What Mazza experienced at our performance was the magical mojo that makes the music of New 

Orleans brass bands so special. The art of New Orleans brass band music is that musicians are 

able to make their audience feel the emotional realities of their immediate existence. If the music 

is being expressed in this way, the listeners will be able to feel in their hearts the feelings the 

musicians are emoting through their music. The music is about much more than entertainment.

After our performance, people told me it was one of the most personal and heartfelt 

performances they had ever experienced and that they had a greater understanding of how 

Hurricane Katrina had an impact on more than the physical infrastructure of the city. Together, 
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through music, we came to realize the importance of maintaining the cultural fabric and history 

of New Orleans alive, and that the most important thread connecting the cultural fabric of the 

city is brass bands. 

 My hope is that the recollections in this story illustrate a number of important topics this 

dissertation will explore. Most essentially, exploring brass bands in post-Katrina New Orleans to 

better understand how they, and the musicians who comprise these bands, were affected by the 

disaster, and how they developed the sense of resilience to bounce back from all they lost–

personally, financially, culturally, socially, etcetera. 

Most people who are familiar with New Orleans know of brass bands from parades, 

festivals, concert venues, movies, and television shows. Their irresistible groove of New 

Orleans-style syncopated bass drum driven beat and pulsating sousaphone encourages even the 

most rhythmically challenged person to dance. Their non-amplified gospel and blues-drenched 

harmonics, which seem to mimic the emotional joys and pains of everyday life in New Orleans, 

have been celebrated in the streets and on stages of festivals all around the world. The 

homegrown music of North America's most Caribbean city is responsible for attracting and 

entertaining hundreds of thousands of people every year from Bourbon Street to the New Orleans 

Jazz Heritage Festival, and on the streets of the city for all sorts of occasions. 

However, when placed against the devastating backdrop of Hurricane Katrina, 

understanding how their music-making has continued in spite of the complexities that surround 

ideas of personal, community, cultural, and economic recovery acquires new significance. To do 

this, I document the contemporary history, people and culture surrounding New Orleans brass 

9



band music-making and cultural performance in post-Katrina New Orleans. It is hard to imagine, 

but it has been nine years since the storm wreaked havoc on the lives of these musicians.

Introduction

 In this dissertation, I look into the history, culture and people that make up contemporary 

brass band community in post-Katrina New Orleans. To do this, this project closely examines the 

ways in which the brass band musicians in New Orleans, both as individuals and as a collective 

community, have been impacted by Hurricane Katrina, and how the storm and post-disaster 

redevelopment of the city have affected their music-making, cultural performance, cultural 

learning, and the cultural continuity of this unique tradition. Additionally, I attentively explore 

the ways in which the musicians were directly impacted as individuals and how music has played 

a role in their post-disaster resiliency. Throughout this study, I analyze the role of place 

attachment and the ways in which place is an integral part of the continuity of the brass band 

performance process and is an essential component to all aspects of their cultural performance 

and enculturation processes.   

 In some respects, issues concerning social experiences, both personal and communal 

geographies of everyday life are integral components of brass band musicians survival and 

recovery from Hurricane Katrina. Yet previous works have tended to sidestep the messier issues 

of examining the musicians as individuals and issues of place that concern personal and 

communal experiences. In the same sense, very few studies have looked at the mechanisms that 

act as the connective tissue and essential realities that perpetuate indigenous cultural practices 

such as New Orleans brass bands, especially in the context of post-disaster recovery.
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 The exchanges described in the prologue of this chapter clearly illustrate a number of 

important circumstances this dissertation will explore, including, most essentially, differing 

perspectives about relationships between post-disaster New Orleans and post-Katrina cultural 

continuity. The exceptional circumstances in New Orleans following Hurricane Katrina brought 

explicitly to light the wide range of life-changing events, circumstances, and situations brass 

band musicians have faced personally and communally. They were struggling to rebuild their 

own lives while simultaneously trying to make a living, and uphold the music-making and 

cultural rituals of brass bands. Many of these frictions have been either overlooked or purposely 

ignored by previous scholars, but this dissertation brings together these topics for further 

exploration.

 To do this, my research pulls from different disciplinary areas relating to the study of 

cultural performance, place, human geography, and urban post-disaster recovery, resulting in 

interrelationships that help us better understand musicians’ attempting to rebuild their lives 

whilst attempting to maintain a cultural practice that is vital not only for themselves, but vital to 

New Orleans as a place. I explore the resurgence and popularity of brass bands in post-Katrina 

New Orleans by examining the ways in which brass bands, as an informal cultural institution, 

use, experience, and depend on the vitality of public life and the social construction of public 

space as mechanisms that are critical for their cultural continuity. More pointedly, my research 

asks: How has Hurricane Katrina affected brass band musicians as individuals and communally, 

and in what ways has the post-storm recovery impacted their cultural performances, tradition 

continuity, enculturation processes, and the musicians personal resilience? 
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 In order to empirically explore this (overarching) research question, this dissertation 

highlights a collection of case studies, told in the words of the musicians themselves, that speak 

in various ways to the intersection of the city’s post-Katrina recovery efforts and the complex 

web of formal and informal sociocultural relationships that have impacted the brass band 

community. In focusing on these relationships, this research offers a unique perspective on how 

New Orleans and the performative cultural continuity of brass bands are manifested in a deep-

rooted attachment and dependency of making sense of place and space through music. In doing 

so, it examines how the impact of post-disaster recovery and issues such as city policies, 

gentrification, cultural appropriation, the appropriation of public space, and education reform 

efforts are impacting brass bands continuity and potentially jeopardizing their longevity as a 

community-based cultural practice. Comparatively, this study also examines ways the culture has 

been stymied and/or aided in the years since the storm. In this way, it proposes that the reason 

brass bands are so critical in New Orleans is because of their position in everyday life and the 

attachment to their landscape—New Orleans. Therefore, if their performative and enculturation 

processes as community-based cultural practitioners are restricted, than we not only lose the core 

relevancy of their sociocultural importance, but we also face the potential loss of an informal 

cultural institution that has been vital for public life in New Orleans for more than 180 years. 

 To present the varied experiences of brass band musicians and the ways the brass band 

community has been impacted in their authentic post-Katrina realties, this dissertation 

approaches its subject through an interdisciplinary lens examining four topics: 1) humanistic 

geography through the lived experiences of musicians following the 2005 disasters; 2) the 

influence of place attachment and sense of place as a factor for both musicians and residents in 
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their decision to return home and the dependency of New Orleans as a place that embodies 

music-making; 3) the formal and informal processes and practices of cultural learning and how 

marching bands have been a primary incubator largely ignored by previous scholars; 4) and the 

ways in which the media attention, popular culture, and image-making have affected or impacted 

the brass band community.

 In doing so, this study illustrates that brass bands, as a community-based performance 

grounded in the African diaspora, are much more than an entertaining soundscape representing 

ritualized antiquity or staged shows and mock jazz funerals relegated for cultural heritage 

tourism; it is not about White people gentrifying neighborhoods or repurposing spaces that, 

locally, have historically been understood as places and spaces for Black people—it is the sum of 

the lived experiences of real people, in real time, and in a real place where living culture is 

surviving in spite of myriad struggles in a city still recovering.

Statement of the Problem
 
 The problem addressed in this study is the identification of the relative contributions that 

cultural, social, economic, and educational factors have in facilitating the post-disaster resiliency 

and renaissance of brass bands in New Orleans. To date, the histories of New Orleans and its 

unique ritualized cultural practices have been documented in scores of studies, but the story of 

the New Orleans brass bands is still largely untold. Currently, little scholarly information exists 

that documents an ethnographic history of brass bands in post-Katrina New Orleans. The history 

of the New Orleans brass band is incomplete without an explanation of its post-Katrina survival 

and powerful revival. However, a focus on what brass bands play and how they play it is not 

sufficient to tell the story of their post-Katrina resurgence and popularity. The documentation of 
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brass band musicians, individually and communally, is an essential element in the contemporary 

history of Hurricane Katrina and its impact on local communities as information is sought to fill 

in the gaps regarding this monumental historic event and the ways in which cultural moves 

forward following such. 

Some contemporary brass band history has been documented, but a void exists regarding 

post-Katrina experiences. For instance, research for Mick Burns’ 2006 book Keeping the Beat on 

the Street: The New Orleans Brass Band Renaissance, began in 2002. No scholarly 

documentation exists that holistically examines Hurricane Katrina and its personal effect on 

brass band musicians as individuals and how the storm has impacted New Orleans brass band 

community from a performance and enculturation point of view. In November 2013, Tulane 

University ethnomusicologist Matt Sakakeeny released his book, Roll With It: Brass Bands in the 

Streets of New Orleans, which he says is not a post-Katrina book. His primary research straddles 

the storm and the levee failures, and provides a very interesting window for the brass bands he 

exclusively focuses on, including the Rebirth Soul Rebels, and Hot 8 brass bands.

In an interview, Sakakeeny told me, “These are essentially the bands I was hanging out 

with or working with through my job with Nick Spitzer and the American Routes radio program, 

which is what brought me to New Orleans in the late 1990s.” While Roll With It is one of very 

few books exclusively about New Orleans brass bands, and is the first with a contemporary focus 

since Mick Burns’ book, it more or less is a condensed history of brass band music in New 

Orleans that focuses on three key musicians and their juxtaposed negotiation between the 

benefits of being a brass band musician and the social implication of being a Black man living in 

one of the most dangerous cities in America.  
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Recently, Julie Raimondi’s (2012) dissertation “Space, Place, and Music in New Orleans” 

documented the ways in which many people in New Orleans use, experience, form emotional 

attachments to, and make sense of space through music. She examined the role of music serving 

as an agent in the social construction of space, and how people use music as a “spatial enabler” 

in New Orleans. In the third chapter of her thesis, Raimondi specifically explores the 

phenomenon of “place attachment,” with the second-line parading tradition, together with North 

Claiborne Avenue, serving as a case study to illustrate how New Orleanians and brass band 

musicians reify places through musical practices. 

Generally, although a plethora of scholarly and literary works have been conducted in the 

years since the storm, very few have concentrated on brass bands specifically, and fewer have 

done so in the fully encompassing manner by which my research project approaches the study of 

brass bands in post-Katrina New Orleans. Since Hurricane Katrina, New Orleans brass bands 

have grown in stature and popularity here in New Orleans, as elsewhere. This study is going on 

the principle that there is much to be learned about how brass bands in New Orleans 

generationally reinvent their music-making practices, cultural performances, and how the 

resilience of the brass band musicians protecting some aspects of a tradition and cultural 

heirloom that people in this community have passed from one generation to the next.

By examining what factors contributed to their post-Katrina resurgence, this research 

brings together topics and interdisciplinary threads that have been studied by others, while 

providing information about the cultural practices of the New Orleans brass band that has either 

been overlooked or purposely ignored. A primary aspect of the contemporary history of brass 

bands that has received very little attention in previous scholarly research is what I call the holy 
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trinity of enculturation processes: the role of public places and spaces and the necessity of having 

access to those places and spaces; cultural mentorship, the role of musician-teachers in providing 

music education; and the role of informal and formal cultural learning opportunities that 

perpetuate the traditions from musician-mentors to younger musicians.

Purpose of the Study
 
 The purpose of this study is to illustrate that brass bands, as a community-based 

performance grounded in the Black American urban experiences of New Orleans, are much more 

than an entertaining soundscape representing ritualized antiquity or staged shows and mock jazz 

funerals relegated for cultural heritage tourism, and that the people who perform in these bands 

are much more than mere caricatures aiming to entertain tourists. This is also not a study about 

nostalgia or a golden era of place and time. However, what this study is an examination of how 

culturally invested people have experienced one of America’s worst natural disasters, how they 

triumphed through harrowing experiences, and how New Orleans as a geographic place provides 

a deeper level of humanistic geography of everyday life. In this way, this study is an examination 

of the sum total of the lived experiences of real people, in real time, and in a real place where 

living culture is surviving in spite of myriad struggles in a city still recovering.

Setting for the Study

In order to elaborate the themes, theoretical contributions, and scholarly contributions put 

forward in this dissertation, in this introductory chapter it is important that I explain the setting 

for the study. My work is situated and framed by issues made holistically relevant by post-

Katrina concepts of social justice, redevelopment, education, gentrification, and the ideas 

regarding native citizens’ cultural and geographic place-making and newcomers’ perspectives of 
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cultural and geographic space-making. Therefore, I will situate the everyday and cultural ecology  

of post-Katrina New Orleans.

Early on Monday, August 29, 2005, Hurricane Katrina struck the Gulf Coast of the 

United States as a Category 3 hurricane, although the extremely large storm had maintained 

Category 5 strength until just before it made landfall. According to a History Channel 

documentary film:

The tropical depression that became Hurricane Katrina formed over the Bahamas on 
August 23, 2005, and meteorologists were soon able to warn people in the Gulf Coast 
states that a major storm was on its way. By August 28, evacuations were under way 
across the region. That day, the National Weather Service predicted that after the storm 
hit, “most of the [Gulf Coast] area will be uninhabitable for weeks . . . perhaps longer.” 
When the storm made landfall, it had a Category 3 rating on the Saffir-Simpson 
Hurricane Scale—it brought sustained winds of 100-140 miles per hour—and stretched 
some 400 miles across. The storm itself did a great deal of damage, but its aftermath was 
catastrophic. Levee breaches led to massive flooding, and many people charged that the 
federal government was slow to meet the needs of the people affected by the storm. 
Hundreds of thousands of people in Louisiana, Mississippi and Alabama were displaced 
from their homes, and experts estimate that Katrina caused more than $100 billion in 
damage. By the time Hurricane Katrina struck New Orleans early in the morning on 
Monday, August 29, it had already been raining heavily for hours. When the storm surge 
(as high as 9 meters in some places) arrived, it overwhelmed many of the city’s unstable 
levees and drainage canals. Water seeped through the soil underneath some levees and 
swept others away altogether. By 9 a.m., low-lying places like St. Bernard Parish and the 
Ninth Ward were under so much water that people had to scramble to attics and rooftops 
for safety. Eventually, nearly 80 percent of the city was under some quantity of water. In 
all, Hurricane Katrina killed nearly 2,000 people and affected some 90,000 square miles 
of the United States. Hundreds of thousands of evacuees scattered far and wide. Today, 
after years of recovery and rebuilding efforts, people along the Gulf Coast have made 
great strides in returning to life as usual even as they continue to rebuild.2

Cultural scholars have long theorized that culture is not a system in which social events, 

behaviors, institutions, or processes can be causally linked, but rather a context within which 

these processes can be intelligibly described (Geertz 1973). In order to perceive often taken-for-
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granted elements and to avoid presumptions, the ethnographic researcher begins by examining 

even very commonplace groups or processes in a fresh and different way, as if they were 

exceptional and unique within the context of depiction of the life-way and everyday lived 

experiences (Erickson 1973). Hurricane Katrina definitely altered the everyday life-experiences 

of those impacted. For instance, according to reports:

• Hurricane Katrina was one of the deadliest hurricanes ever to hit the United States.

• An estimated 1,836 people died in the hurricane and the flooding that followed in late 

August 2005, and millions of others were left homeless along the Gulf Coast and in New 

Orleans, which experienced the highest death toll.

• 1.3 million people were evacuated to shelters, homes, and private residences in all 50 

states.

• Ultimately 80 percent of New Orleans and large portions of nearby parishes became 

flooded, and the floodwaters did not recede for weeks.

• Total property damage from Katrina was estimated at $81 billion, which was nearly triple 

the damage inflicted by Hurricane Andrew in 1992.

• 275,000 homes and 900 places of worship were either destroyed or damaged.

• The population of New Orleans fell from 484,674 in 2004 to 181,400 in 2006.

• According to the U.S. Census Bureau’s 2012 population estimates, there are now 103,881 

fewer African Americans living in Orleans Parish compared with 2000, but there are also 

14,984 fewer Whites. Meanwhile, the number of Hispanics grew by 4,830.

• African American, White, and Hispanic population pre– and post–Katrina, Orleans Parish.3

The story of New Orleans cannot be told without the music at the center of its culture, but 

understanding New Orleans seven years after the great deluge is important to understand the role 

of music and culture in recovery. 
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 It has been seven years since the putrid waters of Hurricane Katrina that inundated metro 

New Orleans receded. The city has progressed from recovery to rebuilding to (urban) renewal. 

New Orleans remains a city where old and new identities continually conjoin to re-create sense 

of place. New Orleans has returned as a tourist destination where visitors can experience culture 

and indulge in debauchery like nowhere else in the United States.

For New Orleanians, the cultural performance of New Orleans brass bands represents 

"the symbolic associations of place, culture, and community in people's lives" (Spitzer 2011). In 

their community-based ritualized tradition, the musical practices of brass bands are a history of 

defiance, empowerment, collective identity, and a groove-based reaffirmation of freedom—

providing voice for the voiceless and socially invisible. According to Pollock (1998), "cultural 

performance proves purposeful; history proves affective, sensual, and generative. Together, they 

expand the performance to include a broad spectrum of everyday practices and social structures 

and raise endless questions about the role of [music] in the production of social selves." As a 

musical practice, the art form of brass bands as "social selves" has continued to re-create itself to 

nurture the relationships that constitute the social fabric of the community, addressing the past, 

present, and future in useful ways that represent unbelievable resiliency.

Mayor Mitch Landrieu states that, "Culture is inseparable from our way of life in New 

Orleans. We enjoy a diversity of cultural riches that most cities can only dream about."  

According to the most recent reports, there are about 4,000 independent musicians, 400 Social 

Aid and Pleasure Club members, and an estimated 300 Mardi Gras Indians in New Orleans that 

are "keepers of the culture." On March 12, 2012, Councilwoman Jackie Clarkson announced 

visitors to New Orleans spent $6 billion in 2012. The cultural economy has become a vital and 
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recognized component of the city's tourism industry and driver of New Orleans' recovery. New 

Orleans' culture and creative community "is a tremendous tool for economic development and an 

invaluable asset that increases our quality of life on many levels. Thus, for the first time in the 

city's history, New Orleans has conducted an analysis of its cultural economy. According to the 

Mayor’s Cultural Task Force, the cultural economy is vital to New Orleans:

• The cultural sector has 32,400 jobs, which is 13.8% of the total workforce. This is an 
increase of 7% over 2011’s 30,400 cultural jobs. 

• The cultural sector was one of the few industries to experience positive employment 
growth (7%) between 2011 and 2012. 

• When compared to the composition of jobs in the U.S. and Louisiana, the strength of the 
City’s entertainment segment stands out. Actors, camera operators, and audio/video 
equipment technicians are 3 to 5 times more concentrated in the city than in the entire 
United States. 

• There were 1,722 cultural businesses in New Orleans in 2012, a 5% increase from 2010. 

• Over $1.1 billion in salaries were paid to New Orleans cultural workers via cultural 
businesses in 2012. 

• The city hosted 61 total feature film and television tax credit projects in 2012, a 33% 
increase from 2011. 

• Local spending of film projects is estimated at $670 million for the New Orleans Region, 
a 26% increase from 2011. 

• There were an estimated 229 non-tax credit film projects for 2011 (with local spends 
under $300,000 each). 

• New Orleans’ 110 live music venues hosted 30,000 musical gigs in 2012. 

• The local festival scene is thriving, with 126 festivals, attended by an estimated 3.9 
million people in 2012. This is an 8% increase from 2011. 

• Major events, such as Mardi Gras, Jazz Fest, and French Quarter Fest had $760.4 million 
in economic impact in 2012, up 3% from 2011.
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 “The 2012 report makes clear that the cultural economy continues to be a significant economic 

engine here in the city,” Mayor Landrieu said. “Our cultural economy employs a major portion 

of our workforce, fuels tourism and shapes the day-to-day lives of people who call New Orleans 

home. Our city benefits greatly from the thousands of business owners, artists, producers and 

innovators working in the cultural sector.”4

As a cultural performance, New Orleans brass band musical practice can be situated as a 

form of resistance through its own rituals and everyday practices (Hall 1976). Roach (1996) 

defines cultural performance as "actual or perceived relationships that constitute the social fabric 

[of the community]." For example, New Orleans brass bands address the social, political, and 

cultural issues that enable and constrain cultural emancipation (Gendrin, Dessinges, and Hajjar, 

2012). The resurgence of New Orleans brass bands following Hurricane Katrina represents both 

a new chapter for this socioculturally relevant musical practice and the community's attachment 

to a tradition that represents resistance and resilience.

Culturally, New Orleans brass bands have perpetuated narratives of collective identity 

(Lipsitz 2001) that address the social, cultural, and political issues that enable and constrain 

cultural emancipation (Allen 2001). This cultural emancipation enabled through New Orleans 

brass bands cultural performance is “communal, providing an occasion for coming 

together" (Singer 1972). This serves as a core practice for New Orleans brass bands, "cultural 

performance as a repository of collective memory, a site of moral affiliation, and a means of 

calling communities into being through performance" (Lipsitz 2011). Matt Sakakeeny (2010) 
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suggests "since Hurricane Katrina, the New Orleans brass band has only grown in stature." He 

notes, "the tradition has thrived, in part, because it continues to express the experiences of new 

generations without ever losing its identity as a distinctive and durable form of local music." 

This study is interested in those new experiences, while understanding the intersection of 

cultural and performance as a "process" instead of as a "thing." The musical practices of New 

Orleans brass bands offers a lens for studying cultural performance as process, especially for a an 

expressive form that is reflexive and reflective, offering a practical and compelling illustration of 

the role of culture and social rebuilding and recovery following a natural disaster.

On any given Sunday, there are still hundreds of people, possibly more, dancing, singing, 

jumping, cheering, twirling umbrellas, waving handkerchiefs, dancing on the rooftops of 

buildings and wading in puddles on the street as they march to the groove of the brass band. 

What once existed as an exclusive Black celebration in Black neighborhoods with a few Whites 

in tow has morphed into an intercultural spectrum resembling a celebratory scene from HBO’s 

Treme television series. Anthropologist Helen Regis (2003) notes that before the post-Katrina 

cultural commodification, most White residents of the city have never been to a second-line 

parade and have little or no awareness of the significance of this black tradition. In general, most 

people associate the musical practices of New Orleans brass bands with jazz funerals, Mardi 

Gras Indian parades, and media representations. For visitors, convention and conference 

attendees and festival-goers, mock jazz funerals and common appropriations of black parading 

practices (Regis 2003) have become a dominant theme for heritage tourism organizations in 
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maintaining the "authenticity" of “reconstructing the Big Easy” (Gotham 2010).5 Now, in post-

Katrina New Orleans, large populations of the White community join in solidarity alongside 

Black residents from back-a-town to celebrate the music and place called New Orleans. The 

musical heritage has played a significant role in the struggle of recovery. No music expresses this 

role more than the centuries-old brass bands. 

Brass bands in New Orleans have always played a major role in articulating the city's 

music and culture, and the story of New Orleans's recovery can't be told without the music at the 

center of its culture. Though there has been research on the development and evolution of New 

Orleans brass bands through pre-Katrina, there is a lack of information regarding the social, 

political, and cultural ecologies of brass bands in their post-Katrina context.

Examining the musical practices of New Orleans brass bands offers a unique series of 

social and scholarly lenses to interpret, understand, and describe their cultural continuity and the 

affects of disasters and post-disaster recovery. This research project seeks to inject a renewed 

sense of urgency into that scholarly conversation, helping readers understand the vitality of brass 

bands in New Orleans and New Orleans for brass bands—identifying specific elements of brass 

bands cultural practices that have contributed to their post-disaster momentum.

Scholar and traditional jazz musician Dr. Michael White suggests, "the music is a means 

of expressing hopes and desires, of coping with difficult social conditions, of escaping into a 

world in which individual and collective identity could be defined, redefined, and openly 

displayed" (Imagining America 2009). Like so much of the Crescent City's post-disaster rebirth, 
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the cultural performance of brass bands has remained the same while becoming something 

slightly different. So how are other aspects of New Orleans post-disaster recovery faring? 

The process has not been easy and there is much work still to be done, but for a city to 

literally be drowned, then bounce back with life and vigor, New Orleans epitomizes resilience. 

For example, the vintage green street cars still rumble down the neutral ground on the oldest 

surviving rail line in the world, but now they churn alongside new bike lanes that provide a 

healthy and leisurely alternative to get from neighborhood to neighborhood. The centuries-old 

Caribbean shotgun houses and Creole cottages still dominate the neighborhood landscape; 

though many of their interiors have become showpieces of modern-chic design. The streets are 

still identified by names like Hope, Humanity, Arts, Flood, Lowerline, Music, Pauline, and 

Tchoupitoulas, except now energy-efficient Dwell-like modern houses such as those erected in 

the city's Lower 9th Ward community by actor Brad Pitt's Make-It-Right Foundation dot their 

landscape—bringing a sense of modern forward-thinking architecture to a city steeped in 

antiquity, which some residents suggest undermines respect to New Orleans’ vernacular 

architecture and is not conducive to community-building.

Education is still a struggle. Public schools are no longer so public. Neighborhood 

schools, which pre-Katrina identified by either the names of generous slave owners such as John 

McDonogh or Black leaders such as Walter Cohen have become privatized charter schools, run 

by forty-three different charter organizations with names like Kipp Inc. High School. A bright 

side for schools has been the strong rebirth of the marching band tradition since Katrina. Many 

schools have invested substantial resources to develop music programs. It is a well-known social 
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understanding in New Orleans that keeping an instrument in a kid's hand might keep that same 

kid from picking up a gun.

Post-Katrina New Orleans has attracted a healthy influx of entrepreneurs and what 

Richard Florida calls the "creative class" (Florida 2002). They are young (predominantly white), 

talented, educated, and upwardly mobile. The gargantuan public housing projects that once 

served as territorial landmarks have all been torn down, replaced by mixed-use/mixed-income 

housing aimed at attracting a new populace to the urban core. Gentrification has tremendously 

impacted the affordability and cultural "feel" of communities like Treme, Bywater, and New 

Marigny, displacing longtime renters with property owners and new neighborhood associations. 

Unfortunately, poverty and crime have remained a thorn for the city's quality of life and image. 

This displacement has caused some families to cross territorial boundaries, resulting in the 

continually escalating murder rate. The murders are mostly concentrated to four predominantly 

geographic areas: Central City, St. Roch, Hollygrove and New Orleans East, although murder in 

crime are not immune to any neighborhood. The story of post-Katrina New Orleans has been the 

focus of a plethora of literature, public debate, and social media rants regarding how the city is 

still the same, yet different.

For instance, in a blog post titled “Glambeaux: Taking Cultural Appropriation Too Far,” 

Gianna Chachere says, “Every day New Orleans is faced with crime, racist activity and the 

never-ending [post-Katrina] gentrification debate, [b]ut there is something about Glambeaux, the 

new all-female [predominantly White] flambeaux troupe marching in Thursday’s [March 27, 

2014] Muses parade, that forces me to speak.” She continues, saying:

I’ve had enough with the appropriation of my culture/home by those desperate to be seen, 
to be hip, and be ironic. The cultural appropriation of New Orleans has a very long pre- 
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Katrina history but it has accelerated quickly in the last few years. After the storm, the 
acculturation by the “New” New Orleanians has zigzagged its way into every facet of 
New Orleans culture and identity. “Natives” and "Non-Natives” alike, desperate to revive 
the economy and speed recovery, have relied on the city’s unique cultural life to bring the 
city back from the brink of extinction. For example, Mayor Mitch Landrieu invited Mardi 
Gras Indians and the Rebirth Brass Band to perform at his inauguration. What’s clear 
and disturbing is that this cultural appropriation won't end anytime soon and that the 
damage caused seeps into every aspect of daily life. The city’s cultural landscape is 
saturated with new incarnations of rituals and events that have morphed into meaningless 
trends, giving them a significance that is completely different and less nuanced than its 
original intent. In particular, the traditions that originated and existed in the African-
American community are suddenly receiving praise and attention––but not for their 
originators. 

Saxophonist and educator John Doheny responded to cultural appropriation issues such as these 

by suggesting, “To me, the bottom line here is about "pretending" to be something versus 

actually being it.” He added, “It trivializes centuries-old traditions by reducing them to a game of 

dress-up; being an [Mardi] Indian isn't just putting on a funny suit, like dressing up as an Oscar 

Mayer Wiener on Mardi Gras day. Tulane University geographer Richard Campanella (2013) has 

coined this conundrum “nativism versus the newcomers.” Although I clearly understood Doheny 

and Campanella’s perspective, and their perspectives are clearly at odds with one another, what 

was most interesting is that neither of them are New Orleans natives, both are newcomers, which 

highlights the tricky ground of appropriating New Orleans narratives.

Like so much of the Crescent City's post-disaster rebirth, the cultural performance of 

brass bands has remained the same while becoming something slightly different. Whereas pre-

Katrina, as Dr. Michael White has suggested at the 2009 Imagining America Conference in New 

Orleans, the music operated for the Black community as “a means of expressing hopes and 

desires, of coping with difficult social conditions, of escaping into a world in which individual 

and collective identity could be defined, redefined, and openly displayed.” But now, in post-
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Katrina New Orleans, through the participation of more people for whom the music does not 

have the same cultural meanings, the parading has become more of a performance rather than the 

sacred experience it is intended to signify. Throughout this study, the participants discuss the 

difference in the performative cultural role of brass bands pre-Katrina versus after the storm. 

Because the culture of brass bands is deeply-rooted in the sociocultural history and experiences 

of the African-American community, few outside spectators understand them accurately.

Significance of the Study

 There are limited published scholarly resources exclusively about New Orleans brass 

bands, and fewer with a contemporary focus. Unfortunately, most scholarship and books 

available regurgitate the generalizations of earlier writers, perpetuating jazz myths that depict the 

music that sprang from the Black environment as lowbrow, unintelligent, and isolated in the 

history of slavery, segregation and discrimination. In his 2010 book, Where the Dark and the 

Light Folks Meet: Race and the Mythology, Politics, and Business of Jazz, Randall Sandke 

strongly criticizes jazz writers and scholars for presenting a biased and misleading picture of jazz 

history. According to Sandke, jazz historians commonly portray the music as “the expression of a 

distinct and independent African-American culture, isolated by its long history of slavery, 

segregation, and discrimination.” More so, no researcher has yet seriously examined the 

remarkable interdisciplinary discourses regarding brass bands as a music practice and cultural 

performance of relevance alone, or the contemporary narratives that have emerged following 

Hurricane Katrina. 

The popular resources available regarding New Orleans brass bands focus primarily on 

the historiography, discuss select popular bands and musicians, and reframe the discourses about 
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jazz funerals and second-line parades. These works have dealt primarily with historicizing New 

Orleans brass bands and their relationship to jazz and New Orleans' cultural ecologies. Moreover, 

a gap exists in understanding the popular discourses about New Orleans brass bands because the 

literature has been grounded in the outsider romanticized love affair that anthropological and 

ethnomusicological researchers have historically had with this cultural phenomenon. This study 

will contribute to closing the gap in understanding the contemporary history of brass bands in 

post-Katrina New Orleans by adding the perspective of those musicians who have participated in 

the post-Katrina story of brass bands in New Orleans.

Additionally, conventional jazz history and the cultural histories of Black Americans have 

a long history of jazz writers and scholars presenting a biased and misleading picture of jazz 

history. Scholars have sometimes contributed to the dynamic that has dismissed the cultural, 

intellectual, and representative realities of those who make these alternate epistemologies by not 

understanding or fully engaging the reality and lived-experiences of Black Americans. For this 

reason, this study offers a refreshing emic perspective that the popular scholarly conversations 

about New Orleans brass bands to date have lacked. The deep cultural, historical, and spatial 

knowledges that have nurtured (native) residents’ alternate epistemologies of hope and collective 

democratic communication through these musical practices are a vital component of the untold 

stories of brass bands in New Orleans. Sandke (2010) suggests that jazz writers and scholars 

have shaped jazz history to fit their ideological beliefs, depicting the music as the expression of 

an isolated and oppressed African American culture. Because one of the purposes of research is 

to uncover myths and errors contained in the literature and to replace them with more factual 
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information, this researcher recognizes the need to close that gap by providing contemporary 

insight that presents more factual and practical information.6

By this, I mean that the dominant discourses have been centralized within the assumptive 

epistemological perspectives of what Stanfield (1985) has called “a privileged subset of the 

population,” or White researchers attempting to understand and explain the complexities of 

Black Americans’ social, cultural, and everyday life experiences. For example, Mick Burns 

(2006) is a professional jazz musician from Spilsby, Lincolnshire, in England; Richard Knowles 

(1996) compiled information derived almost exclusively from files at Tulane University's Hogan 

Jazz Library; Matt Sakakeeny (2013) first became interested in brass bands in 1997, when he 

moved to New Orleans to work for the public radio program American Routes; Alan Lomax's 

(1981) career as a ethnomusicologist was rooted in exploring and documenting traditional and 

indigenous folk music, including the convergence of “the Uptown Blacks and Downtown 

Creoles” parading in New Orleans. 

While I clearly understand developing new scholarly insights based on past 

historiographies is justifiable, I do argue it also perpetuates ideologies and insights that do not 

benefit production of new knowledge. Hence, there is value in my perspective as a native Black 

American New Orleanian who has performed in brass bands since age twelve, has actively 

traveled nationally and internationally performing since age fourteen, has been lecturing about 

the cultural practices of New Orleans my entire professional life, and has contributed to 

researchers’ (Burns 2006; Garcia 2006; Marsalis 2004; Sakakeeny 2006; Spitzer 2004) work 

about New Orleans, culture, and education. Moreover, as a Hurricane Katrina evacuee and 
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displaced musician and the first New Orleans brass band musician conducting dissertation 

research on New Orleans brass bands, I have a wealth of researcher positionality that offers 

immense insights into the scholarly conversations regarding this topic. However, it is important 

that I acknowledge that such insider knowledge, leverage, and insight can produce its own 

troubles and distortions. Admittedly, while the insider often has a good grasp of where things are, 

of who matters, of what is hidden in closets, outsiders bring in fresh, eager eyes, new 

perspectives, new ideas, new experiences, new approaches, new hope. In some ways, I am both.

Call to Research
 

I did not choose this research topic, it chose me. When I begin considering research 

topics to investigate, I knew I wanted to focus on the impact Hurricane Katrina had on my 

hometown, New Orleans, Louisiana. I was not sure if I wanted to focus on housing, education, 

gentrification, Mardi Gras Indians, second-line parading, traditional jazz, or brass bands. 

However, I knew I wanted to focus on some aspect of the culture that makes New Orleans such a 

special place and in doing so, provide the wealth of native insight that is so often missing in any 

literary, scholarly, or creative work related to the city. The city can be an enigma, especially for 

outsiders. Nothing here operates the way it does in other places. Unfortunately, that 

mysteriousness often forces people seeking to write about the city to depend on folklorish myths 

and historically fictionalized tales that have been surmised as truths thanks to generations of 

scholars who have followed such practices. 

Over the past eight years, I have come to realize that brass bands are more than just a 

group of bands that play the same type of music, they are a vital part of the cultural fabric and 

history of New Orleans. Through music and displays of public ritualized cultural performance, 
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they have influenced a sense of place that arguably has played a significant role in encouraging 

post-disaster community resilience. However, I began to question the cultural survival of brass 

bands in New Orleans. My own journey as a performer and researcher led me to ask probing 

questions about how brass bands continually reinvent themselves, remaining relevant to 

contemporary generations. This led me to informal conversations with local brass band 

musicians, young and old. The stories I was told, in many instances, were harrowing, and I 

understood how important it is that the realities of the brass band musicians stories be heard.

It was here that I decided it was also important to understand how natural disasters, urban 

renewal, gentrification, and public policy have affected the musical practices and traditions of the 

New Orleans brass band in a city still recovering following a natural disaster. Still, I was 

nervous. For me, doing research on New Orleans brass bands was like conducting research on 

my family, and no one wants to expose the skeletons in the closet. However, with every back-

step I took, my committee members pushed me forward, reminding me that I had an insider 

perspective, cultural knowledge, and access into the brass band community that very few 

scholars are able to attain. They recognized an excitement and passion that emerged whenever I 

seized an opportunity to talk about New Orleans culture. More so, since Mardi Gras 2006, I had 

been interviewing musicians and making short documentary films about New Orleans’ recovery, 

progress (or the lack of), music and culture, and how the indigenous cultural communities were 

being affected by the top-down recovery and rebuilding.

In an Offbeat magazine article discussing the city’s cultural community, writer John 

Swenson (2008) notes, “When assessing the damage sustained by the New Orleans music 

community after Katrina, brass bands appeared to be among the hardest hit 
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institutions.” Swenson suggests, “The biggest factor threatening the future of New Orleans brass 

bands is the widespread destruction of the neighborhoods that nurtured them and with culturally 

rooted neighborhoods like Treme being overrun by gentrification, the future of the brass bands, 

and African American culture in general, have been marginalized or are largely gone from the 

city.” In agreeing with Swenson’s assertion, I realized that examining the musical practices of 

New Orleans brass bands offers a unique series of social and scholarly lenses to interpret, 

understand, and describe their cultural continuity and the effects of disasters and post-disaster 

recovery. 

This reminded me of Henry Louis Gates’ (1988) work in African-American literary 

criticism that said tradition holds within it a way to study itself. His work, The Signifyin(g) 

Monkey, A Theory of African-American Literary Criticism inspired me to take an approach that 

would look at the music of brass bands in New Orleans through a scholarly lens to examine the 

cultural practices of the community itself; one which would allow the musicians and people 

associated with the brass band community to tell their own stories within an academic 

framework. In this way, my research project seeks to inject a renewed sense of urgency into that 

scholarly conversation, helping readers understand the vitality of brass bands in New Orleans 

and New Orleans for brass bands—identifying specific elements of brass bands cultural practices 

that have contributed to their post-disaster momentum. 

Therefore, my goal in this study, as a researcher, is to better understand how brass bands 

continually reinvent themselves, remaining relevant to contemporary generations, and to 

understand how natural disasters, urban renewal, gentrification, and public policy have affected 

the musical practices and traditions of the New Orleans brass band in a city still recovering 
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following a natural disaster. Brass band musicians make performing this style of music seem so 

easy and natural, it is easy to forget the music education, cultural mentorship, and popular culture 

influences that serve as their foundation. However, the history of the New Orleans brass band is 

incomplete without an explanation of its post-Katrina survival and powerful revival; and yet, a 

focus on what brass bands play and how they play is not sufficient to tell the story of their post-

Katrina resurgence. To sufficiently tell their story, it is important to first understand how previous 

scholars have situated critical scholarship regarding New Orleans brass bands. To do this, I will 

review relevant literature, thus allowing me to better understand how this study fits into the 

broader context of literature related to this topic, and how I can best address gaps in knowledge 

about brass bands in post-Katrina New Orleans that merit a closer investigation.

Review of Literature

 The body of literature reviewed for this study provided basic insights into the cultural 

developments regarding brass bands specific to the years since Hurricane Katrina. Although 

literature regarding this time span is limited, scholarly and popular literature has been published 

that aids in our awareness about brass bands from August 29, 2005, through today. This literature 

review is not intended to provide a complete historiography of New Orleans brass bands. 

Additionally, this review includes an overall review of what New Orleans brass bands are.

The history of brass bands is not unique to New Orleans (Brock 2001). However, music 

and place have long been linked in the experiences and narrative of everyday life in New 

Orleans, and brass bands have been a central topic of that narrative. The cultural practices 

organized around the performance of brass bands epitomizes the history of New Orleans as a city  

as place and culture (Sakakeeny 2006). By this, I mean, as an urban community. New Orleans’ 
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distinctive multicultural and cosmopolitan way of life has allowed its diverse cultures to develop 

a lifestyle characterized by exuberance, honesty, spontaneity, and celebration of life that reflects 

the essence of humanity. Historically, New Orleans has been America's melting pot of various 

cultures and ethnicities, home to the largest population of free people of color, and a social 

structure (Code Noir) that exempted slaves from working on Sundays.

It was the intersection of this freedom and the commingling of African, European, Indian 

and Creole populations on Sundays at a place called Congo Square where cultural performances 

morphed into a new Afro-Creole musical practice. This new music, combining the traditional 

African rhythms played for decades in Congo Square and other neighborhoods throughout the 

city merged with the European instrumentation and marches of military bands, contributed to the 

development of New Orleans brass bands (Branley 2012). The social life of late 19th-century 

New Orleans was dominated by brass bands, as was true almost everywhere large populations of 

African-Americans lived in the United States (Fordham 1993). Eileen Southern (1983) argues 

that a myriad of all-black brass bands emerged after the War of 1812, especially in cities such as 

New Orleans, New York, Philadelphia, and sections of New England.

What is a New Orleans brass band? Brass bands developed as a hybrid of European 

military bands, Sousa-type marching bands, and the Creolized synthesis of blues, field hollers, 

spirituals, ragtime, marches, popular songs, and Afro-Caribbean rhythms. A typical (modern) 

New Orleans brass band is made up of a sousaphone, trombones (2), trumpets/cornets (2), 

clarinet and/or saxophone, snare drum, and bass drum. Brass bands are distinguished not only by 

their instrumentation, but by their musical style—rhythmic syncopation, repetitive motifs, 

collective improvisation, heavy use of "blue notes," and an emphasis for audience participation. 
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As an acoustic ensemble, the mobility of brass bands allows them to perform in almost any 

setting.

It is this mobility that is central to the musical practices of the New Orleans brass band. 

Considering mobility as a broader theme, throughout this project I will explore mobility not only 

as the movement of the bands in the streets, but mobility as symbolic and real evidence of 

freedom and liberation. In New Orleans, the city streets are the biggest and most important 

performance setting of all. With its syncopated groove and unpredictability of spontaneous 

improvisatory expression, the rhythmic and sonic expressions of the brass band has become like 

a metaphor of everyday life in New Orleans. Unlike jazz, brass band music has remained local, 

becoming the most socially significant tradition of musical performance in the United States. 

Musically, the longevity of New Orleans brass bands can be credited to their continual 

innovative incorporation of popular music of the time. In this sense, the music becomes 

generational, always having one foot in the past, one foot in the present, and a willingness to 

acknowledge modernity, from a musicological vantage. 

In New Orleans, brass bands are distinctively iconic of the city's music, culture, identity, 

and sense of place. Brass bands have been around since the late-nineteenth century, but African-

American brass bands in New Orleans have always played music differently: the way it is lived 

on the street. Performing in funeral processions and in parades for social clubs, they learned how 

to play by interacting with their audiences. They also played for parades, dances, riverboat trips, 

funerals, and various events for the secretive social and benevolent organizations that populated 

the city. It is important to note, throughout the history of brass bands, there exist a rich history of 

both Black and White ensembles. 
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Their music is mostly recognized with second-line parades, celebrating the life of the 

deceased during a jazz funeral, parading during Mardi Gras season, one of the many festivals 

(locally, nationally, internationally), or performing at tourism and/or commercial events. In fact, 

there is more to brass bands than those celebrations. The New Orleans brass band cultural 

performance is an expression and celebration of freedom, addressing the historical, economic, 

political, cultural, spiritual, and social oppression of the greater Black community. Considering 

this, both their performance and mobility is fundamental "to the meanings, consciousness, and 

culture" (Madison 2005) of everyday life for Blacks in New Orleans, and is rooted in the 

communal ritual celebrations that connect their experiences.

To have an accurate discourse about New Orleans brass bands, it is both necessary and 

important to acknowledge that issues of race, sociohistorical realities, and political struggles are 

embedded in its practices. Race is not only the foundation for the creation of New Orleans brass 

band musical practices, but also the strength and beauty of its expression. Their musical 

expressions are emblematic of what New Orleans trumpeter Nicholas Payton (2011) calls Black 

American Music. Black American Music reflects the complex, troubled history and everyday 

experiences of being Black in America.7 

This is the physical, emotional, and sonic experience of New Orleans brass bands: 

resistance, resilience, and struggles of everyday life in New Orleans (and in America) serving as 

the essence of both the creation and performance of those musical practices. In this sense, brass 
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bands and their perpetual existence in New Orleans as a place exemplifies what some 

geographers have argued is an ongoing social process that exists at the intersection of spheres of 

personal, cultural, political, and economic life (Massey 2004). In this way, the cultural practices 

of the New Orleans brass bands are embedded in everyday life as "a way of experiencing the 

world" (Felski 1993, 31) through the accumulation of practices that can help us understand the 

wide array of political, social, cultural, and economic ways cultural performances in 

neighborhoods and communities mediate power (Andrucki, et al. 2008).

William Schafer's book Brass Bands and New Orleans Jazz (1977) discusses the 

popularity of New Orleans brass bands and the popular music they played from the late 

nineteenth century through the early 1970s. Schafer's commentary centers on the practice of New 

Orleans brass bands writing/arranging songs, what music was played, and the practice of 

performing different repertoires for different events (secular, sacred, festival, etcetera). Schafer's 

focus is the early history of brass bands and their role in the development of jazz.

Historian Richard Knowles’ book, Fallen Heroes: A History of New Orleans Brass Bands 

(1996), provides a detailed history of the development of the music and sound of New Orleans 

brass bands. Historically documenting the music of New Orleans brass bands from its origins 

through 1996, the year this book was published, he details the people, places, and particular 

musical nuances that have made this style of music distinctively New Orleans. Knowles 

categorizes the history of New Orleans brass bands in four loosely defined periods: pre-twentieth 

century, 1900 to World War I, post-war to World War II, and 1960s to 1996. Fallen Heroes offers 

a wealth of insight concerning the personnel, practices, and changing customs of the early 

popular New Orleans brass bands, including rare interviews and archival data. 
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Mick Burns' Keeping the Beat on the Street: The New Orleans Brass Band Renaissance 

(2006) gives an overview of the history of brass bands as told by the musicians themselves. 

Burns introduces the people who play the music and shares their insights, showing why New 

Orleans is the place where jazz continues to grow, letting the musicians themselves tell the story. 

He specifically addresses the resurgence of the brass band scene over the past 30 years. Together, 

these stories weave a loose history of how New Orleans brass band music has traditionally 

sustained itself. Burn focuses on charting the resurgence of brass bands through the rise of youth 

bands in the 1970s, the huge success of a new generation of bands in the ’80s, and international 

interest in the music. Burns’ work has been only book to cover this revival, specifically using 

interviews with members of a variety of bands, including the Fairview Baptist Church Brass 

Band, the Dirty Dozen, Mahogany Brass Band, and the Rebirth Brass Band. He covers the New 

Orleans brass bands leading up to Hurricane Katrina. In a 2002 interview, Rebirth Brass 

Bandleader Phillip Frazier III told Burns his "dream" would be "to win a Grammy for a brass 

band” (111). Frazier accepted Rebirth’s Grammy in 2012, but the triumph was tempered by the 

difficulties associated with a stress-related stroke he had experienced in 2010, challenges he had 

never imagined ten years earlier. 

Ethnomusicologist and musician Matt Sakakeeny's book Roll With It: Brass Bands in the 

Streets of New Orleans (2013) considers the brass band as a powerful symbol of local Black 

culture. Examining the power of New Orleans brass band music and its representation as a iconic 

local culture, Sakakeeny focuses on musicians as they mobilize across these two sides of the 

same coin. Because their music is always in demand, becoming a musician presents itself as a 

viable career opportunity, and yet, this path does not provide a reliable way out of poverty and 

38



marginalization. Sakakeeny suggests this is the central predicament of the New Orleans brass 

band musician: at once lauded as an exceptional artist from an exceptionally musical city while 

also remaining vulnerable to the pervasive challenges that Blacks face in the inner city. Based on 

interviews with musicians and observations of their performances, he documents several post-

Katrina brass band musicians and writes about the music in relation to the struggle of Black 

males who have historically been subject to neglect and marginalization. 

There are three documentary films detailing the traditions and practices of New Orleans 

brass bands and the musicians and cultural actors who help perpetuate their cultural performance 

rituals. Dejan's Olympia Brass Bandleader and trumpet player Milton Batiste narrates New 

Orleans Jazz Funerals from the Inside, describing the history and ritualized practices associated 

with the New Orleans jazz funeral. Sing On documents the history of brass bands from 1914 

through the 1960s. Jazz Parades, filmed in 1981 by anthropologist and folklorist Alan Lomax, 

shows "cathartic Sunday jazz parades" in New Orleans. In interviews with participants (including 

my uncle Norman Dixon, leader of the Young Men Social Aid Benevolent Society and a 

principal figure in maintaining the Sunday parading traditions) viewers are presented 

explanations regarding "turning loose" the dead, celebrating Mardi Gras, and dancing in the 

streets. Ken Burns’s film series Jazz provides a historic overview of the development of jazz and 

New Orleans’s role in its artistic creation and influence.

As a distinctive musical practice native to New Orleans, accounts of brass band music 

and parading are a common thread in scholarly articles, magazines (Offbeat, Gambit, and Where 

Y'at magazines), and various websites discussing a wide range of post-Katrina discourses. 

Anthropologists, ethnomusicologists, and urban philosophers such as Regis, Sakakeeny, Salam, 
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Liptz, and White have discussed New Orleans culture in great detail. However, there are limited 

scholarly conversations regarding New Orleans brass band cultural performances in and of 

themselves. 

Brass band music and New Orleans have been synonymous for more than 150 years. Of 

New Orleans's vast cultural assets, the brass band serves as not only the oldest, but in some 

ways, can be considered the most expressive from a musical perspective because of the 

musicians ability to interpret the music with loser constraint. They are emblematic of New 

Orleans and reflects the city's complex and often troubled history. Most people who are familiar 

with New Orleans know of brass bands visual and sonic representation from parades, festivals, 

concert venues, movies, and television shows. In this study, I will examine this phenomenon by 

focusing on cultural heritage, performance, and the perspectives of the musicians and social/

cultural actors that make the musical practices of New Orleans brass bands a distinctive and 

iconic form of creative expression.

Research Methods and Procedures

Population

The population for this study included New Orleans brass band musicians who lived and 

performed in the city before and after Hurricane Katrina and were each affected in varying ways 

by the storm and in differentiating ways in the days, months, and years following the disaster. 

Because the focus of this study is not about race or ethnicity, and being the brass band 

community in New Orleans is comprised of a diverse range of musicians, this study has 

attempted to represent the diversity of the brass band community. Therefore, this study 
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population is represented by the total members of a defined group of people, places and events 

selected because they are relevant to the research question(s) this research is interested in.

Research Questions

Some of the research questions guiding this study are as follows:

1. What can account for the resurgence in popularity for New Orleans brass bands in the 

years since Hurricane Katrina? 

2. How have the ritualized traditions been generationally nurtured in a way by which a 

music style so old is both influenced by and influences popular culture? 

3. How does a music deeply rooted in working-class Black neighborhoods survive after 

many of those neighborhoods were destroyed by flood waters and gentrification? 

4. How has a style of music and performance so deeply rooted in the poor and working-

class Black communities come to represent the resiliency and recovery of an entire 

city? 

5. How is the brass band tradition in New Orleans continuing to manifest while the 

social and cultural ecosystems within which it exists are deconstructed?

Assumptions

This study is being conducted based on the following assumptions:

 1. The participants were in fact New Orleans-based brass band musicians who were 

professionally active before and after the storm and were indeed impacted by Hurricane 

Katrina.

 2. The participants were forthcoming and honest in their accounts.
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Delimitations of the Study

This study is delimited as follows:

 1. Only the accounts of brass band musicians contacted by the researcher were studied, 

with the exception of accounts attained from secondary literature or sources.

 2. No other musicians were studied.

 3. No other brass bands outside New Orleans geographic boundary will be studied. 

 4. Only New Orleans-based brass band musicians who were professionally active before 

and after Hurricane Katrina were included in the population of this study.

 Because this is a narrowly drawn, ethnographic phenomenological exploration of a single 

cultural institution, the researcher acknowledges the limited generalizability of the study’s 

findings.

Limitations of the Study

The following limitations will affect the study:

Musicians besides those who participated in this study, and a never-ending list of cultural 

performers, managers, club owners, festival promoters, philanthropic organizations, fans, and 

everyday citizens, also served as participants in the post-Katrina resurgence and popularity of 

brass bands in New Orleans. Without their support and contributions, many of the topics 

discussed in this study would not have been possible; however, the focus of this study is on New 

Orleans brass band musicians. Because of the large number of active brass bands and active 

brass band musicians operating in the city, it was impossible to interview each and every 

musician in each and every band.
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Furthermore, it is important to state at the outset that only a few musicians and cultural 

agents are represented here, a mere sample that is small in number, but wealthy in experiences 

and representation from a community that is still growing in mass. However, unlike many 

research projects concerning New Orleans brass bands, or New Orleans cultural performances 

for that fact, this study does expose the intercultural and intergenerational diversity of the local 

brass band community. In addition, each person interviewed for this study recorded in excess of 

two hours of oral documentation, much of which was impossible to fit into the confines of this 

study; their complete dialogs will be made assessable and available. Still, the use of oral history 

methods is impacted by time. This study had to be completed in a timely fashion to ensure the 

study stayed true to its intention of concerning real people, in real time, in a real place. 

Finally, a problem of “selective remembering” related to the respondents was likely in 

some respects because of their post-traumatic experiences and the fact that some of the events 

discussed in this study were indeed personal and traumatic. This issue was addressed by using 

the naturalistic inquiry method to discover circumstantial information from the participants. In 

addition, recorded documentation and secondary source analysis (books, newspaper articles, 

documentary films, interviews, etcetera) provided information that added to the recollections and 

“selective remembering” of the study participants (Guba and  Lincoln, 1981). Collectively, using 

evidence from different sources and such as primary and secondary research, interviews, 

documents, public records, photographs and observations–data triangulation–provided additional 

information to give more insight into this topic, increasing credibility and validity.
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Methodological Framework

This study utilized a ethnographic phenomenologically grounded framework that 

acknowledges the interrelationships between humanistic inquiry, naturalistic inquiry and the 

intersection of cultural performance through the use of qualitative research. It adopts a holistic 

approach to human existence through investigations of meaning, values, freedom, tragedy, 

personal responsibility, human potential, spirituality, and self-actualization.8 To better understand 

the role of brass bands in post-Katrina New Orleans, I knew it was absolutely important to 

understand the performers as musicians, intellectuals, teachers, and entrepreneurs. Their personal 

experiences and histories illustrate how Hurricane Katrina and the subsequent disasters affecting 

New Orleans influenced them to continually create and perform. Also, it is important to 

understand the governmental, political, and social justice issues that impact where, why, and how 

brass bands in New Orleans operate. As a researcher, I hold a dual membership in the cultural 

community I am reporting on (brass bands) and the community I am reporting to (academia). 

This dual membership positions me as an “indigenous ethnographer” (Hooks 1994, 126). It is for 

these reason that I chose phenomenology as the method to guide this study. When I started this 

research project I decided to draw largely on the cultural performance tradition, employing 

phenomenologically grounded methods to elucidate the disaster experience of musicians. 

The study was conducted in four phases, including: (1) cultural immersion and self-

reflection; (2) historical records and document analysis; (3) field observation, and (4) oral 

interviews. All phases of this study are grounded in the ideals of qualitative research. Qualitative 
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research is a situated activity that locates the observer in the world. This means that qualitative 

researchers study things in their natural settings, attempting to make sense of, or to interpret, 

phenomena in terms of the meanings people bring to them, using methods such as participant 

observation or case studies which result in a narrative, descriptive account of a setting or practice 

(Denzin and Lincoln 2005, 3). Qualitative researchers are also interested in understanding the 

meaning people have constructed, that is, how people make sense of their world and the 

experiences they have in the world in a “natural setting to investigate a social or human 

issue” (Merriam 2009, 13; Agostinho 2004, 2; Jacobs 1985). Recognized for its interdisciplinary 

value and flexibility, researchers and practitioners in fields as diverse as anthropology, education, 

nursing, psychology, sociology, and marketing regularly use qualitative methods to address 

questions about people’s ways of organizing, relating to, and interacting with the world.

 Ethnography literally means “to write about a group of people.” Early 20th-century 

anthropologists such as Bronislaw Malinowksi and Franz Boas pioneered traditional 

ethnography, which historically has focused on the cultural dimensions of life and behavior, 

where a researcher is immersed within the community being studied. A hallmark feature of the 

ethnographic approach is a holistic perspective, based on the premise that human behavior and 

culture are complicated phenomena and are composed of, and influenced by, a multitude of 

factors.Traditionally, ethnographic research has involved a researcher’s total and prolonged 

immersion within a study community, often for a year or longer. A primary strength of the 

ethnographic approach is the naturalistic inquiry, a term coined by researchers Lincoln and Guba 

(2000), which enhances the descriptiveness of the experiences and circumstances surrounding 

the phenomenon of brass bands in post-disaster New Orleans. Utilizing this approach places 

45



emphasis on understanding the “emic” (insider/local) perspective, and views truth as “ultimately 

inescapable,” by relying on observations and the notion that “multiple realities” exist that can 

generate insights that other forms of research cannot (Guba and Lincoln 1981).

 For instance, brass bands in New Orleans make up a cultural community that performs in 

cultural spaces (public streets and spaces) marked by ritual and cultural enactment. Kirk Fuoss 

(1995) has said that a “dialectical relationship exists between cultural performance and 

community; communities not only produce but are produced by cultural performance” (82). For 

brass bands, their cultural performances are patterns of interpersonal communication within a 

shared community and exhibited through public presentations that reflect thoughts, speech, 

social attitudes and beliefs. Since its beginning, brass band music in New Orleans has promoted 

“hidden transcripts” (Scott 1990) expressed under the guise of celebration, and it acts as a 

vehicle for the exercising of rights to public space. Using such unspoken forms of social and 

political resistance, it allows for large groups of marginalized people to gather in public and 

exercise their fundamental rights to space, without providing justification for physical violence 

or forceful control on behalf of the entities of power (Raimondi 2012). I posit that music, 

particularly brass bands in New Orleans, can carry hidden meaning in which music serves as a 

tool of agency and to create meanings and expression through affective experiences.

Because the central goal of this research method is the understanding of individual and 

communal experiences, it utilizes the approach of phenomenology, in which conscious 

experience is studied in an attempt to understand individuals’ lived experiences and the 

behavioral, emotive, and social meanings that these experiences have for them. Phenomenology 

is a human science that studies people, or persons. The words "people" or “persons” emphasizes 
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the uniqueness of each human being. Unlike ethnography, phenomenology is a philosophical 

rather than a methodological orientation. Phenomenological methods differ from ethnographic 

methods in that they are strategies intended to facilitate reflection.

Edward Husserl (1859-1938), the architect of phenomenology, introduced the idea of life-

world, which in essence means the world as it is lived. Edward Relph (1976, 3) described life-

world as “that world of ambiguities, commitments and meanings in which we are inextricably 

involved in our daily lives, but that we often take for granted.” As a research method, Stan Lester 

(1999) says the benefit of the phenomenological method is it overlaps with other essentially 

qualitative approaches including ethnography, hermeneutics, and symbolic interactionism. The 

purpose of this approach was to gather deep information and perceptions through interviews, 

discussions, researcher participation, and participant observation, and to represent this research 

from the perspective of the brass band musicians themselves. This study is interested in a 

particular cultural phenomenon, uncovering the essence of a “place” and its significance to the 

experiences of the individuals (brass band musicians and their music-making) associated with it. 

As a philosophical approach to the study of experience, phenomenology “helps to expose interest 

in thinking about what the experience of being human is like, in all of its various aspects, but 

especially in terms of the things that matter to us, and which constitute our lived world” (Smith, 

Flowers, and Larkin 2009).

Therefore, a phenomenological approach is used in qualitative research to highlight a 

specific problem and identify the phenomenon as it is perceived by those directly involved in the 

phenomenon. More specifically, phenomenology is concerned with the perceptions of the 

participants, not from a perspective of assumption, but just as they themselves experience and 
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share those experiences. This translates to a deep breadth of insight and "thick" qualitative 

description. According to Stan Lester (1999):

Epistemologically, phenomenological approaches are based in a paradigm of personal 
knowledge and subjectivity, and emphasize the importance of personal perspective and 
interpretation. As such they are powerful for understanding subjective experience, 
gaining insights into people's motivations and actions, and cutting through the clutter of 
taken-for-granted assumptions and conventional wisdom. 

I take Lester's description of phenomenology to imply it is a methodological approach designed 

to let the interviewee tell the story and for the research to not seek explanation, but to describe 

the phenomenon. Here, the researcher attempts to gain access to individuals’ world and life 

experiences. 

 The goal of the research using this method is to accurately describe the situation, 

remaining true to the facts, regardless of what they insinuate, and refrain from using predisposed 

frameworks, personal perceptions, or bias toward, for, or of the people and/or situation. Starting 

from a clean slate, free from hypothesis, phenomenology seeks to make sense of situations of the 

everyday world. Thus, phenomenology is a qualitative method that focuses on the descriptive 

values of  what people experience (Patton 1990), how they experience it, why they experience it, 

and the relationship of those experiences with the essence of the lived experience (Rossman and 

Rallis 1998).

The basic philosophical underpinning of phenomenology is understanding the lived 

experience. Its basic philosophical assumption centers on the lived experiences of an individual 

or several individuals. Husserl, who is considered the forebear of phenomenological 

methodology, illustrated the philosophical assumption of phenomenology as inquiry not engaged 

nor dependent on science for facts, but only that which we have ourselves experienced. 
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Phenomenology is a discipline that rests in the field of philosophy. Thus, the philosophical 

rationality of phenomenology includes: 1) the concern and study of individuals as they naturally 

exist; 2) seeking the gathering and explanation of knowledge; 3) ethically studying right from 

wrong; and 4) seeking valid reasoning for experiences and how we experience living. 

Phenomenology is philosophically concerned with the individual from a humanistic point of 

view rather than scientific or even disconnected observation and attaining the holistic depth of a 

subject. This is where phenomenology expresses its value, through bringing multiple disciplines 

into interaction with one another. As a research method, employing phenomenological methods 

to elucidate the post-Katrina experiences of musicians offers deep understanding of human 

experience. 

 To further elucidate this topic, the humanistic approach is applied in this research study. 

Humanism, as an inquiry approach advocates in-dwelling or “emic” positionality of the 

researcher with the phenomenon under investigation. In utilizing such an approach of inquiry, 

rather than standing apart from the phenomenon being studied, the researcher immerses the self 

within it. Researcher understanding, therefore, is deemed within the humanist perspective to 

arise from direct personal experience, rather than from the manipulation of experimental 

variables. The researcher serves as the measuring instrument; personally experienced knowledge 

serves as scientific data (Polanyi 1962).

 According to Elizabeth Hirchman (1986), humanistic inquiry is based on a set of 

fundamental beliefs the scientist has about the nature of reality. She suggests, “In essence, what 

phenomena researchers believe to be knowable and the ways in which phenomena may become 

known constitute a research strategy beneficial” of such an approach (238). In this way, the 
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humanistic approach offers a holistic perspective to human existence through investigations of 

meaning, values, freedom, tragedy, personal responsibility, human potential, spirituality, and self-

actualization. By this, the fundamental beliefs of humanistic inquiry are (Denzin 1983; Lincoln 

and Guba 1985; Morgan 1983):

1. Human beings construct multiple realities. These realities can be comprehended only 
as gestalts, that is, holistically.

2. The researcher and the phenomenon under study are mutually interactive. The 
researcher cannot "distance" the self from the phenomenon nor can the phenomenon be 
understood without the personal involvement of the researcher.

3. The aim of research inquiry should be the development of an idiographic body of 
knowledge consisting of tentative statements about a particular phenomenon. That is, the 
researcher should strive to construct a “thick description” (Geertz 1973) of the 
phenomenon under study, which describes its complexity and internally constructed 
meaning.

4. Because phenomena are engaged in a process of continuous creation, it is meaningless 
to designate one set of phenomenal aspects as “causes” and another set as “effects.” 

5. Research inquiry is inherently value-laden because researcher values inevitably 
influence the choice of phenomenon, choice of method, choice of data, and choice of 
findings.

6. Research inquiry is a social construction resulting from the subjective interaction 
between the researcher and the phenomenon. Thus, knowledge is subjectively attained; 
knowledge is constructed, not discovered.

Because the humanistic approach has its roots in phenomenological and existentialist thought, 

much of the subject matter of psychology lends itself to qualitative approaches, such as the lived 

experience of grief and hardship that brass band musicians experienced (Wertz 2001). For this 

study, this approach is also useful for attaining thick descriptions and the development of 

patterns based on themes that help us better understand the phenomenon being studied: the 
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cultural performances of brass bands and how those cultural practices have been either stymied 

or enhanced in the years since the storm.

 The cultural performances of ritualized practices and enculturation processes are a vital 

aspect of the story of brass bands and brass band musicians in post-Katrina New Orleans. 

Because no one layer is more important than the other, relating the relevance of interrelated 

existences and inquiry of the phenomena will be used to create a substantial understanding of 

brass band musicians in New Orleans, both as individuals and as a community. To do this, I 

embrace the benefits of their cultural performance. Milton Singer’s (1972) was the first to use the 

term “cultural performance,” although Johan Huizinga’s (1938; 1950) “play theory” laid the 

groundwork for scholars’ use of performance to study culture. The performance of culture is 

accomplished through the signaling of cultural traditions such as language, music, social 

interaction, social play, and issues relative to the community. In this sense, James Cheseboro 

(1998) defined cultural performance as:

A series of exhibitions and public presentations which demonstrate an affiliation with 
one’s own culture. These cultural performances function as one’s identification with the 
norms, values, and behavioral patterns which reflect the preferred intellectual activities, 
thoughts, speech, beliefs, and social forms as well as the racial, religious, social attitudes, 
and beliefs of one’s culture. 

Understanding the music-making and cultural performance practices of brass bands in New 

Orleans, although considered a “practice of everyday life” and the normal way of doing things, 

this study makes clear that their practices have meaning beyond what is evident at the surface 

(Certeau 1984, xi). The cultural performance of brass bands, serving as a intragroup display for 

audiences, is rooted in communal ritualistic practices that transmit social culture. 
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For New Orleanians, the cultural performance of New Orleans brass bands represents 

“the symbolic associations of place, culture, and community in people's lives” (Spitzer 2011). In 

their community-based ritualized tradition, the musical practices of brass bands represent a 

history of defiance, empowerment, collective identity, and a groove-based reaffirmation of 

freedom, providing voice for the voiceless and socially invisible. According to Pollock (1998, 2), 

“Cultural performance proves purposeful; history proves affective, sensual, and generative . . . 

Together, they expand the performance to include a broad spectrum of everyday practices and 

social structures and raise endless questions about the role of [music] in the production of social 

selves.” Considering this, as a musical practice, the art form of brass bands as social selves has 

continued to re-create itself to nurture the relationships that constitute the social fabric of the 

community, addressing the past, present, and future in useful ways that represent unbelievable 

resiliency. 

As a cultural performance, New Orleans brass bands musical practice can be situated as a 

form of resistance through its own rituals and everyday practices (Hall 1976). Roach (1996, 2) 

defines cultural performance as "actual or perceived relationships that constitute the social 

fabric” of the community. Still, it is important to understand the relationship between the 

musicians everyday human experiences and their role as musicians. For example, New Orleans 

brass bands address the social, political, and cultural issues that enable and constrain cultural 

emancipation (Gendrin, Dessinges, and Hajjar 2012). Though brass bands are not unique to New 

Orleans, scholar and musician Mick Burns (2006) noted, “What makes New Orleans brass bands 

unique is the way the musicians started with the same ingredients as everyone else and 

transformed them into a vital art form” (1). The revival of New Orleans brass bands following 
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Hurricane Katrina represents both a new chapter for this socioculturally relevant musical practice 

and the community's attachment to a tradition with fortitude of resistance and resilience.

Culturally, New Orleans brass bands have perpetuated the narratives of collective identity 

(Lipsitz 2001) that addresses the social, cultural, and political issues that enable and constrain 

cultural emancipation (Allen 2001). This cultural emancipation enabled through New Orleans 

brass bands cultural performance is “communal, providing an occasion for coming 

together” (Singer 1972). This serves as a core practice for New Orleans brass bands, "cultural 

performance as a repository of collective memory, a site of moral affiliation, and a means of 

calling communities into being through performance" (Lipsitz 2011). Matt Sakakeeny (2010) 

suggests "since Hurricane Katrina, the New Orleans brass band has only grown in stature." He 

notes, "the tradition has thrived, in part, because it continues to express the experiences of new 

generations without ever losing its identity as a distinctive and durable form of local music." 

Based on this, and having had several discussions with Sakakeeny, my assumption is that his 

measurement is based on observation, rather than an in-depth study as this one. Victor Turner 

(1998) said, “Cultural performances are active agencies of social change, representing the eye by 

which culture sees itself to be more effective in acknowledging the meaningfulness of 

sociocultural exchange” (24). This study is interested in those new experiences, while 

understanding the intersection of cultural and performance as a "process" instead of as a "thing."  

For methods, ethnographers never rely solely on a single instrument to elucidate their 

findings. Therefore, the strength of fieldwork lies in its "triangulation," or obtaining information 

in many ways. Each of the approaches used in this study helped the researcher address central 

concerns and gaps in our knowledge of brass bands in post-Katrina New Orleans. The 
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exploration of these combined approaches of inquiry has not extended to most research regarding 

New Orleans brass bands. Utilizing triangulation by drawing on a variety of sources, contexts 

and methods allowed me to reveal and better understand the meanings held by the participants 

about particular lived-experiences, music cultural practices (formal as well as informal), and 

other aspects of their lives as individuals and musicians living and performing in an urban 

metropolis impacted by a natural disaster.

Research Design

 For this study, the participants were New Orleans-based brass band musicians 

professionally active before and after Hurricane Katrina, whose personal and professional lives 

were impacted by the disaster. Some of these participants were actively sought out by the 

researcher because of his awareness of their post-Katrina stories, and some of the participants 

inquired with the researcher, wanting to share their stories and offer perspectives very few people 

have been privy to. In seeking to expose the richest details possible, the naturalistic and 

humanistic inquiry provided a means for obtaining information related to key aspects of their 

lived-experiences that addresses the realities of their lives.

The study was conducted in four phases. The first phases consisted of the researcher 

reflecting on his personal circumstances as a result of the disaster and an analysis of journal 

notes, memos, correspondence, video recordings, documents, and records I had been collecting 

since September 2005. As a videographer, photographer, and social documentarian, I spent years 

conducting interviews, recording occasions such as the first post-storm Mardi Gras, the tearing 

down of the housing projects, and various festivals throughout the city. These documents and 

records would all come into great use as I immersed myself into this research. The second phase 
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consisted of the analysis of documents and records associated with Hurricane Katrina and its 

impact on the cultural communities of the city. Those documents and records were retrieved from 

a variety of sources and included, but were not limited to, correspondence, memos, studies, 

academic literature and dissertations, journals, documentary films, books, reports, newspaper and 

magazine articles, and so forth, that related to the impact of Hurricane Katrina on New Orleans 

brass band musicians and cultural communities.

The third phase consisted of field observations and informal interviews with musicians 

and cultural participants. To do this, I moved back to New Orleans in May 2012 and completely 

immersed myself in the brass band cultural community, more as an observer than a performer. In 

doing so, I attended second-lines, community events, jazz funerals, educational events, 

workshops, seminars and so forth. I also spent time visiting the French Quarter and the 

Frenchmen Street Entertainment District to observe street performers. For the first time in my 

life, I became a spectator to the cultural performances I have been involved in since my youth.

The fourth phase consisted of personal interviews. Interview participants were selected 

based on their professional involvement in New Orleans brass bands before and after the storm, 

their availability during the proposed interview times, and their willingness to serve as interview 

participants. The interviews took place whenever and where possible, including at performances. 

Although face-to-face interviews were required, in some instances follow-up interviews were 

conducted via phone or social media if I needed additional information or clarification. In some 

instances, interviews were conducted at the musicians homes, as I felt this would provide the 

most naturalistic inquiry in a comfortable manner.
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The interviews were semi-structured, allowing for dialogue between researcher and 

participant to shape the scope of the data. In most instance, the interviews flowed more or less 

like a general conversation rather than questions and responses. Although this process called for 

an intense transcription, the result was rich thickly detailed data.  In this way, the intention was to 

portray and understand the studied culture on its own terms by providing thick description and 

incorporating insiders’ interpretations of the themes discussed. The interviews were transcribed 

verbatim using the language of the participants. The researcher developed patterns based on the 

relationship between common themes to shape the criteria for thematic topics discussed in this 

study. 

Timeline

 The original research for this study was conducted according to the following timeline.

 1. Phase I:   Researcher Self-Reflection: August 2010 – August 2011

 2. Phase II:  Document Analysis: August 2011 – April 2012

 3. Phase III: Field Observation: May 2012 – September 2013

 4. Phase IV: Oral History: August 2013 – March 2014

Positionality of Researcher

 The researcher was born in New Orleans, Louisiana. As the son of a brass band musician, 

I spent my formative years immersed in the cultural performances and cultural practices of brass 

bands, locally, nationally, and internationally. Herbert Blumer (1969) suggests the goal of 

qualitative researcher is to understand social life and the interpretative processes of social and 

cultural actors and situational context of occurrences. So, if the interpretation of social actors 
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creates meaning, the personal positionality of the researcher, with reference to moral and 

phenomena meaning is also important. My positionality for this dissertation is that of a 

researcher. 

 Therefore, I am, as a researcher, the exact product of the person who I am, and that 

person who I am is of direct result of my race, gender, sexuality, class, sociocultural context, 

education, and social access. I am who I am because of the life experiences I have both been able 

and unable to control. As a researcher, I am passionate about community, culture, and community 

representation. As a researcher, I also seek to influence social change. James Scheurich (1994) 

contends one's historical position, class, race, gender, religion, and other personal characteristics 

all interact and influence, constrain and contradict the production of knowledge. In other words, 

my identity and my research interest are, to a large extent, determined by who I have become. As 

a lifelong resident of New Orleans, third-generation jazz musician, educator, community arts 

participant, cultural arts liaison, and performing artisan torchbearer, I am passionate about 

cultural legacy. 

 As a Hurricane Katrina evacuee, I can identify with the post-Hurricane Katrina 

gentrification, cultural exploitation and commodification, and cultural discombobulation 

presently affecting New Orleans, and the experiences of many of the participants’ in this study. 

Additionally, as a New Orleans-based jazz artist and performer, I have enjoyed a phenomenal 

career as a musician and entrepreneur, traveling internationally since age 17. Since its founding 

in 1991, I have been the leader of Mahogany Brass Band, one of New Orleans’ only young brass 

bands maintaining the legacy of the tradition while still pushing the genre forward. As a brass 

band musician, I have performed at Carnegie Hall on three separate occasions, Kennedy Center, 
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festivals throughout the US and Europe, including Umbria and North Sea jazz festivals, and 

Tivoli Gardens in Denmark to name a few. As Griffin (1997) suggests, these experiences have 

helped me develop the creation of self and socialization into a larger community. I have 

examined my own positionality within the area of research and how I might be positioned by the 

subjects of the research. By actively seeking out my whole positionality, as Peshkin (1988) 

suggests we seek our subjectivity, not retrospectively when the data has been collected and the 

analysis is complete, but while the research is actively in progress, I hope to be more aware of 

how it is influencing the research and its outcomes.

Organization of the Study

To better understand the role of brass band performers in post-Katrina New Orleans, it is 

important to understand them as musicians, intellectuals, teachers, and entrepreneurs. Also, it is 

important to understand the governmental political, and social justice issues that impact where, 

why, and how brass bands in New Orleans enact their musical practices. In Chapter One, I set the 

scene that will help readers navigate through this research thesis. I also situate this research in its 

practical, theoretical, and methodological contexts, provide a brief literature review, and 

historical contextualization of brass bands and sociocultural factors in post-Katrina New Orleans.

In Chapter Two, I establish the practical context necessary to understand how Hurricane 

Katrina impacted the brass band musicians, and thus the brass band community, in an humanistic 

way. I focus my scholarly lens on how the musicians have had to deal with their own post-

disaster recovery and how the road to recovery has been perpetually intersected with personal 

situations, circumstances, and tragedies. My intention in this chapter is to highlight how Katrina 

affected them not only as musicians, but as real people. To do this, I will explore their personal 
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narratives in a humanistic perspective that examined their loss, hardship, and resilience. In doing 

so, I analyze how the musicians coped with their personal situations, simultaneously preserving 

an informal sociocultural institution, and personally struggling to survive and put their lives back 

together.

 Chapter Three is a continuation on my exploration of the lived-experiences of brass band 

musicians using the humanistic framework I used in Chapter Two as a context to explore other 

ways Hurricane Katrina affected them in personal ways. To do this, I shift the focus of my lens 

toward topics such as losing jobs and professional careers and the implications of post-disaster 

recovery. Combined, these two chapters expose an aspect of plethora of personal realities that 

have rarely (if ever) been discussed regarding brass band musicians in their post-Katrina context 

and realties.

Chapter Four discusses the power of place, geographies of everyday life, cultural tourism, 

and gentrification; how the brass band culture in New Orleans is linked to struggles for justice 

and emancipation; and how the musical practices of New Orleans brass bands embody cultural 

resistance to dominant White supremacist culture. This discussion will explore struggles over 

urban space, art as a tool for resistance, and the relationships between the urban cultural 

ecologies and brass band musical practices in New Orleans. Through the examination of “place 

attachment,” “sense of place,” and the role of music in place identity in post-Katrina New 

Orleans after the musicians suffered communal disruption and post-disaster dislocation, this 

chapter shifts our focus from personal experiences to musical and cultural performance.

 In Chapter Five, I focus my scholarly lens on the processes of cultural learning, the ways 

by which musical knowledge has been ritually passed along, and the ways the enculturation 
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processes were changed following the storm. Through an analysis of cultural incubators such as 

formal and informal processes and practices, community-based cultural mentors, and the very 

important role of performing in public spaces and being involved in school marching bands, I 

offer valuable insight regarding the enculturation that has been acknowledged as influential in 

the perpetuation of brass bands. Because of the complex intersection of the city's social, 

educational, cultural and historical ecologies, in addition to brass band musicians relative 

reluctance to share cultural knowledge with outsiders, topics discussed in this chapter have rarely 

been discussed scholarly. 

 Lastly, in the final chapter of this dissertation, I offer some reflections to provide 

contribution with respect to the research questions and how my findings could influence further 

understanding and/or application knowledge in regard to brass bands in post-Katrina New 

Orleans and similar topics discussed in this dissertation. I provide a selection of themes that 

embody various ways brass bands in this contentious post-disaster, still-recovering urban 

environment were used and/or valued by the musicians in the wake of their personal, social, and 

cultural recovery.
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Fig. 2: Pinstripe Brass Band at Young Men's Olympian 
Benevolent Association annual parade, New Orleans, 

Louisiana, September 27, 1992. Dwight Miller, Sr., 
saxophone, Ricky Paulin, clarinet, Brice Miller, trumpet. 

Photo by Ed Newman.

Fig. 3: Pinstripe Brass Band at Young Men's Olympian 
Benevolent Association annual parade, New Orleans, 

Louisiana, September 27, 1992. Herbert McCarver III, 
snare drum, Aaron Paulin, bass drum. 

Photo by Ed Newman.

Fig. 1: Data Sources from GCR and Associates, Greater New Orleans Community Data Center 
and U.S. Census Bureau. Iamge by The Times-Picayune.
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Fig. 4: 2012 New Orleans 
Cultural Economy 
Snapshot. Photo credit, 
City of New Orleans, The 
Mayor’s Office of Cultural 
Economy.

Fig. 5: 2012 New Orleans 
Cultural Economy 
Snapshot. Photo credit, 
City of New Orleans, The 
Mayor’s Office of Cultural 
Economy.



CHAPTER II: 

MADE IT THROUGH THAT WATER: LOSS, REALITIES, 

AND CIRCUMSTANCES

 The New Orleans brass band community has suffered more than its share of tragedy since 

August 29, 2005. Discussions with brass band musicians reveal that many feel their public image 

as ambassadors of joy causes them to be seen as immune to the struggles of losing so much. 

Each one shared stories of dealing with the pain, shame, and depression of losing much more 

than a few performance dates. They have dealt with the realities of losing their homes, jobs, 

family members, and friends, while fighting with insurance companies to replace homes and 

vehicles. Many of them continue to deal with remnants of the disaster as a part of their daily 

lives. 

 Many reported being psychologically and emotionally overwhelmed with bureaucratic 

barriers associated with the Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA), the Louisiana 

Road Home program, and the city’s post-disaster recovery and rebuilding decisions. 

Additionally, some musicians, such as bass drummer “Uncle” Lionel Batiste and sousaphonist 

Jeffery Hills, who both lived in public housing pre-Katrina, had to fight to return to their city 

when local and federal agencies cut off access to undamaged units post-Katrina. 

 During an informal roundtable discussion with members of the Storyville Brass Band 

while waiting for a corporate convention performance to begin, I asked the musicians to tell me 
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how Katrina affected them personally. Snare drummer Ray Lambert bolted to the edge of his seat  

and said:

That’s a damn good question! There’s been a ton of people coming from other places 
wanting to document the culture and talk to the musicians, but in [eight] years, nobody 
has ever asked me about me, and how that storm screwed up my life. I lost my house and 
everything I owned. You, me, him (pointing to all the band members), we all lost our 
asses. And like everybody in this damn city, we are still dealing with it today. (personal 
interview, October 8, 2013)

Separately, bass drummer and grand marshal Anthony Bennett told me about the feelings of 

loneliness and anxiety that still overwhelm him, eight years after the storm. He also talked about 

the personal grief of finding fellow brass band musician Frederick “Shep” Sheppard dead in his 

Phoenix, Arizona, apartment where they were displaced with several members of the Treme 

Brass Band; seeing the best and worst of people whom he thought he knew well; and watching 

helplessly as his personality went from outgoing to reclusive. “I actually prefer to be by myself, 

and you know me, that has never been the person I truly am.” He continued:

I have a feeling of isolation that just will not go away. It began during the storm, being I 
stayed, I felt isolated in the house, all alone, listening to the wind howl. Then once they 
(rescuers) came to get me with the boat, they brought me to the airport (Louis Armstrong 
International Airport) and I was with a group of strangers, so I felt isolated there. Even 
once we got set up in Arizona with our apartments and everything, I was with the Treme 
Brass Band, people that I know, but I still felt lonely and isolated. Everybody would be 
doing their own thing, stay in their apartment unless we had to perform somewhere. So it 
was essentially a lonely experience. Then sometimes it just hits; one time I cried 
uncontrollably for two hours and didn’t know why. The mental trauma and scarring just 
doesn’t go away. But it’s more than that. That storm just won’t go away. You know those 
people didn’t give me any money for my house––talking about insurance companies and 
FEMA finding loopholes in policies and laws to not pay individuals. And the insurance 
people, they keep sending a card to my house saying they want to make sure I’m still 
living there. I’m paying the premium every month, I must be living there. But what 
they’re trying to do is raise my premiums, so I don’t even respond to them. (personal 
interview, October 8, 2013).
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I found the statements from Lambert and Bennett to be profound, thematic amongst musicians in 

the brass band community, and importantly relevant to this study. I related with them as both a 

musician and someone who has experienced, and continues to experience similar trauma. All the 

musicians I interviewed and have worked with and talked to since 2006 have shared similar 

stories. 

 Despite the celebrity brass band musicians have achieved locally, nationally, and 

internationally, and the impressions of joy and happiness they display as performers, a dark 

reality exists behind the facade. Yes, we all lost things. Some musicians losses were more 

significant than others, but we all had losses and we all suffered in some way, just like everyone 

else who experienced Katrina’s wrath. As a Katrina survivor, and as a brass band musician, I also 

understood the difficulty of shaking what Lambert called the “Katrina Blues.” Vivid images that 

had been tucked away are brought back by everyday situations, some as simple and natural as a 

heavy rainstorm. 

 The musicians insight resonated with me as a researcher because I know the realities of 

how Katrina changed their lives. “There was 11 feet of water in my house in New Orleans East," 

says Shannon Haynes, trumpeter, music educator, and co-founder of the Free Agents Brass Band. 

"I wound up selling the house. I [now] stay in Slidell, about 40 miles away. I travel in and out 

daily. That's all we could do right now" (Rose 2008). Clarinetist, bandleader, and educator 

Joseph “Joe” Torregano asked me, “Can you imagine what it felt like to wake up on August 30, 

2005, as a successful fifty-three-year-old with grown children, to realize that I’m literally 

homeless?” The insight stunned me; although I too had suffered loss, I had never walked a mile 

65



in Torregano’s shoes. His question encouraged me to understand his circumstances in deeper 

context, not solely as a musician, but as a real person.

 Ethnographic research on performers demands understanding them as real people, off the 

stage, beyond their celebrity. Their actions must be assessed in light of their experiences—the 

personal an intimate realities of their lives. I recognized that if I wanted to understand the post-

Katrina survival of brass bands, I had to first understand how the storm impacted the people 

responsible for keeping the brass band beat on the streets of the city––the musicians. For this 

reason, this chapter explores how Hurricane Katrina affected musicians personally and musically, 

and explores if there is a correlation between the resilience of the musicians and the post-Katrina 

resurgence of the brass band tradition in New Orleans.

 In this chapter, I establish the practical context necessary to understand how Hurricane 

Katrina affected the brass band musicians, and thus the brass band community, in an humanistic 

way. To do this, I focus my scholarly lens on how the musicians have had to deal with their own 

post-disaster recovery and how the road to recovery has been perpetually cluttered with personal 

situations, circumstances, and tragedies. Furthermore, by exploring the musicians lived-

experiences, I aim to highlight how Katrina affected them not only as musicians, but also as 

ordinary people. To do this, I explore their narratives from a humanistic perspective that 

examines their loss, hardship, and resilience. In doing so, I specifically consider how the 

musicians have coped with their personal situations while simultaneously preserving an informal 

sociocultural institution struggling to survive in a post-disaster environment where many of the 

practices that have perpetuated the tradition have been disrupted. Some of these musicians have 

faced health problems, some have come face-to-face with death, some have found solace in 
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drugs and alcohol, while others have found themselves starting life over on the bottom rung. Yet, 

they all have maintained their allegiance to keeping the New Orleans brass band beat on the 

street. The narratives discussed in this chapter illuminates the musicians plight as real people, not 

as the stoic characters depicted on tourist postcards, marketing placards, and tourism campaigns.

 This chapter is very personal. As a researcher and Katrina survivor, I understand the 

slippery slope of triggering traumatic memories when discussing particular topics. For the 

musicians, it takes an immense amount of trust to publicly share deeply personal details of their 

experiences; the same is true for me as a researcher. However, when I settled on this research 

topic, I decided it was important to present the musicians in a humanistic way. Therefore, this 

approach is meaningful in order to fully tell the post-Katrina stories of the New Orleans brass 

band musicians.

 To better understand the musicians human experiences, I draw largely on 

phenomenological methods concerning the humanistic tradition, or humanist geography as it is 

sometimes called. This framework offers a way to better understand the human experience. The 

main objective is to portray human beings in all their complexity, in the real world as they 

perceive it, and as a way to interpret their experiences in relation to their surroundings (Cloke, 

Philo and Sadler 1991; Gregory et al. 2009; Tuan 1976). The humanistic approach emphasizes 

people’s perceptions, creativity, personal beliefs, and experiences in developing a way to 

understand those events considered valuable and meaningful to their lived-experiences (Allen 

2013; Briney 2009). I look specifically to the contributions of Yi-Fu-Tuan’s call to focus on 

people and their condition. Tuan (1976), one of the most influential practitioners of the 
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humanistic approach, suggests it “offers an expansive view of what the human person is” and an 

attempt at “understanding meaning, value, and the human significance of life events.” 

  Edmund Husserl (1936), the principal architect of phenomenology, the discipline that 

serves as the foundation of the humanistic approach, introduced the idea of life-world, which 

simply means the world as it is lived. This discipline allows us to understand, from a humanistic 

perspective, the phenomenological influence in which place, space and environment are both the 

condition and in part the consequence of human activities (Tuan 1976). By focusing on the 

musicians ordinary everyday engagement with the realities of their life-world, I am able to tell 

their story and better understand how Katrina impacted their lives, and continues to do so nine 

years later. 

 An integral aspect of the musicians humanistic experience was how they coped with the 

impact of the disaster. Boaz Kahana and Eva Kahana (1988) suggest that individuals’ coping 

styles have an impact on the way disasters affect individuals. Because “trauma is in the eye of 

the beholder,” the meaning of the disaster is more influential than exactly what has happened to 

the survivors (Everstine and Everstine 1994, 4). For sousaphonist Philip “Phil” Frazier, 

bandleader for the Rebirth Brass Band, “This music and culture is all I have,” he told me during 

a break from his band’s weekly performance at the Maple Leaf Bar in the Carrollton-Riverbend 

neighborhood. “Once I knew everybody in my family and my band was safe, for me, it was all 

about getting the guys together and saving New Orleans the only way we knew how . . . through 

the music.” With a big smile exposing a gold-capped tooth, Frazier told me, “Brice, you know 

what this music means, man. This music is New Orleans, and without it there is no New 

Orleans.” (personal interview, October 10, 2013) 
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 Frazier’s response was typical amongst all the brass band musicians. It is also 

representative of a problem-focused coping style in which survivors become active doers. 

Researchers have found this coping style reduces vulnerability and increases resilience (Karanci 

et al., 1999; Miller, Patton,  Johnson, 1999; Norris, Byrne, Diaz,  Kaniasty, 2001). Researchers 

suggest social networks and supports are positively associated with overall resilience, facilitating 

both personal and community recovery processes while reducing post-traumatic stress. (Blaike, 

Cannon, Davis, and Wisner 1994; Echterling 2001; Kato et al., 1996; Paton 1994; Johnson 2001; 

Lustard 1985). Fortunately, there were no fatalities within the brass band community during the 

storm. All the members of the brass band community survived the natural and manmade 

catastrophe of Hurricane Katrina, eventually finding refuge in other places. However, the life-

events that were endured once the floodwaters receded would present challenges, struggles, and 

for some, redemption. Many brass band musicians say their “feel-good music” was therapy for 

the citizens of the city after the storm. What they fail to acknowledge is that it was their personal 

therapy also. 

Come Hell or High Water: To Go or Not To Go 

 On the morning of Saturday, August 27, 2005, the members of Mahogany Brass Band 

and I returned to New Orleans after a two-day performance trip to Louisville, Kentucky with 

Delfeayo Marsalis. Our flight arrived at Louis Armstrong International Airport around 9 a.m., 

providing us with just enough time to reconvene at 11 a.m., for our monthly city sponsored 

performance in the French Market, in front of Aunt Sally’s Pralines on Decatur Street. The 

performance was jovial. It was a typical hot and muggy Saturday in New Orleans during this 

time of year, although the crowds seemed rather light for such a beautiful day.  
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Between songs, the talk of the day among the musicians was the forecast of a large storm 

in the Florida panhandle named Hurricane Katrina that was coming toward the city. I had 

watched very little news during my week of travel, so I was unaware of its size, threat, or 

magnitude. However, I did make the proposed threat a part of our performance, telling onlookers 

to meet us at seven-o-clock that night, at the corner of Bourbon and Canal streets, where we 

would lead a traditional New Orleans hurricane parade being organized by the Mayor’s Office 

for tourists. I also suggested they leave larger tips so the band could either hire Mardi Gras floats 

or buy a few days’ worth of food, whichever the band deemed more important. It was New 

Orleans tomfoolery at its finest, and the tourists were loving it. After the gig, I paid the 

musicians, we did our normal post-performance banter, then headed our separate directions. 

Little did we know it would be the last time some of us would see each other, and that in a few 

days our lives would be forever altered––Hurricane Katrina would change everything. 

 For locals, the threat of a hurricane normally indicates a time to take a two or three-day 

vacation, primarily to avoid the inconvenience of power outages and street flooding. For others, 

especially older residents, it means a time to organize all the perishable goods in the pantry, stock 

up on water, beer, charcoal, and batteries, fill the car with gas (for those fortunate enough to have 

transportation), and be prepared to hunker down with some good jazz or blues playing on the 

radio. In some neighborhoods, a hurricane threat brings neighbors together, stockpiling 

necessities and gathering for block parties, with the owner of the biggest stereo cranking out the 

tunes through open house windows. For those who consider evacuating, in many instances that 

means staying in the city, but going vertical. A vertical evacuation is renting a hotel room or 
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staying with family and friends whose residence has two or more stories. For musicians, 

however, evacuating is normally not a part of the plan.

 For most musicians, lack of resources and lack of transportation present major obstacles, 

even if they wanted to leave. Additionally, the fear of missing out on potential gigs––hurricane 

parties at homes, music clubs, and restaurants are big business for musicians––along with the 

looting of musical instruments and equipment during evacuations are usually enough reason for 

musicians to ride storms out at home. The latter was one of my fears, being people in my 

neighborhood knew I had a recording studio and musical instruments and equipment, my house 

would make a perfect target for looters seeking a quick pawnshop payday. For other musicians, 

evacuating is counterintuitive to their way of life.

 For example, when a local musician was asked by reporters whether or not he was 

evacuating for Katrina, his response was, “I’ll be here tomorrow, I’m not leaving.” Eddie “Doc” 

Lewis, an iconic New Orleans street trombonist who was a fixture in the French Quarter, where 

he would sit on stoops, shouting come-ons to passers-by and offering to play tourist favorite 

songs, continued, “I’ve been through typhoons, monsoons, tornadoes, hurricanes and every other 

-phoon, -soon or storm. I’m not worried.”9 For most musicians, the thought of leaving is a 

consideration warranted by only the most dire circumstances. Decades of forecasts of 

catastrophic storms that turned out to be not so bad had left New Orleanians of all backgrounds, 

ethnicities and socio-economic classes numb to the unrealized threat.
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 Like Lewis, I too made light of things. Actually, it is what most locals do. Pianist, Davis 

Rogan wrote a hurricane-themed lyric before Katrina that speaks of the relationship between 

local residents and the potential threats of forecasted hurricanes. In his song Hurricane, he sings:

Well you standin’ on the corner with your umbrella in your hand
Standin’ on the corner keepin’ out the pourin’ rain
Umbrella won’t help ya when they hit you with the hurricane.
I’m-un-ah buy me a pirogue, lash it to my balcony
It’s a little boat, Baby, nuff room for you and me
When the water comes to meet us, we’ll float on out to sea.
Well they all evacuatin’ —I ain’t goin’
Some folks ain’t waitin’ —I ain’t goin’
A Category 7—I ain’t goin’
Knock us all to heaven—I ain’t goin’
Well I’m stayin’ in New Orleans with a cold drink in my hand.
Well they open up the highway, tryin’ to get the contraflow
Folks is stuck in traffic, got no place to go
But I’m kicking it at my house, I won’t say I told you so.
My house lasted through Betsy and it stood through Camille
‘Cause back when they built my house they was buildin’ houses for real
I’m-a stay here on the premises so I can be here to deal.
Well I got me my water—I ain’t goin’
Camp stove and a shotgun—I ain’t goin’
Do what you oughta—I ain’t goin’
But I’m-un-ah stay here, son—I ain’t goin’
I’ll stay here in New Orleans with a cold drink in my hand.

Davis’ lyrical play represents what could be considered the typical New Orleanian outlook 

regarding the potential threats of forecasted hurricances. Each line represents a trusim of how 

locals truly feel about hurricanes, probably because since the 1960’s, there have been no storms 

that have caused any massive damage or lost of life in New Orleans, or surrounding parishes. 

The brillance of the song, recorded in 2005 right before the storm, is that it epitomizes the 
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perspective of locals who refuse to evacuate. I had never evacuated myself, and was not planning 

to this time around.  

 I spent the remainder of Saturday after my French Market gig playing with our four-

month-old son, Brice Jr., watching my daughters ride their bikes, and working on my 1955 

Chevy truck, which had been delivered back from the painter the day before. I called my 

musicians to see whether any of them were planning to leave. Like me, they had little concern 

and no plans to evacuate. Although I did fill my wife and I vehicles with gas, I truly had no 

intentions on leaving. I followed my normal hurricane plan: pineapple Big Shot soda, pizza, hot 

wings, and strawberry cheesecake. 

 That evening, my Father-in-Law, Freddie Reddick, called my wife and begged her to 

leave. That was odd, being, although he lived in St. Bernard Parish, a low-lying community not 

far from the Gulf of Mexico, he had never evacuated before, nor encouraged his kids to leave. 

After their conversation, my wife was visibly shaken, saying, “My dad has never evacuated 

before and here it is he’s pleading for us to leave.” We had no evacuation plan, and no 

destination. We began calling friends and family to see where they were headed. In doing so, we 

would know what options might be available. I remembered my parents stories about Hurricane 

Betsy, when members of my family where trapped in the roof of their Lower Ninth Ward house 

and were rescued from the roof after chopping a hole through the roof to escape the rising flood 

waters. I could not accept the possibility of running out of food, or being trapped in the attic or 

on the roof with my family. To this day, that thought still brings me to tears.

 The next morning, Sunday, August 28, 2005, my wife woke me up crying. She had just 

watched the morning news. She told me, “WDSU chief meteorologist Margaret Orr was crying, 
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begging people to leave, saying this was the worst storm she had seen in her career.” Late 

Saturday evening, Mayor Ray Nagin ordered a mandatory evacuation of the entire city. That was 

it, no doubts, we were leaving. We loaded our Jeep Liberty with three kids, a miniature pinscher, 

and all our essential documents. With no room for my instruments or music equipment, I decided 

to place my horns on the top shelf of our bedroom closet behind a stack of blankets and secured 

the other equipment in our sunporch room, hoping we would be spared if worst came to worst. 

 I drove away with a sense of fear and troubling anxiety, like something terrible was going 

to happen. It was the first time I had been forced to evacuate in my entire adult life. Interstate-10 

traffic was at a standstill when we entered at the Carrollton Avenue on-ramp. My wife’s best 

friend Tiffany told her we could join them in Memphis, Tennessee, where she had family. 

However, before going anywhere, first we had to persuade our parents to leave with us. 

Although, like the lyrics from Davis’ song they continually told us, “We ain’t going,” my wife 

and I were determined to make them leave with us. What should have been a fifteen-minute drive 

from our Carrollton neighbor to their neighborhood in New Orleans East took at least an hour. 

There was bumper-to-bumper traffic like I had never seen before, all headed east. 

 Older generations like our parents are less likely to evacuate. They are more concerned 

with missing work, or more fearful that someone will break into their homes. My dad was 

worried he might miss out on paying gigs. After an hour or so of negotiating, our parents, who 

are neighbors, finally agreed to leave. Eastbound Interstate 10 at Bullard Road resembled a scene 

from the movie The Day After Tomorrow. Traffic was at a halt, vehicles were packed to capacity, 

U-Haul trucks were filled with people, vehicles were overheating, there were accidents, vehicle 

fires, and fights on the side of the road, and people were already running out of gas; all the gas 
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stations in the city had reported selling out of stock late Saturday evening. In all my years, I had 

never witnessed this before. It seemed as though the entire city of New Orleans was on the 

interstate, headed east. 

 We essentially drove in whatever direction the contraflow brought us.10 Eventually we 

were guided to Interstate 59 North toward Jackson, Mississippi, then changed course toward 

Memphis because all the hotels were sold out, according to radio reports and phone calls from 

friends and other family members. Finally, after a sixteen-hour drive, we safely made it to 

Memphis, Tennessee. Again, the hotels were maxed to capacity, including the Holiday Inn that 

told us on the phone there were rooms available. My family looked at me as the savior, but I felt 

like a failure. Everyone was frustrated, scared, and exhausted. Facing the potential of having to 

sleep in our cars in a Walmart parking lot, all I could do was cry. Not being able to come to terms 

with having my wife and kids, let alone our parents, endure such an experience––me being a 

successful college graduate, teacher, musician, and business owner suddenly lacking basic 

shelter––I was determined to find us a place to sleep. I drove back to the Holiday Inn that had 

turned us down. Holding my son in my arms, I put my ego aside and literally begged for a room, 

telling the receptionist behind the glass that cost did not matter. After almost an hour of 

negotiating, he rented us two rooms. It would be there, in a hotel room in Memphis watching the 

morning news, that we would watch our city fall into ruin. 

 I share this personal narrative to illustrate the imperative of this chapter: understanding 

brass band musicians beyond the boundaries of their cultural identities, as human beings who 
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suffer, feel pain, and celebrate with joy. Jerome Bruner (1990) suggests that we ‘make ourselves’ 

and our identities through our autobiographical narratives—the stories about ourselves that we 

tell others and, indeed, ourselves. In other words, I am interested in understanding the musicians 

as ordinary people. Similar to my personal experience, as I escaped the unknown and 

unimaginable wrath of Hurricane Katrina’s destruction, I evacuated not as a musician or the 

member of a brass band, but as a man, a father, a husband––a person––just as the other members 

of the brass band community did. 

The Big One Finally Got Us: Losses and Realities 

 As the floodwater that inundated New Orleans began to recede in September 2005, the 

massive extent of the devastation became apparent. The media coverage and constant updates on 

24/7 news channels provided the initial glimpse of the damaged and ruined city that would 

become the new reality for millions of residents. The city that I called home my entire life was 

no longer familiar. I was able to make it back into the city about three weeks after the storm. I 

will never be able to remove the sights I saw, nor the deep feelings of sorrow and despair I 

experienced. The nauseating smells of death and decay cannot be adequately described, nor can I 

completely erase it from my psyche. The streets that once held celebrations of urban pageantry 

from one neighborhood to another were now covered in a thick brownish muck. Flood-lines on 

houses and buildings marked the final depth where the brackish water of Lake Pontchartrain 

would settle in a state of stagnation for weeks. Some neighborhoods, such as the Lower Ninth 

Ward, parts of New Orleans East, St. Bernard Parish, and Gentilly, were unrecognizable. In some 

instances, houses had been thrust off their foundations, floating blocks away, while other homes 

were completely obliterated. Vehicles and commercial trash dumpsters rested on top of rooftops. 
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 Hurricane Katrina was not New Orleans’ first dance with flooding and disaster. On the 

morning of April 21, 1927, levees near Greenville, Mississippi, failed, beginning the Great 

Mississippi Flood, which was considered the greatest natural disaster in America at the time. In 

an attempt to save the New Orleans business district from the wall of water rushing down the 

Mississippi River, a group of influential bankers met to discuss the fate of city and its potential 

ruin caused by massive flooding. A few weeks later it was decided to dynamite the levees at 

Caernarvon in St. Bernard Parish, near Poydras, Louisiana, for the sole purpose of preventing 

any potential flooding from reaching New Orleans’s central business district. The destruction of 

the levees flooded the east bank of St. Bernard and Plaquemines parishes, displacing about a half 

million people. Hundreds of thousands of people lost their homes and livelihoods (Barry 1997). 

 Then again, on the evening of Thursday, September 9, 1965, Hurricane Betsy’s 150 mph 

winds slammed into the city, driving a storm surge through the Intracoastal Waterway and the 

Industrial Canal into low-lying eastern areas of the city. Floodwater overtopped the levees and 

crashed through levee breaches to drown the Lower Ninth Ward and St. Bernard Parish beneath 

six to twelve feet of water. The rest of metropolitan New Orleans remained relatively untouched 

by the disastrous flooding. Images from Hurricane Betsy are virtually identical to ones from its 

2005 successor: an ocean of rooftops; bloated, floating bodies; a barge resting incongruously on 

the Industrial Canal levee. Hurricane Katrina would be the first major storm to cause major 

damage to the city since Betsy, and was the first hurricane in recent history to cause widespread 

flooding throughout the entire city.

 While these earlier storms caused significant damage, losses, and the dislocation of 

residents, Hurricane Katrina was the first storm to force a mandatory evacuation of an entire 
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American city, and was the first natural disaster to receive widespread national and international 

media coverage as it was happening. The great San Francisco fire of 1849 and the great flood of 

1927 received media coverage while happening, just a different kind.  

 Concerning Hurricane Katrina, it was also the first time in history that the city’s 

musicians were also subjected to a natural disaster-related exodus and dislocation, thus bringing 

the traditions of their cultural performances to a complete halt. Because the exoticized depiction 

and familiarity of the city’s culture and cultural performers have been widely publicized since the 

early days of jazz, many people all over the world watched with dreaded woes as the disaster 

unfolded. Months later, as the recovery and rebuilding processes began, the resilience of brass 

band musicians and “concomitant festival traditions” (Mardi Gras, jazz funerals, Social Aid and 

Pleasure Club second-line parades, and Mardi Gras Indians) “became the city’s barometer for 

recovery, both at home and in the eyes of the world” (Raeburn 2007; Porter 2009). 

 The familiarity and significance of the city’s music and culture became an important 

means of bringing attention to the devastation, and would also build vital support for recovery 

efforts, economically and manpower-wise. Being several musicians Katrina stories reached 

national and international audiences (including mine), their narratives of disaster and recovery 

resonated with the popular media. However, although their losses and situations garnered much-

needed attention, their stories also represented a minuscule population of the brass band 

musicians who actually suffered losses as a direct result of the catastrophe. Still, whatever 

attention garnered was important to raise awareness. The material losses suffered by the city’s 

brass band musicians ranged from instruments to automobiles, to houses. For some, their lives 

were literally turned upside down.
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 Actor and performance artist Harry Shearer noted in the preface for Keith Spera’s 2011 

book Groove Interrupted: Loss, Renewal, and the Music of New Orleans, musicians should be 

regarded as “neither heroes nor victims. They are extraordinarily gifted members of a unique 

music culture, their world flooded away in a historical instant––family splintered, 

neighborhood[s] rubbished . . .” 

Shamarr Allen: Down in That Lower Nine

 Before evacuating to Baton Rouge, trumpeter Shamarr Allen was living his dream life. 

Several years before the storm, he landed an opportunity to become a full-fledged member of the 

Rebirth Brass Band, one of the city’s most popular contemporary ensembles. “This was my 

dream,” Allen said. "As a kid playing trumpet in New Orleans, you want to be part of Rebirth, 

you want to be part of the Dirty Dozen. It was pretty cool. I was enjoying the ride, traveling the 

world, making money, doing what I love to do” (Montoya, 2009). The Rebirth Brass Band, 

formed by brothers Phillip (sousaphone) and Keith Frazier (bass drum), along with their friend 

Kermit Ruffins (trumpet), has been mixing traditional New Orleans brass band concepts with 

popular musical trends played on urban radio since 1983. 

  Their modernization of the tradition, making it hip and relevant for their generation 

would become a major influence for a new generation of brass bands. For aspiring young 

musicians, Rebirth made being in a brass band look cool. Rebirth replaced the stuffy black-and-

white “waiter outfits” associated with older bands with T-shirts, baseball caps, jeans, and 

sneakers in the latest style, bringing a fresh, identifiable look that mirrored the influential 

stylings of hip-hop artists. For young people in New Orleans, the look, the music, and the 
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prestige of having the opportunity to become a member of Rebirth became the equivalent of 

joining the Rolling Stones or Michael Jackson’s band. 

  Allen lived in the Lower Ninth Ward, in the same neighborhood where he grew up. The 

Lower Nine, as it is affectionally known by locals, was culturally a world apart from the 

musically rich Creolized Treme neighborhood where Rebirth found mentorship from older 

musicians. Allen’s link to the Treme was trumpeter Kermit Ruffins, who also lived in the Lower 

Nine and would often stop by Allen’s home to teach he and some of the other neighborhood kids 

a few things about New Orleans jazz. Music in general, and brass bands in particular, have long 

served as an alternative for New Orleans kids tempted by the street life of drugs and crime. 

 By the 1990s, both the Lower Ninth Ward and Treme, predominantly Black working-

class neighborhoods, were plagued by urban decay, lack of commercial investment, and a 

proliferation of drugs and Black-on-Black crime. But in New Orleans, involvement in the 

cultural arts have provided unforeseen opportunities for generations of young Black men––Louis 

Armstrong serves as a glowing example. For Allen, unlike many of his peers surrounded by 

those negative social conditions, he has positive memories of growing up in a nurturing two-

parent household where he stayed immersed in creative activities. Recalling his childhood 

memories of the Lower Nine, Shamarr said, “It’s so many memories, like all the kids outside 

playing in the street and I’m sitting on my porch, practicing my trumpet. It was more like a 

family neighborhood,” he told writer John Swenson in 2010.” 

  The Lower Nine where Allen lived was developed in 1852, the swampy expanse 

downriver that ultimately became the Lower Ninth Ward. The area attracted mostly free people 

of color and immigrant Whites seeking to profit from the city’s commercial expansion but unable 
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to afford property on higher ground. The community runs roughly one mile from its western 

Industrial Canal boundary to its eastern perimeter on the St. Bernard Parish border and one and 

one-half miles from the river to its northern periphery at Florida Avenue.11 When Allen was not 

on the road traveling nationally and internationally with Rebirth, he and his sister lived in a 

house their parents owned on North Prieur Street, around the corner from his mother and father's 

home on Jourdan Avenue (Montoya 2009). Their homes were directly across the street from the 

concrete floodwalls designed to protect the residents of this flood-prone community from the 

water in the Inner Harbor Navigation Canal, or Industrial Canal as it is more commonly called. 

The massive canal offered residents a precarious form of waterfront property.

 The Industrial Canal is a 5.5-mile waterway constructed in 1918 by the United States 

Army Corps of Engineers. The canal connects the Mississippi River-Gulf Outlet (gateway to the 

Gulf of Mexico) and Mississippi River to Lake Pontchartrain. Allen lived several blocks from 

my aunt Elizabeth Kieffer’s home in the 1700 block of Egania Street, where several of my aunts, 

uncles, and cousins were saved from the roof of their house during Hurricane Betsy in 1965. He 

also lived about one mile from Martin Luther King Elementary School, where my two oldest 

daughters were third and fifth graders, in August 2005. 

 For Allen, he first saw the post-disaster destruction of his home and neighborhood while 

watching news coverage of the flooding city on television. On a Youtube clip, he says: 

Our house was directly in front of the levee breach. What really got to me, is every time 
you clicked on the television, you saw our house, and it just kept getting to me, getting to 
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me. When I first came home, the only thing I saw was an empty lot. No house, no 
nothing, It didn’t get torn down, it just wasn’t there.

 A two-story barge, known as ING 4727, rested where Allen’s house once stood. The 

Ingram Barge Company’s ING 4727 had recently delivered a load of cement, under charter by 

Lafarge North America. It has been speculated the empty barge was not adequately secured for 

hurricane conditions and broke its mooring, floating through the MR-GO, eventually finding its 

way to the Industrial Canal in the Lower Ninth Ward. Sometime during the hurricane there was a 

breach in the concrete floodwall and the barge found its way out of the canal and into the 

neighborhood. As the water in the flooded neighborhoods rose to the level in the Industrial Canal 

itself, ING 4727 was moved around by currents, smashing houses and cars beneath it throughout 

several city blocks.12 Allen’s neighborhood became one of the ground zero breaches in the 

federal levee protection system during Katrina. His home and that of his parents were devastated. 

They were either washed off of their foundations by the massive force of the water flooding the 

area, or crushed by the wayward ING 4727 barge. 

 Many residents in the Lower Ninth Ward blame the barge and rumors of a bomb for the 

catastrophic inundation of the area.13 Reports of several loud explosions the morning of Tuesday, 

August 30, 2005, fueled conspiracy theories similar to those that arose after Hurricane Betsy, 

when many speculated that the levees had been purposefully dynamited to save the New Orleans 

French Quarter and Garden District neighborhoods from flooding. According to Greg Szymanski 

(2006), “The question of how the levee burst in one gigantic place at the 17th St. and London 
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Avenue drainage canals, estimated by some to be a gaping hole three football fields long, as well 

as a number of other locations, has been on the minds of other local residents from the Lower 

Ninth Ward.”14 In a discussion about New York filmmaker Spike Lee’s When the Levees Broke: 

A Requiem in Four Acts, producer and editor Sam Pollard said: 

People in the community have been brought up with this myth that the levees in previous 
hurricanes have been blown up.  The reality is, they were blown up in 1927 and that's on 
public record but those who felt that there was an explosion in Hurricane Betsy of 
1965 . . . that was never proven, but people tend to still believe that and they carried that 
over to Hurricane Katrina.

 Historian John Barry (2006) suggested, “There are too many similarities between the 

dynamited levees of the 1927 flood and Hurricane Katrina.” He continued, “The levee policy and 

protection policy was deeply flawed, but it was nothing about race, it was about money; until 

Katrina it was the worst natural disaster in American history.” A week after the storm, Army 

Corps of Engineers project manager Al Naomi gave his preliminary impression, saying, "One 

would think it is the barge that did it," and confirming that the barge striking the flood walls 

would have "precipitated a tremendous collapse," according to a Times Picayune (2005) article. 

However, in the preliminary report presented to Congress during Senate hearings regarding the 

Katrina catastrophe, federal experts argued that the barge was drawn through an existing hole in 

the flood wall, and that it was the topping of the Industrial Canal flood wall, not the barge, that 

caused the break. Whether the barge went through the floodwall, or over the floodwall, the 

damage had been done, lives were lost, and thousands of families were displaced. 

83

14 See Greg Szymanski (2006), Levees Blown Say Eyewitnesses: Media Ignores Them in which eye witnesses living 
near 17th St. levee say loud explosion heard just prior to raging waters flooding the 9th Ward. Considering the 
history of ploys enacted upon Black communities throughout America, it is not difficult to understand the reasons 
conspiracy theories easily become plausible explanations for unexplainable events. The blowing up of earthen levees 
were thought of as conspiracy during the Flood of 1927, until it was proven the levees were purposely blown.



 Although Katrina destroyed his home and whatever possessions he did not bring when he 

evacuated, Allen still had work to do. Being they are in such high-demand and travel so much, 

Katrina barely caused a dent in Rebirth’s hectic travel and performance schedule. Although 

several key members were displaced, “Rebirth concentrated on business as usual” (Raeburn 

2013). Realizing that he was now literally homeless, like thousands of New Orleanians, Allen 

headed to what many consider the mecca of Black prosperity, Atlanta, Georgia. As the months of 

displacement quickly turned into years, he struggled over whether to return to New Orleans, or 

faithfully give Atlanta a chance. “Atlanta was treating New Orleans musicians very well 

immediately after the storm,” trumpeter Desmond Venable shared with me during a discussion 

about his displacement in Atlanta. “There were a good number of New Orleans musicians there 

[Atlanta], but after a while, you could feel the tension from the local guys. You know, like we 

were there to take their gigs.” 

 The Stooges Brass Band had also made its way to Atlanta. Like Allen, many of the 

members of the Stooges also lived in the Lower Ninth Ward. Their bandleader, tuba player, and 

sometimes trombone player, Walter Ramsey said they arrived in Atlanta “with nothing but the 

clothes on our backs . . . No instruments, no nothing” (Simmons 2006). Allen and the Stooges 

quickly developed inroads with local music artists and began working in the burgeoning Atlanta 

hip-hop industry. For the New Orleans musicians, it was a huge difference from the street-based 

second-line parades and tourist-filled music clubs where a request for When the Saints Go 

Marching In can fetch a tip of up to $30. They were actually working in the industry, a structured 

music business infrastructure, rather than the hustle-like structure New Orleans offered.
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 For Allen, working on hip-hop production sessions in Atlanta gave him new inspiration, 

but also frustrated him. As he told me during a performance back in 2008 while discussing his 

hybrid funk/hip-hop project Shamarr Allen and the Underdawgs, “The stuff people were doing in 

Atlanta, the whole hip-hop and R&B scene, isn’t something that is applicable for brass bands in 

New Orleans, and I have become inspired to move beyond the box New Orleans musicians are 

forced to be branded within.”15 Being in a creative environment beyond the tourist-centric 

parameters of New Orleans fustrated Allen, being he felt boxed-in in regards to opportunities of 

creative expression.

 Allen was splitting his time between performing with Rebirth and pursuing opportunities  

within the Atlanta music scene. However, back in New Orleans, because he lived in the now 

devastated Lower Ninth Ward, his story became a focus of considerable media attention. 

Although Allen’s story resonated well with the media narratives, his newfound celebrity did not 

sit as well with his Rebirth bandmates. “He came to believe his bandmates were not as keen [of] 

his celebrity; at some point he was no longer a member of Rebirth,” according to music 

journalist Keith Spera (2011). Whatever transpired between Allen and his Rebirth cohort, he left 

the group to forge a solo career, as his mentor Kermit Ruffins had done in 1992. Discussing the 

separation, Phil Frazier had no resentment, saying, “Once you’re in Rebirth, you become a star.” 

Allen was aiming for the same level of stardom and creative freedom Ruffins  attained when he 

left Rebirth. 
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 In 2007, he released his first solo album, Meet Me on Frenchmen Street. The project 

featured several members of the Hot 8 Brass Band, with which Allen had played before joining 

Rebirth. He had been a friend of the Hot 8’s snare drummer, Dinerral Shavers, since childhood, 

and wanted to take his friends and musical network as far along as the music would allow them 

to go––together. But amid the exciting forward progression of rebuilding, setbacks continued to 

chip away at Katrina survivors’ material possessions, sanity, patience, and resilience. Allen found 

himself pushed into a cycle of situations, circumstances, and additional loss.   

 On December 28, 2006, one day shy of the sixteen-month anniversary of Hurricane 

Katrina, Shavers became another victim of the New Orleans’s senseless urban violence the has 

plagued the city for decades, claiming the lives of thousands of young Black males. A music 

teacher at L. E. Rabouin Vocational High School, snare drummer for the Hot 8 Brass Band, and 

former Civil Sheriff Deputy, Shavers was killed when he was shot twice in the head by a 

seventeen-year-old. He was driving home with his wife and kids. After being shot in the 2200 

block of Dumaine Street, he was able to drive for two more blocks before succumbing to his 

injuries. He was only twenty-five years old. It was later revealed that Shavers was not the 

intended target. The assailant was attempting to shoot Shavers’s fifteen-year-old stepson over a 

dispute that allegedly centered on resentment of "Uptowners" such as Shavers's stepson moving 

into territory in a “Downtown” neighborhood. The family moved to Downtown from Uptown 

following Katrina, and his stepson was attending a new school, John McDonough High School, 

which is notoriously known locally for violent history of gang activity and campus shootings. 

 Shavers’s killing came at a time when city residents' anger boiled over in response to a 

rising tide of violent crime that returned to the city after Hurricane Katrina. More than 80 percent 
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of those killed in 2006 were black men; more than half, like Shavers, were Black men younger 

than thirty (Nealy and Warren, 2007). Between 2006 and 2008, the city resembled a lawless, 

dysfunctional outpost where criminals, drug dealers, and drug users ran amuck. For Allen, 

Shavers’s murder was a major emotional blow and a significant personal loss. They both used 

their membership in brass bands and the social and cultural capital of being a New Orleans 

musician to avoid the very street violence that took Shavers’s life. His death has been one of the 

most shocking post-Katrina losses for the entire brass band community.  Shavers’s murder was 

discussed in Spike Lee’s If God Is Willing and Da Creek Don’t Rise, a sequel to his film When 

the Levees Broke, and was also alluded to in two episodes of the second season of HBO’s cable-

television series Treme. 

 By the time Allen returned to New Orleans full time in 2007, the media attention, 

documentary films, and international press had made him into a celebrity. His newfound fame 

contributed to him receiving various forms of support that allowed him begin picking up the 

pieces of his life Katrina had mangled, and attempt to move forward. In 2008, with the help of 

his managers, Allen applied for a house in the newly developed New Orleans Habitat Musicians 

Village—also called the “Musicians’ Village” or the “Village”—a community of newly built 

homes and a center for music located in the Upper Ninth Ward of New Orleans. New Orleans 

Area Habitat for Humanity (NOAHH) bought eight acres of land specifically for the Musicians’ 

Village on January 9, 2006, from the New Orleans Public School District at the former site of 

Kohn Junior High School (located around the corner from 1705 Pauline Street, where I grew up). 

Rebirth’s Frazier brothers and I first participated in a school marching band at Kohn. The school 

comprised four square blocks, had a football field, a baseball diamond, a building dedicated to 
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music and art education, and a two-story gymnasium. The core of the Village is bounded by 

North Johnson Street, Mazant Street, North Roman Street, and Alvar Street, with Bartholomew 

Street running through the center, and another single block running down Mazant Street 

extending to North Derbigny Street. 

 The Upper Ninth Ward, across the Industrial Canal from the Lower Nine, has a strong 

neighborhood history. Like many of the city’s predominantly Black urban neighborhoods, it was 

economically challenged before the storm and remains so today. The Village currently exists as a 

beautified island of bright tropical-colored houses surrounded by blight and poverty. A sketch of 

the Village in given in map 1 to illustrate its geographic layout.
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Map 1. Musicians’ Village in New Orleans’ Upper-Ninth Ward. 
Image by Musicians’ Village



 Unfortunately, the commercial investment expected following the development of the 

Musicians’ Village never materialized. Besides a single corner store, K  M’s Food Store (which 

has recently been torn down and is currently an empty lot overtaken by trash and uncut grass), 

and several liquor stores within walking distance. There is no shopping nearby, and the only fast-

food restaurant is a Church’s Fried Chicken on North Galvez Street, six blocks away. Two blocks 

away, the construction of a New Orleans Police Department station to replace the one destroyed 

by Katrina is under way, considering it has been nine-years since Katrina. One block away in the 

opposite direction is William Frantz Elementary School, the site where a then six-year-old Ruby 

Bridges enrolled in November 1960, making it the first elementary school in New Orleans to be 

integrated. It has been recently renovated and modernized, and is being operated as a charter 

school called Akki. Unfortunately, because very little of the neighborhoods surrounding the 

school have been repopulated, the majority of the students are bussed in from other parts of the 

city.

 The Musicians’ Village is a cornerstone of the New Orleans Area Habitat for Humanity 

(NOAHH) post-Katrina rebuilding effort, conceived by New Orleans natives and jazz musicians 

Harry Connick, Jr., and Branford Marsalis to provide a home for both the artists who have 

defined the city’s culture and the sounds that have shaped the musical vernacular of the world. 

The core idea behind Musicians’ Village is the establishment of a community for the city’s 

several generations of musicians and other families, many of whom had lived in inadequate 

housing prior to the catastrophe and remained displaced in its aftermath.16 
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 To qualify for the program, musicians had to have good credit or no credit, no major 

outstanding debt, and a yearly income of at least $19,200. When the program was announced, 

unfortunately, very few musicians were able to qualify. Perhaps in reaction to criticism from 

rumored difficulties musicians were facing in proving their credit-worthiness, NOAHH quickly 

adopted a more flexible set of regulations to prove income. Because musicians in New Orleans 

are infrequently paid through methods that require IRS W-2 or 1099 forms, NOAHH accepted 

proof of income through “gig books, tour schedules, letters from club owners and managers––

even gig posters (National Building Museum, 2010).” 

 Allen one of the few musicians who was qualified for a home mortgage in the Village. 

After the construction was completed, his house was selected by House Beautiful magazine to 

receive a full professional interior decorating job, including free furniture and appliances. But as 

was the case for so many who made it through the water, the joys of moving on with life were 

offset by painful setbacks. And as Ray Lambert suggested earlier in this chapter, the “Katrina 

Blues just don’t go away because the calendar keeps moving.” For Allen, almost as soon as he 

moved into his newly constructed $80,000 house, there were problems. The celebration of not 

only being back home in New Orleans, but also being a first-time homeowner was quickly 

dampened. 

 Within months of moving in, electrical wires started corroding, air-conditioning units 

stopped working, and personal electronics like televisions and computers started to fail. It was 

not just Allen’s house, it was the entire Village. How could this be happening in brand new 

house, many of the new homeowners asked. Allen’s home was one of 315 Habitat for Humanity 

houses in New Orleans that were constructed using defective Chinese drywall. Once again, he 
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was living out of a suitcase in temporary housing––just like he did when he was in his post-

Katrina exile––so his new house could be gutted and essentially rebuilt. Another resident of The 

Village, singer and songwriter Jesse Moore said, “It’s like we had been given this dream, and it’s 

just been shattered” (Kessler and Sapien, 2010). The musicians had to move into temporary 

housing––a move many said reignited their Katrina exile trauma––while the faulty sheetrock and 

eroded electrical systems and appliances were replaced. Still, most were left with resentment that 

has not gone away because none of their personal electronics or music equipment was replaced, 

though the damaged caused was at the fault of the suppliers and builders, not the homeowners.

 More recently, on September 19, 2013, Allen joined other Musicians Village residents on 

the WWL-TV evening news complaining that their homes are now practically falling apart. 

During one of my visits to his house he showed me the rotting wood on his front porch and 

around his windows. Discussing the situation at his house, he told me, “Man, I called those 

people over and over again and they haven’t done anything except change one board, so now I 

have to pay for a house that’s literally falling apart. The complaints continue, with Habitat for 

Humanity becoming somewhat defensive. Several musicians have told me they are planning a 

possible protest or retention of their monthly mortgage payments if all the problems caused by 

inferior building materials are not remedied soon.

 On a brighter note, instead of living directly across the street from the Industrial Canal, 

Allen now, from his front porch, he has a view of the Ellis Marsalis Center for Music, where he 

often performs, and where he can watch aspiring young musicians (including my youngest two 

children) and dancers attending after-school and Saturday classes. For the moment, he told me he 

remains optimistic about New Orleans, though he often questions whether he made the right 
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decision in moving back. The prosperity and financial reward of being a musician in New 

Orleans continues to lack those opportunities that affords musicians to make any real income 

without intensely touring. As he continues to concentrate on his personal music endeavors, he 

has told me he does not regret giving New Orleans another chance. However, he gets a daily 

reminder of Katrina’s wrath every week when he visits his parents, who rebuilt their Lower 

Ninth Ward home on the same lot their previous house once stood. And being New Orleans is 

surrounded by a network of natural and manmade waterways, Allen was not the only brass band 

musician with waterfront property who suffered a complete loss from the deluge. 

Dr. Michael White: New Orleans Jazz 
as a Metaphor for Life

 A clarinetist, composer, bandleader, and endowed chair of humanities at Xavier 

University in New Orleans, Dr. Michael White lived in a quaint neighborhood with tree-lined 

streets in the Gentilly neighborhood. White began playing with Danny Barker’s Fairview Baptist 

Church Brass Band after completing college. Though he was much older when he joined the 

aggregation, he kept stride with his bandmate from the St. Augustine High School Marching 

Band, trumpeter Leroy Jones, and childhood buddy, trumpeter Gregg Stafford, who had joined 

the Fairview when they were teenagers. After the Fairview disbanded in the mid-1970s due to 

pressure from the local Union of New Orleans Musicians, AFM 174-496, and rumors from other 

bandleaders that Barker was financially exploiting the young musicians, White joined Doc 

Paulin’s Brass Band (I will discuss Fairview and Doc Paulin in Chapter 4). 

 In Doc Paulin’s band, he played alongside my father, saxophonist Dwight J. Miller, Sr., 

and a core group of musicians who would eventually form the Pinstripe Brass Band. With Doc 

Paulin, White began honing traditional skills and stylings––a purist perspective that would prove 
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beneficial for the post-Katrina brass band community. After a several years with Doc Paulin, he 

joined the ranks of the historic Young Tuxedo Brass Band, being led by his friend Stafford. As 

many New Orleans brass band musicians eventually do, White developed his own brass band 

outfit, the Original Liberty Brass Band. During the 1980s and 1990s, in a way similar to the 

tutelage he received under Danny Barker’s mentorship, White became a strict proponent of 

keeping the tradition alive by encouraging younger musicians to learn the traditional brass band 

repertoire and dress professionally by wearing the traditional black-and-white uniforms previous 

generations had worn. As a young high school musician and leader of my own Junior Pinstripe 

Brass Band, I attended a series of Saturday morning workshops hosted by the New Orleans Jazz 

& Heritage Foundation, led by White, who would lecture about the historical imperative of 

keeping the tradition alive. Those workshops would prove vital in my own development.

 By August 2005, White had become a successful recording artist signed to the local and 

highly successful Basin Street Records, was a jazz scholar and professor of Spanish and African 

Studies at Xavier University in New Orleans, and world traveling jazz historian and writer living 

in the middle-class Gentilly neighborhood of New Orleans. The Gentilly neighborhood stretches 

from Esplanade Avenue up to the Industrial Canal, and is bounded by Lake Pontchartrain to the 

north, France Road to the east, Bayou St. John to the west, and St. Anthony Street. The 

neighborhood’s namesake thoroughfare, Gentilly Boulevard, also known as U.S. Highway 9, is 

part of the Old Spanish Trail and extends from St. Augustine, Florida, to Los Angeles, California. 

The long (geographically), graceful neighborhood is an area much favored by retirees, families 

with young children, and those attending and affiliated with Dillard University, its primary 

landmark. 
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 For many locals, the community is considered a suburban enclave for Creoles from the 

city’s 6th and 7th wards who have climbed the economic ladder but do not want to move far 

from their families, community activities, or cultural roots. Built along the naturally occurring 

Gentilly ridge, a long stretch of high ground along the former banks of Bayou Gentilly, the high 

ground eventually became a scenic neighborhood set in a landscape of old trees, wide lawns, and 

an eclectic housing stock ranging from 19th-century shotguns to early 20th-century bungalows 

and mid-20th century ranch houses; White lived in the latter.

 The backyard of his single-story house looked directly onto a flood wall of the London 

Avenue canal, which flowed above his home’s backyard. The view of the London Avenue Canal 

above the rear yards of my friends, such as trombonist Winston Turner (Junior Pinstripe/

Mahogany, Soul Rebels, and Brassaholics brass bands) who lived in that area often reminded me 

of the large boats I would see floating above my childhood neighborhood in the Upper Ninth 

Ward. Looking down Pauline Street toward the river, we would see these enormous vessels that 

appeared to literally be floating in the sky. In reality, they were navigating on the Mississippi 

River, which sat above our neighborhood, just as the London Avenue Canal flowed through the 

Gentilly neighborhood. From such a vantage, it is easy to understand the reality of New Orleans 

being a city at the bottom of a natural bowl, with the surrounding waterways such as Bayou 

Gentilly being the bowl’s edge. For residents in White’s neighborhood, the London Avenue 

Canal, constructed in the 1930s, with additional pumps put in place in 1945, serves as a drainage 

canal used for pumping rainwater out the city and into Lake Pontchartrain. 

 The main difference between the Industrial Canal and the London Avenue Canal is that 

the Industrial Canal’s primary purpose is that of a shipping channel for boats and barges, whereas 
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the London Avenue Canal is not navigable, serving only to divert water pumped from the city 

streets out the city. However, both the London Avenue Canal levee and Industrial Canal 

floodwalls were among those that were breached during or shortly after Hurricane Katrina, 

causing major flooding in parts of the city that had never flooded before. 

 According to New Orleans Historical, a collaborative story-sharing platform between the 

University of New Orleans History Department and Tulane University’s Communication 

Department, “On August 29, 2005, at about 9:30 a.m, two monoliths (30-foot-long sections of 

concrete floodwall) failed, sending torrents of water and sand into New Orleans's Gentilly 

neighborhood. The location was the 4900 block of Warrington Drive. At failure, the water level 

in the canal was about 5 feet lower than the top of the wall. Storm surge water poured through 

the gap, killing hundreds (directly and indirectly), destroying hundreds of residences, and 

causing millions of dollars in property damage. Among the houses destroyed was Dr. White’s 

home” (Mayer and Mizell-Nelson 2013).

 White, like so many New Orleans residents, lived under a false sense of security and 

safety. Following the local traditional hurricane-preparedness protocol, he packed an overnight 

bag with a few days worth of clothing and evacuated to Houston, Texas, the day before the 

storm. “Like most New Orleanians who fled Hurricane Katrina in August 2005, I thought that the 

evacuation would be nothing more than a soon-forgotten inconvenience. We would return home 

after a couple of vacation days, and everything would quickly be back to normal,” White wrote 

in a 2007 article for the Journal of American History. White continued:

But as I drove out of town it was hard to shake the feeling that this might be the “big 
one,” the storm that would fill the bowl and drown a special culture. Later, the surrealism 
of watching so much death, suffering, and destruction in my own hometown—unfolding 
live on television over several weeks—made clear that the vacation would not end any 
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time soon. It was turning into a nightmare. After endless days of attempting to learn the 
fate of family and friends and trying to adjust to displacement, the scope of personal loss 
became clearer. An aerial map on the Internet indicated that my house—located on the 
twice-breached London Avenue Canal—had not only been flooded but was stewing in 
more than eight feet of contaminated water; it would continue doing so for nearly three 
weeks. I tried not to speculate on the fate of my home’s contents until the first drive back 
home six weeks after Hurricane Katrina.

 On his first visit back to what remained of his home, White had to come to terms with the 

realization that everything he had worked so hard to attain, all his personal possessions and 

priceless jazz artifacts were destroyed. In the article White went on to say, “Walking into my 

still-standing house for the first time felt like a science fiction movie: everything was smashed, 

shattered, and scattered amid a mass of foul-smelling, sodden, and mildewed ruins. This was 

when the reality of loss hit home.” 

 For White, as for so many whose homes suffered severe damage, the first visit to what 

remained of his home was sobering––almost unbearable.“When I got back to my house, it was 

all mush. You couldn’t tell what was what,” he said in a 2008 National Public Radio interview. 

Discussing his post-Katrina experience and the loss of his material possessions, White said: 

I had been collecting for 30 years. A lot of the materials that I had were rare editions, out-
of-print items. Things that are hard to find . . . And most of the music just sort of 
crumbled up and disappeared. If you can see all the different shreds of paper molded 
together and whatever, that's what's is really left of a very extensive collection of music. 
Not only not salvageable, but unidentifiable . . . I lost pretty close to 60 instruments. 
More than 50 of them were vintage clarinets from between the late 1890s and the early 
1930s. Most of the cases had disintegrated and just popped open, and I saw a lot of the 
instruments, and it was hard to see because the wood had become discolored. It was 
swollen and all of the keys had rusted and were covered with mold and mildew. It was 
almost like looking at dead bodies in these cases. (Burnette 2006)

 Always positive and optimistic, White added, “The spirit of what I learned from the older 

musicians and what they gave me is all inside, and that's the most valuable thing I have. The 
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material things, well, is just gone.” The material things Dr. White lost were invaluable, and 

irreplaceable to both himself and the jazz community.

 As a collector of jazz instruments and memorabilia, when he evacuated he packed his 

eight most prized clarinets, but left the rest. Upon returning to the ruins of what was a house 

filled with museum-worthy memorabilia, somewhere among the piles of debris––from both his 

home and possessions that floated from neighboring properties––lay a lifetime of vintage 

instruments, sheet music, pictures, recordings, books, and film footage he had been collecting. 

Some of these irreplaceable items included:

• More than four thousand books 

• Five thousand CD recordings 

• One thousand LP’s and 78 rpm records

• Hundreds of films and documentaries on video 

• Varied musical equipment 

• Scores of complete jazz music transcriptions 

• Dozens of unrecorded original compositions 

• Thousands of photographs and periodicals 

• Rare and vintage musical instruments, including a piano 

• African and Latin percussion instruments, string instruments, several saxophones, and 
more than fifty clarinets

• Banjo and bass strings, clarinet and saxophone reeds, and other items that many older 
musicians had discarded at jobs

• Sheet music from classic recordings given to him by friends and relatives of legendary 
musicians 

• Prized artifacts such as a classic white clarinet mouthpiece belonging to Sidney Bechet 
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• A trumpet mouthpiece from Louis Armstrong’s great early rival, Jabbo Smith. There 
were also dozens of interviews he had conducted with several older musicians relating 
their experiences and stories of the early days of jazz. 

 There was no hope of salvaging anything. Items retrieved from beneath layers of muck, 

after being soaked in the toxic floodwaters for several weeks, would disintegrate at a touch. As 

he eloquently put it, in a lyrical form just as poetic as the Crescent City’s majestic blues-

drenched jazz, all the items White had collected “were a part of [the city’s] musical history 

forever silenced in the flood waters of Katrina.”

 Gregg Stafford, who has been White’s best friend, partner in music preservation, and 

bandmate for the past thirty years, mentioned to me during our interview that, “You know, I 

didn’t lose anything in the storm, my house was spared, but poor Michael, he became the 

national poster child regarding New Orleans musicians who lost [material] things to the storm.” 

Having “devoted the last decade to keeping the flame of New Orleans jazz alive,” then losing 

everything to the storm, his life was now more like that of Robert Johnson, the purveyor of 

Mississippi delta blues, as the aftermath of Katrina forced him to a crossroads of decisions, just 

as it did for thousands of Gulf Coast residents. White once wrote, “Prayer, playing music, and the 

kindness shown toward the Gulf Coast storm victims by individuals around the world kept me 

going.” Regardless of how significant or insignificant survivors’ losses were, the devastation and 

the personal struggle pushed many to the limits of their endurance. 

 Fortunately for the brass band musicians, as many of them have told me during 

interviews for this study, the music and communal environment of their performances were a 

form of therapy that provided respite from the everyday complications of loss and recovery. For 

instance, White was deeply concerned for the welfare of his mother, who was being moved from 
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different nursing homes, hospitals, and rehabilitation facilities in Houston. Yet, he could balance 

those concerns with positive feelings whenever he performed, even if that only served as 

temporary happiness, it beat being constantly down and depressed. And just as it was for other 

brass band musicians, deciding how to move forward, where to start the process of recovering, 

and how to fathom starting life over again presented challenges. Unlike Allen, who was in his 

twenties when Katrina interrupted the normality of life, White was fifty years old, enjoying a life 

of success afforded from decades of professional and artistic accomplishments, and essential was 

enjoying life at a slower pace with a concentrated focus on his music and scholarship.

 Back in New Orleans, White found his anger building as he dealt with the loss of his 

home and memorabilia, navigated the complications of insurance policies and bureaucratic 

regulations concerning his now blighted property, cared for friends and family members who 

were ill or displaced after the storm, and mourned those who died, all while living in a tiny 

FEMA trailer.17 Because of his teaching obligations at Xavier, he had to return to the city by 

January 2006. 

 At this time, the city was a complete disaster zone. None of the utilities and traffic signals 

had been repaired. There were few stores, not to mention performance outlets. Very few 

musicians had returned, specifically brass band musicians. Concenring his performances, White 

told me, “I would essentially get everybody’s flight booked to Houston, or we would drive and 

meet in Baton Rouge, then head to our destination from there, because all of my musicians were 

scattered.” He continued, telling me, “I was back because of my obligations to Xavier University, 
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and Gregg was back, because his house didn’t receive any damage. Some of the other guys were 

either in Houston, Baton Rouge, or Memphis.” 

 Although horrific, the devastation and subsequent media attention White garnered, in 

some ways propelled his popularity, just as Allen had experienced. The newfound audiences 

allowed him to benefit from performance offers all over the world. This was of course a good 

thing, being it was tough for anyone attempting to live, let alone survive as a musician in New 

Orleans during the first few months following the storm. In the city, White found himself living a 

desolate and depressing existence. However, the stress and mundane routines of cleaning, 

gutting, sorting, cleaning, gutting, sorting, crying, cussing, and cleaning was interrupted for some 

brass band musicians who were able to distract themselves with traveling and performing. 

 However, as the months slowly turned into years, White would eventually find solace in 

his music, creating a series of original compilations dedicated to the musical and cultural soul of 

his beloved city. Unfortunately, White lost his mother several years after Katrina. “It was hard to 

lose my mother, but I feel blessed I didn’t lose her to the floodwaters of Katrina,” he told me.

 During our interview in his office at Xavier University overlooking the campus quad and 

facing toward Lake Pontchartrain, the same direction as his old Gentilly neighborhood, we talked 

about everything regarding brass bands, post-Katrina, family (White attended my alma mater, St. 

Augustine High School with my uncle Graylin Miller, also a clarinetist), the legacy and potential 

of New Orleans jazz, and my research. However, the one thing we did not discuss was how 

Hurricane Katrina affected him in a personal way. Throughout my interviews I found myself not 

attempting the ask the dreaded question: How did you feel after Hurricane Katrina? As I 

internalized my reasoning for not asking this question, I would say because as someone who 
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experienced the storm and understand the sensibilities. Concerning feelings, White told me he 

“had a nagging sense of impending disaster” as he drove away from the city toward his 

evacuation destination in Baton Rouge. I shared with him that oddly, I too had a similar eerie 

feeling––almost as if I were driving away from my city for the last time.

 As we concluded the interview, White informed me that he had just moved into his new 

home, at the northern edge of Gentilly near the Lakefront, toward the University of New Orleans 

campus. I quipped that he must really enjoy living near water. With a broad smile on his face, he 

responded, “This is New Orleans, how can we avoid it if we’re living in the bottom of a bowl!” 

Once the interview was over, we shook hands, and he asked me to tell my dad and uncle hello for 

him. But as great and wothwhile our interview was, something still felt out of place.

 I do not live far from Xavier University so I rode my bicycle. As I reflected on our 

conversation during my bike ride back home, I recognized the root of the eeriness that had 

nagged me throughout our interview. Of all the days to schedule our interview, we unknowingly 

agreed on August 29, 2013––the eight-year anniversary of Hurricane Katrina. Of all the locations 

we could have chosen, we agreed to meet at his office on Xavier University’s campus, the place 

White called home while living in a FEMA trailer there. I’m sure the date explained both my 

unwitting avoidance of discussing the personal impact of Katrina, and the reason his phone rang 

literally every five minutes throughout our two-hour interview. 

 In the years since Hurricane Katrina, White has released several new albums, continues to 

teach at Xavier University (he now teaches in the Department of African-American Studies and 

Culture), and tours nationally and internationally performing and lecturing about New Orleans 

jazz and the city’s cultural heritage. In partnership with The New Orleans Jazz  Heritage Festival 
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and Foundation and the National Park Service, he has once again begun working with younger 

brass bands such as the Hot 8 Brass Band and the To Be Continued Brass Band (TBC) in an 

effort to pass the tradition on, in the same way his tutelage helped me understand the importance 

of embracing the traditions of the brass band culture while infusing elements of generational and 

popular music relevance. In 2008, he was nominated to become a National Endowment for the 

Arts (NEA) Heritage Fellow. In 2009, he was the featured speaker and performer for the 

Imagining America conference held in New Orleans, Louisiana.

 Discussing his survival and mental well-being throughout his post-Hurricane Katrina era, 

White said, “My musical life has helped me to survive a series of tough personal losses: my 

home, my mother, family members, friends, archival collection, and much more. But the music 

has helped me to cope in a period of continuing recovery-related difficulties.” For the City of 

New Orleans, he suggested, “Our musical heritage has played a role in the continuing struggle 

for recovery. New Orleanians learned the value of our unique cultural traditions while displaced 

and living in places where the cultural heritage was not as rich” (White 2009). In the years since 

Katrina, White has used his scholarly and musical voices to communicate a profound 

understanding of the intersection of cultural, political, and personal realities. For him, music has 

been at the center of his post-Katrina resurrection.

 White’s story of loss was widely covered by national and international media outlets. 

When I asked how he felt about the attention, he told me, “I appreciated the much-needed 

attention, and I do feel that it helped to build support for the jazz community and open new 

avenues of opportunities for not only me, but New Orleans musicians as a whole.” For some of 

the brass band musicians who were not the focus of media attention, their losses were just as 
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great, and in some instances, personal in a way far beyond material loss. In the next section, I 

discuss a musician for whom Katrina became an impetus of loss, battles, and the ultimate test of 

faith and personal resilience. 

Joseph Torregano: Loss, Strength, Hope, and Determination 

 Unlike White and Allen, Joseph “Joe” Torregano did not live in waterfront property, per 

se. But his Pontchartrain Park neighborhood was developed on a peninsula situated between the 

Industrial Canal, London Avenue Canal, and Lake Pontchartrain, so he was essentially 

surrounded by water. He lived six miles from Allen, whom he mentored, and four miles from 

White, a friend a fellow clarinetist. A bandleader, schoolteacher, and police officer, Torregano 

was a member of the cadre of young musicians who took an interest in the New Orleans brass 

band idiom during the 1960s and 1970s, instigating a renaissance that has remained strong. 

 Born into a close-knit Creole family, and raised in the culturally rich Treme 

neighborhood, Torregano was immersed in the music and cultural practices of brass bands from a 

very young age. He took private lessons and musical training from some of the city’s most highly  

regarded musicians and teachers, including Willie Humphrey, Carey Levigne, Donald 

Richardson, and Edwin Hampton. Discussing his Treme childhood in an interview with musician 

and researcher Mick Burns (2006), Torregano said,“I went to Craig [Elementary] School . . . the 

original Caledonia bar was in the neighborhood, and I saw jazz funerals several times a 

week . . . On Sundays, my father [Louis Torregano, Sr.] would bring me out to see jazz funerals, 

and on Sundays to see the social [and pleasure] club parades” (49).18
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 He began his professional music career with Ernest "Doc" Paulin's Brass Band, at the age 

of eighteen. A year later he was a member of Danny Barker's Fairview Baptist Church Brass 

Band. Because of a range of allegations and problems (discussed in previous section) associated 

with the popularity of the Fairview, Torregano decided to leave the group, join the musicians 

union, and at age twenty, became a member of the historic Olympia Brass Band, under the 

leadership of saxophonist Harold Dejean. Eventually he would join Gregg Stafford in the Young 

Tuxedo Brass Band. Olympia and Tuxedo were two of the city's oldest actively performing brass 

band ensembles at the time. He also performed with Leroy Jones’ Hurricane Brass Band, another 

offshoot from the Fairview Brass Band. 

 “During those times, [brass] bands were fewer, and demand and opportunities were much 

greater,” my dad told me while talking about the popularity of brass bands during the 1970s and 

1980s. For Torregano, the work was plentiful, and he was able to stay busy performing. 

However, dedicating himself to the demands of the life as a musician was becoming more 

challenging as he began to start a family and focus on using the music education degree he had 

attained from Southern University at New Orleans in 1975.

 His family life and professional concentration as a teacher began to take precedence over 

late-night, low-paying gigs on Bourbon Street. Around 1981, he left the Olympia Brass Band 

after about eight years of performing with the legendary ensemble. “That was my own 

decision . . .” having been recently married, “There were kids on the way, and I had my music 

teaching.” Fast-forward to August 2005 when Katrina made landfall, Torregano had entered his 

thirtieth year as a K-12 music teacher. He was still an active member of the Young Tuxedo Brass 

Band, performing alongside White and Stafford, Andrew Hall’s Society Brass Band, and the 
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Royal Players Brass Band, performing alongside Anthony Bennett and myself. As though his life 

was not busy enough, along with being a teacher and professional musician, he was also a 

member of the resource division with the New Orleans Police Department’s civilian volunteers 

unit. “The police work is my way of saying thank you to New Orleans” (Burns 2006). 

 When not working one of his multiple occupations, or traveling the world sharing the 

culture and music of his beloved New Orleans, Torregano enjoyed spending time with his wife 

and two kids in the quaint Pontchartrain Park single-story ranch house he bought in 1983, located 

on Desire Drive, a beautiful tree-lined street in Gentilly that resembled a suburban movie set. 

 “The Park” as it was affectionally known by locals, was developed in 1954 as one of the 

first suburban-style subdivisions in the United States developed by and for middle-class Black 

Americans (and one of the oldest of its kind in the country). “We had been living in that house 

for twenty-one years when Hurricane Katrina came ashore,” Torregano said during an interview 

at the Ellis Marsalis Center for Music in Musicians’ Village. It was the only place his kids called 

home until they left to attend college.

 Located in a northeastern corner of Orleans Parish formed by Lake Pontchartrain and the 

Industrial Canal, Pontchartrain Park is a subdistrict of the greater Gentilly District Area, 

Pontchartrain Park was developed along the same Gentilly Ridge as White’s neighborhood. 

Geographically, it sits on high land squarely between Allen’s Ninth Ward neighborhood  and 

White’s neighborhood. The homes of Pontchartrain Park have expansive yards and are situation 

on streets lined with enormous oak trees, that made the subdivision one of the most desirable 

family-oriented communities for Blacks. The residential district was built on top of backswamps 

that were drained in the 1940s. When construction began, the land was between five and seven 
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feet below sea level, although the entire New Orleans metropolitan area continues to subside 

from natural settling and coastal erosion. 

 The neighborhood offered Black families amenities that were unprecedented at the time, 

such as all single-family homes, high rates of owner occupancy, an eighteen-hole professional 

golf course, and limited routes in and out of the community. Families stayed in the neighborhood 

generation after generation, creating a close-knit friendships.19

 Similar to White’s neighborhood, The Park became an enclave for Creole families from 

the city’s Sixth and Seventh wards. After World War II, there was a growing class of Black 

professionals: lawyers, doctors, pharmacist, nurses, teachers, postal workers, contractors, and 

business owners. Because Jim Crow and racial segregation prevented them from purchasing 

homes in other parts of the city, the newly developed Pontchartrain Park, with its professional 

golf course. This was especially important, being the public golf courses at Audubon and City 

Park were off-limits for Black people. Across from the golf course is the campus of Southern 

University at New Orleans. Gentilly Woods shopping center, with an assortment of shopping 

options and eateries anchored the neighborhood. Parks were situated throughout the community 

and access to Lake Pontchartrain was within walking distance, providing residents a quality of 

life that was unattainable in the congested urban core of the city. 

 The neighborhood became home to prominent New Orleanians such as mayors Dutch 

Morial and his son Marc Morial, district attorney Eddie Jordan, actor Wendell Pierce from 

HBO’s The Wire and Treme, and jazz musicians such as trumpeter and composer Terrence 
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Blanchard, trumpeter, composer, and bandleader Dave Bartholomew, trumpeter Andrew Baham, 

saxophonist and Olympia Brass Bandleader Harold Dejean, and drummer and educator Jonathan 

Bloom. Torregano told me about the joys of living in such a close-knit neighborhood surrounded 

by so many musicians, saying, “Andrew lived around the corner from me on Louisa Street, 

Jonathan was on Pauline Drive, and I would always go sit down in Mr. Bartholomew’s backyard 

and talk about music. There are not too many neighborhoods like this and Treme that have so 

many musicians and artists living here.” 

 I was familiar with the comfortable community, having spent most summers throughout 

my youth at my Uncle Louis’ house on Montegut Drive, three blocks from Torregano’s home. 

My cousins and I would ride our bikes all day, play sports at the park, walk to the shopping 

center, or just hang out being kids. The long, flowing blocks, the length of three or four normal 

city blocks, are intersected by walking paths called cat walks that allow residents to easily visit 

friends and family throughout the neighborhood. Crime problems commonly associated with 

urban Black communities were nonexistent in The Park. It was the kind of community where all 

the neighbors knew each other, and it was safe to leave the house unlocked with no worries of 

someone attempting to break in. Residents had the convenience of having most of their needs, 

including schools and stores, available within walking distance.

   Pontchartrain Park, which had never flooded before Hurricane Katrina, was inundated by 

floodwaters from the combined overtopping of a section of the Industrial Canal floodwall near 

Lake Ponchartrain and from several major breaches of floodwalls along the London Avenue 

Canal in White’s neighborhood. Like White and Allen, Torregano’s house was a complete loss. It 

was inundated by ten feet of floodwater, then sat in several feet of putrid floodwater for three 
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weeks. Whatever items and personal possessions he did not bring with him when he evacuated to 

the Mississippi delta, where his brother Michael was teaching at Mississippi Valley State 

University, were lost, including the first clarinet he received as a child.

 “What does it feel like to wake up one day at age fifty-three and realize you have become 

homeless, at no fault of your own?” That was the first question Torregano asked me after I 

introduced my interest in discussing how Katrina had an impact on him in a personal way. “The 

water was up to my roof and the large oak tree in my backyard ended up in my living room. The 

tree landed in the exact spot I would normally sit in my recliner to watch television. Now that’s a 

scary thought.” I had visited Torregano’s home on several occasions before Katrina. His home 

was truly his sanctuary, and his neighborhood was a communal place of like-minded musicians, 

professionals, and families. Though his collection of memorabilia was not as extensive as 

White’s, he too had collected a lifetime of irreplaceable performance videos, unique European 

editions of jazz movies and albums, photos, festival paraphernalia signed by dignitaries, decades 

worth of jazz festival posters, band T-shirts, and instruments, including several antique clarinets.

 Hurricane Katrina could not have come at a worse time in Torregano’s life. As Katrina 

survivors, we have adopted a notion of analyzing our lives as before Katrina and after Katrina. 

What is often blocked out of those pre and post memories is that fact that life was in motion 

before the storm made landfall, and those life events are interrelated to our Katrina experiences. 

For Torregano, a series of shocks had unfolded in the years preceding the storm. In 2003, his 

brother Louis passed away. Then, in 2004, his wife said she wanted a divorce. Six days later, his 

brother Ray passed away. As though his life was not already topsy-turvy, Katrina would aim her 

ravage on New Orleans, taking away what little sense of normality that remained. 

108



 As a police officer, Torregano was able to get updates about the condition of the city and 

the severity of the damage from internal sources on the NOPD. Unfortunately, some of those 

sources had to share the tragic news that he had also lost several NOPD colleagues to suicide in 

the days and months immediately following the storm. Sergeant Paul Accardo, a department 

spokesman, was one of those friends. He shot himself in the head in a parking lot. According to 

former Police Superintendent Eddie Compass, Accardo “had endured a devastating week just 

like many people, he lost everything he owned, and was left without any mooring” (O’Brien 

2005).20 

 Accardo and his spouse had separated a few months before Katrina, and it can only be 

assumed that the additional stress of the storm and the chaotic aftermath for law enforcement 

personnel only made matters worse. “As a police officer, and as a New Orleanian, I’m pretty 

resilient, but Katrina pushed me to the edge. The reports I was getting were horrific . . . Just at 

the point in life where I’m ready to slow down and take it easy, suddenly . . . I’m homeless. That 

shit wasn’t easy to just put away,” Torregano told during a phone interview. Word eventually got 

back to him that Pontchartrain Park was devastated, including the Southern University campus. 

Talking about damage to his house, he told me: 

It was about three weeks after the storm before I was able to get back to my house. When 
I got to the carport, the mud had to be at least eight or nine inches thick. Trees were 
down, cars overturned, the iron doors on the house wouldn’t open, my refrigerator was 
right behind the front door, the furniture from the bedrooms had floated to other parts of 
the house, and some of them had just bonded where it looked like one big piece of 
furniture. There was a huge tree in my back yard that fell in the back room. The tree 
ruptured a gas line and gas was spewing. I called Michelle [ex-wife] and said, “There’s 
no way this house can be remodeled, it’s going to need to be demolished.” Ten feet easily, 
and it probably sat there a week before it drained out. I had home movies from when we 

109

20 For more regarding mental health issues following Hurricane Katrina, see Health Care In New Orleans Before 
And After Hurricane Katrina (2006), written by Robin Rudowitz, Diane Rowland and Adele Shartzer.

http://content.healthaffairs.org/search?author1=Robin+Rudowitz&sortspec=date&submit=Submit
http://content.healthaffairs.org/search?author1=Robin+Rudowitz&sortspec=date&submit=Submit
http://content.healthaffairs.org/search?author1=Diane+Rowland&sortspec=date&submit=Submit
http://content.healthaffairs.org/search?author1=Diane+Rowland&sortspec=date&submit=Submit
http://content.healthaffairs.org/search?author1=Adele+Shartzer&sortspec=date&submit=Submit
http://content.healthaffairs.org/search?author1=Adele+Shartzer&sortspec=date&submit=Submit


played at the White House in 1988; that was wiped out. When I opened my alto 
saxophone case outside, the keys literally fell off. When we pushed the piano out, it was 
like watching the end of the Blues Brothers when the car fell apart—the piano literally 
fell apart. (personal interview, October 14, 2013)

 Amid all his loss, Torregano still felt hopeful. He had his life, no family members were 

lost to the disaster, and he had flood and homeowners insurance to cover the house. However, it 

was on a visit to the Lower Ninth Ward where he lost the strength to hold his emotions and anger 

at bay: 

I still felt blessed. I never cried when I went to my house. But when I went to the Lower 
Ninth Ward and saw the destruction, houses overturned, and I know people were in those 
houses and many didn’t have the insurance and blessings that I was fortunate to have. 
That’s when I finally broke down. The devastation was emotionally unbearable. I still cry 
when I think of what I saw and what those residents experienced. Those houses were 
owned by families for generations. How do they move on from that? But on a personal 
note, one of the toughest things to accept at one time is that I was the only family 
member left here in the state of Louisiana. I was here by myself, and that was an eerie 
feeling. (personal interview, October 14, 2013)

In August 2005, Torregano had returned to teaching at East St. John High School, where 

he first became a full-time band director after graduating from college. Having no place to live in 

New Orleans, a colleague offered him a place to stay that would be closer to the school, and safer 

than attempting to commute to the city. He slept on an air mattress there for about seven weeks. 

His brother Michael, who was teaching at Mississippi Valley, allowed him to live at his house on 

the West Bank indefinitely. He lived there until January 2006, when he decided New Orleans 

would no longer be his home. The peacefulness of small-town lifestyle became attractive. 

 Andrew Baham, trumpeter for Big Sam’s Funky Nation, Royal Players Brass Band, 

Mahogany Brass Band, and Stooges Brass Band, lived around the corner from Torregano in 

Ponchartrain Park on Louisa Drive. Discussing the severity of Katrina’s impact he said, 

“According to the insurance company, they estimated twelve feet of water at our house, but I’m 
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sure it was much higher at its highest point.” Baham, a young trumpeter who is also an 

accomplished composer and producer lost every material possession except his trumpet to the 

flood. For Baham, more important than the material loss of his childhood home, which he shared 

with his mother, was the loss of its symbolic value as the last physical reminder of his father, 

who died in 2002. In a very nuanced voice, he said, “Katrina took our house, all my pictures, 

memories of my childhood, everything I owned . . . Everything. In so many ways, it took my 

soul. Memories are what we make them. We depend on physical re-creations like pictures to 

make those memories the basis of some form of reality, and unfortunately, Katrina took that 

away too.”

 Following Katrina, Baham made an attempt to move forward beyond the pain of 

memories lost. Like Allen, he too applied for a house in the Musicians’ Village. Because the 

family house in Pontchartrain Park was paid off before Katrina, his mother could not face 

demolition of her home and moving elsewhere. Instead, she opted to rebuild. After being 

scammed by ruthless contractors, and being forced to enter debt by needing a new mortgage––

against Andrew’s wishes––the house was rebuilt. But because of the housing market crash and 

2008, plus the lack of building momentum in their community, Mrs. Baham now found herself 

with a mortgage worth more then the actual house. While Baham was helping his mother 

navigate her own post-Katrina nightmare, he was facing one himself. He was one of the new 

homeowners who had to move out because of the same inferior Chinese drywall that drove Allen 

and the other Musicians’ Village residents from their new homes.

 Baham’s situation is a reminder that material losses can symbolize emotional losses that a 

casual observer might never see. In a similar way, the family of trumpeter and composer Terence 
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Blanchard, the flooding of Pontchartrain Park brought back painful memories. Blanchard’s 

parents moved to the community after Hurricane Betsy flooded their Lower Ninth Ward 

neighborhood in 1965. That horrific nightmare was relived during Katrina, as his mother, 

Wilhelmina, lost her home in the tragedy. Thankfully, she survived. For the resident who lived 

there, the Park was supposed to be safe. It was on higher ground and had never flooded before. 

However, Katrina was a storm unlike any before it. With this storm safety from flooding was no 

longer a guarantee with the failure of the federal levee protection systems that were supposed to 

keep all the residents of New Orleans safe. Unfortunately, Torregano, along with his neighbors, 

lost everything.

In January 2006, Torregano did something many New Orleanians said they would never 

do, but did after Katrina: He moved out of New Orleans. Torregano bought a new home thirty 

miles outside the city, officially relocating from New Orleans to LaPlace, Louisiana, a small 

community that was settled as a farming village in the eighteenth-century during Louisiana’s 

French colonial era. Located in St. John the Baptist Parish, along the east bank of the Mississippi 

River, LaPlace is the birthplace of early jazz musicians Kid Ory and Wellman Braud, and has 

been designated "Andouille Capital of the World." It is also claimed to be the location of the 

largest slave revolt in the country, where approximately five hundred Africans rebelled in 1811. 

Although LaPlace is far removed from the Creolized cultural familiarity of Treme, the 

neighborhood considered the birthplace of jazz, and the close-knit neighborliness of 

Pontchartrain Park, it does have a kindred familiarity with a particular historic New Orleans 

experience––flooding. 
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 In 1871, the Bonnet Carré Crevasse, fifteen miles upriver from New Orleans, flooded 

metropolitan New Orleans. The Mississippi River levee breach resulted in the worst flooding the 

city had experienced since the 1849 Sauvé’s Crevasse flooded much of the city. The 1849 flood 

resulted from a levee break at the Pierre Sauvé plantation, located at what is now River Ridge, 

about seventeen miles from New Orleans (seven miles from my house in Carrollton). Most of 

what is now Uptown New Orleans, the New Orleans Central Business District, and Carrollton 

were badly flooded. Many other low-lying parts of New Orleans and Jefferson Parish were 

inundated. In some areas of the city the water was so high it leveled off with Lake Pontchartrain 

and the Mississippi River. If Torregano was not aware of the LaPlace’s flooding history, he and 

other residents were reminded during August 2012, as Hurricane Isaac barreled toward New 

Orleans. There had been no hurricanes to pose a threat to New Orleans since Katrina, but Isaac’s 

path was forecast to make a direct hit.

 Since Katrina, it has become habitual for some members of the brass band community to 

check in with one another throughout hurricane season to see who evacuated and assure their 

well-being. For my family and I, the home we bought in February 2006 in Columbus, 

Mississippi, now serves as our evacuation destination. For many, heading toward Baton Rouge is 

still considered a good evacuation strategy. 

 When I saw the storm forecast, Isaac’s path changed at the last minute, shifting west 

toward Baton Rouge. Then the reports bombarded the broadcast news channels that the fierce 

winds had picked up, and levees in the LaPlace area were beginning to fail. I remember calling 

Torregano (along with other musicians) to see how he was doing. He told me he was doing fine, 

and that the flood waters “surprisingly stopped right at the edge of my driveway.” Seven years 
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after moving on with life, tearing his Pontchartrain Park house down and selling the land to the 

state, and moving far outside the city, Torregano’s path to recovery from Katrina was suddenly 

jarred as reminders of Katrina became real. Thousands of people were being rescued as levees 

protecting LaPlace ruptured. The floodwaters rose above the roofs of houses. According to news 

reports, rescue efforts could not keep pace with the residents needing assistance.

 During a news conference, Lieutenant Governor Jay Dardenne said, “The floodwaters 

were shockingly fast-rising [and] caught everybody by surprise” (Burdeau and Kunzelman 

2012). President Barack Obama declared federal emergencies in Louisiana, as the storm knocked 

out power to as many as 700,000 people, stripped branches off trees and completely flattened 

fields of sugar cane. For New Orleans residents, Isaac was the biggest storm to test newly erected 

floodwalls and drainage systems since Katrina. But for Torregano, Isaac’s power was nowhere as 

treacherous as the personal storm he had been battling with his health since 2010. 

 On a trip to Denver, Torregano fell ill. He shared his very personal and very resilient 

journey with me at the Ellis Marsalis Center for Music at the Musicians’ Village several weeks 

after he had been released from a cancer treatment program—cancer free. His biggest test of 

faith and survival was yet to come. Discussing his ordeal he told me:

I came back to work 2009/2010 school year teaching music education at East St. John 
High School. I took my physical in November 2009 and passed it with flying colors. 
Right after January 2010, I started suffering from extreme exhaustion. After working my 
NOPD detail at the Saints versus Green Bay playoffs championship football game, I went 
home and plopped on the sofa and fell into a deep sleep. Three days later, my girlfriend—
I had been divorced by this time—who is a family doctor noticed something was not 
right. I got lab work done, and the results were not good. The doctor (a friend of his 
girlfriend) said I had a severe case of anemia that did not look promising. Both my 
brothers Louis and Roy died of cancer, one in 2003, the other six months later. I got bone 
marrow test and was diagnosed with lymphoma. Treatment was scheduled for six to eight 
months, at intervals of two to three weeks. Several weeks later my girlfriend and I went 
to Colorado for an Earl Klugh concert, and my nose began bleeding at dinner with Earl 
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and his wife. That next day, Saturday, I couldn’t get out of bed. Sunday they wheeled me 
out of the hotel in a wheelchair. I was to weak to fly and was immediately admitted to the 
hospital for four days. I started chemo when I got back to Baton Rouge; as soon as they 
started, my kidneys failed. I spent twenty-seven days in the hospital. I went in weighing 
248 pounds, and came out weighing 141. I couldn’t eat food. Couldn’t hold anything 
down . . .

 A few months later, his cancer was gone. The doctors were also concerned about 

depression. “I just laughed when she suggested I was depressed . . . I told her I was the last 

person to be depressed.” Torregano’s denial of depression or symptoms of Post-Traumatic Stress 

Disorder (PTSD) is a common theme among Katrina survivors, as we will explore in the next 

section of this chapter. However, as this chapter has highlighted thus far, August 29, 2005, 

became the genesis of the “Katrina Blues,” and for these brass band musicians, the difficulties 

seem to be concurrent, seemingly refusing to go away. Eleven months after he was declared 

cancer free, Torregano received some not so good news. His cancer had returned. Discussing his 

newest prognosis, he told me:

During one of my followup visits, the doctor walked in the room with tears in her eyes, 
and said she once again had bad news. I had to have emergency surgery. That didn’t go 
well, so they performed a second surgery, which opened my entire stomach and chest 
cavity. [Afterward] I was rushed to M. D. Anderson Cancer treatment Center in Houston, 
Texas, Friday morning. After a series of tests, I was given three weeks to get my house in 
order (family arrangements, burial plans, etcetera) and be back to begin treatment. The 
doctor promised I would be cancer-free in twenty-one days. I was in an isolation room, 
and after twenty-one days, I was diagnosed as once again being cancer-free. I was 
released from the program in July 2013. Like I tell people, between all the chemotherapy
—I had over thirteen-hundred chemo treatments, including taking a chemo pill orally 
every day, thirty bone marrow aspirations, and two injections of chemo directly in my 
spine. I had given so much blood that toward the end of my treatments they couldn’t even 
find a vein. The cancer I had only has a survival rate of 15 percent. Well, on September 
26, 2013, I was cleared of cancer.

Torregano and I had originally scheduled our interview for August 19, 2013, at his house in 

LaPlace, but reoccurring illnesses postponed our meeting several times. A few weeks before our 
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interview he had blood clots in both legs that seriously weakened his immune system. For me, 

Torregano has been a mentor on multiple levels, and since learning of his illness in 2010, I had 

been very concerned. However, as I interviewed him, it took all of my inner strength to hold 

back the tears. 

 After suffering so much loss, so many setbacks, how could someone still be so 

optimistic? I could not resist asking him: Where does your personal strength and resiliency come 

from? With a broad smile on his face, up looked up toward the ceiling and told me, “Me and God 

had a conversation, and I asked him to give me half the strength my brother Louis had.” He 

continued, saying, “Anyone who says God does not make miracles happen, tell them to come 

talk to me. I’m a living example.” Besides his deep-rooted spirituality, being a brass band 

musician has also played a significant role in pushing past the negative events in his life. He 

began performing with Stafford about seven weeks after Katrina, and told me, “In dealing with 

each of my health episodes, my goal was not to survive, but to be able to perform again.” In this 

way, for Torregano, music has served as a source of the inspiration, resilience, and survival that 

epitomizes the story of Hurricane Katrina and post-disaster resilience.

Brass Band Musicians Housing Diaspora

  The struggles of Allen, Baham, Blanchard, Torregano, and White are a small 

fraction of those confronted by brass band musicians before, during, and after Katrina. Several 

volumes could easily be written detailing similar stories about the entire brass band community, 

which unfortunately, is not the intention of this thesis. However, their stories exemplify the wide-

ranging affects of Hurricane Katrina and how the storm affected New Orleans brass band 

musicians. The following represents a small sampling of other brass band musicians who lost 
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either their homes or access to their homes in public housing complexes that were closed by the 

federal government after the storm. These musicians include:  

• David Wallace, bass drummer for Mahogany Brass Band, lived in the Franklin Avenue 
neighborhood, one block from a manmade canal designed to channel rainwater out of 
the city. His home was inundated by as much as seven feet of floodwater. It was a total 
loss, including his home recording studio, equipment, and drums. In April of 2012, he 
and his family finally moved back into their home, although the neighborhood still 
looks as though Katrina was more recent, rather than nine years ago.

• Lionel Lee, bass drummer for Pinstripe Brass Band, lived in the Milneburg 
neighborhood, located in the Gentilly District Area on Mendez Street. His home 
suffered extensive damage. He and his wife have relocated to Baton Rouge, Louisiana, 
about 80 miles northwest of New Orleans. Many of the former residents in this once 
working- and middle-class neighborhood have made similar choices, thus very few of 
the houses have been fully rebuilt and occupied. 

• Terrence Hillard, Sr., bass drummer and leader of Jazzmen Brass Band, lived in 
Michoud, a community located in Eastern New Orleans, near the NASA Michoud 
Assembly Facility. The first floor of his two-story home was inundated with flood 
water, that sat stagnant for weeks. A UPS route manager for more than twenty-years, he 
had the financial resources to rebuild his home, and in 2008, was able to move back in. 
Unfortunately, his once-prosperous middle-class neighborhood has become partially 
abandoned, and stately homes have become rentals.

• Winston Turner, trombonist and bandleader for the Brass-A-Holics (formerly with 
Soul Rebels Brass Band), lived with his family in the Gentilly neighborhood, a few 
blocks from the same ruptured concrete flood wall that caused the flooding to White’s 
house. Facing a similar outcome, the Turner home too was submerged, falling victim to 
the rushing walls of water. His family has relocated to Gramercy, Louisiana, a small 
town in St. James Parish, between New Orleans and Baton Rouge.

• Woody Penouih, Jr, sousaphonist and bandleader for Storyville Stompers, lived in 
Mid-City, two blocks from Bayou St. John. The first floor of his two-story home was 
flooded with about five feet of water that would eventually ruin everything after not 
subsiding more than three weeks after the storm. His home suffered additional flooding 
from Hurricane Rita. He was able to live on the second floor of his house until the first 
floor could be repaired. Woody was one of the first brass band musicians to return to 
the city after Katrina. In recent years, his neighborhood has become a booming enclave 
dotted with modern houses and urban shopping developments. 
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• Karl “Boom Boom” Helwiek, bass drummer for Storyville Brass Band, lived in the 
Lakeview neighborhood on Canal Boulevard, about one mile from from the 17th Street 
Canal, and one-half mile from the Orleans Canal. The Orleans Canal is one of three 
New Orleans outfall canals, along with the 17th Street and the London Avenue canals. 
The 17th Street Canal floodwall failure has been considered one of the most egregious 
causes for the widespread flooding throughout the city. The Corps of Engineers 
attempted to plug the massive breaches for several weeks before they were finally able 
to slow the flow of water. Unfortunately, by the time they were able to stop the breach, 
the damage had been done. Helwiek’s house was flooding by seven to nine feet of 
water. He completed renovations in 2010, and moved back into his home permanently 
in 2011.

• Dwight J. Miller, Sr., saxophonist for the Pinstripe, Mahogany, and Jazzmen brass 
bands, lived in New Orleans East (NOE), one block from Lake Pontchartrain. 
Fortunately, the levees did not breach, however, floodwaters accumulated, rising to 
about three feet, just enough to require all the furniture, appliances, cabinetry, and 
sheetrock be replaced. He moved back into his home in 2006, and the quiet 
neighborhood has returned to its original family orientation. However, many other areas 
of NOE have been become ghetto enclaves, filled with abandoned homes, crime, drugs, 
and murder. Many longtime residents blame the shift on middle-class families who 
choose not to return, an overabundance of available homes converted to rental 
properties, and the closing of the housing projects, which forced former tenants to find 
affordable subsidized rents, that are now plentiful in NOE.

• Lumar LeBlanc and Marcus Hubbard, snare drummer and trumpeter for the Soul 
Rebels Brass Band, both suffered severe damage to their homes in New Orleans East. 
They both continue to drive back and forth each week between New Orleans and 
Houston, Texas, where they have lived since the flood. “I can’t afford to fix my home,” 
LeBlanc told Michael Welch in 2011 for Offbeat magazine. Both have purchased homes 
in the suburbs of Houston, where neighborhoods are safe, jobs pay well, and schools 
offer rewarding educational opportunities for students. However, they still own their 
properties in NOE.

 For brass band musicians who were homeowners, although their quantity of loss may 

have fluctuated depending what area of the city their property was located. For those who did 

suffer damage, the realization of practically starting over from scratch, having to apply for new 

home loans, rising homeowners and flood insurance costs, and a three-fold increase in property 

taxes became overwhelming. During the first four years after the storm, gigs became fewer and 
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farther between, and it soon became clear that people would have to depend heavily on their 

personal savings, rather than insurance proceeds or government support, to replace their ruined 

possessions.

 Musicians who lived on one of the natural earthen ridge along the Mississippi River, such 

as Desmond Venable, Herbert McCarver III, and Gregg Stafford, they were spared the need to 

deal with housing issues. For example, Venable reported having suffered no floodwater and only 

slight wind damage to his home located on 3rd Street, in the Uptown section of New Orleans. 

However, he told me, “Man, they kicked my doors in and stole all my clothes! Now I’m trying to 

figure out why, and what in the hell could they do with my clothes, as big as I am? You know, 

not too many people can fit a 400-pound person’s clothes.” McCarver, snare drummer and leader 

of the Pinstripe Brass Band, did not have any loss or damage, “Except for my fence that fell in 

the backyard, and it was old anyway,” he told me during our interview. The sense of loss and the 

meaningfulness of tangible things—the loss of social and environmental familiarity combined 

with strong personal and community connections—was thematically expressed by all the 

musicians interviewed for this study. For those musicians (and residents) who were not 

homeowners, the lack of public housing and affordable rents became their main barrier.

“Uncle Lionel” Batiste: Evictions and Public Housing 

 “Uncle Lionel” Batiste, the vivacious bass drummer for Treme Brass Band, and iconic 

dapper character of New Orleans music and culture, was born on February 1, 1931, in New 

Orleans, and grew up in Faubourg Tremé, the neighborhood he would reside his entire life, until 

Hurricane Katrina. On August 29, 2005, “Uncle Lionel” was a resident of the Lafitte housing 

project, in the same apartment he lived in since 1981, according to his best friend and fellow 
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bandmate, snare drummer and Treme Brass Bandleader “Uncle Benny” Jones. He was one of 

several brass band musicians who lived in public housing, including Jeffrey Hill, sousaphonist 

with Treme, Mahogany, and Lil’ Rascals Brass Bands, who also lived in “The Lafitte,” as it is 

was called by locals. 

 The Lafitte was a 896-unit housing development built in 1941 in the Faubourg Treme 

neighborhood in the Sixth Ward of New Orleans. The Lafitte was developed to house African 

American tenants, while the nearby Iberville development accommodated Caucasian tenants. 

Both developments are within walking distance of the French Quarter, with the Iberville being 

literally across the street from the famous adult district. It was commonplace to see Hill and 

Batiste walking along Basin Street to and from their gigs in the French Quarter, instruments in 

tow. However, their routes would become dramatically altered after Katrina, when federal and 

local officials recognized the perfect opportunity to follow through with a long-standing plan to 

redevelop two of the most valuable parcels of housing stock in the New Orleans. Immediately 

following Hurricane Katrina, their plan was successfully initiated: former residents were refused 

re-entry into their homes, regardless of whether they were flooded, wind-damaged, or unscathed.

 Batiste became one of thousands of public housing residents who were notified they 

would not be able to return to their housing units and would have to find alternate housing. 

Alphonse Jackson, President George Bush’s Housing and Urban Development Secretary, was 

quoted in a September 29, 2005 Houston Chronicle interview, stating, “Whether we like it or not, 

New Orleans is not going to be 500,000 people for a long time. New Orleans is not going to be 

as Black as it was for a long time, if ever again” (Minaya and Rodriguez 2005). Batiste’s 

apartment had sustained no damage from the storm or flooding. Yet, the Lafitte was the first 
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public housing development slated to be demolished as part of a new post-Katrina plan to 

eradicate the large public housing structures from the cityscape, replacing them with affordable 

mixed-income housing designed in accordance with the city’s Creole architecture. In the 

meantime, former residents like Batiste were left essentially homeless. In his 2012 article, New 

Orleans's "Uncle Lionel" Batiste: Feted in Death, Evicted After Katrina, sociologist John Arena 

wrote:

Even though Uncle Lionel’s home, the Lafitte public housing development, faced little or 
no flooding, city and federal government officials closed the development, locking out 
Uncle Lionel and thousands of other New Orleans public housing residents. The Bush 
administration’s Housing and Urban Development (HUD) secretary, Alphonso Jackson, 
with full backing from Mayor Nagin and the city council, then proceeded, in 
collaboration with the Archdiocese of New Orleans, to demolish Lafitte. Demolition 
proceeded despite protests by residents, supporters, and a study by MIT Professor John 
Fernandez that concluded that a simple cleaning of the development’s plaster walls would 
allow resident to easily, safely, and inexpensively return home. The decision to demolish 
Lafitte and three other little-damaged public housing developments was also denounced 
by two United Nations-appointed human rights investigators. They called on federal and 
city officials to protect the human rights of African Americans affected by Hurricane 
Katrina by, among various measures, immediately [halting] the demolition of public 
housing in New Orleans.

 Torregano had challenged me to imagine what it was like to wake up at age fifty-three 

and realize you are homeless. On a scale ten times greater, it is virtually impossible to fathom the 

stress, psycho-emotional weariness, and depression someone like Batiste must have experienced 

when facing the realization that at age seventy-three, he and his iconic bass drum were homeless. 

The eviction and forced exile from his beloved New Orleans led Batiste to “become deeply 

depressed,” according to the Times-Picayune. After spending a year in Phoenix, Arizona, with 

the other members of Treme Brass Band, Batiste returned to New Orleans in 2006. 

 He received housing assistance from the Archdiocese of New Orleans. He moved into 

one of their housing facilities, the Christopher Inn Apartments, a multi-story building on Royal 
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Street at the corner of Frenchmen. My uncle Graylin Miller, who manages client housing at the 

facility called me the day he welcomed Batiste to his new home. He was so happy the 

organization was able to help a historic musician like Batiste establish a sense of home. In New 

Orleans, it’s all about location, and a positive about the location of Batiste’s new apartment was 

that it was located in the heart of the city’s newest and most vibrant (post-Katrina) entertainment 

strip––Frenchmen Street––where he could perform and dance seven days a week!

 Always optimistic, Batiste maintained his outgoing personality and affectionate demeanor 

that made everyone he met feel as though they had been friends forever. In a style of Southern 

chivalry all his own, he reveled in charming women of all ages on the dance floor. For those who 

never witnessed him beating his bass drum with that grooving traditional pulse accented with 

pulsating syncopation dubbed “Uncle Lionel style” by brass band musicians, or hugged and 

danced with him on dance floors in barrooms and music clubs throughout the city, it was easy to 

imagine just how glorious the golden days of great jazzmen must have been. Thanks to the vast 

media attention given to New Orleans musicians following the storm, brass band musicians such 

as Batiste benefitted from this newfound popularity. For instance, his image was seen by millions 

of people in New York’s Times Square, and throughout the world on advertisements for Spike 

Lee’s If God Is Willing and Da Creek Don’t Rise, the second installment of documentary films on 

post-Katrina New Orleans. He was also featured on the official 2010 Jazz and Heritage Festival 

Congo Square poster, which represents a pinnacle of success and social appreciation for New 

Orleans musicians.  

 For Batiste, all his newfound fame and popularity was a perfect way to cap off a 

fabulously jazzy life. On July 8, 2012, Batiste died of cancer. It is not medically known whether 
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the stress caused by his Katrina and post-Katrina experiences aggravated Batiste’s condition, just 

as with Torregano. It is also not known if Katrina is somehow related to what can be considered a 

rampant epidemic of cancer related deaths in the years following the storm. However, what is 

known is that for poor Black residents with limited resources––a demographic applicable to 

many brass band musicians––the unfolding drama of Katrina coupled with their inability to 

return because of limited affordable housing has indeed agitated their rights to return and their 

personal health. 

 Batiste’s funeral and homecoming services took place on July 20, 2012, in the Treme 

neighborhood at the Mahalia Jackson Theater of Performing Arts, located in Louis Armstrong 

Park, in the city’s Sixth Ward where Batiste was born and lived his entire life. During the funeral, 

Mayor Mitch Landrieu lauded Batiste for “coming back [after Katrina] when they said he could 

not” (I was not sure who represented the “they” the Mayor was alluding to). Councilwoman 

Jackie Clarkson also attended his funeral, telling attendees she had been a friend of his since 

childhood. Her statement was odd and tellingingly disrespectful, considering Clarkson 

represented the Uptown wealthy elite, whereas Batiste was a the epitome of Black poorness and 

poverty. The audience seemed to gasp in unity, most likely confused in attempting to evaluate her 

statement as sincerity or political jargon. All the musicians who had gathered to perform for 

“Uncle Lionel’s final homecoming, including myself, just shook our heads, feeling mostly 

insulted, but highly upset by Mayor Landrieu and Councilwoman Clarkson’s comments.

  In his 2012 book, Driven from New Orleans: How Nonprofits Betray Public Housing 

and Promote Privatization John Arena suggests, “The royal treatment that city and community 

leaders rolled out for Uncle Lionel in death is an extreme contrast to the way they kicked him 
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and other public housing residents to the curb after Hurricane Katrina hit the city in late August 

2005.” The politicians eulogies for Batiste completely contradicted the treatment he and other 

Black residents received. Arena continued, saying:

He [Mayor Mitch Landrieu] forgot to mention that Republican[s], and his fellow 
Democratic Party officials and their developer buddies were the ones telling Uncle he 
could not return home. Further adding to the Alice-in-Wonderland character of the 
commemoration is that both the Landrieu and Obama administrations, along with their 
developer allies, are currently spearheading a “revitalization” gentrification plan for a 
wide swath of neighborhoods that Lionel marched in and called home. This plan will 
drive out even more low-income working-class residents that make the city’s 
“magnificently authentic” culture that Landrieu touted in his eulogy of Uncle Lionel—a 
phraseology is that is also constantly invoked by the city’s other tourist boosters.

Arena’s sentimants our point on, especially considering how in the years since the storm 

marketing executives and politicians alike have promoted New Orleans as a good place to visit 

and live by depicting an imagined community enriched with intercultural neighborhoods and 

free-flowing cultural activities. But Batiste’s eviction, coupled with his inability to return to his 

abode, and the demolition and subsequent privatization of The Lafitte signal a larger 

gentrification plan that has seriously impacted the brass band community. 

 Low-income cultural artisans and musicians who lived in public housing, government 

subsidized rental properties, and other neighborhoods targeted for redevelopment, can no longer 

afford to live in the neighborhoods where their cultural practices were invented and nurtured. 

Eight years after the storm, for those who have been able to move back home, they now live in 

parts of the city such as New Orleans East, the West Bank, Avondale, and Kenner, where brass 

band, Mardi Gras Indians, and Social Aid and Pleasure Club cultural practices do not exist as a 

geography of everyday life. 
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 For instance, Jeffery Hill, who was able to walk to the majority of his gigs downtown and 

in the French Quarter from his apartment in the Lafitte Housing Projects now has a sixty mile 

drive from Gonzales, Louisiana where he now lives. He is now as far removed as imaginable 

from the cultural and performance experience that are not only his livelihood, but also the 

everyday experiences that have defined his life. Considering this, Arena suggest the public 

housing that provided a home for Hill, Batiste, and other working-class creators of New Orleans' 

“authentic culture,” is not part of the “heritage” that Black and White public officials, bankers, 

real estate moguls, and tourism capitalists claim to be recapturing.21 It is important to note, New 

Orleans is not unique in these experiences.

 In her 2008 book, Jim Crow Nostalgia: Reconstructing Race in Bronzeville, Michelle 

Boyd critiques how current neighborhood revitalization efforts in Chicago aim to reinvent the 

history of residential spaces that have been historically been Black in ways that, amazingly, 

sanitize the actual lived-experiences and sociocultural and sociopolitical realities of the 

neighborhoods. As a viable example, in 2012, the New Orleans Multicultural Tourism Network 

began promoting Faubourg Treme as a vibrant tourism district rich in Black cultural experiences. 

No longer was the area considered as the violent and crime-laden Sixth Ward, a neighborhood 

entrenched in poverty. The organization used Uncle Lionel’s image on its posters and marketing 

materials to commemorate the 200th anniversary of the neighborhood. His imagined was now 

being used to promote the same neighborhood where he lived his life, and the very neighborhood 

he could no longer live in once his government-subsidized apartment was razed, nor could he 
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afford rents that priced out the very people who made the culturally-rich neighborhood it once 

was.

Conclusion

 In this chapter, I provided a humanistic framework to discuss the practical context 

necessary to understand how Hurricane Katrina impacted the brass band musicians in very 

personal ways. I described their lived-experiences in a humanistic way, as people who suffered 

loss with everyone else rather than caricatured musicians who simply entertain tourists. 

Collectively, these brass band musicians represent a resilient community of individuals who have 

sought to overcome personal adversity and challenges while simultaneously upholding an 

important New Orleans cultural institution.

 I focused my scholarly lens on how the musicians have had to deal with their own post-

disaster recovery and how the road to recovery has been perpetually intersected with personal 

situations, circumstances, and tragedies. My hope is that the usefulness of my approach offers a 

rare scholarly opportunity to understand the suffering and loss these musicians have dealt with in 

a more personal and humanistic way. The musicians contended with those difficulties while 

coping with stress, surviving unforeseen challenges, and recovering from a disaster that forever 

altered their lives. However, the losses described in this chapter are only a glimpse of their post-

Katrina realities. 

 In the following chapter, I will continue to explore the lived-experiences of brass band 

musicians using a humanistic framework as a context to explore other ways Hurricane Katrina 

affected them. To do this, I will shift the focus of my lens toward topics such as losing jobs and 

professional careers, implications of post-disaster recovery and how that process affected 
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individual’s health, and possibly precipitated the post-disaster deaths of several musicians. 

Additionally, I will describe how for some brass band musicians, Hurricane Katrina served as an 

opportunity to find personal redemption, discover the power of personal resilience, and how they  

used their post-storm resiliency to overcome their dependency on illegal drugs. Again, similar to 

my approach in this chapter, the following chapter will be very personal and expatiated. 
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Fig. 6: 1907 Jourdan Avenue, the site of Shamarr Allen’s parent’s home in the Lower 9th Ward 
before Katrina.  family has rebuilt a new home in the same location. Shamarr teaches free music 
lessons to young people at his parents home twice per week for free. You can see the Industrial 
Canal floodwall to the right. Their home still sits below the flow of the canal. Photo by author.

Fig. 7: 4816 Prier Street, the site of Shamarr Allen’s former residence before Katrina, which is 
located around the corner from his parent’s home. To the right is the Claiborne Avenue bridge, 
one of only three bridges providing access out of the Lower 9th Ward. The family still owns the 

lot, refusing to sell it to interested investors such as Brad Pitt’s Make It Right Foundation. 
Photo by author.
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Fig.8: An abandoned house located two blocks from the Musicians’ Village. Properties like this 
one are plentiful throughout the neighborhood, dampening any sense of quality of life or 

community viability. For residents of The Village, their community has become an oasis isolated 
within a poverty desert. Photo by author.

Fig. 9: Charter bus tours pass through the Musicians’ Village every ten to fifteen minutes, on 
average, seven days per week. The residents receive no compensation for being on display for 

tourist. Most say they cannot enjoy sitting on their front porch because of the discomfort of 
having tourist snapping pictures of them. Photo by author.
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Fig. 10: A vacant lot in Dr. White’s Gentilly neighborhood, adjacent to the London Avenue 
Floodwall. Very little rebuilding has taken place in the neighborhood in the last eight years 
since the storm. What once was a family-orientated community, full of life and activity has 
become a desolate landscape populated with block after block barrenness. Photo by author.



CHAPTER III:

AFTER THE DELUGE: TEACHING, STROKES, 

AND REDEMPTION

 
 The tight-knit kinship of brass band musicians anchored and inspired their creative 

expression amid the struggles associated with Hurricane Katrina, and the boom of the big bass 

drum continues to keep the beat alive. As Eric Overmyer (2011), executive producer of the HBO 

television series Treme once said, “With Hurricane Katrina and the federal flood that followed, 

[brass band] musicians suffered like everyone else in the weeks and months [and years] 

following the storm.” In this sense, one must consider that the popularity of brass bands in post-

Katrina New Orleans as a testament to the sacrifices the musicians involved have made to ensure 

that the tradition continues. With this in mind, Overmyer’s statement is representative of the 

importance of my approach to humanistically understand the impact Hurricane Katrina had on 

the musicians that is being illustrated by these narratives describing their lived-experiences. 

 Behind the mask of handclaps, dancing, wailing solos, and joyous celebration, the New 

Orleans brass band musicians are confronting the same complex barriers to recovery as other 

Katrina survivors. As the months of recovery and rebuilding have become years, the processes of 

restarting careers and dealing with disaster-related issues, compounded by stress and anxiety 

have taken a toll on some members of the brass band community. In this chapter, as in the 

previous chapter, I continue highlighting how Katrina affected them not only as musicians, but as 

real people whose lives were drastically impacted by a natural disaster. 
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Teaching, Performing, and Living a 
Middle-Class Lifestyle 

 Contrary to popular belief, not all brass band musicians depend solely on their musical 

talents and cultural performances for income. With the exception of those currently attending 

college, the majority of the musicians interviewed for this study maintained a professional job 

outside the music industry, several of them as teachers. Historically, musicians have provided a 

vital link between the classroom and the sociocultural environment in New Orleans, by serving 

as musician-teachers. 

 In his 2002 book, Chords on the Chaulkboard: How Public School Teachers Shaped Jazz 

and the Music of New Orleans, historian Al Kennedy has argued, “Musician-teachers [are] 

professional musicians in the evenings and during the summers, but they assumed the role of a 

teacher from the start of the school day until the last school-related activity concluded in the 

evening.” According to Kennedy, jazz mentors, or “musician-teachers,” as he refers to musicians 

who also work as professional educators in New Orleans schools, are “Teachers who contributed 

to the growth and development of jazz and other forms of music in New Orleans.” He continues, 

saying:

As music teachers, they provided solid theoretical and instrumental music foundation to 
future musicians, requiring students to focus their attention on developing instrument 
proficiency. . . . [E]vidence indicates that as early as the 1920s, a few administrators and 
teachers had stepped forward to introduce jazz and popular music into the schools by 
inviting musicians to perform for the students.

Kennedy’s summation of this dual role of teacher and educator is a familiar phenomenon in New 

Orleans. For example, according to Joseph Torregano, “When I first started teaching in 1975, 

there were many band directors who played nightly engagements.” He continued, saying, “They 
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were outstanding educators in many regards because they were outstanding musicians who 

carried forth their professionalism from the bandstand into their teaching” (Garcia 2006).

 Before Hurricane Katrina devastated the city, Gregg Stafford (trumpet), Torregano 

(clarinet), Herbert McCarver III (snare drum/drums), Woody Penouilh, Jr. (tuba), David Wallace 

(bass drum/drums), Desmond Venable (trumpet/bass), Samuel Venable (trombone), Daryl Fields 

(tuba), Gary Johnson (bass drum/music production), Shannon Haynes (trumpet), and myself 

represented an aggregation of the actively performing brass band musicians who were also 

teachers in one or more of the 128 New Orleans public schools. The majority of us were also 

among the nearly 8,000 school teachers and other school board employees who lost not only 

their homes, but their jobs, health insurance, and any sense of employment security after the 

storm. 

 Within the first several weeks after Hurricane Katrina devastated the city, every New 

Orleans public school teacher was fired, or furloughed, as the official documents stated. No one 

was immune, including myself. I had been employed with the New Orleans Public Schools since 

completing my music education degree at Xavier University in New Orleans, accepting my first 

teaching assignment on December 7, 1997, at Sarah Towels Reed High School as a band director. 

On August 26, 2005, the Friday before Hurricane Katrina would forever alter the lives of 

millions of Gulf Coast residents, I began my fifth year as Jazz Studies Coordinator for New 

Orleans Public Schools, a program that allowed me to develop, implement, and cultivate jazz 

education and cultural studies initiatives in public schools throughout the city. 

 I was excited and looking forward to the new school year. Primarily, because the program 

I started in 2000 with one school and three students had grown to seven schools, five graduate 
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assistants from University of New Orleans, a $250,000 grant, and more than 150 students split 

between seven campuses. I was definitely riding high in both my education and music careers. 

My duality of professions was not unique to me. As mentioned, several members of the brass 

band community experienced their own professional success stories as both educators and 

musicians.

 As Kennedy’s (2002) work has highlighted, the role of musician-teachers in transmitting 

musicianship and musical traditions to young people is a very important factor in perpetuating 

jazz music and the cultural traditions of the city, yet, has received insufficient scholarly attention. 

Another important factor is that beyond the dissemination of musical and cultural knowledge, the 

role of musician-teacher allowed these particular brass band musicians to live a middle-class 

lifestyle, earning wages (and healthcare and retirement benefits) far above the meager and 

unpredictable financial situation of striving to survive only as a full-time musician. 

 According to New Orleans poet, author, and educator Kalamu ya Salaam, “It can only be 

seen as a conspiracy, that the largest employer of middle-class Black folk, and the primary 

infrastructure that allowed Blacks to attain the American Dream afforded to them by earning 

wages that provided them the potential for middle-class and upper-middle-class lifestyles, would 

be completely disassembled . . . There exists no mystery as to why.” While the conspiratorial 

stance remains an unproven opinion, it feels like an assertion plausibly supported by facts. With 

this in mind, the furloughing of 8,000 predominantly Black employees had a large impact on the 

city’s Black middle class. Considering, seventy-three percent of public school teachers were 
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Black in the 2004–2005 school year.22 Clearly, however, when the brass band musician-teachers 

lost their employment as (supposedly) union-protected educators, that experience became 

another layer of their post-Katrina struggles. 

The Great Exodus: Recovery, Rebuilding, 
and Teaching For America

 Before the floodwaters receded, the Louisiana Legislature voted to take over most of 

New Orleans's public schools, removing all power and authority from the local school board. Its 

first order of business was effectively furloughing all the teachers and employees who worked 

for NOPS. There was no notification, no employee meeting, and apparently no concern for the 

effect of the furlough on thousands of people who had just suffered through the greatest natural 

tragedy the country had ever experienced. On an unfaithful day in October 2005, the school 

board called a press conference to discuss the state takeover of the NOPS and the furlough of 

every employee. Most people found out about the terminations through the evening news in New 

Orleans, the newspaper, or phone calls from friends and relatives. I was one of those living 

outside the city who found out from online media reporting or coworkers. Within days of the 

announcements, the school district wired our final payments through Western Union and mailed 

us the official pink termination notification.  

 Losing your job after losing practically everything else was a hard blow, and a definite 

low. The city schools are now part of the state-run Recovery School District (RSD), and control 

of many of the schools has been taken over by private charter organizations. Presently, more than 
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eighty percent of New Orleans public school students attend charter schools and the rest attend 

schools operated by RSD (OPSB 2013). The city no longer has a traditional school district, and 

as of August 2013, only six schools were being directly operated by the Orleans Parish School 

Board; this is significant considering the OPSB began public schooling in 1841. Since the mass 

furlough, more than one-third of to as many as half the teachers currently employed at schools 

throughout the city are from programs such as Teach For America (TFA), a program of mostly 

White graduates from elite universities who elect to teach in urban schools for two-years in 

exchange for a monthly stipend, health insurance, and the promise of having their student loans 

forgiven.

 Teach For America recruits do not study education as their major field of matriculation in 

college, nor our they required to become state certified as states normally requirement of 

graduate from traditional education programs. In all, the totality of their teacher preparation and 

preparedness is provided through a five-week summer training institute which the organization 

itself has developed and facilitates. Hence, what is the need for five or six years of students 

matriculating in education, and taking in excess of 150 hours of education courses if all that 

knowhow and knowledge can be ascertained in a five-week course? 

 It is argued by the TFA organization and charter school proponents throughout the 

country that the newly selected corps members are “prepared” to take over classrooms in poor 

and predominantly urban communities, including classrooms with high-needs students (Struass 

2013). In opposing TFA’s position, historian and author Jack Schneider argues in his 2013 essay, 

Rhetoric and practice in pre-service teacher education: The case of Teach For America, that:

Education reformers love Teach For America. They love it for a number of a reasons, but 
perhaps chiefly because it seems to prove that traditional teacher training—frivolous and 
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without content, in their eyes—is unnecessary.  Seeing the organization as a radical 
alternative to college and university-based programs, reformers frequently point to TFA 
as proof-of-concept that conventional teacher education is totally superfluous. . . . If TFA 
wanted to prepare corps members for success, the summer institute would need to go 
beyond platitudes and team-building exercises to better prepare novices for their two 
years in the classroom.

The premise of Teach For America—as a way of rejecting the traditional teacher education 

process and instilling an entrepreneurial approach to education—is “that recruiting top students 

from elite colleges and universities was a silver bullet for the woes of urban and rural schools—a 

commonsense approach to educational reform,” Schneider suggests.23 

 The program has developed a notorious reputation for displacing veteran teachers, 

including many who have dedicated years of service in their careers, developing ways to 

continually challenge students. Kenzo Shibata (2013) argues, “Teach For America is a self-

perpetuating organization. Teach for two years, burn out, go to law school, become a policy 

maker, make policies that expand Teach For America [and the charter school expansion 

movement].” 

 Similar to debates regarding public housing discussed in the previous chapter, 

educational reform was also a major political hot-button in New Orleans for years. Public 

officials have suggested that improving the city schools was an important factor for attracting 

residents to return to New Orleans. Nine years later, it is still up for debate whether or not the 

anticipated reform has been actualized. As the debate continues, and another generation of New 

Orleans students is subjected to experimental techniques and ideas, just as the pre-Katrina 

generations educational process was hindered with No Child Left Behind. Regardless, for many 
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of the brass band musician-teachers who were furloughed from their teaching positions in the 

weeks after Hurricane Katrina, the loss of their jobs, like the disaster itself, has been a perpetual 

hardship.24  

Choices and Decisions: DROP, Jobs, 
Professions, and Careers 

 Gregg Stafford, who has been working as a professional musician for more than 40 years, 

has also been teaching in the public schools for over 24 years. At the beginning of the new 

school year in August 2005, Stafford was ecstatic about his career as a teacher. He was about to 

enter his Deferred Retirement Option Plan, commonly known as DROP. According to the 

Teachers Retirement System of Louisiana, “DROP freezes the average of your three highest 

years of salary, consecutively earned, at the pre-DROP level. So if [teachers] anticipate a 

significant salary increase during or after DROP, it can increase [their] final average 

compensation or FAC.” What this means is after twenty to thirty years of teaching service, 

teachers can teach for three additional years, then receive the maximum monthly retirement 

benefits. Like Stafford, Woody Penouilh, Jr., sousaphonist and leader of the Storyville Stompers 

Brass Band was another brass band musician-teacher who was also in the DROP program in 

August 2005. 

 Talking about his retirement during a break on a gig, Penouilh told me, “I only had 18 

years of service, but because of my age I was able to qualify for DROP.” Stafford and Penouilh 
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both told me they were excited about finally entering the DROP program. Not only were they 

proud of their decades of service educating, motivating, and mentoring students in New Orleans 

Public Schools, they would be able to enjoy the rest of their lives dedicating themselves to the 

performance and celebration of music they loved, while still receiving a healthy income. 

However, because the state approved and mandated the firing of all New Orleans Public Schools 

personnel, the years of service they dedicated ended in August 2005, and some tough decisions 

were at hand. 

 Because the post-Katrina schools were now privately operated through web of charter 

agreements, the new charters were not have to participate in the DROP program. Consequently, 

for those teachers who chose to return and were fortunate enough to a teaching position in a 

school, their pay, service, retirement, and benefits were not guaranteed to carry over from the 

pre-Katrina state system. In essence, they were essentially facing the potential of starting from 

the bottom rung. That meant after dedicating more than twenty consecutive years of dedicated 

service, their salary and seniority would be the same as a recent college graduate. More than 

simply a slap in the face, the predicament of dealing with both homelessness, unemployment, 

and now the uncertainty of receiving retirement benefits or qualifying to retire presented even 

more difficult choices during an already difficult time. In the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina, 

musician-teachers faced the cruel realities of another “storm-induced diaspora.”25 

 For New Orleans brass band musician-teachers fleeing the wrath of Katrina, while 

simultaneously being wrongfully fired, the Katrina migration became a complex story of choices 
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and decisions. For many, the combination of these events in such rapid succession had dramatic 

emotional and psychological effects. Many study participants pointed out that the deep sadness 

they had for their city was compounded by the anger and sadness of being treated so 

disrespectfully. Those feelings are consistent with other research which have suggested the losses 

associated with disasters go beyond the material, physical, and financial. Victims who survive 

the ordeals of natural disasters experience psychological loss and disruption in ontological 

security (Freedy et al., 1994; van der Kolk and McFarlane 1996). The loss of intangible 

resources and ambiguity of losing a sense of identity, routines, patterns, and community can have 

the same immediacy of losing material goods such as one’s home. In this way, for the musician-

teachers who were furloughed, the loss of that identity, financial security, and professional 

stature was reported to be a serious psychological blow. 

 In the immediate aftermath of Hurricane Katrina, I was comforted to know I had a job 

and job security, and even though gigs may have temporarily been few and far in-between for a 

while. My job as a teacher and arts-education program administrator would help my family make 

it through the tough times ahead. Once it was safe for us to return to the city I would be able to 

simply continue doing what I loved doing. But once I learned that I was being fired from the 

school system was in many ways far worse than the physical disaster I had been watching on 

television everyday. For the first time in my life, I was now unemployed.

 As my family and I sought refuge in Columbus, Mississippi, I assumed that even if we 

had lost our home—if worse came to worst—I would be able to afford to continue providing for 

my family, potentially renting an apartment if our home was destroyed. The day I went to 

Western Union at the Kroger Food Store on Highway 45 in Columbus to get the cash wire-
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transfer for my last paycheck, I immediately fell into a deep depression. Losing that financial 

security, along with the social prestige of being a successful college-educated Black man, a 

social status that was very important for me, being it separated me from the urban refugee thug 

perception of Black men from New Orleans the media was intensely promoting only made an 

already bad situation worse. These were the private life events that were concurrently taking 

place that have gone under the radar, scarcely being discussing in scholarly research.

 Moving forward, in June 2012, a New Orleans judge ruled that the Orleans Parish School 

Board and the Louisiana State Department of Education wrongfully fired thousands of teachers 

and other school employees after Hurricane Katrina. In her ruling, Civil District Judge Ethel 

Julien said the employees were deprived of “The vested property interest held in their tenured or 

permanent employment positions.” She awarded the seven individuals who filed the class-action 

suit more than $1.3 million in lost wages and fringe benefits, plus interest (Eggler 2013).26 

Although monumentally important in the context of social justice, this judicial outcome provides 

no recourse for the musician-teachers discussed here. Primarily, because the State Department of 

Education has appealed the decision and the judge has agreed to subtract all employment 

compensation teachers received in the years since the storm. Instead of simply admitting their 

wrongdoing, this is buy yet another Katrina-related event that will carry-on for years to come.  

Moreover, only a small minority of the teachers furloughed were rehired after the storm. Many 

others, including those discussed in this study, had to determine what was most important, and 

how to proceed from what Pauline Boss (2006) defines as an ambiguous loss: an external 
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problem that we learn to tolerate or overcome for the positive benefit of our everyday life, and 

the discovery of hope that allows us to come full circle as people.  

 After considering his DROP options, Penouilh was able to regain employment at the New 

Orleans Free School, the school where he had been teaching since 1984. He choose to teach for 

one-year following Katrina, then opted to step out of his DROP early and retire. For the next 

three years, he taught part-time at the same school where he spent his entire teaching career, 

before deciding to fully retire. Now he is full-time musician leading the Storyville Stompers, the 

band he has led for 30 years. Penouilh was one of the lucky musician-teachers who achieved 

closure on their own terms. On the contrary, Stafford’s experience was much different. His 

options would become exhausted before he could retire to finally experience life as a full-time 

musician. 

 Stafford spent much of his career teaching at Lawrence D. Crocker School in Uptown 

New Orleans. After Katrina, Crocker became one of the many public schools taken over by the 

state, becoming a privately operated charter school. According to a June 23, 2013, report in the 

Uptown Messenger, “Crocker Arts and Technology charter school had one of the most harrowing 

journeys through the post-Katrina education landscape of any school in New Orleans, bouncing 

around four campuses in the city over five years before the school finally lost its charter this 

year.” Throughout those perpetual transitions, Stafford has had to deal with brutal working 

conditions that have been a reoccurring experience in the post-Katrina charter school reform 

experiment. He described his post-Katrina woes:

I was at Crocker prior to Katrina, for twelve years, teaching fifth-grade math. Post-
Katrina, I’ve taught at three different schools. I’ve been laid off twice due to charter 
school takeovers. These takeovers has knocked me out of eligibility for DROP because of 
being laid off for more than thirty days. [This is] a clause implemented in [Governor 
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Bobby] Jindal’s new education legislation, designed specifically to hurt and cut teachers’ 
pensions. 

 After dedicating more than two decades of his life to teaching students in New Orleans, 

Stafford was dropped from the DROP program. The pain and frustration were evident in his face, 

angrily wrinkled with frustration, as we discussed the subject. How does one accept the reality 

that all the years and fiduciary security invested in his retirement can be simply erased with the 

stroke of a key on an administrator’s computer keyboard? For Stafford, what was a well-planned 

life of retirement has been replaced by uncertainty over whether he will have a job at the end of 

each week, along with the financial insecurity whenever the day comes that he decides to leave 

the classroom. Stafford has said, “The entire situation has been an insulting slap in the face.” For 

musicians, teaching in the city schools has always been an attractive option to guarantee a 

professional career and middle-class lifestyle while assuring themselves a comfortable 

retirement. In the post-Katrina educational landscape, those comforts are no longer guaranteed. 

 When trumpeter Desmond Venable returned to New Orleans from his Atlanta exile in 

2006, he accepted a music education position at Riverdale High School in Jefferson Parish. Over 

the next several years he developed a successful music program, including a youth brass band 

called the Red Wolf Brass Band, named in honor of the school’s mascot. In 2012, he was enticed 

to accept what was proposed as a higher paying music education opportunity with abundant 

amounts of creative freedom with a new charter school in New Orleans. 

 The charter schools have a way of making their particular school environment seems as 

though it is the optimal place to work because they can offer packages and incentives beyond the 

traditional public school systems. Venable told me the offer of new instruments and working in a 

state-of-the-art school that was being built were some of the selling points that coerced him to 
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leave Riverdale. Unfortunately, several months after accepting the new position, Venable was 

laid off due to the charter school being taken over by another charter school operator. His 

situation mirrored what Stafford had experienced at Crocker. Although music education jobs 

were plentiful before Katrina, primarily because the New Orleans School Board supported and 

heavily invested in the tradition of music and cultural arts being available to all students in every 

school, in the post-Katrina educational landscape where charter schools make their own rules, 

the demand for music teachers has been drastically reduced. Unfortunately, since being released 

from his teaching assignment, Venable has been unemployed since December 2012. As a theme 

that has reoccured throughout this chapter, Venable’s inability to attain gainful employment has 

affected him in ways his Katrina experience did not.  

 Venable’s house on Third Street, in Uptown New Orleans, received little to no hurricane 

damage from 2005 storm. However, the loss of a job and lack of opportunities has drastically 

affected his health. On July 22, 2013, I arrived at Venable’s house for an interview before a band 

rehearsal. Upon entering his house, Venable was dripping with sweat, even though the central air 

conditioning unit was on. Drummer David Wallace, pianist James “Jimbo” Wlash and myslef 

encouraged him to let us bring him to the emergency room at University Hospital. Once there, 

test diagnosed that he was in the process of having a heart attack. For a thirty-four-year-old, this 

was not good. While recovering, Venable told me that he knows his health problems were caused 

by the constant stress of not being able to find a job, taking care of his mother who had a stroke 

several months before his heart attack, and the daily stresses of living in post-Katrina New 

Orleans. In the months and years after Katrina, Venable was not the only brass band musicians 

whose health was affected by personal situations and post-disaster related stress.
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Groove Interrupted: Stress, Strokes, and Resilience

 In the 2007 study, Excess Mortality in the Aftermath of Hurricane Katrina: A Preliminary 

Report, researchers found evidence that the disaster was taking its toll on individuals’ health: 

showing that death rates in New Orleans in 2006 were almost fifty percent above rates in the 

years 2002 through 2003. Concerning the health of Katrina survivors, the data concluded that 

seventy percent of those who had been flooded and moved out of their homes reported health 

problems, both physical and mental. Of those affected by flood related disasters, sixty percent 

said that their health had been adversely affected. The most common problems reported were 

post-disaster stress, anxiety, and depression. 

 New Orleans experienced a threefold spike in patients admitted for heart attacks and 

other stress-related problems after Katrina battered the Gulf Coast region in 2005, according to 

an study tracking patients at Tulane University Hospital in the years since the storm. The higher 

numbers lingered into at least 2011, and researchers don't think they can be explained by 

anything other than hurricane-related stress in a city wrenched by loss of loved ones, property, 

pets, jobs and more. Similarly, researchers and health care professionals who conducted the 

study, 60,000 Disaster Victims Speak: Part I. An Empirical Review of the Empirical Literature, 

1981–2001. Psychiatry: Interpersonal and Biological Processes have concluded that exposure to 

both hurricane-related traumatic events and to financial and social stressors influenced the 

duration and overall severity of post-disaster health problems. 

 The relationship between Hurricane Katrina, other crisis, and the increase in heart attacks 

and strokes suggests that severe stress caused by the devastation of events such as Hurricane 

Katrina, the 2004 tsunami, and fallout from the financial and housing crisis in 2008 boosted the 
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risk of heart attacks for people living through such crisis. The lead author of the study, Dr. Anand 

Irimpen, associate professor of medicine at Tulane University Heart and Vascular Institute in 

New Orleans said, “Whenever a major disaster hits a city, everybody thinks of rebuilding. That's 

all everybody thinks of. It’s also important to pay attention to the health of the community.” 

According to the study, patients that were cared for at Tulane University Hospital post-hurricane 

who suffered heart attacks had sicker hearts and were more likely to have other problems such as 

depression, addictions, alcoholism, permanent housing problem, and unemployment.

 As members of the greater New Orleans population, brass band musicians were not 

immune from these disaster-related stresses following Katrina. Stress, and its myriad of 

consequences were inevitable when considering the complexities of holding their families 

together, dealing with displacement, changing jobs, rebuilding their homes, confronting 

bureaucratic barriers, losing friends and family members to death, and working to keep bands 

together while navigating their bandmates disaster-related problems. Many found respite in 

performance, but even this aspect of life became more stressful, especially now having the 

necessity of more traveling and time away from home to perform and make an income. But in 

order to get work, people had to be be able to get in touch with you. Hence, whereas before the 

storm some brass band musicians did not even have a phone (landline or cellular), after the storm 

every musician had an operable cellular phone to communicate.

  Historically, the New Orleans brass band community is a very tightly knit network of 

friends and family. The majority of the musicians know each other personally, and for those who 

were native New Orleanians, many attended the same schools, grew up in the same 

neighborhoods, or attended the same music and cultural learning programs as children. “All of 
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my friends are people I went to school with and were in the band with either went to school with. 

Honestly, everybody I know is somehow associated to music,” Desmond Venable told me while 

discussing his association with brass bands. After Katrina, an informal electronic communication 

infrastructure developed amongst the members of the brass band community. Cellular phones, 

emailing, and blogging became a way of keeping in touch and sharing updates about everything 

from family to gigs to traveling to the city’s recovery, and everything else pertaining to the brass 

band community. Weekly updates and conference calls became the primary form of information 

sharing for musicians spread out nationally and internationally.  

 For instance, Anthony Bennett and I would talk on a weekly basis. This allowed me to 

update him about musicians and vice versa. If we learned of any grant and funding programs for 

instruments, housing assistance, performances, et cetera, we would share the information. 

Because he eventually made his way to the members of the Treme Brass Band, he was able to 

keep me informed about the musicians living in Phoenix, Arizona, where he was displaced, along 

with other musician news and gossip. Sometimes the phone calls were full of laughter, important 

for all the depressing news we were receiving in the weeks and months after the storm. Likewise, 

some of the information was not so pleasant. 

 For example, one day in December 2008, a few weeks before the Christmas holidays, 

there were a flurry of panicky phone calls, blog posts, rumors, and fears suggesting the worst. 

Everyone was discussing the possibility that Rebirth Brass Band founder, Philip “Phil” Frazier 

was facing a personal disaster for the second time since the storm. On the night of December 11, 

2008, Frazier suffered a stroke. His personal crisis would follow a familiar plot line (Spera 

2010). Deborah Cotton (2009), a California transplant who moved to New Orleans in June 2005, 
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and immediately fell in love with the brass band and second-line culture blogged about Frazier’s 

condition on the Offbeat magazine website: 

This is the worst news . . . Our beloved leader in all things brass Phil 'Tuba Phil' Frazier 
reportedly suffered a stroke in his home yesterday. Sources say he's recovering in a local 
hospital. We'll post more as we get word. Please send your thoughts and prayers. WE 
LOVE YOU BIG PHIL!!!

In an update the following day, Deborah posted:

Rebirth bass drummer Keith 'Shorty' Frazier, Phil's brother, would not confirm diagnosis 
of a stroke, saying only that he's in the hospital in stable condition and that doctors are 
still doing testing, MRI's and the like. And band manager Stu Schayot says that for now, 
they have hired a replacement to play tuba and that all shows are still on as scheduled. 
Phone calls have been placed by many, many people very worried about Phil but the 
family is asking for folks just to give Phil some privacy for now and to support the band 
by going to their shows. This Tuesday's show at the Maple Leaf will be especially 
important for the band and they're asking folks to come out full force to show your love 
and support for RBB [Rebirth Brass Band].

 At the time, very little information was available. I learned about the full extent of 

Frazier’s condition from my dad. Although we (members of the brass band community) did not 

know to much about Frazier’s condition, what was known is that in the years following Katrina, 

New Orleans musicians (not just brass band musicians) began falling ill and dying in rapid 

succession. “I can only assume the storm has something to do with the number of musicians who 

have suffered health problems,” Penouilh told me while discussing the various was Katrina 

impacted the brass band musicians. Many of the brass band musicians feared Frazier might 

become the latest casualty. Although high blood pressure was diagnosed as the primary culprit, 

the stress caused by the experiences of the 2005 disasters cannot be ruled out as a secondary 

factor. What was even scarier regarding Frazier’s prognosis was that his health condition was 

eerily similar to the circumstances of a fellow brass band tuba player who passed away a year 

earlier.  
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 Fourteen months before Frazier suffered his stroke, his youngest brother, Kerwin James, 

himself a tuba player for several brass bands, including the New Birth, Mahogany, and Treme, 

died of complications from a stroke. He was only thirty-five-years-old. James had been in a 

coma since the summer of 2006, when he suffered a devastating stroke during a performance in 

Houston, Texas, that left him paralyzed and caused complications that eventually contributed to 

his death. James made it through the flood waters of Hurricane Katrina, walking out of 

devastated New Orleans with his instrument on his back, only to pass away at a hospital in 

Houston. 

 In an interview with Offbeat magazine following James’ death, Frazier told John 

Swenson (2007), “He was definitely a Katrina victim. He was really worried about mama during 

and after the storm, [and] he was worried about his band, about us, he took it really hard and then 

he got sick.” As with Katrina events, when things seem like they cannot get any worse, the 

unimaginable occurs––the “Katrina Blues.” For Frazier, to make the grieving process of losing a 

little brother worse, the cultural traditions and perceptions of culture that were so important for 

both James and Frazier––the sacred traditions of the New Orleans brass bands––in their post-

Katrina New Orleans context would collide in the most unfortunate of ways.

 On the evening of Monday, October 2, 2007, a group of two-dozen musicians gathered in 

the Treme neighborhood to perform a spontaneous parade for James. This a century-old cultural 

tradition of hosting an informal memorial procession where musicians pay tribute to well-known 

musicians, cultural practitioners, or honorable community members who have passed away. 

There are no preplanned routes, no permits or police escorts; essentially a group of friends and 

family celebrating life and death in the streets with a brass band providing the musical backdrop. 
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However, during the particular memorial, something went horribly array in a cultural insensitive 

and disrespectful way.

 According to eyewitness accounts, as the procession made its way through the 

neighborhood, about twenty police cars swarmed to a Treme corner, police jumped out of their 

vehicles with guns drawn, broke up the memorial procession, and took away two well-known 

brass band musicians (who both lived in the neighborhood) away in handcuffs. Deborah Cotton, 

who was at the memorial parade said, “I joined up with the group of about 75 folks on Governor 

Nicholls. We turned the corner at Robertson and got all the way to the old Caledonia music hall 

when a police car came zooming toward us coming the wrong way down the one-way street. It 

ran up on the curb in front of us and screeched to a halt. Officer Frank Robertson jumped out of 

the car and began screaming at the crowd to stop the music.”27 When I learned of this incident I 

was surprised and taken aback, primarily, because Officer Robertson played trumpet in the band 

with me at St. Augustine High School and is culturally aware (so I thought) of the longstanding 

tradition of brass bands parading in Black neighborhoods, a topic I will explore in greater detail 

in Chapter Four.

  It can only be imagined that this incident too caused additional personal stress that can 

only natural also affect an individuals health. For Frazier, although he could have never imagined 

the same circumstances would lead to his peril—poor health and high-blood pressure—that 

potentially led to his younger brother’s death, it can only be assumed the continual stresses of life 

after Katrina set the stage for his stroke. Frazier’s stroke left him with paralysis on one side of his 
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suffered extensive internal damage. Cotton lost a kidney, and remained in the hospital for several months. She has 
since recovered slightly, although her road to a full recovery is long and her hospital visits remain frequent.



body. Hospitalized at Touro Infirmary in New Orleans, for the next month he would remain in 

the hospital receiving physical therapy daily. At some point during his recovery, his therapist 

suggested he play his tuba as an integral component of his physical therapy and recovery. In 

discussing being reunited with his horn for the first time, Frazier told Keith Spera (2011), “I was 

so happy. It was like I was reborn.” Frazier worked hard to recover. He eventually rejoined the 

Rebirth, playing alongside Jeffery Hill who stepped in to keep the band grooving. Frazier’s 

performances started with one song per set, then one full set, and eventual full performances was 

he developed enough strength. He told me, “Brice, all I wanted to do was to be able to play my 

horn again, to march in street parades again, and that was what drove me to not let my health 

take the best of me by falling in some sorrowful ditch.” Several years after such a harrowing 

experience, Frazier and his Rebirth members won a Grammy at the 2012 Grammy Awards. His 

hard work, dedication, and will paid off. 

 Four months after Frazier suffered his stroke, a health-related tragedy struck the New 

Orleans brass band community once again. This time it was a member who performed frequently 

with the Pinstripe, Mahogany, and Jazzmen brass bands suffered a stroke. The therapist who was 

helping Frazier recover asked him to deliver some words of encouragement to his fellow brass 

band musician-friend. Unfortunately, the musician Frazier was encouraging was my father.

A Little Too Close For Comfort 

 On Thursday, April 15, 2009, my mother, Brenda Miller, came home from her nursing job 

at the Veterans Administration Hospital in New Orleans and found my father in the bed 

uncharacteristically fatigued. She also noticed him holding his left leg. Being a registered nurse 

for more than twenty-five years, she knew something was wrong. However, her attempts to 
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persuade him to go to the hospital, just to assure all was well, were refused. He argued he was 

okay, only a little tired from working. My father kept close tabs on his health, visiting the doctor 

every six months as a mandated requirement to maintain his commercial drivers license. 

Thinking it was just an episode, my parents decided to drive to Columbus, Mississippi, that 

weekend for some much needed rest and relaxation. Usually an energetic person, always full of 

life and an endless talker, he was quiet and subdued that weekend. That was completely outside 

his character and personality, something I quickly took notice of. My mom whispered to me that, 

“He’s been acting that way the last two days, but he’s hard-headed. He’s strong-willed and does 

not want anyone to tell him anything.” Thinking he was exhausted from constantly working, the 

thought of anything health-related never entered my mind.

 My mother suggested he go to the hospital in Columbus, but again, he refused. The 

following day my mother decided to return to New Orleans because she was nervous about his 

health. She drove him directly to Touro Infirmary, where Frazier had received his treatment. 

There is no doubt that Katrina-related stress was a primary culprit in my father’s health. Against 

the wishes of the family, he had returned to the city three weeks after the storm and worked from 

sunup to sundown. He never slowed down. Without a doubt, he had worked himself into a state 

of exhaustion. Being a nurse, my mother suggested it was a stroke.

 Once in the emergency room, medical tests confirmed my dad had indeed suffered a 

stroke. The same therapist who worked with Frazier on his recovery was assigned to my father. 

Upon learning he was a musician, she contacted Frazier to visit. Recalling this, my dad said, “It 

was about two weeks after I was in there when Phil called to say he would be coming to see me. 

He was not walking or talking too well, but gave me some advice to essentially follow the 
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therapist’s instructions and start living a healthier lifestyle.” As his health improved, the therapist 

suggested my dad make his saxophone part of his recovery routine, just as Frazier had done with 

his tuba. Once he was able to maintain his balance with some sense of stability, walking with his 

horn became an integral part of his physical therapy and recovery plan. Three weeks after his 

stroke, my father was released from the hospital. He was assigned a home healthcare nurse and 

intensive outpatient physical therapy.  Unfortunately, before we brought him home––the “Katrina 

Blues” was on full blast––he (we) would have to face yet another personal crisis.  

 On Friday, April 24, 2009, my mother called me while I was performing a wedding 

parade. Usually I do not answer my phone while performing, but she kept calling and I knew 

something was wrong. The moment I answered, screaming and hollering, she told me to meet her 

at University Hospital, that my brother had been in some kind of accident. My older brother (and 

only sibling) Dwight Miller, Jr., was in a tragic fire at his home. He suffered burns on more than 

fifty percent of his body. Running into the emergency room, seeing him unconscious and 

wrapped in gauzes from head to toe has remained one of the darkest days of my life. 

 He was airlifted to the burn unit at Baton Rouge General Hospital, in Baton Rouge, 

Louisiana, the leading burn center in the state. The prognosis was grim. So grim that on the next 

morning about twenty-minutes before my scheduled Jazz & Heritage Festival performance, 

which would be my first without my dad, my mother called me, telling the doctors in Baton 

Rouge did not think my brother was going to survive and the entire family needed to come there 

the following day at 9 a.m. The family made the decision to keep him on life-support systems, 

praying for a miracle. We also decided it would be best not to tell my father, not wanting to make 

his situation worse. But not knowing if my brother’s condition would improve or not, I confided 
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to my mother that I would forever feel guilt if he passed away and my father never got to see his 

son, yet alone not being told about him. We agreed he should know. We waited a week before 

deciding to tell my father. I spoke to the doctors and arranged to bring my father to Baton Rouge 

to see my brother. It was by far, one of the hardest experiences of my life. With my brother 

wrapped in bandages from head to toe with several machines essentially keeping him alive. My 

dad just stared, motionless, and emotionless––I cried. 

 Though the family has never discussed it, I truly feel that my brother’s accident dealt a 

blow that sapped my father’s will to fight yet another fight. It can only be assumed that the pain, 

heartache, and emotional strife of seeing a child near death took a toll. In the years since that 

incident, my dad has expressed guilt over lacking the necessary strength for my brother because 

of his own physical conditions. He has blamed himself for his on health conditions. When he 

first came home, he was very aggressive about his therapy and getting better. But slowly, he 

stopped going to physical therapy and would just lie on the sofa, silent, for weeks on end. He 

slowly began performing again, something he had been doing since he was a teenager. But due to 

a lack of physical therapy and exercise, atrophy had taken its toll. His range of motion became 

limited. He now walks with a pronounced limp. No more would he be able to march in the four-

hour second-line parades that crisscross through the neighborhoods of the city. 

 Today, he still performs, although he is now limited to performances that don’t require 

much walking. For me personally, inviting my dad to perform with me at the 2011 New Orleans 

Jazz  Heritage Festival and seeing him perform at the festival that year with the Pinstripe Brass 

Band there were highly rewarding. Since then, he performs regularly with Pinstripe and Jazzmen 

brass bands, two bands led by lifelong friends who maintain their obligation not only to keeping 
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the music and tradition alive, but also to supporting one another as a close-knit community of 

friends. My brother regained consciousness after ninety days in a coma. He lost a leg due to 

health complications, and has undergone dozens of surgeries and skin-grafts. Both my father and 

brother—like the brass bands of New Orleans—are representative of a resiliency that 

demonstrates the will to move beyond adversity.     

Adversity and Resilience 

 It is beyond question that of all the brass band musicians dealt with adversity, loss, and 

struggles to survive the plethora of post-Katrina difficulties. In many ways, their suffering was 

similar and no different from that of other poor folk who are not musicians. However, if one 

musician represents adversity and resilience, Terrell “Burger” Batiste, trumpeter for the Hot 8 

Brass Band, has suffered tragedy of epic proportions. As the storm approached New Orleans, 

Batiste's family decided to stay because his 80-year-old grandmother, like many of her 

generation, did not want to leave her apartment in the Lafitte Housing Projects where she felt 

safe and out of harms way. But Hurricane Katrina was a vicious storm like the city had never 

experienced before.

 After the levees broke, water slowly began to rise around the Lafitte housing projects. 

The family decided they needed to get Batiste's grandmother out of the fast-flooding city. They 

flagged down the military police and reluctantly handed her to them, evacuating themselves days 

later to Houston. Once out of harm's way, the family set about trying to find Batiste's 

grandmother. Over the course of four to five months, they were unable to locate her. In a 2009 

Times Picayune interview with Deborah Cotton, Batiste described his first post-Katrina personal 

crisis, saying:
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We were on our way to Detroit. I knew something was wrong with (band member) Jereau 
(Fournett). He got a call and how he was acting funny. We been tight since high school. 
He went to the bar to get a drink. It's four, five in the evening. What you drinking for this 
early in the evening? He said 'I need a drink!' So I said, 'I'm a drink with you.' We're 
drinking in the Louis Armstrong International Airport and I look up and see my mother 
and aunties all on CNN with Anderson Cooper, telling him how they found my grand-
momma and she was dead.

The family would eventually locate her in a morgue, though they do not know when, where, or 

how she died. Unfortunately, Batiste soon faced another personal tragedy, one that permanently 

changed his life. 

 Like many New Orleanians, the temporary displacement of his family to Atlanta, 

Georgia, became a permanent relocation. In April 2006, a car tire blew out as he drove in the 

high-occupancy vehicle lane, commonly known as an HOV lane. Batiste recalled the incident, 

telling Cotton: 

We caught a blowout in the HOV lane. [My girlfriend] stepped out first. I told her, 'Don't 
get out!' Cars are flying [driving extremely fast]. It was the first nice car I'd bought 
myself. She didn't want anything to happen to the truck. She got out so I got out. I'm 
looking at all the cars flying. I look up and say 'When is this car going to turn?' Blink my 
eyes . . . BOOM! I'm on the ground. The only thing I can think of is 'Lord, please don't let 
them take me right now. My momma would lose her mind. We just buried my grand-
momma. I can't go right now.' So I see my girlfriend just losing it. And I'm laying there 
on the ground . . . I'm trying to get over to her. I keep trying to get up and saying to 
myself, 'Why am I not getting up. I wasn't feeling no pain at all. My body was, like, 
numb.

 Upon impact, he lost both his legs. After three months in intensive care, he spent months 

riding an emotional roller-coaster of self-doubt and depression. According to his Hot 8 

bandmates, the lone motivation that kept him going was his drive to be back with his band. The 

band's leader, Bennie “Big Bennie” Pete, recalls the band's first visit to see their bandmate after 

the accident. "The first question Burger asked was if he was still in the band. At first I was like, 

'Man you tripping. I wouldn't even be worrying about no band if I was you.’ I was thinking in my 
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mind. Then I had to realize, really all of us, that was our dream to be in a band and really succeed 

as a band. I said, 'Long as you can play, you're in the band.’” 

 The determination to maintain his position in the band, like the determination of the 

musicians in the brass band community to prevent Hurricane Katrina from damaging the 

tradition and culture, reflects a sense of resiliency in which giving up is not an option. A year 

after his horrific accident, in the spring of 2007, Batiste joined the members of the Hot 8 on the 

biggest stage for New Orleans brass bands: The New Orleans Jazz  Heritage Festival. Since that 

performance, Batiste has reaffirmed his position in both the Hot 8 and the brass band community, 

serving as a a living example of resilience; surviving tragedy, overcoming the greatest of 

obstacles, and beating the odds to flourish once again, with his trumpet in his hand. It is 

important to acknowledge that Batiste’s resiliency is no different from a non-musician. However, 

what is of great value regarding the experiences of these musicians is that they all agreed that the 

music and ability to perform was in many ways self-therapeutic, pushing them to carry-on.

Its So Hard to Say Goodbye 

 For some musicians, however, resiliency and recovery were not an option. The following 

is a list of New Orleans brass band musicians who died, either naturally or through the forces of 

violence, after making it through the water––surviving Hurricane Katrina:

Damian “Monti” Wheeler, 33: Damian Wheeler, bass drummer, founding member of 
Junior Pinstripe and Mahogany brass bands, and an active member of Pinstripe Brass 
Band, died on May 27, 2006, in New Orleans. The cause was complications from 
diabetes and Hurricane Katrina-related illness and stress. Associates of Wheeler’s  have 
reported that he was deeply depressed after Katrina, and had been diagnosed as being in 
the beginning stages of losing his eyesight as a result of uncontrolled diabetes. I am one 
of the fellow musicians and close friends who feel that Hurricane Katrina was too 
overwhelming––Wheeler simply lost all hope and the will to live.
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George Johnson: George Johnson, principal trumpeter for several brass bands, including 
Pinstripe, Tornado, and Chosen Few, passed away on May 27, 2006, at a Houston-area 
hospital, where he had been on life-support systems. George, uncle of saxophonist Calvin 
Johnson, was one of the leading brass band trumpeters who influenced a new generation 
of trumpet players in New Orleans. He was a leading figure in the brass band revival 
sparked by Danny Barker, and was instrumental in forging a more contemporary sound 
for brass bands through the influence of his trumpet hero, Freddie Hubbard. He passed 
away on the day Wheeler was being laid to rest in New Orleans.

Dinerral Shavers, 25: Music teacher Dinerral Shavers, snare drummer for the Hot 8 
Brass Band, was killed December 28, 2006, when he was shot in the back of the head by 
a seventeen-year-old while driving with his family in the 2200 block of Dumaine Street. 
The assailant was attempting to shoot Dinerral’s fifteen-year-old stepson over a dispute 
that allegedly revolved around resentment of "Uptowners" such as Shavers' stepson 
moving into territory in a “Downtown” neighborhood, that was a result of the residential 
shifts caused by the lack of public housing and a shortage in available housing 
immediately following Katrina.

Frederick “Shep” Sheppard, 61: Frederick Sheppard, saxophonist with several brass 
bands, including Treme, New Birth, and Mahogany, was found dead on in his apartment 
in Phoenix on January 21, 2007. He died of liver disease. Shep was a unique character 
who certainly left his own chapter in the rich history of New Orleans saxophonists and 
was well-known for his intricate and soulful solos. Before Katrina, he lived in an 
apartment in the city’s Eighth Ward, where he weathered the storm. He was then taken by  
boat to the Louis Armstrong International Airport and flown to Georgia on a FEMA 
plane. Eventually, he ended up in Phoenix, Arizona, where he joined with fellow 
evacuees in the Treme Brass Band. 

Raymond “Ray J” Jones, 71: Raymond Jones, educator, pianist, composer, and 
trumpeter with Pinstripe Brass Band, was found unresponsive at his home on February 
11, 2011, when a fellow musician went to check on him after he failed to show up for a 
performance. Jones taught instrumental music alongside jazz singer, Germaine Bazzle, 
for decades at Xavier Preparatory School for Girls until his retirement in 1991. He was 
known for always having a smile on his face, a positive spirit, and his trademark greeting, 
“sho you right.” 

“Uncle” Lionel Batiste, 80: Lionel Batiste, or “Unc” as he was commonly called, was 
the longtime bass drummer for the Treme Brass Band and a dapper character who 
personified the essence of New Orleans’s charm. He died on July 12, 2012, after a brief 
battle with cancer. Batiste began performing in 1930 and became a cornerstone of the 
contemporary brass band scene and an iconic figure in the brass band community and the 
larger world of New Orleans music. His omnipresent sunglasses, a wristwatch worn 
across his hand, and his kazoo were his defining trademarks. 
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Julius Lewis: Julius Lewis, alto saxophonist with Doc Paulin Brass Band, Paulin 
Brothers Brass Band, and New Wave Brass Band, was found unresponsive in his 
apartment on Sunday, October 6, 2013, by bass drummer Dwayne Paulin, when he did 
not show up for a performance.   

The deaths of the brass band musicians discussed above illustrate the human loss the New 

Orleans brass band community has suffered since August 29, 2005. The effect of the 

psychological trauma, personal losses, and stress on their health is uncertain, and deserves 

scholarly attention. The musicians interviewed for this study reported significant concern that the 

combination of so many trials and tribulations and the disruption in everyday geographies 

aggravated their illnesses. In the case of Shavers, his murder represents the Black-on-Black 

crime that has plagued New Orleans’ urban neighborhoods before and after Katrina.

 The preceding stories of loss have been the result of situations, circumstances, and 

tragedy beyond the control of those affected. However, two brass band musicians shared a story 

loss with me that was much different from the forms of loss discussed thus far. For them, they 

dealt with loss by facing the depths of their substance addiction and eventually find redemption. 

Loss, Redemption, and Hope
 

 As New Orleans repopulated in the weeks and months following Hurricane Katrina, brass 

band musicians were some of the first residents in the rush to return home. Herbert McCarver III 

with Pinstripe Brass Band returned in late September 2005. Phil Frazier with the Rebirth Brass 

Band returned in November 2005. Perhaps it was because they needed sense of place. Maybe it 

was to get to the task of rebuilding their homes and lives as quickly as possible so they could 

return to a life of normality and familiarity. But for two trombone players, Tyrus Chapman and 

Gregory “Koon” Veals, the urge to get their hands on the illegal substances they were addicted 
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to, but could not find in the small Mississippi towns they were displaced became a central 

motivation for them to make their way back to New Orleans. 

 Several years before Hurricane Katrina flooded the city, Chapman and Veals fell victim to 

the lure of drugs. Matt Sakakeeny (2013) suggest, “All jazz musicians become aware of drugs at 

one point or another in their career. In quick succession, their weed smoking graduated to harder 

drugs, such as heroin and pills, and other self-destructive activities.” Being I have been friends 

with Chapman and Veals since junior high school and played a crucial role in their introduction 

to the music, yet have never been tempted to use drugs, I have to respectfully disagree with 

Sakakeeny’s assertion that the “aware[ness]” of “all” jazz musicians leads to a “quick 

succession” of drug use. However, like all artistic and creative communities, drugs and 

substances that relieve inhibitions are popular commodities used to enhance creative endeavors. 

 According to reports from law enforcement officials, after Katrina all kinds of illicit 

drugs were more plentiful in New Orleans as drug dealers pushed their products in a much 

smaller, more transient city with swaths of abandoned neighborhoods. “Man, I was at rock 

bottom after the storm when I came back,” Veals told me on a cool fall night in New Orleans 

outside his weekly Tuesday night gig with the Rebirth Brass Band at the Maple Leaf Bar in the 

Carrollton Riverbend neighborhood. “I was like . . . living in an abandoned house across the 

street from my mama’s house in Carrollton, to the point of not even bathing . . . I was sick,” he 

went on to tell me. Taking a drag on a cigarette, Veals said, “Even if you wanted to get clean 

after the storm, it wasn’t gonna happen in New Orleans because all the rehab facilities and clinics 

were closed.”
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 Medical specialists and drug abuse counselors say the stresses of life after Katrina caused 

substance abuse to skyrocket. Meanwhile, the city's medical and psychological services were 

greatly reduced, and access to free medical detox facilities was zero. Charity Hospital of New 

Orleans, which had provided free medical detox services to the city's poor and uninsured, was 

closed by the governor’s office after the storm. For many in the city, the closure closed off any 

hope for getting clean (Simmons 2007). The hospital was founded eighteen years after the city 

was founded by France in 1718. It is the second oldest continually operated public hospital in the 

United States. Only Bellevue Hospital in New York City is older, having been founded a month 

earlier, on March 31, 1736. The current facility, built in 1932, has been abandoned since 

Hurricane Katrina, although Tulane University Hospital directly across the street and suffered 

severe flooding also has remained opened, forcing locals to ponder if the closure of Charity 

Hospital was yet another conspiracy against the poor and working-class citizens of New Orleans.

 Veals told me he had finally hit rock bottom and knew he had to either get help or his 

mother would soon be burying him. “Look man, I’ve been there . . . I know what it feels like, 

looks like, and the destruction it causes. It wasn’t just me I was hurting, but my family, my 

mother, my kids. It’s a disease. You have to be willing to do battle with yourself and your 

demons if you want to return to the brighter side of life,” Veals told me as we talked, more as 

friends than as researcher and interviewee. He went on to tell his story of redemption, saying:

At that bitter end—this was after Katrina—I was homeless, no assistance, nowhere to go, 
no caring. There was nothing for the sick and suffering addicts. I just prayed to the Lord: 
Lord please help me out of this. I can’t handle it. I was actually living in an abandoned 
house across the street from my mama’s house in Carrollton. And I’m talking about to the 
point where, man, I couldn’t even bathe. So, I ran into this guy one day, I had been to 
some places and tried but I kept going back. I ran into a guy, a musician, and he was 
trying to help other musicians. He got me into this program at the Bridge House. I started 
going to meetings, and when I listened to them talk, I was identifying with a lot of what 
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they were saying. Then I saw another musician (tells me he can’t say his name because 
all are anonymous), an older cat we know, and he was there with twenty-something years 
clean. Hearing those stories and understanding what I was really going through . . . I was 
searching for an outlet and that’s why I was doing it, and I couldn’t understand why I was 
doing what I was doing until I started going to this place. Then I realized I was hurting 
not just myself, but my family, my friends, I mean even you (referencing myself), ‘cause 
you was always there for me, saying, man I just want you guys to get yourselves together. 
And when I got there I just made the conscious decision to try to get my life back on 
track. From that I started playing again, a little with the Hot 8, the New Birth, and now 
look at me, I’m playing with the Rebirth, and they then won a Grammy. Not only am I 
clean, I’m a Grammy winner.” (personal interview, October 8, 2013)

 Since getting clean and maintaining a drug-free lifestyle, he has become a role model for 

others in the brass band community suffering from addiction, including his best friend Tyrus 

Chapman. Discussing his post-Katrina experiences, Chapman told me, “I know Katrina has been 

a never-ending nightmare for many. However, for Koon [Veals] and I, it was more like a cloud 

with a silver lining.” The same positive energy and commitment Veals used as an influence to get  

himself clean, he used to encourage Chapman to get clean also, ultimately becoming his sponsor. 

 As Chapman and I sat in PJ’s coffee shop on Esplanade Avenue, we talked about our 

lives, experiences, and friendship of more than twenty years. As we began to discuss the affect 

Katrina and its aftermath had on his life personally he took a long pause . . . “I’m glad I went 

through everything I went through and that I’m blessed to still be here,” he said to me as he 

stared me in the eyes. “With all the stuff I was doing, I’m not even supposed to still be here. But 

now I am, and I’m an example and a role model for others. I’m a living example.” Not wanting 

to personally, but needing to as a researcher, I asked Chapman to explain what he was referring 

to. He shared his post-Katrina experience, telling me:

How did Katrina affect me personally? Katrina, I think it did a hellava job on me. For 
one, I wasn’t planning to go nowhere. I was going through my thing at the time. My 
mom’s came and was like, look we going, and I was like, OK, y’all be safe. She told me 
to get in this car because it was serious. I didn’t want to get in the car, but I got in. We 
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drove to Mississippi. Keep in mind, I’m at the bottom of the pits fighting a disease that 
has got a serious itch on me . . . Now we way in the country and they didn’t even tell me 
where we were. So, I’m like, man, what I’m I going to do now? And all I had with me 
was a little bag of clothes. Me being sick in the head, the only thing I can think about is I 
need to get to a big city. So when they went to sleep, I snuck out, walked to the highway, 
and hitchhiked all the way to Texas.

After hitchhiking to Texas, Chapman bounced from place to place, including an evacuee shelter 

at the Astrodome, the homes of family and friends, and a park bench. He was not able to get any 

FEMA assistance because his family had already claimed the New Orleans address needed to do 

so. 

 He was offered an apartment by a program, but turned it down so he could help his 

brother-in-law, who he says “was really sick.” Losing the apartment put him in a rebellious state. 

After his mom sent him $1,000, he quickly returned to his old habits. He found some gigging 

opportunities in Houston, made possible because of the large number of brass band musicians 

and residents who had evacuated there. Several nights a week various nightclubs hosted “New 

Orleans Night” where DJ’s and brass bands would help evacuees forget about the displacement 

and hardships they were facing—at least temporarily. But for Chapman, because of the power his 

disease had in controlling the choices he made, he would soon be New Orleans-bound. Once 

back in New Orleans, his life would forever change. Discussing his return, Chapman told me:

When I finally got to come back home, I went back home to my mama’s house. The 
house was still there, but everything had floated out. It was an empty shell and I was like, 
whoa, this thing was real. So now I didn’t have a place to live. I played a few gigs here 
and there, then said, I’m not playing music anymore. That’s the state of mind my disease 
had me in. Then Katrina took a toll on me. Me and Koon was in an abandoned house in 
the Iberville [housing projects], you know. And he got up and took off running. Left me 
in a empty house. I come outside, his car right there, but I didn’t see Koon for like seven 
months later. He ran straight to the hospital and told the people he needed help. Next time 
I saw him he was clean. Then he told me, man that shit is old, that’s old, bruh. He would 
stop by ever now and then, but was like, I can’t hang with you. And that was hard 
because, you know, me and Koon are tight, we been tight. 
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This one particular time I asked him for twenty dollars. He gave me twenty dollars but 
said, ‘You need to do something with yourself.’ I said, ‘I know, but I don’t know what to 
do.’ He said all right. The next morning he was at my door at five in the morning. Pack 
your bags, you going to detox. I said cool, I can do detox for seven days. When the 
seventh day came, the people from Bridge House came to pick me up. A year program? 
Man, I didn’t sign up for all that (a burst of laughter). I was like, man. I was grateful to 
have a friend like that. He got his self together then came back to get me . . . (long pause) 
because it was like everybody else gave up on me. I don’t regret anything that happen to 
me. I don’t regret, I’m not upset that Katrina pushed me deeper into the dark side, 
because look at me today, my story helps other people. Now I’m an example and role 
model for others.

 Chapman has come a long way in the past several years. In the years since completing his 

rehabilitation, he has once again begun playing his trombone, now as a member of the Hot 8 

Brass Band. He still performs with the Rebirth Brass Band from time to time. But now, because 

he works a full-time job during the day, his gigs are all dependent on his work schedule. He is 

also the father of a beautiful baby girl who he says “reminds me how important and blessed my 

life is every time I see her.” Besides their depths of drug addiction and newfound sobriety, 

Chapman and Veals now both share something else in common: they are both Grammy-

nominated musicians. In December 2013, Hot 8 Brass Band became the second New Orleans 

brass band to be nominated for a Grammy Award. Although the Hot 8 came up short in the 2014 

Grammy competition, both trombonists have the distinguished honor of holding their heads high 

with pride for not only kicking their substance abuse, but for also being members of the first two 

brass bands to ever be nominated for a Grammy Award.

 Chapman and Veals spoke about loss of a different sort—a loss that they themselves were 

responsible for initiating—the personal crisis and loss that define an escape from substance 

abuse and addiction. With such a powerful testimony of turning their lives around, I asked 

Chapman whether he thought Katrina was indeed a blessing in disguise for him. He responded, 
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“Yes indeed, my pain saves lives today, and it’s not even my pain anymore, and it feels good 

because it’s a better place—better than I’ve ever been before.” When asked the same question, 

Veals told me, “Katrina was a wake-up call for me. In all its destruction and devastation, for 

some of us it was a silver lining. I made the best out of the worst and turned my life around.” As 

a part of their personal recovery, Chapman and Veals have committed themselves to the cultural 

recovery and prosperity of the brass band tradition by mentoring younger musicians through 

cultural learning. The support they offer to other musicians is very needed, because in the years 

since the storm several brass band musicians have suffered very public battles with addiction and 

substance abuse. 

Conclusion 

 In this chapter, I continued the exploration of the lived-experiences of brass band 

musicians using a humanistic framework as a context to explore the ways Hurricane Katrina 

affected them in personal ways. To do this, I shifted the focus of my lens toward topics such as 

losing jobs and careers, the implications of post-disaster recovery, and how that process affected 

individuals’ health, and possibly precipitated the post-disaster deaths of several musicians. By 

presenting the musicians in a humanistic way, I have attempted to provide insight into their 

plight as real people, not as caricatures created for the tourist trade; their lived-experiences 

include losses suffered with everyone else. Understanding these losses allows an appreciation of 

the resilience that has allowed them to overcome personal adversity and challenges while 

simultaneously upholding a cultural institution that is vital for New Orleans.

 I specifically focused my scholarly lens on how they have contended with difficulties 

such as being furloughed from jobs, losing retirement options, dealing with health-related 
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illnesses, and finding personal redemption from substance abuse in the midst of navigating some 

of the darkest days of their lives. Some of these musicians have faced health problems, some 

have come face-to-face with death, while others have found themselves starting life over on the 

bottom rung. Yet, they all have maintained their allegiance to keeping the New Orleans brass 

band tradition alive, and keeping that beat on the street. Understanding the post-Katrina survival 

of brass bands depends on understanding how the storm affected the people responsible for 

keeping the brass band beat on the streets of the city. 

 The ethnographic methods used in this chapter to gather a holistic look the musicians 

lives, of which performance is just one part, can be used as a model in when studying other ways 

disasters effect people personally. I stated that New Orleans brass band musicians have suffered 

more than their fair share of tragedy since August 29, 2005. Their upbeat performances create an 

impression that they are immune to the pain, shame, and depression of losses extending far 

beyond the cancellation of a few performance dates. Amid the loss of homes, jobs, family 

members, and friends, they fight with insurance companies to replace homes and vehicles, and 

continue to deal with remnants of the disaster that forever altered their lives. In New Orleans, the 

music is a vessel that helps people cope with the realities of their lived-experiences. Most 

important, this chapter illustrated the multiple ways that brass band musicians were, and continue 

to be, deeply affected by the Katrina experience, as evacuees, refugees, and survivors.
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Fig. 11: Dwight J. Miller, Sr., father 
of the author performing at the Po-
boy Festival in New Orleans in 
2008, prior to suffering a stroke in 
April 2010. Photo by J. Coo, 2008.

Fig. 12: Pinstripe Brass Band performing at 2012 New Orleans Jazz & Heritage Festival 
with Dwight Miller, Sr., performing two-years after suffering a major stroke. 

Photo by author.
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Fig. 13: Joe Terrogano, several months 
after completing chemotherapy, posing in 
front of the Ellis Marsalis Center for Music 
where he has returned to his passion of 
teaching young people the rigors of New 
Orleans traditional jazz pedagogy and 
performance. Photo by author.

Fig. 14: Trumpeter Gregg Stafford performing with Dr. Michael White’s Liberty Jazz Band at 
Palmer Park in the Carrollton neighborhood. Stafford continues to perform and teach full-time, 

being unable to take advantage of his planned retirement. Photo by author.
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Fig 15: The former Frantz Elementary School, site where Ruby Bridges integrated public 
schools in New Orleans, located one-block from the Musicians Village. The school was 

recently remodeled and became Akili Charter School. Unfortunately, eight-years since the 
storm, there is no neighborhood population to support the school. Students are bussed in 

from other areas of the city. Photo by author.

Fig. 16: Abandoned neighborhood behind Akili Charter School, two-blocks from Musicians Village, 
which is located in what I call a poverty dessert–no stores, shopping spaces, service stations, police or 
fire stations, and very low population, the majority whom live in poverty. Photo by author.



CHAPTER IV:

MUSIC, SPACE AND PLACE ATTACHMENT

 In this chapter, I introduce perhaps one of the most fundamental areas of inquiry 

regarding musicians and the post-Katrina brass band phenomenon in New Orleans––an analysis 

of the ways in which people form attachment to places, a sense of place, and develop 

geographies of everyday life. By focusing on how the musicians explain why the authentic 

sociocultural function of brass bands cannot be replicated in other cities, we can then better 

understanding the importance of the sociocultural experiences of New Orleans brass bands 

cultural performances. Thus, the goal of this chapter is to help us better understand how sense of 

place plays a central role in their decision to return to New Orleans. To do this, I illustrate that as 

cultural practitioners performing within public spaces and places in New Orleans, brass bands 

represent geographies of everyday life that citizens have formed emotional attachments to, thus 

developing sense of place and place attachment. 

 Throughout this chapter, I will place an emphasis on examining the intersection of 

cultural performance and the built form of the city, drawing attention to how the interdependent 

relationship between brass bands, New Orleans’ spatial landscape, and the sociocultural 

construction of space has been an enabler for the popularity of the brass band tradition, including 

in their post-Katrina context. These points will be explored as I review questions surrounding the 

intersection of factors that produce experiences of locality and the uniqueness of everyday life in 

New Orleans. Exploring these topics will offer a deeper understanding as to why the second-line 
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parade and brass band traditions in New Orleans are so important for the vitality of public life 

and encompass what New Orleans means as a place. Additionally, in my exploration of the 

musicians emotional and cultural attachments to place, I will describe why for many New 

Orleans brass band musicians, there is no place like home. 

 For instance, what happens when individuals whose sense of place is interpreted through 

cultural identifiers that are specific in one locality are transplanted into another locality, where 

the requisite cultural supports are not present? What happens when there is a misalignment 

between the culture and place, where the cultural and social norms are not consonant with the 

larger societal context or history? How does that affect one’s sense of belonging? Additionally, 

how are the cultural memories of brass band cultural practices maintained, and retain their 

sociocultural relevance for participants? Does cultural consonance inform sense of place, and 

thereby instigate a sense of familiarity and belonging? 

 Being the focus of this chapter is the examination of place attachment, sense of place, and 

the role of music in place identity in post-Katrina New Orleans, it is important to understand how 

the musicians suffered communal disruption and dealt with post-disaster dislocation. As I have 

mentioned in previous chapters, brass band musicians faced a multitude of obstacles following 

Hurricane Katrina. In dealing with those difficulties, combined with the daunting task of not only 

rebuilding their built environment, but for many, rebuilding their personal lives and careers, why 

not simply relocate to a safer city? Why accept the enduring challenge of moving back to New 

Orleans? More so, for musicians who can travel the world performing, why does New Orleans 

matter? In this chapter, I explore those questions, while also exploring questions concerning the 

social functions of brass band cultural performance in New Orleans as a representation of place. 
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 Important to my analysis is the ideology of Tuan’s (1990) term “topophilia,” that 

describes the bond people have with their places: “It can be defined broadly to include all of the 

human being’s affective ties with the material environment.” For Tuan (1977), space, place, and 

human engagement become one at that intersection, endowed with profound value. Additionally, 

the exploration in this chapter is grounded using an ethnomusicological approach. The field of 

ethnomusicology has made great strides theorizing on places in terms of cities, communities, and 

nations, and as of late, how place helps inform local identities. 

 However, ethnomusicologists seldom cite humanistic geography theorists in their 

description of people’s affective connections with their communities, cities, and regions. Jeff 

Todd Titon’s definition of ethnomusicology as being “the study of people making music” remind 

us that some musical places are a key part of the music-making process (2005). I have chosen to 

draw mainly from the humanistic approach because as a place, New Orleans has always 

interwoven life and art almost as a singular existence. It is a city where residents’ everyday 

experiences of beauty, joy, misery, happiness, and hope are embodied in personal and cultural 

expressions. 

 In his book Understanding Cultural Geography, Jon Anderson (2009) suggests, "We live 

in a world of cultural places." Considering the geographic relevance of New Orleans from both a 

humanistic and cultural perspective provides "insights, feelings, and understandings of our place 

in the world." Accordingly, the cultural performance of brass bands, is very much a reflection of 

the city itself, including its history, neighborhoods, street culture, and schools. For the musicians, 

their performance can be thought of as a pursuit of happiness and as a direct embodiment of the 
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rich intercultural social environment that has perpetuated the tradition, thus explaining an 

important aspect of brass bands dependence and attachment to New Orleans as a place.

 Brass band musicians became some of the primary cultural ambassadors and social 

agents advocating for their ruined city. Immediately after Katrina, they celebrated a sense of 

place and cultural familiarity through their performances for evacuees throughout the country. 

By channeling their distinct musical and cultural energy through performances, the musical 

heritage became the most visual and vocal representation of why New Orleans was so important.

The data collected from study participants regarding this chapter suggest that residents feel that 

New Orleans and the sociocultural experiences such as brass bands, street parades, and jazz 

funerals define the normalities of everyday geographies manifest pragmatic characteristics that 

cannot be found or replicated elsewhere. 

That Special Moment After the Storm

 On a dreary February evening in 2006, the weekend of the first post-Katrina Mardi Gras, 

my wife and I decided to leave our hotel room in the Warehouse District for a stroll through the 

French Quarter. On the drive back to New Orleans from Columbus, Mississippi, she repeatedly 

mentioned how much she was craving her first post-Katrina beignet. Although I had returned to 

the city several times to work on our damaged home, assist our parents, attend business 

meetings, and to perform at various events, this would be her first time back home since the 

storm sent us scurrying for higher ground. Because utilities had yet to be fully restored in our 

Carrollton neighborhood, and because crime in the now dark and desolate neighborhoods 

throughout the city was a major concern, we decided to stay at a Warehouse District hotel several 
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blocks from the French Quarter that a relative who was in the military was provided at no cost 

from the U.S. Army.

   It was time to get my wife her beignets! As we slowly walked amongst the hustle and 

bustle of downtown New Orleans, pushing a baby stroller and dodging potholes in the sidewalk, 

for the first time that I could recall, I actually felt like a tourist, although I was a lifelong resident 

of the city. My wife and I walked, pointing out monuments, building facades, and statues that we 

had never taken notice of before. Once we arrived to Café du Monde (a coffee shop on Decatur 

Street in the French Quarter best known for its café au lait and its French-style beignets) we both 

made similar observations while enjoying our beignets and coffee. 

 One such observation was that it was virtually impossible to discern who were tourists 

and who were locals. Being back home, I needed a music fix, so after leaving the café, I 

suggested we pass through Jackson Square to see if any musicians were performing in front of 

St. Louis Cathedral in historic Jackson Square. The pedestrian mall around “The Square,” as it is 

most commonly called by locals is populated on most days by street musicians who play 

predominantly traditional jazz and brass band music, local artists who paint, draw, create 

portraits and caricatures, and display their work on the square's iron fence, and fortune tellers 

who predict individuals’ future for a small fee. According to Judy Weitz (2013), “The Place 

d'Armes (or Plaza de Armas, as the Spanish called it) was used as a public square, military 

parade ground and open-air market.” In describing the history of Jackson Square, Weitz 

continues:

The Place d'Armes continued to function in this capacity throughout the rule of the 
French, the Spanish, the French again, and American rule after the Louisiana Purchase. 
Following the Battle of New Orleans in 1814, the Baroness Pontalba (builder of the 
Pontalba Apartments, which bear her name and remain in use today) lobbied for and 
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financed a redesign of the public square. The new design incorporated an iron fence, 
formal gardens, walkways and benches for sitting. In the center of the square stands one 
of three bronze statues of General Andrew Jackson, hero of New Orleans. In 1815, after 
the Battle of New Orleans, the square was renamed "Jackson Square" in the general's 
honor. For well over half a century, an open-air artist colony has thrived at Jackson 
Square.

Jackson Square is also mythicized as one of the possible original sites of Congo Square, where 

slaves and people of color would gather to sing, dance, sell wares, and hold public prayer. Today, 

this space has become a timeless attraction for visitors and enclave for artists.

 Visitors and local residents alike enjoy strolling and sitting on the mall's benches, 

watching the artists at work or just enjoying good weather while listening to musicians perform. 

What many tourists do not realize is that not any musician can freely walk up and perform with 

the seemingly impromptu brass band; you must be invited by one of the performers, regardless 

an individual’s virtuosity. Since the 1970s, this space has served as one of the city’s open-air 

public cultural education classrooms for generations of musicians.

 Elder brass band musicians, such as Anthony “Tuba Fats” Lacen, Danny Barker, George 

Johnson, Keith “Wolf” Anderson, Robert Harris and many others, not only performed “on the 

street,” or busked, but provided a place and space where many young musicians received some 

of their greatest lessons about music, life, and people. Those musicians, along with many more, 

taught generations of young musicians. The Square was a space in which I experienced many of 

the rites of passage (observing, performing, and learning the craftsmanship) of becoming a New 

Orleans jazz trumpeter that have allowed me to become the successful musician, educator, 

cultural torchbearer, and businessperson I have become. It was in this space, the promenade 

between the gated park and the church, where I spent many Saturday and Sunday mornings as a 

young kid learning to play traditional jazz, perform, and entertain. That tradition continues today, 
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as many of the musicians who were once young students now serving as mentors. And it for 

those reasons that visiting this space was something I needed to do—almost in a spiritual-like 

way.

 Some scholars view place as home (Seamon 1979; Bachelard 1994; Rose 1993), and 

some interpret place as process or practice (Seamon 1980). Although “The Square” represents a 

space of local familiarity and cultural purpose that has been transformed into a tourist 

destination, promoting spectacle and cultural performance (Harvey 1990; Jacobs 1998; Zukin 

1991, 1995). For me, it represented an an important and meaningful place. It is a place where the 

cultural traditions and cultural performance for brass band musicians have been 

intergenerationally shared. As a place, “The Square” has also served as a contested location 

where the politicized struggles over space, cultural ownership, and musicians rights to perform 

and make a living have played out publicly over the years, including post-Katrina (de Certeau et 

al. 1998; Kearns and Philo 1993; King 1997). During the 1990s, when a group of French Quarter 

residents began to put pressure on city leaders aiming to limit street music in The Square, 

Anthony “Tuba Fats” Lacen, with attorney Mary Howell, fought back in court, defending the 

musicians rights to freely perform in public, without restriction. 

 The Square was so popular that former Mayor Dutch Morial would often spend time 

there with the musicians, and was known to dance, play tambourine, and pass the musicians tip 

bucket. Later, his son Mayor Marc Morial would become one of the street musicians and brass 

band musicians greatest allies, not only supporting their rights to perform in The Square (and in 

other public spaces), but also using their talents to represent the city nationally and 

internationally at conferences, events, and festivals. For me, as a public space and place that 
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represents a variety of social, personal, and political meanings from an everyday point of view, 

The Square represent an important aspect of what New Orleans meant to me, and this was why I 

needed to visit this meaningful space and place.

 As we walked across Decatur Street toward “The Square,” the sounds of brass band 

music and Indian chants filled the air the closer we got. We stood behind the crowd of onlookers 

who gathered around them as we listened to the musicians and Mardi Gras Indians performing. 

As my wife recalls, “It just felt surreal, like we were tourists visiting a place that was familiar to 

us, but foreign at the same time. But, seeing my ‘Little Man’ (referring to our son Brice Jr., then 

nine months old) dancing, on beat, as he sat on your shoulders to the music and rhythms of the 

Mardi Gras Indians brought a feeling of warmth to my heart, and his reaction let me know I was 

indeed back home.” After fellowshipping with the musicians for a while, we decided to head 

back to our hotel before it got dark. 

 As we walked back down Decatur Street toward Canal Street, the sound of a tuba and the 

booming beat of a bass drum echoed between the centuries-old buildings. I looked down 

Iberville Street and saw the Zulu Social Aid and Pleasure Club in their signature blackface, afro 

wigs and grass skirts marching towards us. They were accompanied by the Pinstripe Brass Band, 

wearing their bright yellow polo shirts, black pants, and traditional white police hats. I 

immediately pressed record on my camcorder and started following the second-line, eventually 

making my way to the band. I gave everyone an elbow-bump, including my dad, who was 

wearing his trademark white sunglasses and wailing away on his saxophone. I followed the band 

for several blocks before realizing I had abandoned my wife and son. 
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 The parade continued toward Woldenberg Park on the riverfront, where the annual Zulu 

Lundi Gras festivities take place. Hundreds of enthusiastic revelers  filled the streets and 

sidewalks, jumping and bobbing to the music, as police scooters zipped in and out of traffic. On 

several occasions I was asked by curious tourists, “What’s going on?” After following for a few 

more blocks, I realized that I was at risk of getting caught up in the moment and leaving my wife 

alone with little Brice for too long. I raised my hand in the air to get my dad’s attention, giving 

him a nod and a smile, then headed back toward Decatur Street to find my wife. 

 Later that night as we sat in our fancy Warehouse District hotel room reminiscing about 

pre-Katrina life and gearing up to celebrate the first post-disaster Mardi Gras the next day, I 

stared over the balcony, enjoying the calmness of the night. Without noticing it, I had begun to 

cry. When my wife asked what was wrong, I smiled and told her the sound of a brass band had 

never seemed more important to me than at that moment. I finally understood what it meant to 

miss New Orleans. 

 There is great significance to the cultural legacy of brass bands embedded in my 

observation of the musicians performing in “The Square.” In the same way, observing Pinstripe 

Brass Band and the Zulu’s parading through the streets of the French Quarter, my dad 

performing, and my son being exposed to the production of music, place, and locality as an 

infant were very powerful. On one hand, the experiences of the day were nostalgic, reminding 

me of what was. However, on the other hand, those same experiences reminded me of the 

political power my dad always told me the music represented. The musicians in “The Square,” 

and the brass band and Zulu revelers all represented a political statement of taking ownership of 
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public spaces, a stance that would prove critical during the city’s recovery and rebuilding 

processes.

 The vignette above highlights the convergence of cultural experiences and the ways in 

which space, place, and brass bands provide a sense of belonging, while facilitating place 

attachment, through the use of music, in a manner that clearly encompasses both place as home 

and place as process. For instance, although my wife and I had decided that moving back to the 

city immediately was not in the best interest for our family, we knew (or hoped) we would one 

day be coming back home. At that moment in time, being home just was not an option. We had 

three young kids, and the educational and healthcare infrastructure was in shambles. Though we 

both would be able to secure employment (her job at WestJeff Hospital was attempting to lure 

her back and I was doing consulting work with the New Orleans School Board), the safety and 

progression of our kids far outweighed the romance of being back home during those first 

months and years after the storm. However, the emotions I experienced that entire weekend 

informed me that New Orleans and I would continue our love affair.  

 While sense of place is sometimes manifested by individuals based on complementary 

factors from their lived and imagined experiences, the data considered here suggest music and 

culture play a crucial role in how residents identify their lived relationship and citizenry. The 

association between music, cultural performance, and place attachment is so strong that very few 

musicians move away, even when greater prosperity is guaranteed.

New Orleans as a Cultural Place: Place Attachment
 
 Chapter Two and Three exposed the plethora of hardships, circumstances, and situations 

brass band musicians dealt with after Hurricane Katrina. Why did these musicians choose to 
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return to New Orleans, when they could have pursued opportunities in other localities? Not 

surprisingly, as a city, and as a cultural place, the interrelationship between music and place in 

New Orleans runs deep enough to capture the essence of the bond between a place and its 

people. Attachment to places, along with the usage of public spaces in New Orleans is reflective 

of a greater attachment to the city as a whole and highlights the ways in which music and culture 

have been instrumental in developing people’s attachment to place, sense of place, and love for 

the city, in a mostly public way.

 The notion of place attachment, as mentioned in this chapter’s introduction, provides an 

easily approachable theorization of New Orleans as a cultural place. Place is central to many 

aspects of human thought, behavior, and representation of individuals’ relative relationship with 

their networks of social relations. Yi-Fu Tuan (1977) explains the idea in a very approachable 

way, suggesting, “Place is [simply] a humanized space . . . Transformed into place as it becomes 

[a geographic location] we get to know better and endow it with value.” In describing the 

affection of place and place attachment, Tuan (1990) also stresses the importance of 

acknowledging personal histories, saying “Awareness of the past is an important element in 

[recognizing] the love of a place.”  

 In the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina, the mourning of the potential loss of New Orleans 

is often discussed in relation to the city’s distinctive identity—a distinctiveness frequently linked 

to its otherness. This otherness is associated with a cultural performance as a narrative of 

collective identity (Lipsitz 2001). Geographers, anthropologists, urban historians, cultural critics, 

and poets writing about the social and cultural histories of New Orleans have sought to articulate 

its unique contribution to the U.S. landscape (see, e.g., Campanella 2006a; Campanella and 
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Campanella 1999; Colten 2005; Dent 1982; Doḿınguez 1986; Johnson 1995; Kelman 2003; 

Lewis 2003[1976]; Osbey 1997; Pile 2005; Regis 1999; Roach 1996; Saloy 2005; Walker 2005; 

Ward 2004; ya Salaam 2000). More than a geographical landscape, New Orleans is a musical 

place where music is a “soundscape” (a term coined by R. Murray Schafer) and brass bands are 

the epitome of the city’s music-making and “soundscape” representation. 

 Throughout the city’s history, the collective process of brass band performance and 

cultural learning has been directly linked to place, and shaped by a history of colonialism, 

segregation, and racism and the generational duplicity of a collective identity and cultural 

identity rooted in culture, memory, and performance. In other words, through the lived 

experiences and the cultural investment in place, the music represents a deeper level of 

humanistic geography of everyday life in the city.

David Harvey (1996) is one of the scholars who have argued, regarding theoretical 

conceptions of place and space, the benefits of "multiple layers of meaning embedded in the 

concept of place reveal a great deal about social, political, and spatial practices in interrelation 

with each other over time." Doreen Massey (1993) suggests that a place constituted through 

“social relationships” and “social practices”  is more than simply a locality or a setting, but 

instead plays an active role in the construction and organization of social life. Akhil Gupta and 

James Ferguson (1999) offer a useful perspective:

How are understandings of locality, community, and region formed and lived? To answer 
this question, we must turn away from the commonsense idea that such things as locality 
and community are simply given or natural and turn toward a focus on social and 
political processes of place making, conceived less as a matter of “ideas” than of 
embodied practices that shape identities and enable resistances.
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Ferguson and Gupta’s suggestion that we look at people’s actual practices in the making of place 

is an ideal approach that informs the exploration of the cultural and performance practices of 

brass band in New Orleans. In 2007, Bruce Raeburn, curator of the Hogan Jazz Archive at 

Tulane University warned, “If the musicians do not come back, the culture will die . . . what the 

musicians do will have far-reaching consequences for the city’s future.”

 With this in mind, we can better understand why the city needed the brass bands to return 

after the storm and why the brass bands needed to return to their place in New Orleans. Cultural 

and political geographers, cultural and anthropology scholars, critical urban and spatial theorists, 

architects and urban planners have all, through one lens of perspective or another, examined the 

power of place and its connection to struggles and tension for meanings of use, the engagement 

of social actors, and political struggles over use and definition of public and urban spaces. Jane 

Jacobs (1961) illustrates the connectivity of people, power of place, and the embodiment of life 

as: 

A city cannot be a work of art. We need art, in the arrangements of cities as in other 
realms of life, to help explain life to us, to show us meanings, to illuminate the 
relationship between the life that each of us embodies and the life outside us. We need 
art, most perhaps, to reassure us our own humanity. However, though art and life are 
interwoven, they are not the same things (372).

 In New Orleans, however, the personal and cultural expressions of the residents embody the 

beauty, joy, misery, happiness, and hope of their everyday existence. 

 In his book Understanding Cultural Geography, Jon Anderson (2009) suggests, "We live 

in a world of cultural places." Cultural geography explores the intersection of culture and 

context, cultural influences, activities, the actions we choose, and how our actions relate to our 

everyday life. Considering the relevance of place from a culturally geographical perspective 
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provides "insights, feelings, and understandings of our place in the world" (Anderson 2009). For 

Ashworth and Poria (2009), place and its history connect people to something that belongs to the 

inhabitants of place and space who "choose how to interpret it and use it to their advantage."  For 

the musicians, their music making is a pursuit of happiness and direct embodiment of their 

intercultural environment.  

From the perspective of cultural geography, the music, dances, parades, architecture, 

social interactions, race, community histories, and indigenous traditions of the city are all 

intertwined like a vast multi-textured fabric, providing a feel, a belongingness, a sense of place. 

To explain this, let me momentarily return to the Zulu second-line parade I encountered in the 

French Quarter discussed earlier in this chapter. As I followed the parade, I ran into countless 

people I knew: former co-workers, former students, neighbors, friends from high school and 

college, colleagues, and business clients. Regardless how the storm had impacted each of us 

emotionally or financially, Mardi Gras 2006 was the first time most people had experienced a 

street parade since at least August 2005. 

In New Orleans, unlike other places in the United States, second-lines are communal and 

represent a public expression of attachment to place and locality. Leaving aside, for the present, 

the pageantry and immensity of Mardi Gras parades, brass bands and street parades evoke a 

sense of home in a way that is uniquely New Orleans, especially for many members of the Black 

community.  In his book The Time and Space of Everyday Life, Ian Burkitt (2004) make this 

point even clearer:

The production of daily reality does not occur somewhere beyond our reach in, say, the 
‘higher’ echelons of the state, and is then imposed upon us. Rather, the reality of 
everyday life—the sum total of all our relations—is built on the ground, in daily activities 
and transactions.
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 As a bottom-up social cultural phenomenon, the cultural performances of brass bands 

embody a bottom-up approach to the conceptualization of everyday life. Considering the 

relationship between music (brass bands) and place (street parades and public spaces) as a 

normative way of life in New Orleans, what might be considered out-of-place elsewhere is more 

of a pragmatic priority. Let us take for example, the cultural practice of a brass band street parade 

in New Orleans:

 When you hear that beat,
Coming down your street.

Everybody get in line,
We’re gonna do that old second-line.

The young and old you’ll see,
Dancing, down the street.

Rich man, poor man,
We all do that old second-line.

The words above, adapted from the Paul Barbarin’s Second Line by the legendary New Orleans 

jazz drummer of the same name, represent a routinization that is a natural way of life for many 

New Orleanians, especially in the urban Black community. The words inform us that it does not 

matter who you are, what matters most is that we all do that old second-line.

 The second-line and the cultural performance of brass bands are connected to the ways by 

which New Orleanians live, celebrate, mend social strife, recover, and heal from loss. More so, 

so only is this way of life not a new phenomenon, but its routinization is predicated in a long 

history of cultural performance and ritualization. When a brass band parades through the streets 

of the city, whether back-a-town or in the French Quarter, people come to experience a sense of 

community that cannot be experienced in any other urban locality. Another example of 

routinization and the geography of everyday life is explained in John Boutte’s Treme Song:
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Hangin' in the Treme
Watchin' people sashay

Past my steps
By my porch

In front of my door
Church bells are ringin'

Choirs are singing
While the preachers groan

And the sisters moan
In a blessed tone

Down in the Treme
Just me and my baby
We're all going crazy

Buck jumpin' and having fun

In the same way the words adapted from the Paul Barbarin’s Second Line represent a 

routinization that is a natural way of life for many New Orleanians in the urban Black 

community, the lyrics to John Boutte’s song offers a very descriptive visualization of the second-

line experience. In doing so, it highlights that the specialness of New Orleans has to do with 

experiences that constitute a sense of place, and that sense of place is informed by everyday 

activities that are normal here, though they be out of place anywhere else. As an iconic cultural 

representation consistent with the common appropriations that represent sense of place, locality, 

place attachment, and a normative social and cultural way of life, the cultural performances of 

brass bands have come to represent something we all do in New Orleans.

 As Matt Sakakeeny (2006) explains this cultural phenomenon, saying, “Assemblages of 

hundreds or even thousands of people marching to brass bands are fundamental to the practice of 

everyday life in New Orleans, and they generate a sonic landscape that provides the most 

identifiable acoustemological symbol of the city.” In that sense, the fundamentality of the brass 

band cultural performance and place attachment are one and the same, interdependent. 

Additionally, geographers have argued that places are an ongoing record of social processes of 
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intersecting experiences where embodied practices of citizenship have been reimagined and 

embedded in the mutually constitutive nature of all spheres of economic, political, personal, and 

cultural life (Kurtz and Hankins 2005; Massey 2004). Rita Felski (1999) notes that many 

scholars (e.g., de Certeau 1884; Lefebvre 1987) suggest everyday life is characterized primarily 

by routinization of repetitive and habitual practices within the home as well as in spaces or work, 

play, and cultural activities. Felski argues that everyday life is “a way of experiencing the 

world.” Brass bands in New Orleans exemplify Felski’s argument.

 In exploring such, I consider Milligan’s (1998) interactionist-based theory of place 

attachment. Milligan emphasized that all social interactions inculcate some form of meaning, 

“transforming that site into a known place, but when the interaction involves a higher degree of 

meaning, whether or not that meaning is perceived at the time, the place becomes the site of 

place attachment.” Accordingly, Milligan suggests, “Two components are involved in place 

attachment: first, memories of an individual’s past experiences at a particular place or within a 

particular space and second, experiences that an individual or group believes are likely to occur 

at a particular site or within a particular space.” Thus, the convergence of friends and strangers 

parading with the Zulu’s and Pinstripe Brass Band, and the performance in Jackson Square 

discussed earlier in this chapter, represent experiences, activities, and behaviors both associated 

with and enacted in a particular place. 

 Considering this, the detachment of place caused by a disaster can bring a relative 

awareness to dormant unconscious meanings and significance that an individual has associated 

with a particular place or space. As Milligan writes, “place attachments are formed through the 

meanings imbued by repeated interactions in a particular site, meanings that might only be 
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identified as ‘meaningful’ at a later date, for example, when the site is lost.” Disasters can lead to 

a renewed appreciation in place attachment to the recently destroyed site, most notably once it is 

realized that what could once be accomplished in a given place can no longer be accomplished 

there, and that new places (evacuation and relocation sites) are not suitable for certain 

historically desirable activities (Erickson 1994). 

 Returning to Ti-Yu Tuan’s ideology of “topophilia,” defined as “emotional connections 

between physical environment and human beings.” Topo (place) philia (love of) or the sense of 

places, intertwine the idea of natural environment with human emotions or memory. In his 2009 

book A Reenchanted World, James W. Gibson argues that topophilia or "love of place" is a 

biologically based, close cultural connection to place. Most important though, as Tuan has 

argued, the places we inhabit have as many personalities as those whose lives have intersected 

with them, and the stories we tell about places often say as much about who we are, as about 

where our feet are planted. According to the stories musicians who participated in this study told 

me, the bond and love they have for New Orleans as a place, and their attachment to New 

Orleans as a place, played a major role in their decisions to (eventually) come back home.

The Great Migration: Forced to Go, 
But No Place Like Home

 
 According to a December 2005 report by the National Oceanic and Atmospheric 

Administration, Hurricane Katrina was one of the strongest storms to have an impact on the coast  

of the United States during the past 100 years. Hurricane Katrina, for reasons that are dramatic 

and clear, forced the largest population displacement in the United States since the “dust bowl” 

migrations of the 1930s (Falk, Hunt, and Hunt 2006). In just fourteen days, the hurricane 

scattered as many as one million evacuees across the United States, the largest dislocation in one 
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hundred fifty years (Grier 2005). Amongst the throngs of displaced residents were members of 

the New Orleans brass band community. 

 In the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina, New Orleans brass band musicians for the first 

time ever faced the cruel realities of what Dan Barry and Adam Nossiter (2006) call a “storm-

induced diaspora.” Although New Orleans has danced with the brutal realities of Mother Nature 

many times in the past (as discussed in Chapter Two) it was the first time that musicians were 

forced to evacuate. In similarity, The Great Mississippi Flood of 1927, was the first flood-related 

disaster in America to cause the widespread evacuation of musicians in a particular region. In the 

spring of 1927, the Mississippi River broke out of its earthen embankments in one hundred, 

forty-five places and flooded 27,000 square miles. As a result, there was a forced exodus of 

displaced sharecroppers, many of whom played a unique regional style of music known as Delta 

blues. They escaped brutal, impoverished plantation life and migrated to northern cities, bringing 

with them their cultural gifts of acoustic blues. For them, it can only be assumed that topophillia 

did not exist, since they demonstrated no interest in returning to Mississippi.

 Eventually, musicians from the Mississippi Delta would initiate a musical revolution, 

instigated by a cultural migration that spread the vernacular sounds of country-blues that urban 

dwellers in the northern urban ghettos of Chicago, St. Louis, Memphis, and Philadelphia,. 

considered to be unsophisticated. While the 1927 flood did not cause the widespread devastation 

in New Orleans that it caused in the Mississippi Valley, Hurricane Katrina apparently aimed to 

make up for nature’s decision to spare New Orleans seventy-eight years earlier. In his essay, The 

Great Flood is a Glowing Alternative History of the Birth of Rock n’ Roll, Frank Beacham (2011) 

suggests, “Just as Katrina is still re-shaping modern New Orleans, the Mississippi River Flood of 
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1927 had a huge effect on American culture that we can only measure today through the 

remarkable impact it had on our music.” The storm faced by Mississippi musicians of ecological 

devastation, racial violence, and economic adversity enjoyed no recovery effort at the time. 

Because of this, another major difference between the two catastrophes is that the Mississippi 

musicians chose to relocate permanently, whereas the New Orleans musicians strived to return 

home as soon as possible. Still, before dealing with the possibilities of returning home, the 

musicians first had to accept the reality of being evacuees of the city’s first-ever forced migration 

of all its residents.

 Within a week after the disaster, I was able to track down all the members of Mahogany 

Brass Band. Some had evacuated as close as Baton Rouge, others as for away as Atlanta and 

Virginia. Musicians were scattered everywhere. Tom Brelhan noted in a September 2, 2005, 

article in the Village Voice that, “The members of the Rebirth Brass Band are scattered across the 

South, and trumpet player Khabuki remains missing according to a post on their website. The 

Dirty Dozen Brass Band was touring when the hurricane hit New Orleans, and all of its members 

are safe, but many other musicians from the city's brass band community remain missing.” Like 

many residents of the city, brass band members were scattered to every corner of the country.  

 Trombonist Tyrus Chapman’s mother forced him to evacuate to Mississippi with the 

family, but after a few days in what he called, “The middle of nowhere in some country town,” 

he hitchhiked to Houston, Texas, where a large contingency of band members in the Rebirth and 

New Birth brass bands found refuge. As Chapman continued telling me his dislocation story, it 

became evident that one thing he needed was familiarity. For this reason, some musicians 

evacuated as close to the city as possible. Saxophonist Calvin Johnson and trumpeter Gregg 
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Stafford joined friends in Baton Rouge, about seventy miles from New Orleans, while clarinetist 

Michael White bounced from place to place trying to find a nursing home for his elderly mother. 

Several members of the Treme Brass Band eventually found refuge in Phoenix, Arizona, after 

being rescued in the rising floodwaters. 

 Bass drummer Anthony Bennett, who remained in the city until he was rescued, 

eventually joined the other members of Treme Brass Band in Phoenix. Members of the Storyville 

Stompers Brass Band were scattered to several states before reconvening in New Orleans as soon 

as they were able to return. Snare drummer and bandleader Herbert McCarver III, who lives in 

Uptown New Orleans several blocks from the banks of the Mississippi River, never left, saying, 

“Our neighborhood is one of the highest in the city, so all we got was a little wind damage, and I 

never left until the government essentially forced everyone to leave.”

 The patterns of exodus migration revealed in this study illustrate that, as would be 

expected in a disaster of this kind, the brass band musicians who were not already outside the 

city for performance purposes all evacuated with either their family, friends, or some social 

circle. The results reported below are direct quotes from brass band musicians responding to 

questions for this study about their evacuation and eventual return.

 Some musicians did not evacuate for the actual storm. Their departure was a result of the 

federally mandated evacuation that occurred about one week after the storm and subsequent 

flooding. The leader of the Pinstripe Brass Band, Herbert McCarver III told me:

Well, I never left, so I was one of the first musicians back. Most of my band members 
were either able to get back to their houses or were close enough, like in Baton 
Rouge, where once the gigs started picking up they could make it to town. The 
national media lied to people, giving the impression the entire city flooded. You 
know, that was all political, I think. You and I both know, yes, the storm caused very 
little damage, and the flooding? Predominantly the Lower Nine, East, Lakefront, and 
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Gentilly. That’s not eighty-percent of the city! Man, I wasn’t going anywhere. When 
the gigs picked back up, I was right here. And your dad, you know, he was living on 
the cruise ship with Hotard, so he was available. People around the country had a lot 
of sympathy for the city, so that really helped us get a lot of work on the road. 

As White explained in Chapter Two, locals did not expect the hurricane to cause the widespread 

damage that actually occurred. For that reason, many musicians did not make evacuation a 

priority. Furthermore, because the Lower Ninth Ward had been the only section of the city that 

had drastically flooded in recent history, most people felt safe. As the leader of the Storyville 

Stompers, Woody Penouilh, Jr., told me:

I stayed through the storm, but left once all the electricity and water stopped working. 
I would sneak back into the city to feed my cats and check on my property. 
Eventually some of the other Storyville guys made it back to town. Once people 
started needing music for events, we were getting a lot of work because there were 
not too many bands back in the city. We also started traveling a lot too. A lot of 
traveling, doing events all around the country, and a ton of work internationally. I 
actually think we started working much more after Katrina compared to before. The 
storm really helped our business. Some of my guys lost everything, but we just helped 
each other out any way we needed too. We’ve been together thirty-years, we’re more 
like brothers than band members.

For the following musicians, evacuating was not an option, nor was staying away. Each of these 

musicians returned to the city as soon as possible, and gave examples of using bonding social 

capital that existed before Hurricane Katrina as a way to return to performing, either with the 

same groups they previously performed with, or with newly established aggregations.

Alfred Growe: Man, I got back in like January, and nobody was here. After a few 
weeks more cats starting making their way back. You know, people was still wanting 
music for lil’ events, and funerals . . . a lot of funerals. We were all from different 
brass bands and just said, right now, we’re all free agents. That became the name of 
the band, the Free Agents Brass Band. Rebirth wasn’t even back in the city yet, so we 
was getting all the work, doing the lil’ second-line parades and stuff. The music is 
what people needed though. They’d hear us coming down the street and come out the 
houses with their hammers and tools, and just start dancing and crying. Like they 
really needed that music.
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Growe, who also works as an network technician for a local telecommunications company, 

provided an example of how important the music was for not only him, but for everyone who 

encountered it. The formation of the Free Agents Brass Band signifies the relationship between 

the musicians needing to be in a place where they could freely express themselves, and the 

cultural and emotional connections the music represents. 

 Gregory Stafford, one of the elder torchbearers of the New Orleans brass band tradition, 

discussed how the musicians were some of the first residents to return to the city after the 

disaster:

Gregg Stafford: I went to Baton Rouge. I didn’t want to be too far away from my 
property here in Uptown New Orleans. I didn’t get any damage, but you know, Mike
—Dr. Michael White—lost everything. He sort of became the poster child for the 
entire disaster, as far as musicians are concerned. That helped get us a lot of work 
because people were kinda wanting to help, or at least that’s what they claimed. I was 
doing some work with Tuxedo [Brass Band]. It’s like the musicians were the first 
people back. You know, trying to lay claim and stuff like that.

The attachment to place was a common theme expressed by the musicians interviewed for this 

study. For some, they traveled around the country, bouncing from pillar to post. However, 

through all the turmoil, their destination was returning back home to New Orleans. Calvin 

Johnson, a younger saxophonist from a long lineage of New Orleans musicians, discusses this 

topic. He told me:

Calvin Johnson: Man, I went to Baton Rouge and stayed in my friend’s dorm room 
at LSU [Louisiana State University]. I stayed there for a while, but then I was dealing 
with that situation with UNO [University of New Orleans]. They essentially said if I 
wasn’t back in class in January they would take my scholarship. I didn’t talk to my 
parents until, like, November. I was back in the city in December. But I was all over 
the place, traveling back and forth to Houston playing with New Birth; went to 
Portland, Oregon, because they were laying the red carpet out for New Orleans cats. 
Some New Orleans cats still out there, eight years later. It was a bunch of us living in 
a FEMA trailer . . . Man, it was rough. 
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For some musicians, returning to the city was a mixed bag of experiences. For instance, 

clarinetist Chad Clark’s experience was different from any of the other musicians interviewed for 

this study. He is not a native of the city, and was accustomed to being uprooted,  by which I 

would argue had a lot to do with him not being an invested constituent within the brass band 

community. He told me: 

I went to New York for a while. You know, I was homeless and lived on the streets for 
years, so being uprooted really wasn’t a problem for me. I got back to the city, maybe 
about January. What I first noticed was the racial division of the musicians in the city, 
and a lot of people from out of town capitalizing on the disaster musically. I started 
playing with some real ghetto street Black dudes I met. I was comfortable because my  
family is full of brown people, but these dudes was like really ghetto. Down there by 
the old Desire Projects. Man, they’d pull knives and guns out on each other. I 
eventually had to get away from all that.  

Based on my insider knowledge, Clark was seeking enrollment in a community that is seldom 

welcoming to outsiders. More so, based on his description of musicians from the Desire housing 

project, I am not familiar with any professionally performing brass bands that are based in that 

area, before or after Katrina. The people he came into contact with may have easily been 

individuals seeking to cash in on the need for brass bands. 

 For other brass band musicians, returning was not an option. Because of his professional 

obligations at Xavier University, Michael White was back in the city by January 2006:

Well you know, I lost everything. But while I was trying to deal with that, I was also 
dealing with my mom and my sister. My mother was very ill and it was difficult 
trying to find a nursing home for her. We eventually got her and my sister to Houston. 
School was on hold, so I just gigged. I would have the guys fly to Houston, 
depending where we were going, or I would drive to New Orleans and we would 
meet there. I was back in the city immediately, trying to deal with everything I lost, 
plus my sister’s place. As for how many musicians were back, it seems like guys were 
all trying to get back as soon as possible. But then you had bands like the Soul 
Rebels, who I understand was driving back and forth from Houston every week. 
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What was thematic in each of the musicians responses was their need to return to the city as soon 

as possible, and their need to return to a sense of normality and performance. Thus, place 

attachment in New Orleans, regardless where they evacuated to, was an essential aspect of their 

Katrina experience. For the brass band musicians interviewed, the function of music as a not just 

art or entertainment, but as a way of life and living, was important to returning to a sense of 

normality.

There’s No Place Like Home: Walking Through 
the Streets of the City 

 
 Attachment to place is reflective of a greater attachment to New Orleans as a whole, and 

the brass bands provide the soundtrack and social experiences that give the city its sense of 

place. For brass bands, there is no other place like New Orleans. The Soul Rebels Brass Band 

share this sentiment in their song “No Place Like Home,” recorded on their 2009 CD, No Place 

Like Home:

I want to take this time out to talk to you about my people, about New Orleans.
Ain’t no place like home to me.

I’m born here, right here, and raised here in New Orleans, Louisiana
Let me talk to you about the culture, the art, the people right here.
Because you can’t get people like this nowhere else in the world

Let me talk to you about the old school Treme parade, that Zulu, Endymion, Bacchus
Where can you get that anywhere else in the world? 

Ummm, nowhere.
Nowhere else but here . . .

You know, I refuse to die if I don’t have a brass band at my funeral.
Really, I’m going to refuse to die, I will not die.

It’s not complete without it.
It’s not New Orleans, it’s not home without a brass band at the funeral . . .

The song continues with trombonist Winston Turner and trumpeter Marcus Hubert sharing 

anecdotes about what makes New Orleans so distinctive. As the title of the song implies, their 

descriptions remind listeners not only of the city’s special qualities that include jazz funerals, 
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music performances, and culture that are commonplace geographies of everyday life. Their 

words could not be truer. I was living in Tuscaloosa, Alabama when I received my copy of the 

Soul Rebels new CD from my dad. Not only did I listen to it everyday, it provided references that 

exemplify why for so many who were still displaced there was truly no place like home, with 

home of course being New Orleans. The CD was their first since Katrina and served as a homage 

to their (our) beloved city.

 Keith Basso (1996) described in Wisdom Sits in Places the idea of “place making” as the 

way that individuals begin to think about particular places and develop a way of understanding 

what happened there. He writes, “It is a common response to common curiosities—what 

happened here? Who was involved? What was it like? Why should it matter?” Basso’s idea of 

place making draws on a bottom-up, ethnographically informed understanding of the 

phenomenon. Because the authentic cultural performance of brass bands is rooted in the streets 

of the city. As a street-based cultural performance that is a cultural performance centerpiece in 

the Black communities and neighborhoods, just as well as convention parades and wedding 

second lines in the French Quarter and Garden District, the idea of place making illustrates the 

importance of brass band music as a predominant signifier of what New Orleans means as a 

place, and individual’s relationship to being home. 

 In that sense, the saying, “Ain’t no place like New Orleans” describes a truism, just as the 

lyrics of the Soul Rebels song There’s No Place Like Home illustrate. Furthermore, regarding the 

practicality of place, the essence of brass bands cultural performance is enacted through public 

performances such as second lines and street parades that uphold and perpetuate the traditional 

practice of socializing and mobilizing with other community members.
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 Storyville Stompers Brass Band bass drummer Ray Lambert explained the necessity of 

place attachment and brass bands when I asked him why he decided to return to New Orleans 

following Katrina. Rather matter-of-factly, he told me, “What I do doesn’t translate to anywhere 

else. There is nowhere else in America where I can play the snare drum in a brass band and 

actually do it as a profession, and make a decent living doing it. Nowhere!” The notion of place 

attachment mentioned in this chapter’s introduction is a useful tool to better understand 

Lambert’s perspective. 

 The relationship between New Orleans and how brass bands are able to culturally 

perform is an important element in their attachment to the city as a place. The High Steppers 

Brass Band is a New Orleans group whose members all decided to permanently relocate to 

Houston, Texas, following Hurricane Katrina. Their relocation offers a useful counterpoint to 

understanding the significance of New Orleans as a place and its integral relationship with the 

cultural performance of brass bands in the streets of the city.

 Street performances are the most viably important cultural expressions for New Orleans 

brass bands. Daryl Fields, tuba player and leader/founder of the High Steppers Brass Band 

explained the differences between “performing at home” and performing in exile. 

The High Steppers serves as an ideal case study to discuss the notion of place attachment. 

Besides their annual pilgrimage to New Orleans for the Jazz and Heritage Festival, the High 

Steppers and Coolbone are the only New Orleans brass bands to completely reorganize and 

remain active in another state. Discussing performing as a New Orleans brass band in Houston, 

Fields told me: 

Well, we’ve been in Houston since 2007. Because of the disastrous infrastructure in New 
Orleans [schools, redevelopment, job market, quality of life], I felt it was best for my 
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family to be somewhere where there were more opportunities. As far as the band is 
concerned, many of the guys have been here since Katrina . . . Because there are so many 
people from the city who have relocated here permanently, so that provides us with an 
audience who knows the music, and appreciates the culture. Still, in no way is it 
comparable to being back in New Orleans . . . There are only like three brass bands out 
here, so the opportunity is wide-open . . . 

When I asked Fields to tell me more about the specifics of performing, and the forms of events 

they do, and whether street parades and second-lines are a part of their cultural performance 

equation, he explained how music has different roles in Houston and New Orleans, and its direct 

relationship with place:

Well, there is no such thing as doing a second-line parade (laughing). I mean, for a 
wedding or a party we might go like one block, but it’s not going any farther than that. 
One thing you have to remember is that there is a major cultural difference. For them in 
Houston, music doesn’t play the same role in their lives that in plays in our lives in New 
Orleans. Also, the city isn’t structured in the same way. If they were to block a street for a 
parade, you have to think about it, that is going to cause a nightmare for thousands of 
people because their streets are like all major arteries, and they don’t have all the side 
streets, and streets running parallel to each other like we have in New Orleans. As for 
performing, we have a regular Monday night at a club, and a Wednesday night at another 
club. Besides that, we do some parties and some weddings, but nothing like at home; no 
conventions, sporting events. You know, at home, they use brass bands for 
everything . . . I tell you what though, Zydeco is big here, predominantly because the 
music is coming from the Lake Charles area, and all that is on the East Texas border, so 
there’s a big influence. The brass band music has really grown in popularity since Katrina 
though, thinking Rebirth won a Grammy, and now the HBO show [Treme], so people are 
interested in the music. 

As Fields and I talked more specifically about the differences in the cities as places, the notions 

of place attachment, and place dependency became much more apparent:

You don’t have brass bands playing on the streets here. You might find some guys 
playing down in front the mall, but that’s about the extent of it. There isn’t a Bourbon 
Street, French Quarter, or Jackson Square sort of situation here. Now, if you go up about 
200 miles or so to Austin [Texas], then you will find a street scene there, or if you go to 
San Antonio [Texas], but as for Houston metro, that street parading and second-lining is 
not going to happen. We’ve just accepted it as a part of the territory and take advantage of 
the opportunities. Now with the twerking [Miley Cyrus] phenomenon, that just adds to 
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the popularity of New Orleans culture, so we stay as busy as possible, but regarding 
place, there ain’t no place like home, and New Orleans is the only true home for brass 
band music where it can be performed and people can participate the way the music is 
intended to. Man, it is social music, and New Orleans is like the most social city in the 
world, so even though we been traveling with this music, way before Katrina, like you 
already know, the only place people really understand the music, and the only place the 
brass bands can really do what they do is in New Orleans. There’s no questions about 
that, it is what it is. (personal interview, December 9, 2013)

 
Fields’ commentary speaks directly to place attachment and the sociocultural function of brass 

bands inability to be replicated in other cities in the way they culturally perform in New Orleans.  

Fields’ insight also informs us about an important analysis about streetscapes in larger cities like 

Houston. For example, public spaces have been holistically designed around transportation, 

depending on the vehicle as an important important element of daily life. Whereas in New 

Orleans, the streetscapes are small and communal, providing ample space for socialization and 

mingling, where people and foot-traffic are most important. 

 In New Orleans it is easy for brass bands to perform in public spaces, thus, keeping their 

beat active on the streets. Even as brass bands continue to spread the gospel of the music through 

performances around the country, and the world, and their popularity blooms, those 

performances are predominantly in music clubs, festival stages, or concert halls, just as Fields 

stated above. This directly supports another of Lambert’s perspectives, when he told me, “You 

cannot make a living playing in a club, and the expressions of brass bands are impossible to be 

fully understood, or fully enjoyed, with mics [microphones], amps, lights, and the stage 

separating the music and the people . . . The music happens on the street.” I will further illustrate 

this point in the next section.
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Take It To the Streets: Cultural Performance 
in the Streets of the City 

 
 On Easter Sunday 2013, as my family and I left Mass at St. Joan of Arc Catholic Church 

and were headed to brunch, traffic was halted by a few hundred people gathering outside the 

Maple Leaf Bar on Oak Street in the Carrollton-Riverbend neighborhood. Momentarily, I was 

perplexed. Then, suddenly it all clicked: It was the annual Original Pigeon Town Steppers Social 

Aid and Pleasure Club second-line parade. They were celebrating their seventeenth anniversary. 

Their parade, anchored by two brass bands, the Stooges and Too Be Continued, usually attracts a 

large crowd on their route throughout Carrollton. 

 The neighborhood incorporates the upper-river half of what had been the town of 

Carrollton, Louisiana, which was incorporated in 1833 and was annexed by the city of New 

Orleans in 1874, becoming the Sixteenth and Seventeenth Wards of the city. It is commonly 

known to locals simply as Carrollton, but is actually comprised of multiple smaller enclaves. For 

instance, the neighborhood where I have resided since 1996 is known as Upper Carrollton or 

West Carrollton. The main thoroughfare, Carrollton Avenue, is lined with centuries-old oak trees 

and the St. Charles Avenue streetcar runs along the neutral ground, or what most outsiders would 

call a central median. 

 In the northwest section of Carrollton on Claiborne Avenue is Palmer Park, which hosts 

some moderate-sized live music festivals each year. Most of Carrollton has long been ethnically 

mixed, with "free people of color" owning homes in many parts of the town before the Civil War. 

Many immigrants from Germany, Ireland, Italy, and other parts of the United States settled here 

in the nineteenth century. Carrollton is home to the most universities per capita in the city, with 

Xavier University located on Carrollton Avenue, and Tulane University and Loyola University 
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located just a few blocks below Carrollton Avenue. Thus, many students, faculty, and staff live in 

the area and patronize the businesses there. Many of these businesses are along South Carrollton 

Avenue and in the community closer to the river, called the Riverbend or Carrollton-Riverbend. 

 Located at the actual bend in the river is the historically predominantly Black-American 

area of Carrollton along the riverfront that has been known since the middle twentieth-century as 

Black Pearl. Mahalia Jackson, the New Orleans resident considered the "Queen of Gospel 

Music,” was from the Black Pearl section of Carrollton. Black Pearl is adjacent to a community 

abutting the Jefferson Parish line sometimes known as Pigeon Town. Like many of the city’s 

social aid and pleasure clubs (and brass bands), the Original Pigeon Town Steppers Social Aid 

and Pleasure Club represents a Black-American neighborhood where many of the organization’s 

members live or have deep-rooted family attachment and attachment to place.  

 Returning to Easter Sunday, the parade was just beginning to organize, and with at least 

four hours of street parading ahead, we decided to eat lunch at an area restaurant then return to 

catch the parade somewhere along the route. With the following route sheet (see below), we 

would have no difficulty finding the procession. I also present this route sheet as an example of 

the sorts of places that second-lines draw attention to, how they transverse the city streets 

through cultural performance, and thereby exemplify place attachment and encourage locality. 

Such fliers are distributed throughout the second-line community, by hand at related events, and 

since Katrina, via social media and online sources. This has been both a curse and a blessing for 

the second-lines. The blessing is that people are able to accurately know where the parade will be 

going and all appropriate information. However, this has also become an invitation for the 
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tradition to change from being a respected tradition rooted in the Black community to a public 

spectacle carnival-like event. The route for the parade was as follows:

THE ORIGINAL MEN PIGEON TOWN STEPPERS
AND

LADIES PIGEON TOWN STEPPERS
SOCIAL AID  PLEASURE CLUB

ANNUAL EASTER SECOND LINE
 

SUNDAY, MARCH 31st 1-5PM

"All Eyes on Me"

(route details after the jump!)
Start: Maple Leaf Bar. Continue down Oak St. to General Ogden St. Turn right on General Ogden to 

Willow St.
Stop: Walter's Lounge. Continue down Willow to Carrollton Ave. Left on Carrollton to Birch St. Right on 

Birch to Adam St. Left on Adam to Hickory St.
Stop: Adam St. Development Center. Continue down Hickory St. to Broadway St. Turn right on 

Broadway to Fig St.
Stop: Broadway Lounge. (Toast King  Queen). Continue down Broadway to Walmsley Ave. Right on 

Walmsley to Carrollton. Left on Carrollton to Apple St. Right on Apple to Monroe.
Stop: EC Lounge. Continue down Monroe St. to Nelson St. Turn left on Nelson to Leondias St. Turn right 

on Leondias to Cohn St. Left on Cohn to Joliet St. Left on Jolie to Spruce St.
Stop: Blue Flame Lounge. Continue down Spruce St. to Eagle St.

Stop: Sista Sista Bar  Lounge. Continue down Eagle St. to Hickory St. Turn left on Hickory to Monroe St. 
Right on Monroe to Birch St.

Disband: Ciroc Bar
2013 King Erroll Jerome
2013 Queen April Lewis

****************

 As discussed in Chapter One, the street parading tradition in New Orleans dates to the 

early nineteenth century. Second-lines are a communal, public expression of attachment to local 

places. Parading through the streets of the city, stopping for food and drinks at various points 

along the pre-determined route, this particular second-line parade, or simply second-line, as it is 

referred to by locals, will travel the streets of the Carrollton neighborhood for three hours or 

more, depending on weather and occurrences of violence. Although the parade is predominantly 
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routed through the narrow backstreets of Black neighborhoods, it will parade down major 

thoroughfares such as Claiborne Avenue and Carrollton Avenue as well. 

 The parade will periodically stop in front of particular houses, buildings, corner stores, or 

street corners to pay homage to people (usually elder members who are deceased or younger 

members who experienced untimely deaths due to street violence) or places that are significant to 

the organization, such as their first clubhouse, where they hold their monthly meetings, or a 

favorite neighborhood barroom. Unlike Mardi Gras parades, second-lines are all about music, 

people, and movement. There are no trinkets being tossed, no marching bands, and no floats 

(although small floats being puled by pick-up trucks have become a new post-Katrina 

phenomenon). As the parade progresses they tend to pick up more participants. Because the 

music is so rhythmic there are always more people second-lining than watching. 

 The brass bands provide the soundtrack, with their music propelling the crowd’s 

movement and determining the participants enthusiasm and energy. When the band is playing, 

the second-line moves. When the music stops, so does the parade. Thus, the brass band is the 

most important component of the second-line and is the glue that keeps the parade together. An 

organization that hires a bad band can be guaranteed a bad parade, to the detriment of its 

popularity and reputation. But even more important than the brass bands are the public streets 

where the parades take place. 

 As Fields explained in the previous section of this chapter, parading in the streets of 

Houston has proven culturally, geographically, and logistically impossible. As such, the interplay 

between New Orleans and brass bands is a relationship of social and cultural necessity. 

Considering this, New Orleans appears to be the only city in America where place brass bands 
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can freely present their cultural performances in a normative geography of everyday life in 

public spaces, including city streets. For example, trumpeter and bandleader Kermit Ruffins once 

quipped on the WWLTV morning news show about an experience with the Rebirth Brass Band 

on their first trip to New York City:

We thought that we could walk out our hotel, put out a box, strike up the band and play 
for tips. Before you knew it, there were eight cops who came from around the corner and 
said, “Hey man, this is New York City, you can’t do this.” The band members explained 
that we were from New Orleans and that’s how we do it down there. But we couldn’t 
teach them that.

 Ruffins story reminded me of one of my own experiences in New York. In 2005, the 

Mahogany Brass Band was invited to perform at Carnegie Hall. Several of the musicians went 

outside to warm up. They were quickly ushered back indoors by one of the hall’s administrators 

and warned that it was illegal to perform on the streets without a permit, and that simply playing 

their instruments in a public space was considered performing, regardless of whether that was the 

intention or not. 

 Trumpeter Kevin Louis, a member of the Mahogany Brass Band and co-founder of the 

New York-based High Mighty Brass Band told me, “Man, the police will bring you to jail for 

parading in the streets in New York! That’s considered obstructing traffic!” Discussing the 

popularity of New Orleans-style brass bands in New York, he explained:

New York has attempted to replicate all things considered American. But when it comes 
to New Orleans, it just can’t be done anywhere except New Orleans. For example, brass 
bands are popular for what they represent musically, and for their musical energy that 
demands people dance and have a good time. You know, its party music, and in that 
respect, brass bands and New York benefit each other. But as for the cultural 
representation, parading on the streets, second-lining with Social Aid and Pleasure Clubs, 
that’s just not going to happen. Periodically, there might be a couple who wants a New 
Orleans-style parade for their wedding, but even then, it would only happen if the 
proximity of the place of worship and the reception location are within one or two blocks 
of one another. But any parading that does take place will happen on the sidewalk. Other 
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than that, it ain’t gonna happen. Essentially, the majority of what the New Orleans 
experience in New York is represented by some rich folk, or club owner who has a love 
affair with New Orleans’ cultural representation and simply wants to emulate those 
experiences. (personal interview, January 6, 2014)

Louis’ explanation reminded me of the story behind the meaning of Duke Ellington’s signature 

song Take the “A” Train, which describes the necessity to take the A line of New York's subway 

train service in order for people to enjoy the great jazz in Harlem. 

 In 1939, at the time pianist Billy Strayhorn wrote the song, the A line ran from Brooklyn, 

up into Harlem, and then to northern Manhattan. Therefore, in order for people to experience not 

only the "en vogue" Harlem, but the mythic hub of the Harlem Renaissance known as Sugar Hill, 

considered the ritziest, fanciest Black neighborhood in the whole United States, they had to catch 

the A train. Today, mass transit continues to serve as an important and necessary form of 

transportation to commute to the five boroughs collectively referred to as New York City. Hence, 

the difference highlighted here between New Orleans and New York is the lack of walkability 

from one section of the city to another and the dependency of transportation.

 For Louis, navigating around New York was very different from the streetscapes who was 

accustomed to in New Orleans. He moved to New York to attain a master’s degree after 

completing his undergraduate studies at Oberlin Conservatory. He lived and performed in New 

York until 2011, before deciding to move back home to New Orleans because he felt culturally 

and socially out of place in New York. Discussing the relationship of place attachment and the 

production of locality through the cultural performance of brass bands in New Orleans compared 

to brass bands in New York, Louis told me: 

It is impossible to even consider brass bands parading through the streets of New York. 
Primarily, because you have to catch a train to go from one part of town to the other. 
That’s the thing I love about being back home in New Orleans, I essentially ride my bike 
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everywhere I need to go. I ride my bike to all my gigs, unless the weather isn’t 
cooperating and I need to hop a cab. Besides that, I bike everywhere, and that is virtually 
impossible in New York. That is, unless you plan on being a marathon biker. (personal 
interview, January 6, 2014)

The geographic footprint of New Orleans is highly concentrated in comparison to New York, 

Houston, or Chicago. In those cities people need to take a train, subway, or car to commute from 

one part of the city to another. 

 However, in New Orleans people can easily walk or ride a bicycle from one 

neighborhood to another, or completely across town, without the need for any form of public 

transportation or vehicular transportation. New Orleans boasts walkability better than most major 

American cities. With its small geographic footprint, you don’t actually need a car. Every 

neighborhood is connected with public transportation. For example, the Garden District, 

Audubon Park, Magazine Street, university and Uptown areas are just a streetcar ride away, and 

ferry shuttle takes pedestrians across the Mississippi River to the Westbank of the city. You can 

just as easily ride a bicycle to or between any of these same neighborhoods.

 Furthermore, because of limited space, narrow streets, expensive premium parking, 

horrible streets, and rampant vehicle theft, a car is usually more trouble than it is worth, being 

more of a problem rather than a benefit. In his essay Street Transformations: Re-positioning New 

Orleans Mardi Gras Parades (2009), Derek Hoeferlin argued: 

From an urbanistic and cultural standpoint, what exists most strongly in New Orleans, 
pre- and post-Katrina, are the streets. The urban morphology of the streets of New 
Orleans is efficient and interwoven, beautiful and romantic. It is a radial and 
hierarchical choreography of boulevards that dance with the meandering curve of the 
Mississippi River. This street network acts as the organizational tool for the complex 
aggregation of diverse neighborhoods that make up the city, and as the important 
infrastructural apparatus for drainage and flood protection. It is this existing 
morphological framework that should hold primary in the future development of the 

205



city in all areas—infrastructure, urbanism, architecture, landscape, ecology and 
culture, just to name a few—under a notion of sustainable urban resilience.28

From a geographic and cultural standpoint, Hoeferlin poetically explains the significance and 

uniqueness of New Orleans’ street hierarchy, and how it is essential to the production of 

everyday life. I agree with Hoeferlin’s argument, being, as a city of streets that are efficient and 

interwoven, New Orleans is a very walkable city. Considering this, it is important to consider the 

function of streets as not only in terms of navigation, but also of a superficial intersection where 

social classes meet, mingle, and assert authority.

 For instance, let us consider the descriptiveness of streetscapes through the lyrics of 

Spencer Williams’ 1926 song Basin Street Blues, which became a popular ode to New Orleans 

after Louis Armstrong recorded it in 1928. The song refers to the main street that ran through 

Storyville, the notorious red-light district where the early sounds of ragtime and jazz echoed off 

the walls of brothels and churches. Some of the song’s famous lyrics include, “Basin Street, is 

the street where all the dark skinned and light skinned folk go to meet . . .” Another line says, 

“Basin Street, is the street where the rich folk and the poor folk go to meet, so won’t you come 

with me, way down in New Orleans so you can lose your Basin Street blues.” As both a 

navigation route and social space, Basin Street literally connects the poor Black communities of 

back-of-town (present-day Treme neighborhood) with the rich commerce of the city’s primary 

shopping and business district (Canal Street). Thus, streets in New Orleans are vital for the 
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everyday geographies of people far beyond the basic idea of roads used for getting from one 

point to another.

 For reasons both practical and cultural, I believe the streets are the most important place 

for brass bands, and serve as a significant contributor to their cultural performance and cultural 

continuity. The streets of the city also represent the most singular example of the relationship 

between brass bands and place attachment. The relationship between brass bands and the place of 

attachment of New Orleans as the primary conduit for the cultural performance of brass bands 

might explain the popularity and cultural perpetuation of brass bands in post-Katrina New 

Orleans.

Ain’t No Place Like New Orleans: 
Geographies of Everyday Life

 Thus far in this chapter, I have reviewed perhaps one of the most fundamental areas of 

inquiry regarding brass bands in post-Katrina New Orleans. Without a doubt, their cultural and 

performative attachment to place, and how the city (New Orleans) as a place, combined with the 

social and performative cultural experiences and interrelationship of brass bands with space, are 

imperative for the continuum of the brass band tradition as we know it. With this in mind, the 

data collected and the respondents’ descriptions offer imperative and revealing insight about 

brass bands attachment to place. As such, it can only be assumed that this phenomenon must also 

be reflective of the citizens’ greater emotional attachment to New Orleans as a result of the sense 

of place brass bands promote through everyday activities and cultural practices. 

 Regarding this assumption, John Agnew has defined sense of place as the subjective and 

emotional attachment a person has to a place (1989). In this way, sense of place is an important 

multidisciplinary idea used to better understand the complex processes by which individuals and/
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or groups define themselves and their relationship to their natural and cultural environments 

(Convery, Corsane and Davis 2012). Accordingly, the idea of sense of place mediates our 

relationship with the world and with one another. It is embodied in the intersection between 

familiarity and difference, and provides a profoundly important sociocultural connection for 

individual and community identity. 

 As a framework for understanding how people form emotional attachments to places, 

sense of place can be an intimate, deeply personal experience. Yet, it also something that can be 

collectively shared with others. As a similar device, cultural consonance is a useful model that 

presents the opportunity to better understand beliefs, behaviors, and patterns of cultural sharing 

that connect us to a place, invoking a sense of belonging. Inspired by William Dressler, cultural 

consonance helps us understand how we learn and share the accumulation of cultural knowledge 

and related practices. For this reason, I will briefly explore how the idea of cultural consonance, 

and its interrelationship with sense of place, provides a vital link in the relationship between 

music and place, and as an important contributor in perpetuating knowledge by transcending the 

individual and the expression of culture in individual thought and behavior (Dressler 1996; 

Handwerker 2002).  

 Dressler (and colleagues) developed cultural consonance to assess the approximation of 

an individual’s behavior compared with the guiding awareness of his or her culture. As a 

phenomenological tool, using cultural consonance based on the premise that culture is both 

learned and shared forms a viable model from which to theorize understandings between culture, 

community, and relationships between cultures and behavior. If culture is indeed learned and 

shared, that intersection has to exist somewhere—a place—with individuals learning within 
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environments of shared meanings. In that place, individuals understand and put meanings into 

practice in their own behavior through processes of learning and sharing. For the purpose of this 

study, that somewhere, that place, is New Orleans. 

 The social theorist Pierre Bourdieu defined this place, the need for behavioral 

connections and cultural sharing, as social space. Bourdieu (1984) suggests that social space is 

constructed on the principles of differentiation or distribution constituted by the set of properties 

active in the social universe under consideration and has multiple dimensions. Examining the 

multiple dimensions and connectives of culture as social space offers the ideals that a community 

is a special place—has a sense of place. As a place, people are connected. Here, the connections, 

as Bourdieu suggested, shape the attitudes, beliefs, meanings, and interpretations that people 

associate with a particular place (Steele 1981). For instance, Robert Hay (1998) has highlighted 

the similarities between the development of a rooted sense of place and the attachment to a place 

“can provide feelings of security, belonging and stability.” Thus, we are able to assess how 

individuals live out their lives in a space of meaning that is constructed of something shared.

 Examining the post-Katrina brass band community and its interrelatedness to “sense of 

place,” and how that “sense of place” intersects with cultural consonance offers an opportunity to 

understand people, their attachment to place, and the relativity of deep-rooted connectivity. And 

because cultural dimensions vary so widely, even within similar cultural contexts, fully 

developing and understanding cultural meaning can often be beyond the scope of our own 

cultural knowledge. Therefore, an empirical perspective can be helpful to help answer 

epistemological questions such as: Does culture cause behavior? Does culture relate to behavior 
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in a more complex way? Does cultural influence play a significant role in actualizing sense of 

place?

 In Rachel Breunlin’s and Helen Regis’ (2006) examination of New Orleans’ Lower Ninth 

Ward, the sociocultural analysis is situated on the rebuilding of New Orleans around displaced 

residents who are cultural participants. They examined place-making practices of members of a 

social aid and pleasure club as a cultural lens to examine the post-disaster predicament of the city 

as a whole. According to their findings, the devastation was not about just their neighborhood, 

but about New Orleans as a collective community, and they saw as their responsibility the 

importance of raising awareness for every community, not only the immediate community and 

constituency affected. Based on their phenomenological ethnography, similar cultural practices 

such as brass bands can also be thought of as encompassing most, if not all, aspects of people’s 

lives. 

 Therefore, the connection between place and cultural practices validates the significance 

of societal influences in actualizing sense of place. This includes the context of place and how 

context can influence our actions, what we do, why we do it, and how cultural influences and 

context interact. As a place with deep-rooted cultural and personal histories for brass band 

musicians, New Orleans evokes a “rootedness” that David Seamon (1979) explains as “The 

power of home to organize the habitual, bodily stratum of the person’s lived-space, and roots the 

person spatially, providing a physical center for departure and return” (79). For myself, and 

many of the people I have discussed this research with, the presence of brass bands and the 

experience of their post-Katrina performances in the city have been instrumental in actualizing a 

sense of place and a sense of belonging. 
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 For example, in my interview with brass band advocate (and former manager for the To 

Be Continued Brass Band) Lisa Putalumbo, it was the sound of the Free Agents Brass Band 

performing a jazz funeral in her neighborhood several months after she returned to her Carrollton 

neighborhood that provided her with a sense for place and belonging. Discussing this emotional 

experience, Putalumbo told me:  

I remember my first brass band experience after Katrina when I came home about six 
months later, my house was all messed up and I was just trying to go through and figure 
out what to do. Then I hear a brass band outside, and of course I jumped up and ran out 
and looked; somebody had been killed, the neighbor across the street, and they were 
having the post-funeral gathering and I think it was the first convening of the Free Agents 
Brass Band. I went down and asked them, hey, who are you guys, because I didn’t know 
them. But they were just wailing, and it just felt so good, felt so good to be home. I didn’t 
did a lot of crying over the course of Katrina with the potential loss of this part of the 
culture; the Mardi Gras Indians. It’s just so important, and so much a part of the hallmark 
to me of the Black culture of New Orleans. These are so unique to us, and so, it was a 
moment that moved me, to see that. 

 Putalumbo’s account is typical in its positive description of experiencing a sense of place, 

belonging, and familiarity through the cultural performance of a brass band. This experience 

served as reference that reaffirmed a sense of identity to a particular place, and the importance 

that connection constitutes being home. For her, it was the sound of a brass band performing 

across the street from her house—the raucousness of a jazz funeral. Although the circumstance 

for the celebration was unfortunate, the sights and sounds of this ritualized public performance 

comforted her. The centuries-old localized cultural experience informed her that she was indeed 

not only back home, but had returned to a place where music is a way of life and fits in 

synchronization with the everyday existence of living in New Orleans. 

 As described throughout this chapter, the musicians have told me they feel a sense of 

belonging, ownership, like respected members of a communal cultural community, and 
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appreciate being in a place where their cultural nurturing is an important part of everyday life. 

This theme is similar to those of music journalist John Swenson (2011), who addressed the 

restoration and revitalization of the city’s music in his book New Atlantis: Musicians Battle for 

the Survival of New Orleans. Swenson examined how the city has been repeatedly destroyed, 

then led back to health, primarily because of the importance of music and place. He provides 

some insightful perspective in the same vein as the musicians, arguing:

Musicians made sacrifices, commuting to perform before they found new homes—this 
time around, the culture is the driving force behind New Orleans' recovery.  Since its 
founding, New Orleans has been a city where the interplay between culture nurtures the 
music and vice versa. In the wake of the flood, it seems the city has recognized the 
crucial importance that music plays in its identity and future. Katrina also tweaked 
attitudes. Even musicians casting the past aside in a rush to modernize the city's cultural 
image have a renewed appreciation for tradition.

Swenson’s suggestions are in direct accordance with jazz clarinetist Evan Christopher’s 

observations:

Before fifty percent of the population had returned, eighty percent of the musicians were 
back. Well, that’s some pretty daunting math. Also, the city became much more relaxed 
about the way it was allowing music to come back into the community. Restaurants that 
never had music before suddenly had music. People were being allowed to perform 
almost anywhere they wanted to play.

In the years since 2006, when Christopher made his observation, the number of musicians in 

New Orleans has swelled. When we talked about curfews and the situation with band members 

being arrested in Treme for Kerwin’s procession, he told me, “It seems as though the new 

approach to curfews seem to be selective, and unfortunately focused on Black musicians, 

especially the kids playing on the streets downtown and on Frenchmen Street.”

 Regarding the post-Katrina popularity of brass bands, Gregg Stafford said, “Never before 

have I seen this many brass bands before, and I’ve been around them my entire life.” Herbert 
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McCarver said, “I think it’s more opportunistic . . . You know, because of the popularity caused 

by the media attention, all these young White kids and college-trained musicians want to come to 

New Orleans and be in a brass band. I do think a lot of it is political.” Calvin Johnson’s 

observations followed a similar theme. He told me: 

It’s funny how suddenly everybody wants to play brass band music. Before the storm, 
cats were looked down upon for playing brass band music, like they weren’t sophisticated 
or talented enough to play other styles of music. Ironically, brass band musicians are the 
most diverse musicians in the city because most of them play in other bands, playing 
other styles of music. But as I see it, with the influx of all the rich White gutter-punk 
suburban kids coming down here creating this whole Disneyfication and role-playing on 
the music scene. Of course, brass band music is thought of to them as the music of 
beggars and poor street musicians. All the hype surrounding [HBO’s] Treme has only 
given more attention to the city, and of course brass bands. But I guess it can be a Catch 
22 because now more people are looking closer at brass bands. Now, there’s just so much 
more competition. What I have seen in the years since the storm are musicians who have 
never been affiliated with brass bands, like real hardcore big band or straight-ahead cats, 
suddenly starting their own brass bands, or wanting to be affiliated with Treme [Brass 
Band] and the Dirty Dozen [Brass Band]. It’s like the New Orleans neo novelty thing, 
you know, being in a brass band.

 Johnson’s observation are very similar to my own. In all truth, those observations have 

simultaneously perplexed and frustrated me. As Johnson clearly points out, brass band musicians 

in New Orleans have historically been idolized for their musical innovation and spontaneity, but 

simultaneously are seen as not being good enough to play more supposedly polished genres. One 

reason could easily be because of the image and perception of brass band musicians like Anthony  

“Tuba Fats” Lacen, Mark “Tuba” Smith, George Johnson, Keith “Wolf” Anderson, Kenneth 

“Lil’ Milton Batiste” Terry, Robert Harris––all hyper-talented musicians who have been 

important torchbearers in perpetuating brass band music over the last several decades, although 

they perform(ed) primarily on the streets of the French Quarter or in Jackson Square as their 

“day job.” Yet, because they performed predominantly as “street musicians,” they have been 

213



perceived as rag-tag and bottom-rung. Johnson’s observations highlight another uniquely post-

Katrina experience many of the brass band musicians responding to this study have mentioned. 

 In the years since the storm, I have noticed an influx of out-of-town, predominantly 

White musicians starting brass bands. I have also noticed a lot of musicians who before the storm 

would not have been seen publicly listening to a brass band––let alone perform with one––have 

now become brass band aficionados. What stands out most for me regarding this phenomena is 

the similarity of a similar cultural appropriation occurring in popular music such as Miley 

Cyrus’ cultural performance of twerking, which also finds its roots in the Black ghettos of New 

Orleans, yet her performance makes this bottom-rung performance socially acceptable and hip. 

Similarly, as Johnson and the other brass band musicians have pointed out, brass bands in New 

Orleans are apparently the new it thing for the cool kids and hip musicians. 

 In the years before Katrina, the brass band community was rather small and close-knit. 

All the musicians—younger and older, Black and White—knew one another. It was 

commonplace for the same musicians to play with various bands. For instance, I regularly 

performed with Treme Brass Band as a sideman. Jeffery Hill played tuba for Treme and my 

Mahogany Brass Band. If my bass drummer was not available for a gig, I would call Anthony 

Bennett, who is the leader of Royal Players Brass Band, to take his place. I also played (bass 

drum, snare drum, or trumpet, depending on his needs) with Anthony’s band regularly, and was a 

member of his steady band that performed several times weekly at Harrah’s Casino before 

Katrina. Currently, I perform with Storyville Stompers, Pinstripe, and Royal Players while still 

leading the Mahogany Brass Band. I also hire many of those musicians or bands when needed.
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 In this sense, there are elements of Victor Turner’s (1969) concept of communitas. 

Though brass bands are not necessarily conceived of as a religious experience, as I described in 

the introduction of this chapter, for many brass band musicians, involvement and membership 

into the community (before Hurricane Katrina) was considered a rite of passage. This community  

of marginalized individuals has functioned within an insular “society as an unstructured or 

rudimentarily structured and relatively undifferentiated comitatus, community, or even 

communion of equal individuals who submit together to the general authority of the ritual elders 

(96).” The elders in this case are the older musicians who have passed the tradition down to 

younger musicians and instilled a pride and cultural respect that has righteously perpetuated the 

tradition. Because the tradition has remained relevant, and brass bands were in demand before 

Katrina, in August 2005, there were probably more brass bands actively performing in New 

Orleans and traveling nationally and internationally than ever before. 

 While documenting the brass band scene in the first years of the new millennium, Mick 

Burns (2006) reported that at the time his research was conducted (2001 through 2002), “there 

were more brass bands in New Orleans than ever before.” He said “exactly how many was 

uncertain,” but he estimated there were about “twenty-five” actively performing bands, and 

“around a hundred and fifty musicians involved.” It is almost impossible to solidify a definite 

number of individual musicians who comprise the entirety of the brass band community. Many 

musicians are not exclusively brass band musicians, but perform in a wide range of genres, 

ranging from classical, to rock and roll, to hip-hop, and experimental outfits. However, it is 

possible to define the number of brass bands before and after the storm. From what I know and 
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have been able to gather from various sources, there were about thirty-six brass bands actively 

performing in August 2005.

 In the aftermath of the 2005 hurricanes, the members of High Steppers Brass Band and 

Coolbone Brass Band relocated to the Houston, Texas, area, and Huntsville, Alabama, 

respectively. The following bands became defunct: Smitty D’s, Olympia, Lil’ Rascals, Brice 

Miller’s Taste of New Orleans, Bey Bey Kids, Algiers, Chosen Few, Forgotten Souls, and TRU.

 The reasons these bands are no longer active range from bands condensing and 

combining memberships immediately following the disaster, the lack of musicians either in New 

Orleans or in the locales the bandleaders evacuated to, bandleaders deciding to focus their 

interest on different priorities, or the bandleaders facing personal health crisis, as in the case of 

Smitty D’s and Algiers brass bands. However, in their place is an influx of new brass bands.

 Currently, as of the writing of this study, there appear to be more brass bands active in 

New Orleans than ever before in the genre’s history. According to the musicians and people close 

to the brass band community I have interviewed, combined with my own observations, it is 

estimated that there are anywhere between fifty and seventy-five brass bands, if not more, active 

in the city. I have provided a detailed list of pre-Katrina and post-Katrina brass bands in New 

Orleans in the index at the end of this study.

 Trumpeter Eric Gordon, a member of the TBC Brass Band and a former Stooges band 

member, told me, “Forty at least. There’s so many new bands.” Trumpeter Chris Cotton, a 

member of Stooges Brass Band, estimated, “Anywhere from fifty to eighty. Maybe even more.” 

And Lisa Palumbo pointed out, “This list does not include the mostly White-boy bands . . . and 

the stage bands like Street Legends and Lagniappe, that call themselves brass bands, but they 
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have a guy on a drum set. If they have to march in a parade, they will get snare and bass drum 

players.” It can only be assumed that this estimate includes formally organized bands and pickup 

bands. However, what we do know is at the moment, the tradition is abundantly popular. Exactly 

how many brass bands are currently actively performing in New Orleans? As of February 2014, 

including the bands that were active before the storm and have remained active, there are about 

fifty-two brass bands actively performing in New Orleans.

 Based on the number of brass bands documented by Burns in his 2006 ethnography, 

compared to number of bands I have documented in 2014, it is evident that brass bands in New 

Orleans are currently more popular and abundant than ever before. Twenty-six new brass bands 

have been formed since Hurricane Katrina. Combined with the bands that were active before and 

after the storm, there are more than fifty brass bands comprising the post-Katrina New Orleans 

brass band community. This estimation is not intended to be a fully comprehensive survey, and 

does not include informal pick-up bands, new bands that are being formed all the time, or bands 

that may focus their performances on private and corporate events. However, with more than 

fifty active bands, this represents a fifty-percent increase in the number of brass bands post-

Katrina compared to pre-Katrina. 

 Based on the number of musicians needed to support this number of brass bands, 

including musicians who might perform with more than one ensemble, the data collected in this 

thesis show clear patterns that not only have many of the city’s brass band musicians have 

returned, but their ranks have been also populated by an influx of out-of-town musicians. 

Additionally, the data suggest that music, sense of place, and place attachment were valid factors 

in their decision to return because what might be considered out of place elsewhere is a 
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normative way of everyday life here. Drawing on this insight, it is apparent that the influence of 

place attachment and sense of place have served an important role in the brass band musicians 

decisions to return home—returning home either full-time or by maintaining residency 

elsewhere, but traveling to New Orleans as the home-base and epicenter for their performances

—and the dependence on New Orleans as the place that embodies their music-making. 

Conclusion

 In this chapter, I have examined the phenomenon of place attachment, sense of place, and 

the geographies of everyday life as essential elements for the cultural performance of brass bands 

in post-Katrina New Orleans. By presenting ideas that remind us that spatially, culturally, and 

socially, New Orleans is understood as different from many other places, the relationship of brass 

bands to New Orleans as a place appears to be vital. The notion of there’s no place like New 

Orleans and the process of being home expressed by the musicians and the sense of place they 

claim reveal the highly valued rootedness of cultural practice, cultural performance, and 

fundamental experiences of everyday life. 

 This informs us of a grounded reality that the cultural performances of brass bands are 

intertwined in the geographies of everyday life and citizenship for the residents of New Orleans 

in ways that are contrary to the happy-go-lucky narrative that much of the tourism marketing of 

culture, and the city, represent. In many ways, the ideas presented in this chapter speak to a 

deeper eloquence the brass bands are an essential element of sense of place and place attachment 

in New Orleans, and played a determining factor in the musicians decisions to return home.

 I believe one way to contribute to scholarly discussions regarding post-disaster recovery 

is to examine the factors that shape what New Orleans means to its residents and how music and 
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culture shape those relationships. Understanding place attachment and the perspectives presented 

in this chapter can be used as a model when studying post-disaster rebuilding and cultural 

recovery in New Orleans and elsewhere. However, as Julie Raimondi (2012) offers, “Before we 

are tempted to look for universal applications, however, we must remember that music in New 

Orleans is understood differently from many other places.” She also argues, “In cities where 

residents do not experience and participate in music as a fundamental experience of community 

life, or do so to a lesser extent, people rely on other means to construct their senses of place 

attachment” (110). 

 In New Orleans, the relationship between music and place has a long tradition. Regarding 

the post-Katrina popularity of brass bands described in this chapter, the consensus of all the 

musicians interviewed was, “Call it a continuum, but just don’t call it a renaissance, because 

we’ve been here for years and these newcomers aren’t bringing anything new.” To that end, the 

music and culture of brass bands helped build New Orleans, it helped provide the love between 

people and their New Orleans, and it is intrinsic to the way people live in New Orleans and are 

proud to call it home. 

 In the next chapter, I shift my focus on some of the ways Hurricane Katrina has disrupted 

the processes of cultural transmission that have historically been vital to perpetuating the brass 

band tradition, and how it has done so. In doing so, I examine several ways in which musical 

knowledge is passed on, including the very important roles of school bands and access to public 

performance spaces. I describe how the initial displacement caused by Katrina and the post-

disaster recovery has disrupted these aspects of cultural transmission, and explore how the 

cultural learning for brass bands has been affected. 
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Fig. 17: The To Be Continued Brass Band performing at the 2013 Pigeon Town Steppers 
annual second-line parade in the Carrollton neighborhood. Photo by author.

Fig. 19: Members of the horn section 
of the To Be Continued Brass Band 
performing at the 2013 Pigeon Town 
Steppers annual second-line parade in 
the Carrollton neighborhood. 
Photo by author.

Fig. 18: The Stooges Brass Band 
performing at the 2013 Pigeon Town 
Steppers annual second-line parade 
in the Carrollton neighborhood.
Photo by author.
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Fig. 20: The To Be Continued Brass Band 
parading the Pigeon Town Steppers second-line 

down Carrollton Avenue. Photo by author.

Fig. 23: A large diverse aggregation of brass band musicians second-
line through Treme during one of several jazz funeral processions for 

“Uncle” Lionel Batiste. Photo by author.

Fig. 22: Parade goers second-line through Treme 
during one of several jazz funerals for “Uncle” 

Lionel Batiste Photo by author.

Fig. 24: Author and son at 
one of “Uncle” Lionel 
Batiste jazz funerals in 
Treme. This was Brice Jr.’s 
first jazz funeral. Photo by 
author.

Fig. 21: A pick up brass band performing in Jackson 
Square on October 25, 2013. The band includes 
several well-known musicians. Photo by author. 



CHAPTER V:

CULTURAL LEARNING: KEEPING THE 

BEAT ON THE STREET

 On Sunday, March 24, 2013, at Congo Square in New Orleans’ Treme neighborhood, a 

middle-aged Black man performing on a stage beneath a large oak tree sits astride a large 

cylindrical drum. Using his fingers and the edge of his hand, he jabs repeatedly at the drum head. 

A second drummer, a light-skinned fellow of Creole descent holding his instrument between his 

knees, joins in, playing with the same repetitive staccato beat. A third Black man, standing in the 

center of a multicultural congregation of people formed into a circular group—perhaps five or 

six-hundred individuals—moving in time to the pulsations of the music. Some sway gently, as 

others aggressively stomp their feet. Others dance with a gyrating pulsation seemingly 

contradicting the accompanying musical give-and-take of the women in the group chanting.

 The dances, which resembled the African ring shout (an ecstatic, transcendent religious 

ritual, first practiced by African slave in the West Indies and the United States, in which 

worshipers move in a circle while shuffling and stomping their feet and clapping their hands), 

came to a sudden stop when a loud drum beat on a snare drum that sounded like a gun shot 

startled everyone. The staccato attack was followed by a crisp pressed roll. This drum roll was 

interrupted by a series of booms on a big bass drum. The first bass drum strike was followed by 

three extra-loud booms as a brass band started a slow somber tune. The song was familiar. It was 

the hymnal dirge, Just a Closer Walk with Thee, which is perhaps the most frequently played 
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hymn and dirge that brass bands perform at traditional New Orleans jazz funerals. Although the 

precise author is unknown, according to William Peterson’s 2006 The Complete Book of Hymns, 

the title and lyrics of the song allude to the Biblical passage from 2 Corinthians 5:7 which states, 

"We walk by faith, not by sight” (570). Ace Collins argues that, “Circumstantial evidence 

strongly suggests it dates back to southern African-American churches of the nineteenth century, 

possibly even prior to the Civil War, as some personal African American histories recall slaves 

singing as they worked in the fields a song about walking by the Lord's side” (143). After a few 

minutes of playing the slow mournful dirge, the somberness was interrupted by six syncopated 

booms pronounced from the bass drum; then the band began playing the same melody with an 

upbeat rhythm. Once this song ended, they played through a medley of familiar New Orleans 

brass band songs such as Saints Go Marching In, Bourbon Street Parade, Do Whatcha Wanna, 

and Let Your Mind Be Free. 

 The band was led by a debonair young gentleman wearing a black suit, polished black 

shoes reflecting the bright sunlight, a top hat, colorful sash across his breast, and white gloves. 

He was repeatedly blowing a whistle. It appeared that he was either instructing onlookers to 

move out of the bands path, or letting everyone know the band was coming their way. The band 

members were dressed in matching black pants, polished black shoes, white long-sleeved shirts, 

and black neckties, with white eight-point police caps. Brass bands in New Orleans have been 

wearing this traditional wardrobe since at least the 1930s or 1940s, according to Dr. Michael 

White and Gregg Stafford.

 The audience frantically danced to the enthusiastic energy of the band. The colorful 

umbrellas that onlookers were using to shield themselves from the blazing sun began bouncing in 
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the air to the rhythm of the band. Old men were beating on bottles and tarnished cowbells, while 

little children—some appearing to be as young as two or three—seemed to be challenging each 

other to see who could out dance whom. The mass of tourists, identifiable by their pink faces and 

colorful Caribbean-like attire, aimed their cameras and cellphones toward the excitement, 

looking on with a sense of profound confusion and blissful joy. The young man leading the band 

danced using a series of jumping, squatting, and foot shuffling moves while encouraging 

onlookers to join the fun. This scenario, considered one of the most important ritualized cultural 

traditions in New Orleans—the second-line and jazz funeral—would be repeated seventeen times 

throughout the evening.

 What is it we have witnessed here? A mock jazz funeral staged at Congo Square 

introducing tourists and the city's new residents to New Orleans culture? Was it a way of 

celebrating the post-racialization of Blackness and the politics of memory in New Orleans 

through a carefully orchestrated, culturally appropriated performance? Was this a re-enactment of 

Benjamin Latrobe’s February 21, 1819, observation of the noted architect witnessing in 

amazement at the sight of five to six-hundred unsupervised slaves assembled for collective 

dances unlike anything he had ever seen? Was this an re-enactment of Latrobe’s detailed 

ethnography that provided an intriguing firsthand account that has provided us with the 

tantalizing details of slave dances that took place in the open area then known as Congo Square, 

located on roughly the same ground where Louis Armstrong Park stands today? Maybe we have 

observed a more complex phenomenon marking the intersection of cultural memory through 

tradition and performance, geographies of everyday life, and the process of passing a cultural 

tradition from one generation to another? 
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 Let us look at this performance again. It took place near a small circular space in Louis 

Armstrong Park designated by red and gray bricks inlaid amongst an array of tropical foliage 

called Congo Square, almost eight years after Hurricane Katrina devastated the city. The grand 

marshal leading the brass band, along with his fellow band mates, were actually school students 

from KIPP McDonough #15 Elementary School. For them, like the other school-based brass 

bands participating in this event, the primary purpose of their performance was to impress the 

judges (I was one of them) with hopes of taking a portion of the $30,000 in prize money and 

instruments back to their school, along with a title of being one of the best school-based brass 

bands in the city. 

 The students were competing in a program called Class Got Brass? A ‘Battle of the Brass 

Bands for Schools, sponsored by The New Orleans Jazz Heritage Festival & Foundation. The 

participating schools participating in the 2013 competition included: 

1. Chalmette High School
2. Cohen College Prep High School
3. Edna Karr High School
4. Eleanor McMain Secondary School
5. Joseph S. Clark Prep
6. KIPP: McDonogh 15 Middle School
7. L.W. Higgins High School
8. Lafayette Academy Charter School
9. Martin Behrman Charter School
10. McDonogh No. 35 High School
11. Medard H. Nelson Charter School
12. O. Perry Walker High School
13. Park Forest Middle School
14. Sophie B. Wright Charter School
15. St. Mary’s Academy High School
16. Warren Easton Charter High School
17. West Jefferson High School
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 As part of their post-Katrina community and cultural programming activities, the program 

was established in 2012 to encourage elementary, middle, and high schools to create brass bands 

for an educational competition “intended to support music education while also promoting and 

preserving the New Orleans brass band tradition,” according to Scott Aiges, director of programs 

for the Jazz  Heritage Foundation. He explained that the “Cultural Olympiad” was designed to 

“keep the focus on the school system” and “focus on the most iconic part of New Orleans 

culture, the second-line parades and brass bands.” The Jazz & Heritage Foundation places special 

emphasis on brass band culture because “This is the only place in the country where 14-year-old 

kids lose their minds to brass-band music, but few if any of the schools have brass band 

programs,” Aiges added.

 Participating schools must develop a twelve-member (maximum) ensemble using 

instruments that are recognizably part of the brass band parading tradition that brass bands in 

New Orleans are known for. The competition is a short, one-block-long traditional second-line-

style parade judged by an aggregation of New Orleans brass band veterans. The bands are rated 

according to their adherence to guidelines that encourage the essential elements of the centuries 

old New Orleans brass band tradition, such as music, uniforms, and entertainment factors.

 So, let us look yet again at what we have witnessed. More than just a performance, we 

witnessed “A cultural tradition that has been active in the streets of New Orleans for more than a 

century, now being fostered in school classrooms, and then presented to the community,” 

according to jazz saxophonist and educator Donald Harrison. As innovative as it might sound, 

and as attractive as winning the first place prize of $10,000 might be, what we witnessed on this 

226



beautiful Sunday in New Orleans was one of the post-Katrina forms of brass band cultural 

transmittance. 

 The vignette above describes a new form of cultural learning for young people that began 

in the years following Hurricane Katrina. The New Orleans Jazz & Heritage Festival and 

Foundation’s effort to pass along the brass band tradition to another generation of young people 

exemplifies how the ritualized traditions of brass bands are being protected, generationally 

nurtured, perpetuated, and passed down from one generation to another in post-Katrina New 

Orleans. It also situates the focus of this chapter.

Passing the Tradition Along

 This chapter concerns the ways the brass band tradition is passed down from one 

generation to another through cultural knowledge and cultural learning, and whether (or not) 

Katrina has disrupted the enculturation that is so crucial to maintaining the brass band tradition––

before and after the storm. In this chapter, with my scholarly lens squarely focused on the 

processes of cultural learning, I examine several ways musical knowledge is passed along and 

explore questions such as: Where does this talent come from? Why is it that young people in 

New Orleans are continually interested in performing an antiquated style of music steeped in a 

history of racism and inequality? How has Hurricane Katrina disrupted and/or changed the 

cultural learning processes for brass bands?  

 Through an analysis of cultural incubators such as formal and informal processes and 

practices, community-based cultural mentors, and the very important role of performing in public 

spaces and being involved in school marching bands, I offer valuable insight regarding the 

enculturation that has been acknowledged as influential in the perpetuation of brass bands. 
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Specifically, I examine what I consider to be the holy trinity of brass band cultural learning and 

enculturation processes for New Orleans brass bands: school marching bands, performing on the 

streets and public spaces, and community-based musician-mentorship. To do this, I analyze how 

the displacement caused by Katrina disrupted these aspects of cultural transmission. In doing so, 

I highlight some ways the storm has changed the process of cultural transmission and some ways 

cultural learning has actually been aided in the post-Katrina context. 

 Because of the complex intersection of the city's social, educational, cultural and 

historical ecologies, in addition to the brass band community’s general reluctance to share 

cultural knowledge with outsiders, very few researchers have been able to navigate and untangle 

the complexities of the musicians ethnically entrenched community-based practices. Therefore, 

scholars have seldom given much attention to the preparatory work that affords brass band 

musicians the cultural knowledge and pedagogical training that aids them in their professional 

success. In this chapter, I offer perhaps the most valuable insight regarding the preparatory work 

that is rooted in a system of apprenticeship where aspiring younger musicians learn through a 

variety of music education experiences that very few outsider researchers have been privy to.

 Historically, what has allowed New Orleans’ unique ethnically entrenched community-

based cultural practices such as brass bands (Mardi Gras Indians, social aid and pleasure clubs, 

and benevolent societies) to exist for more than two-hundred years, has been their profound 

secrecy and unwillingness to allow outsiders to enter the dwell of their practices. This practice 

has also aided in their mystery. For the elders, the culture was something they created, something 

they owned, and something they honored and protected. The brass band community has 

functioned (for the most part) like a private club or organization whose activities, enculturation 
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practices, and inner functioning have been concealed from nonmembers. Although in recent 

years we have witnessed an open house approach to the cultural sharing and appropriation of 

these very sacred Black American cultural practices, there is still much to be learned about what 

has perpetuated their continuance.

 As I will illustrate, as a brass band musician who has experienced all of the common 

cultural learning and enculturation processes, and as a peer and educator who has passed those 

skill-sets along to others, my insider positionality offers an opportunity to help us better 

understand the intricate nature of the teaching-learning traditions that have perpetuated the 

cultural performance of the New Orleans brass band tradition. In most scholarly instances, the 

pedagogical foundation of brass bands have proved too complicated for those outside the culture 

to fully grasp and understand. Therefore, I will provide scholarly attention to important 

transmitters of cultural knowledge, jazz musicianship, musical traditions, and sociocultural 

experiences that have largely been neglected by previous researchers.

 Additionally, building on the cultural explorations and interviewee insights presented by 

the respondents in this study, this chapter explores the generational passing along of cultural 

knowledge and the ways by which young people become involved in the brass band community. 

Scholarly research on the interrelationship between music education, cultural mentorship, peer-

to-peer influence, and the continued innovative reinvention and popularity of brass bands is 

considerably sparse. The influence of teachers and jazz mentors in shaping the music of New 

Orleans have received attention, but insight regarding broader cultural learning and enculturation 

for brass bands has been largely absent from popular scholarship.  
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 These points will be explored in this chapter as I examine the influence of formal music 

education in schools and informal cultural mentorship in the community to show, from the 

beginning, these factors have been primary incubators for the teaching, learning, nurturing 

generational influence and survival of brass bands in New Orleans. Although I briefly alluded to 

these topics in Chapter Three while discussing school teachers, in this chapter I will detail the 

importance of the enculturation processes. Additionally, I suggest that my perspective will offer a 

solid foundation to debark from the mythology of brass bands based on assumptions of creativity 

and race by describing how these music and cultural educational experiences serve as primary 

incubators of cultural learning and cultural knowledge.

Each One Teach One: Teaching, Learning 
and Keeping the Tradition Alive

 It is strange to think that a musical tradition like this can exist with such popularity 

among urban youth, given its dissimilarity to the American idea of popular contemporary music. 

Both as a brass band musician and as a researcher, I have been repeatedly struck by the lack of 

credit given to music and cultural education in discussions of the long history of the cultural 

performance and tradition of brass bands in New Orleans. To better understand the ways brass 

band musicians have remained true to their past, while subtly changing certain aspects of the 

tradition, we must examine the evidence of community-based cultural and pedagogical 

mentorship as a process by which the unmistakable cultural retentions of the brass band music-

making and cultural performance have been generationally shared. In doing so, it is important to 

note that, especially regarding the pedagogical training, what we witness is much more than the 

basic transmission of oral knowledge in the basic sense of folk knowledge.
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 Music is an important learning tool for students in New Orleans. In conversations with 

New Orleans musicians, most will comment on the presence of music in every environment and 

every aspect of life. Observing kids marching in the street during Mardi Gras with plastic 

trumpets, or babies bouncing to the beat of a brass band as a second-line parade passes through 

their neighborhood, is a decades old example of learning cultural behavior in New Orleans. 

Cultural learning, also called cultural transmission, is the way a group of people tends to learn, 

embrace, and pass on new information. Learning styles are greatly influenced by environmental 

influences and how a culture socializes its children and young people. Through access to cultural 

activities, interactions, observations, and imitation, the expected ways of thinking and behaving 

are communicated to us. How are the cultural performance, ritualized traditions, and music-

making of the New Orleans brass bands passed along from one generation to another?

 In discussions regarding enculturation, Melville Herskovits (1948) argued the 

enculturation has three components: socialization (learning early in life through exposure), 

education (informal and formal directed education), and schooling (the most restricted and 

formalized process undertaken at specific times and places outside the home). Enculturation, 

according to E. Adamson Hoebel, is "Both a conscious and an unconscious conditioning process 

whereby man, as child and adult, achieves competence in his culture, internalizes his culture and 

becomes thoroughly enculturated." The result of the enculturation process is identity: the identity 

of the person within the group. 

 In their scholarship A Reading for Cultural Anthropology, Stephen Grunland  and Marvin 

Mayars (2002) argues the enculturation process has two major aspects: first, the informal, which 

some call "child training" and in some senses precedes and in other senses runs concurrently 
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with, second, the formal, more commonly termed "education." The former is most likely to be 

carried out within the context of the family and among friends. Concerning cultural learning in 

New Orleans, the latter is carried out in both sacred and secular institutions of learning. 

Accordingly, enculturation is a way of life for brass band musicians in New Orleans, a city 

enveloped in music and culture. 

 From classrooms to front porches, teaching and learning in New Orleans through 

enculturation has been integral for the continuation of the city's cultural practices, especially the 

brass band. More so, the community, and what is more important, the neighborhood, has played a 

vital role in maintaining both the cultural learning and cultural performances that allow the 

tradition to remain relevant. The neighborhood is a place and space where community functions 

in a way that encourages the blossoming of its individuals, steeped in a history of indigenous 

cultural awareness, where the cultivation and continuation of cultural heritage, knowledge, and 

ritual has served a crucial role in perpetuating the brass band tradition over the past century. 

 For this reason alone, there are no reasons to look at New Orleans through models drawn 

from experiences elsewhere, including attempts to negotiate the influence of West African 

cultural identities and those of other far-off places. Although cultural connections can be drawn 

from historiological lineage, the community itself holds within it a way to study it and better 

understand its cultural narrative and contemporary relativity. Historian Henry Louis Gates 

suggests, "Situating the understanding of cultural knowledge within the community for which 

that knowledge is being generated eliminates the problem of constantly needing to contrast 

Eurocentric thinking when attempting to theorize characteristics of Black culture." Gates 

articulates this further by saying:
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Just as we can and must cite a Black text within the larger American tradition, we can and 
must cite a Black text within its own tradition, a tradition not defined be a pseudoscience 
of racial biology, or a mystically shared essence called Blackness, but by the repetition 
and revision of shared themes, topoi and tropes, a process that binds the signal texts of 
the Black tradition into a canon just as surely as separate links bind together into a chain. 
It is no more, or less, essentialist to make this claim than it is to claim the existence of 
French, English, German, Russian, or American literature—as long as we proceed 
inductively, from the texts to the theory. (Gates 1988, xxii)

What Gates articulates is that to better understand Black cultural expressiveness, it must be 

understood in the context of how the community itself contributes to the production of cultural 

self-definition socially, culturally, and economically. In such a context, the roots of cultural 

knowledge run deep in New Orleans' Black communities. 

 The production, maintenance, and transmission of cultural knowledge has remained 

central not only to the daily lives of Black Americans in New Orleans neighborhoods, but also to 

the cultural mentorship in which the brass band community has continually reproduced itself and 

re-created its music-making and cultural performance. This has been accomplished through a 

process of cultural immersion, teaching, mentorship, and emulation. Anthropologist Joseph 

Roach (1996) calls this process "surrogation," described as when a community continually 

reproduces cultural significance and re-creates its cultural-self through a process of cultural 

performers replacing other cultural performers in their roles, with all the subtle changes and at 

the same time the continuities that are to be expected.

 In this way, the cultural performance is performed in resemblance of its past, yet 

performs in a new ever-evolving way with contemporary influence. In discussing New Orleans' 

community and cultural interplay, Roach, who has suggested New Orleans is a "performance-

drenched" city, argues it is important to examine localized performances, performance traditions, 

and representations of performance because these performances often carry a cultural memory of 
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otherwise forgotten substitutions—those that we’ve rejected and even more invisibly those that 

have succeeded. Therefore, because the cultural practices of New Orleans are embedded within 

the fabric of its neighborhoods, community-based mentorship not only strengthens the cultural 

expression and enjoyment, but serves as a catalyst to perpetuate such cultural performance. A key 

aspect of cultural learning is knowledge transmitted through experiences and participation.

 In his 2013 article, Running with the Second Line: How New Orleans Brass Band Went 

Hip Hop, Matt Sakakeeny pointed out, “The brass band retained its vitality not through 

preservation but through constant recalibration” and “Each generation has bent tradition to make 

it in tune with their experience. So when rap came to town in the late '80s and early '90s, it was 

inevitable that kids who had grown up surrounded by brass bands in the streets would import the 

new sounds they were hearing on the radio and in the clubs.” Sakakeeny’s point is validated by 

Danny Barker, one of the most important figures in brass band cultural learning, who encouraged 

young musicians to make the music relevant to themselves while simultaneously upholding the 

important treatments of the tradition. Barker keenly appreciated and accepted the fact that the 

music will continue to change under various generational and popular culture influences.

 Learning culture in this way, transmitted intraculturally and intergenerationally, younger 

individuals learn cultural values—how to dress, what to say, how to conduct themselves and 

proper performance procedures—directly from the elder generation. Such continuous 

enculturation processes pass along cultural knowledge and expectations to succeeding 

generations, usually with slight or no variation. When variation does occur, as in the case of New 

Orleans brass bands, the music has the ability to become something new while remaining steeped 
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in a tradition of continuity. Tuxedo Brass Bandleader and trumpeter Gregg Stafford talked about 

his learning from brass band elders during his youth:

Before working with Danny Barker’s Fairview Baptist Church Brass Band, I was 
working with the E. Gibson Brass Band at age fifteen, he, along with Doc Paulin, was 
responsible for teaching a lot of young musicians, whether they were interested in jazz, 
rock and roll, or popular music. You grew up in Uptown New Orleans, it was just a 
formality. Every Sunday there was a church parade or a community parade starting there 
at Shakespeare Park, a Masonic parade, Eastern Star parade, it was quite visual. It wasn’t 
until Mr. Barker moved back from New York that an older musician began to really take a 
concerted effort to begin teaching young kids, and as a way of keeping them out of 
trouble. He figured that if nobody got young people involved or introduced to this brass 
band music, the music would become extinct, and that was his approach. Mr. Barker 
would teach us melodies to a few popular songs and have us teach it to the other kids. 
The group became popular because nobody had ever seen an entire group of young 
people playing brass band music, because it was all older guys during that time. It grew 
to a point where people would bring their kids to our rehearsals, people were interested; 
we grew from nine pieces to some thirty-five or thirty-six guys playing.

Here, Stafford, like many of his contemporaries, offer much credit to Danny Barker for 

introducing a younger generation to the brass band tradition. However, although Barker’s work 

with the young musicians was heavily documented by newspapaers and community newsletters 

such as Jive, published in 1973 by Al Torregano, proprietor of the Jive Record Shop on North 

Claiborne Avenue in the Treme, enculturation was happening before Barker. To make this point 

clear, Barker himself discussed his enculturation in a 1992 oral interview conducted by Dr. 

Michael White for the Smithsonian Jazz Oral History Program. Barker told White he was 

introduced to music by his grandfather, Isidore Barbarin, a horn player who played in “the 

greatest of brass bands, the mighty Onward Brass Band. Surrounded by music, Barker recieved 

influences and training that allowed him to attain international fame before settling back home in 

New Orleans in the 1960’s and dedicating himself to formally and informally teaching younger 

musicians.
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 As bandmates who have been performing together for well over forty years, Gregg 

Stafford and Michael White are members of the last generation of musicians to interact, learn 

from, and perform with brass band musicians who carried the tradition into the twentieth-

century. Clarinetist and scholar Michael White describes it:

I started out at St. Augustine High School, where I took private lessons with the band 
director Mr. Hampton for three years. In my senior year (in college) I started getting 
involved with brass bands and traditional New Orleans jazz. I was fortunate enough to 
have experience with several dozen older musicians born between the late 1890s and 
1910 who taught me a lot about traditional jazz music, New Orleans jazz culture, the role 
of different instruments, and the role of the music and how different things work. The 
first brass band I played in was Doc Paulin. I started going to the New Orleans Jazz  
Heritage Festival, and that’s where I met Doc Paulin, gave him my information, he called 
me a few weeks later and I guess that was my beginning.  . . . I found out that clarinets 
were used in New Orleans jazz and brass bands, started studying records, and then played 
with Doc Paulin for the next four years. I enjoyed the music because for me it was like 
the discovery of a whole new world. Even though I grew up in New Orleans, I didn’t 
know about second-line and social aid parades until I was in them; even through I went to 
school where those things were going on in Uptown New Orleans, but I did not live in 
those areas so, this gave me a much-needed connection to my [cultural] heritage and my 
people, it was something I could relate to, relate to the community with.29 (personal 
interview, August 29, 2013)   

As White described, the indigenous vernacular cultural practices are transmitted through an 

educational process commonly referred to as enculturation, the process by which individuals 

acquire the knowledge, skills, attitudes, and values that enable them to become functioning 

members of their respective sociocultural communities. It then became the responsibility of 

Stafford’s and White’s generation to pass their knowledge on to my generation.

 Similarly, for me, being immersed in the sociocultural activities of New Orleans’ Black 

communities as a young kid alongside my dad as he performed with the Pinstripe Brass Band, I 
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began learning the cultural behavior of brass bands and their related cultural practices before I 

was young enough to fully understand what I was observing. The reason I became a brass band 

musician was holistically due to the influence of my father being a brass band musician, and the 

cultural immersion, cultural absorption, and opportunities to actively participate within the 

tradition as a youngster. 

 Those experiences were supported by a host of other musicians taking me under their 

guidance and offering me tutelage. Throughout the years, I have been asked often, what makes 

New Orleans brass band musicians so unique in their approach to this unique music. Contrary to 

popular belief, the foundation for the majority of New Orleans musicians has been a system of 

music and cultural education, in and out of school. As historian Al Kennedy said in Leonard 

Smith’s 2009 documentary film, A Legend in the Classroom: The Life Story of Ms. Yvonne 

Busch, the assumption about the New Orleans brass band is that the music literally bubbles up 

from the street or musicians "drink some magic water," somehow becoming virtuosos is “the 

furthest from the truth.” Although such a presumption makes for great myth-making, it 

unfortunately abandons the sociocultural environment that is so uniquely New Orleans. So how 

has such a folkloric tradition such as New Orleans brass bands been able to manifest itself, 

intact? What social and educational factors have contributed to nurturing the generational 

reinvention of the New Orleans brass band music practices? 

Socialization as Education: 
Classrooms and Street Parades

  Before formal schooling begins, most young people in New Orleans have been exposed 

to the myriad of music and cultural experiences that are omnipresent as a geography of everyday 

life. Music and cultural education for young people in New Orleans consists of a complicated 
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intercultural system of informal and formal experiences that constantly bring together cultural 

influences from home, the community, church, school, and festive celebrations such as Mardi 

Gras, Jazz Fest, Super Sunday, the plethora of weekly festivals and events around the city. Those 

activities are often augmented by participation in school marching bands, nonprofit music 

programs, and private lessons. Because these formal and informal instructional border-crossing 

activities exists that shape young musicians cultural and music-making experience in New 

Orleans in such subtle ways that very few of these activities are recognized or observable by an 

outsider. 

 For example, jazz saxophonist and brass band musician Calvin Johnson talked about his 

musical experiences as a youth: 

I am from a musical family. All of my grandfather’s five sons were musicians, 
woodwinds, except one, my dad. As a little kid I would go see my Uncle Ralph [Johnson] 
playing at Preservation Hall. My most memorable recollection of a brass band was in 
1990 at my first Zulu Mardi Gras parade on corner of North Galvez and Iberville streets. 
The Pinstripe Brass Band would always play on the King’s float, and my Uncle George 
was the trumpeter. (Calvin and I discovered during this interview that his Uncle George 
was the same George who was my teacher and greatest influence, yet we never knew that 
before this interview) . . . I had music on both sides of my family, between jazz and 
gospel. Music was so engrained in my daily life, and my parents kept me surrounded by 
music. . . . I started learning music in school in the third grade at St. Anthony’s 
Elementary School with Mr. Herlin Blanchard. From there I stayed in band classes, I then 
joined the Heritage School of Music and then started attended the Louis Armstrong 
Summer Camp every summer. Then when I entered junior high and high school is when I 
got the privilege of being around my peers who were doing similar things through 
participating in school programs that you [Brice Miller], Jonathan Bloom and others were 
doing. That brought me around other students with similar aspirations. Even though none 
of us knew nothing about music, we knew we looked cool holding our horns, and our 
teachers, like yourself, were looked at like rock stars by everybody, so that made us cool 
too. 

Johnson’s exposure to music and cultural experiences, which were both formal and informal, 

mirrors my own experiences and the experiences and exposure I am now providing my son, 
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Brice, Jr. Children in New Orleans are enveloped in exposure to the music of brass bands and 

their distinctive cultural practices. This long, slow, and natural exposure to music and musical 

situations serves as an important form of cultural learning through socialization and everyday 

life––more so for those kids growing up within musical families or heavily musical 

environments.

 For instance, Brice Jr. been immersed in music and culture since he was born. Since he 

was four months, he has joined me on stage at festivals around the world. Beginning in 2006, 

when he was only one-year-old, he has also joined Mahogany Brass Band on stage every year––

singing, dancing, playing tambourine, and now playing trumpet and singing––for our New 

Orleans Jazz  Heritage Festival performance and other events. Now, at age nine, he has become 

an official member of the band. Concerning his introduction to music performance, he was given 

his first trumpet at age three, a drum set at six, and his paternal grandfather gave him a tuba and 

baritone for his eighth birthday. However, as the musicians interviewed have highlighted, his 

experiences are not unique for a young kid in New Orleans.

 Considering this, what is it about brass band music that is attractive to young musicians? 

Concerning how ritualized traditional folk culture such as the music-making of the New Orleans 

brass bands is passed along from one generation to another, Kwabena Nketia (1973) identified a 

central feature of the education of young musicians as slow absorption through exposure to 

musical situations and experiences that is most applicable for New Orleans musicians, especially 

brass band musicians. He observed that, “As far as it is known, the principle of musical 

education has always been that of slow absorption through exposure and active participation, 
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rather than formal training” (87). Using such a model, for the exception of excluding formal 

training, it seems reasonable to apply Nketia’s model to the New Orleans brass band community. 

 Considering this model as an applicable way of understanding New Orleans music and 

cultural learning, in her 1997 manuscript Musicmaking in New Orleans: A Reappraisal, Connie 

Atkinson suggested the city’s musical environment provides the context for the slow absorption 

through exposure to musical situations, in public spaces, which would allow a child to learn how 

the music is used, as well as to internalize the music-making character of cultural performance. 

In doing so, the centrality of active participation in activities such as second-lining, following 

public parades and marches, singing in church and joining open community musical 

performances enable children to acquire the varied repertoires and practices of the community. 

Additionally, music-making within the family and extended family, opportunities for exposure to 

musical rehearsals in the home, as well as to role models of family members who are musicians, 

affiliation with social or secret societies such as Mardi Gras Indians, social aid and pleasure 

clubs, and benevolent societies, in conjunction, formal teaching by mentors, family members, or 

schools provides young people with a plethora of educational processes.

 In examining Nketia’s “slow absorption” through the exposure of musical situations and 

active participation, it is also important to consider the formal learning and enculturation 

processes that are so much a part of the natural process of learning for young people in New 

Orleans. This is demonstrated by New Orleans’ sociocultural activities, considering they are 

holistically participatory-based, with active participation a common factor of cultural 

involvement. The close relationship between learning and participating for young people easily 
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blurs the lines between learning and performing in such a way that they are in a sense 

simultaneous.

 Active participation, cultural immersion, cultural exposure, and cultural emulation 

through imitation are crucial to my argument as means by which cultural learning has benefited 

the transmission of cultural knowledge for brass bands. However, it is important to note that the 

above-mentioned processes of cultural transmission are indeed not unique to brass bands, nor are 

they unique to humans. What makes this process unique for New Orleans brass band musicians 

is the multitude of opportunities for active participation and observation, in a place and space 

where outdoor exposure to cultural performances is not only commonplace, but normative. If 

you talk to almost any brass band musician raised in New Orleans, they will share stories about 

their cultural participation beginning at a young age, including those who grew up in 

neighborhoods such as New Orleans East where Black cultural traditions such as second-lines, 

jazz funerals, and Mardi Gras Indians do not occur. 

 A description of this participatory cultural immersion, exposure, and emulative 

experience has been provided by Pinstripe Brass Bandleader and snare drummer Herbert 

McCarver, Sr., who reported to me that his son, Herbert “Lil’ Herb” McCarver IV, as early as the 

age of four or five, was fascinated by the sousaphone, or what he called “the big horn.” An 

important note regarding the intergenerational influence was pointed out as Herbert and I 

discussed the history of Pinstripe Brass Band. In the same way McCarver is able to remember 

my involvement in the culture since I was literally in diapers, I too am able to recall his son 

being pushed around in his baby stroller by his mother at church parades and second-lines. In 

discussing this, McCarver talked about his son becoming a brass band musician:
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 He was going to St. Mark’s Community Center, playing drums and tuba.30 I used to bring 
him on the gigs. He used to look at the tuba player Mark “Tuba” Smith as a kid and was 
fascinated by the cats playing the big horn. . . . They use to put together a lil summer 
program and didn’t have a tuba. When he was 6 or 7, a guy I met in Europe mailed me a 
baby tuba and Lil Herb started practicing it. Big Al Carson and Anthony “Tuba Fats” 
Lacen, Kirk Joseph (Dirty Dozen Brass Band), Jeffery Hills (Lil’ Rascals and Treme 
Brass Band), and Frank “Jo Friday” Bedell (Algiers Brass Band) would come over to my 
house. As the musicians would come by the house, they would show him different things 
on the tuba, and from him being around it all the time with me, therefore, he was able to 
learn his way. And he stuck with it. He played his first gig with me when he was thirteen 
years old. Now he not only plays with my band, but he also has his own band, The Young 
Pinstripe Brass Band. (personal interview, September 6, 2013)

Today, “Little” Herbert has become a cultural bearer with the responsibility to pass the 

knowledge on to others. His brass band has become yet another cultural institution keeping the 

beat on the street and the music alive. 

 Some members of Young Pinstripe Brass Band did not grow up immersed in the culture, 

or have parents who were musicians. For young musicians who might not have immediate access 

or contact with older brass band musicians, as White mentioned was his own circumstance 

earlier in this chapter, community-based cultural learning programs and access to musicians 

offered young people opportunities to be introduced to brass band music. In this way, cultural 

learning remains possible as an everyday geography for youngsters in New Orleans. Because of 

the plethora of learning opportunities including community-based programs, informal learning 

from neighborhood musicians, and school-based programs prior to Katrina, the enculturation for 

the brass band culture was accessible for young people who were interested.
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 In his 2006 book Keeping the Beat on the Street: The New Orleans Brass Band 

Renaissance, Mick Burns interviewed twenty-two brass band musicians, including myself, 

between 2001 and 2002. Every musician interviewed reported enculturation as the central 

channel of their cultural learning. Some musicians cited in Burns’s work, including some whom 

were also interviewed for this study, described a combination of teaching, learning, and 

transmittal of the music tradition that included families that handed the tradition down from one 

generation to another. For instance, Treme Brass Band musicians Benny Jones and “Uncle” 

Lionel Batiste, Sr., both came from musical families and grew up in the Treme neighborhood, 

considered the cradle of New Orleans’ indigenous Black cultural traditions. Musicians such as 

Danny Barker and the Olympia Brass Band’s Milton Batiste took an entire generation of young 

musicians under their wings. Other channels of cultural learning were church-affiliated 

educational programs such as the Fairview Baptist Church’s Fairview Brass Band, community-

based cultural arts educational programs such as Jerome Smith’s Tambourine and Fan 

Community Cultural Arts. The Fairview Brass Band was responsible for the brass band revival 

of the early 1970s, and Tambourine and Fan ushered in a new generation of young brass band 

musicians in the 1980s.

 In his examination of the ways in which schools have perpetuated the continuance of the 

city’s unique cultural music, local historian Al Kennedy argues in his 2002 book Chord Changes 

on the Chalkboard: How Public School Teachers Shaped Jazz and the Music of New Orleans that 

schoolteachers also deserve a more prominent place in discussions regarding the teaching and 

transmittal of the city’s music traditions. Unlike many scholars, Kennedy focused on the 
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interaction between teachers and students, considering “Teachers in schools as important 

transmitters of jazz musicianship and musical traditions” (xvii). 

 Through tedious research, Kennedy was able to identify that by the early twentieth-

century, evidence indicates musicians were being taught music performance, theory, sight-

reading, and musicianship by teachers in their schools, mentors in their neighborhoods, and by 

family members. He says “The history of jazz is incomplete without an explanation of its 

survival and powerful revival,” and a focus on school students benefited not only from the study 

of instrumental music and theory but also from direct exposure to musicians, many of whom 

were invited to perform in the classroom. 

 According to Kennedy, by the 1920s, evidence indicates that New Orleans musicians 

were being influenced and mentored by New Orleans schoolteachers, many whom were 

professional musicians who played in the popular bands of the day. According to jazz historian 

Donald Marquis, legendary cornet player and the popular brass bandleader Buddy Bolden, 

contrary to popular historical narratives, attended the Fisk School, a nurturing environment filled 

with music that was led by Arthur P. Williams. More than the principal, A. P. Williams was also a 

popular musician who frequently appeared in the pages of the Louisianian for his music 

performances around the city and as he performed elsewhere around the state. The Fisk School 

faculty was filled with well-known musicians, including James W. McNeal and his brother 

Wendell P. McNeal. James McNeal also played with the Onward Brass Band.

 Like Bolden, another young brass band musician, Louis “Satchmo” Armstrong, who 

would go on to introduce the world to the music of New Orleans, also attended Fisk School. In a 

1947 interview, Louis Armstrong recalled “I still went to Fisk School, right in the heart of it all.” 
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In his autobiography, Satchmo: My Life in New Orleans, Armstrong praised Peter Davis, his 

music teacher at the Waif’s Home, for inspiring him and teaching him not only to play the 

trumpet, but also to become a leader. Fisk School was located in Louis Armstrong’s 

neighborhood, a place called the Black Storyville, which was littered with honky tonks, houses 

of ill repute, prostitution, and some of the finest music halls in the city. Kennedy points out, 

“Public schools started in New Orleans in 1841, which means that for more than a century and a 

half, countless children have passed through [public] school buildings.” He goes on to say, “It 

seems impossible to separate the history of music in New Orleans, which is so linked to 

neighborhoods and communities, from the schools that served those communities (2).”31

 Furthermore, in breaking the myth of popular jazz narratives, Kennedy not only brings 

forth the acknowledgment that both Louis Armstrong and Buddy Bolden received formal musical 

training in school, as well as informal training in their neighborhoods and communities, but that 

both legendary musicians graduated from school. Kennedy notes that, for “colored children,” 

Superintendent Warren Easton reported that the “course of instruction [only] embraces the five 

grades of elementary school course,” and after completing the fifth grade, colored pupils 

satisfactory completed their education under the laws of the Orleans Public School Board. 

Therefore, not only did both legendary brass band musicians graduate from school, their careers 

began in the classrooms and they both went on to join their former teachers on the bandstands. 

As Kennedy explains it, saying:

This story of the musical mentors in the schools of New Orleans began at a time when the 
term jazz was not even used to describe the music being played, yet teachers were 
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playing the music, and they were teaching in the schools. The work of the jazz mentors, 
done day after day for more than a century in the (public) schools, represents their 
commitment to the music and culture of the city (72).

The classroom has served as a celebratory space where these identities, and their importance, 

have been passed from one generation to another. Music teachers serve as important mentors for 

young people. 

 In New Orleans schools, the classroom serves as an incubator where the lines of 

community-cultural engagement and music traditions have always been blurred. Clarinetist and 

music educator Alvin Batiste suggested that when people live in a "cultural repository" such as 

New Orleans, they "need education as the means to express the culture." It can be argued that 

schoolteachers have been a primary source in transmitting the musical, cultural, and social 

appreciation to young musicians in classrooms and band rooms through musical mentorship. 

 As both a product of such mentorship and as a musician-teacher who also has become a 

musical-cultural mentor, I contend the interaction between teacher and students in New Orleans 

provides a significant musical (and life) experience. For many students, music teachers are 

highly revered because as musicians, they are like rock stars in the community, traveling the 

world performing events and festivals. In many ways, the role of the music teacher is far-

reaching and very influential.

Musician-Teachers: Mentorship and 
Cultural Learning

 On June 6, 2013, I attended a public discussion titled "Does Progress Destroy Culture?" 

held at Tulane University’s Hillel Center––The Goldie and Morris Mintz Center for Jewish Life. 

The panel featured musician Shamarr Allen, Tulane University geographer Richard Campanella, 

educator and musician Ellis Marsalis, hotelier Michael Valentino, and journalist Katy Reckdahl, 

246



and was moderated by Tulane University popular culture professor Nick Spitzer. The panelists 

discussed questions regarding the clash between culture and progress, and what ways the city’s 

post-Katrina gentrification is impacting New Orleans’ cultures. Oddly, with more than one 

hundred people in attendance, the attendees themselves represented the essence of the cultural 

gentrification the forum was intended to discuss. I observed no more than eight people of color 

(including myself), and there were no representatives from the city’s Black cultural communities, 

which is the predominant community of interest whenever New Orleans culture is mentioned.

 As one of my former students and a former member of my Mahogany Brass Band, I was 

proud to see Allen representing the community (brass bands) that has opened so many doors of 

opportunity for him. Regarding if people believe the city is making progress through culture, 

Allen said, “If the city can protect its culture and traditions, it may be culture that saves the city.” 

He asked the moderator if he could tell a brief story. Allen went on to say:

When I was growing up in the Ninth Ward, I remember one day asking my parents for 
$20 for a school field trip. They didn’t have it, and neither did my grandparents, so I went 
outside to pout. The neighborhood drug dealer walked by, and asked what was wrong. 
After explaining my situation, the dealer handed me a $100 bill. That situation to me 
makes him my role model—you understand? And that happens every day. But during this 
same time our band director at Sarah T. Reed High School, Wilbert Rawlins, was fired 
and in came this new guy, Mr. Miller. 

As Shamarr continued telling his story, the room was silent. 

One day I was in the practice room trying to learn ”Struttin with some Barbecue” and he 
[the new band director] came in and asked me what I was doing. I told him trying to learn 
some traditional jazz. He got his trumpet, taught me the song, and everyday afterward 
would teach me traditional jazz songs, technique, and everything. But it was more than 
music—he rode a sport motorbike to work, drove nice cars, lived in a nice house, 
everybody at the school loved him, and all the women really liked him (laughing). He 
was everything I wanted to be, and instead of the drug dealer, Mr. Brice Miller became 
my role model. Miller, his music and his lifestyle, he became a different kind of role 
model, one who ultimately saved my life. He also brought me around world.
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Allen concluded by saying, "Everybody don’t have that,” and as he focused his attention on me, 

looking me straight in my eyes, his voice shaking, seemingly fighting back tears, he said, “and I 

just want to say thank you.” Spitzer went on to share additional praises about my work as a 

musician, mentor, and educator, including my work at Eleanor McMain High School, where he 

and I hosted the New Orleans Public Schools Jazz Education Program and Lincoln Center Jazz 

Institute ”Jazz for Young People” education series in conjunction with Wynton Marsalis in 2004. 

 Robert Morris, a journalist covering the forum for the Uptown Messenger, documented 

the moment, saying:

Allen went on to study music in the city’s public schools under the mentorship of Brice 
Miller, the Mahogany Brass Bandleader whose music has taken him to Carnegie Hall and 
who was present in the Tulane audience Thursday night. Miller, his music and his 
lifestyle, Allen said, became a different kind of role model who ultimately saved his life. 
Allen concluded, focusing his attention on Miller, "and I just want to say thank you."

Though I would never told Allen that night, his words, and their sincerity, touched me 

profoundly. I walked out of the room in tears. I was proud. Allen not only provided that sense of 

gratitude that teachers very seldom receive from students, but he shared the untold story of how 

powerful the musical, cultural, and social influence of a music teacher can be, and he shared it in 

the most public of forums. 

 What was ironic is that his story highlights, in a very real world, real time context, the 

power of how music teachers have inspired, encouraged, and trained countless students to 

appreciate music and become proficient musicians. In a follow up conversation Allen added:

From the heart, you caught me at a time where I was on the fence about getting into the 
streets. All my friends were into it. You showed me another way to get the same thing. 
You had a nice house, car , motorbike, women liked you. You were the drug dealer 
without selling drugs. You showed me another way to have the same things with what I 
loved to do. You became my role model and didn’t know it. Everyone doesn’t have a you 
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to look up to. I now do for the kids after me, I’m the you of my generations. Thanks again 
(personal interview, September 16, 2013). 

The significance of this event is that it highlights and validates, as Kennedy has argued, the 

importance the musician-teacher role plays in providing mentorship to young musicians. Allen 

would become a member of my Mahogany Brass Band, whose music has took him to Carnegie 

Hall, Europe, and on tours throughout the world, all before he was twenty-one years old. Today, 

he is considered one of the city’s musical icons (trumpeter and rapper) and has developed a style 

that marries all genres of music, jazz, hip hop, funk, rock and a dash of pop. Allen is not the only 

young innovative New Orleans musician whose talents are rooted in the brass band community.

 Saxophonist Calvin Johnson is another musician I first met as a student. He was a 

sophomore participating in the jazz and cultural education program I developed at Eleanor 

McMain Senior High School in 2001 through my role as Jazz Studies Coordinator for New 

Orleans Public Schools. In our discussion about musician-teacher influence and mentorship, 

Johnson shared an in-depth narrative about the influence of teacher-musicians as mentors that 

makes its impact even more obvious. He told me: 

You actually don’t even realize this, but you are one of the big influences for where I am 
currently in my life right now. The reason I say that is because, when I was a student at 
that time, I was almost like a horse that had the blinders on; I had no peripheral vision, I 
was just going through life like it was just a straight path, and I just had this vision of 
being this musician that just traveled the world doing this, that, and the other. One thing I 
knew about a musician is that nine out of ten of them are not degreed; if you’re not 
degreed, career options are harder. Then when a person like you came into my life, I was 
like huhn, this Brother comes to work in a suit. this Brother plays the trumpet, but he 
comes to work in a suit and people call him Mr. Miller. He’s sticking and moving 
throughout the day, going from school to school, not just sitting in one room all day. I 
didn’t really know who or what you were all about, but I know you were on a different 
level.I hadn’t seen too many musicians in that kind of environment. I never saw any one 
in the K-12, secondary education environment representing the type of stability and 
respect you had––a certain dignity and a certain competency about you. And I didn’t 
know where you were coming from, but I knew there was something to you. 
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Johnson continued, telling me:

As I begin progressing through life, I would see a different perspectives of you; I would 
see you in a suit, then shortly after, you allowed me to play with you at Jazz Fest, and I 
was like, damn, this Brother got his own band, not a band, but his own band, and they 
playing their own tunes. Then it was like, wait, they going on the road, you’re going to 
Mexico. I saw you in the brass band element, and then I ran into you at an art gallery and 
you were DJ’ing. Me, I saw you as a business man and was like wow, this Brother still on 
the clock, a different kind of clock. Then Katrina hit, and that’s when you saw what 
people were really made out of, in times of disaster is when you need things to fall back 
on to take care of yourself. . . . All of a sudden I get word that Brice is at the University of 
Alabama, and I’m like wow, there are many facets and many dimensions to you. That’s 
the kind of person I always felt I wanted to be, but didn’t have the example in front my 
face. But seeing you, you showed me how I can be all those things and eventually I 
started seeing it and was like, these are all the things he was trying to show us, but didn’t 
just throw it out there, but now I get it. (personal interview, August 28, 2013)

Johnson performed his first professional brass band performance with Mahogany at the New 

Orleans Jazz Fest while a student at McMain High School. Although we continue to perform 

together in various capacities, this was the first time Johnson has ever detailed the influence and 

encouragement our teacher-musician-student relationship offered. 

 In the years since high school, Johnson has performed, recorded, and toured all over the 

world with acclaimed musicians such as Harry Connick, Jr., Dirty Dozen Brass Band, Aaron 

Neville, Rebirth Brass Band, and Royal Players Brass Band and has proven his artistic versatility 

by performing with hip hop icons such as producer/rapper Mannie Fresh. He is presently a senior 

at the University of New Orleans completing his degree in finance and business administration. 

 As Kennedy’s research has pointed out, although the Orleans Parish School Board 

officially banished “jazz music and jazz dancing” from public schools on March 24, 1922 (the 

ban has never been rescinded), because so many teachers were linked to the music and musicians 

of the city through a multifaceted network of performance associations, secret benevolent 
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societies, and kinships, their very presence in schools nurtured the jazz tradition. Teachers serve 

as significant transmitters of musical culture, and over the course of one hundred seventy years, 

“the work of the often overlooked musician-teachers [as] jazz mentors [has] helped keep the 

brass band tradition alive in New Orleans.

 Shamarr Allen and Calvin Johnson’s descriptions above exemplify this influential 

relationship. They both studied music in the city’s public schools under my mentorship. They 

also studied the musical and cultural traditions of the brass band under my tutelage outside the 

classroom. I introduced them to what it meant to practice, learn new material, push the musical 

envelope, to signify, be a entertainer, and how to perform on the bandstand, and how to use those 

talents to achieve personal prosperity.32 The teacher-student-mentor relationship that I have with 

Allen and Johnson represents a narrative that is neither a unique or new regarding musician-

teachers as jazz mentors who perpetuate the brass band traditions in New Orleans. They are only 

two examples of dozens of students I have taught whom have become professional musicians or 

musician-teachers. It could be argued that, one hundred twenty-nine years before, Arthur P. 

Williams, Peter Davis, Buddy Bolden, and Louis Armstrong shared a similar relationship.

Keeping the Beat on the Street: 
Marching Bands and Buckjumping

 In New Orleans, musicians start young and learn fast. Young kids are introduced to the 

music before they are old enough to understand what they are experiencing. In many ways, 
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outrageous tip in order to hear the song, primarily because it is a song many people know the lyrics to.  



music is the fabric that weaves the history, people, families, and cultures of New Orleans 

together. Trumpeter Nicholas “Nick” Payton says, “When there’s a parade with a street band 

(brass band), you see children two years old responding to the music in an amazing way. They 

know the body language, the gestures, they know how to respond” (Shalev 2013). 

 Payton, son of music educator, bassist and sousaphonist Walter Payton, is considered one 

of the most accomplished trumpet players in the world. Before becoming a “young savior of old 

jazz,” leading a new generation of jazz musicians into a new millennium, he got his start playing 

brass band music with the Allstars Brass Band when he was a teenager.33 The Allstars were a 

band that was an outgrowth of the Tambourine and Fan community music and cultural arts 

program, under the guidance of Olympia Brass Bandleader and trumpeter Milton Batiste. 

 Trombonist Alfred Growe, a member of the Most Wanted Brass Band, echoed Payton’s 

sentiments. Discussing how young kids are introduced to brass bands, he said, “Man, in New 

Orleans, the music is a part of life from the womb to the tomb. . . . There’s just no other place 

like it in the world.” Growe, who was introduced to brass band music while attending Livingston 

Middle School and began performing with a group of friends when he began attending 

McDonough 35 High School, often brings his young son, Que’Dyn to second-line parades and 

other public performances where he either plays snare drum or dances with social aid and 

pleasure club members. He told me: 

I grew up in New Orleans East, so there was no brass band or second-line culture. I 
learned from listening to CDs and hanging around Donna’s Bar and in the Sixth Ward 
[Tremé]. Man, those places don’t even exist anymore, which is a shame because they 
were very important for passing along knowledge. There aren’t many places in the 
country [United States] where as kids we can learn the music directly from the masters 
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themselves. So with my little son, I want him to be involved in as much culture as 
possible. Since Katrina he’s been second-lining, playing the snare drum, you know, just 
being involved in stuff. My oldest girl is in the marching band at St. Mary’s [Academy], 
so she getting it [learning about music] there, plus she second-lines too. Man, if we gonna 
keep it going we have to involve our kids, because they’re the next generation to keep it 
going. 34 (personal interview, August 12, 2013)

Growe and his son exemplify a form of cultural transmittance that has encouraged the vitality of 

the brass band tradition. In New Orleans, this is a familiar experience and is no different from 

how Louis Armstrong, Buddy Bolden, Bunk Johnson, Sidney Bechet, Wynton Marsalis, myself, 

and countless other musicians participated within cultural structures by which we were able to 

participate and learn. 

 This has been articulated by most of my research participants, including Anthony Bennett 

(founder and bass drummer of the Royal Players Brass Band and grand marshal for several brass 

bands), who was born and raised at 930 N. Villere St. in the historic Faubourg Treme, a 

neighborhood to the north of the tourist-centric French Quarter: 

The man that lived in the front part of the cottage were we lived, Mr. Good-Time Totsy, 
he was involved in the social aid and pleasure clubs. He would take me around to the 
different second-lines. It seemed to me, as a child, that there was a jazz funeral every day.  
. . . The church right across the street from the house, St. Mark Missionary Baptist 
Church, which was actually the original Economy Hall before it became the church, 
Reverend Alexander would always have youth activities, and one of the activities that 
was available at the church was the Junior Police Band. Rosemary Holland led that band. 
She actually formed the band. And we only knew one tune, Saints Go Marching In. . . . It 
was almost like the Boy Scotts, except it was music and we wore our black and white; 
black pants, white shirt, tie, and five-point police cap. I remember we would march in 
little community parades playing our one song. I was around eight and I played the big 
bass drum. I also attended St. Peter Claver School and played the silver metal clarinet. 
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Those  two things, being in that neighborhood, and the influence of so many musicians 
around contributed to me becoming a musician. (personal interview, August 9, 2013)

Like Bennett, many of the musicians interviewed for this study (and almost every New Orleans 

brass band musician I have talked to) discussed the role of music programs in their schools and 

participating in their school marching bands in providing musical training activities as their 

primary influences for becoming interested in brass bands. 

 Similarly, most credited their high school marching band experiences for their desire to 

become a professional musicians. Most commented on how instrumental their school marching 

bands were in both their introduction and involvement in the brass band community. Discussing 

the role of music as an essential everyday part of life in New Orleans, journalist Ian McNulty 

talked about the impact of music on kids in the city:

Kids grow up in New Orleans with dreams of being jazz musicians rather than rock stars. 
The trumpet is regarded locally as a sexier instrument, and members of high school 
marching bands have the incomparable locker room bragging rights of accompanying 
Mardi Gras parades through the city streets during Carnival. Many of these kids do grow 
up to become successful jazz performers, helping to refresh the local scene and bring the 
sounds of New Orleans to audiences worldwide.

McNulty illustrates an intersection of everyday participatory experiences and a cultural learning 

model that scholars have rarely discussed regarding New Orleans brass bands: school marching 

bands. School marching bands and brass bands share similar experiential learning involved with 

community-based cultural performances and active participation. 

 So what factors are important in this emergence of brass bands and the influence of 

school marching bands? What instructional elements are employed in school marching bands and 

how are these strategies expressed in the cultural performance of brass bands? What role does the 

254



history of marching bands play in the perpetuation of brass bands in New Orleans? What does 

this tell us about the popularity of brass bands in post-Katrina New Orleans? 

 According to the interviews conducted for this research, the school marching bands have 

served as one of the most influential, yet least discussed, cultural incubators for brass band 

musicians. Based on my survey of contemporary brass band musicians, since at least the late 

1960s, school marching bands have served as a crucial incubator for brass bands. Almost every 

currently active brass band musician has reported involvement in school marching bands, and 

until Hurricane Katrina disrupted the school music education programs, every actively 

performing brass band was started in the same way Mahogany Brass Band began––in the school 

band room. To better understand the post-Katrina renaissance of the New Orleans brass band, 

understanding the influence of school marching bands in the educational process of perpetuating 

brass band music-making and cultural performance is essential. 

 Marching through the streets of New Orleans is neither a new phenomenon nor an 

activity exclusive to brass bands. The presence of marching bands has been a common 

occurrence in the streets of New Orleans since the War of 1812. The emergence of the New 

Orleans brass band, a descendant of the marching band, was the direct outgrowth of the 

popularity of militia, militarized, and Sousa-style marching bands that were popular during the 

early nineteenth century. In her 1983 book The Music of Black Americans, musicologist Eileen 

Southern found that many of the Black musicians in the military bands of the early nineteenth 

century “undoubtedly acquired their training—as well as access to instruments—during the War 

of 1812” (67). Southern focused her scholarly lens on the myriad of all-Black brass bands that 

emerged soon after the war ended, especially in cities with large populations of people of color 
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such as New Orleans, New York, and Philadelphia. This cycle of instruments and musical 

training would repeat itself with the onset of the Civil War, where new brass instruments and 

drums were being used universally among military bands. The widespread availability of Black 

military-trained musicians who were proficient in music sight-reading and basic pedagogical 

knowledge and the abundance of post-Civil War wind and brass instruments were primary 

contributors to the marching band tradition that flourished in many African-American 

communities across the country. 

 Brass bands have a long history in New Orleans, drawing on both European and African 

cultural performance traditions. European military bands and Sousa-type marching bands were 

plentiful in the city. In his book Subversive Sounds: Race and the Birth of Jazz in New Orleans, 

Charles Hersch (2007) notes that, “ New Orleanians of color gravitated to marching bands 

because, consistent with African tradition, the ensembles set music to movement.” Brass bands 

would often play Sousa marches such as Stars and Stripes Forever, spirituals, and popular songs 

all with a syncopated ragtime rhythm. Hersch added, “Black marching bands intertwined their 

gutbucket style and improvisation with the European musical tradition, simultaneously 

commenting upon it and altering it.” The marching band tradition in New Orleans has a rich 

history. Though marching bands and brass bands were not unique to the city, the bands had a 

uniquely active role in the cultural and social landscapes of the city. Both serve as essential 

aspects of the geographies of everyday life in New Orleans.

 New Orleans is nationally recognized for having amazing school marching bands. These 

school marching bands are integrated within an expansive tradition of public performance and 

street parading. With New Orleans being centrally located in a marching band belt, stretching 
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from Florida to Nevada, where high school bands emulate Black college bands, many of them 

have been influenced by the expertly choreographed high-stepping marching bands of the 

region’s historically Black colleges and universities, also referred to as HBCUs.35 These include 

programs such as the Florida AM "Marching 100," Southern University in Baton Rouge's "Sonic 

Boom," Grambling State's "Marching Tigers," or Texas-Southern. The city’s brass band 

musicians who attend college usually attend one of these HBCUs.

 Since the 1950s, HBCU college bands have been a major influence on the marching style 

and performance presentation of many New Orleans school bands. Over the decades, school 

bands such as St. Augustine High School's "Marching 100," Carver High School's "Marching 

Rams," Fortier High School's "Marching Tarpons," Andrew J. Bell's "Marching Crusaders," and 

O. Perry Walker's "Orange Crush" have recruited and influenced thousands of New Orleans 

students, many of whom have become professional brass band musicians. Participation in school 

marching bands is a time-honored rite of passage for New Orleans musicians, where passion for 

music, working hard, and musical knowledge are passed along from elder musicians to younger 

musicians.

 Indeed, based on the musicians responses in this study, I argue the role of school 

marching bands deserves a more prominent place in the New Orleans brass band narrative. They 

serve as an important experiential learning environment where many brass band musicians learn 

the discipline, hard-work ethic, pedagogical training, musicianship, showmanship, and teamwork 

required to become successful musicians. The marching band also serves as a communal 
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environment where band mates bond, discover individual and mutual artistic passion, share peer-

to-peer cultural and social knowledge, and in many instances, form new brass bands. To better 

understand both the historicization and post-Katrina resurgence of brass bands in New Orleans, it  

is important to explore the intersecting relationships between school marching bands and brass 

bands. 

 For example, I attended Andrew J. Bell Junior High School, located in the Sixth Ward 

Treme neighborhood. The school had one of the best junior high school music programs in the 

city. The band director, Donald Richardson, had a reputation for developing some of the best 

musicians in New Orleans. As he had done for decades prior, developing some of the most 

versatile and accomplished musicians in the city—many of them brass band musicians—was his 

forte. Popular brass band musicians who attended Bell include Kirk and Charles Joseph (sons of 

Frog Joseph, who performed with Louis Armstrong), and Gregory Davis of the Dirty Dozen 

Brass Band, Dimitri Smith of the Olympia and Smitty D's Brass Band, “Big” Darryl Fields, 

brothers Samual and Desmond Venable, Derrick Tabb, Tyrus Chapman, and Gregory “Koon” 

Veals, to name a few. Although this is a small representation, it can be argued that Andrew J. 

Bell’s music program produced the most significant number of young musicians who would 

become professional members of the brass band community than any other junior high school in 

the city.  

 While attending Bell, I become more interested in the brass band culture. During the 

summer between eighth and ninth-grade I began performing in the French Quarter with several 

bandmates in a group called the Olympia Kids Brass Band, led by Dimitri Smith, the assistant 
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band director at Bell and a member of the Olympia Brass Band.36 On weekends, we performed in 

the French Quarter at the corner of Royal and Conti Streets in front of the former A & P Grocery 

Store, or in Jackson Square. This provided me with real-world experiences that I could never 

have attained in a classroom. These performances also placed us in the watchful apprenticeship 

of older musicians such as Anthony “Tuba Fats” Lacen, Danny Barker, George Johnson, Dwayne 

Burns, Robert Harris, Darryl Adams, and many other older brass band musicians who were 

responsible for reviving the brass band tradition in the 1970s. 

 It was also a common practice to receive impromptu music lessons or words of 

encouragement from some of the older musicians in the Treme neighborhood as I walked to the 

bus stop after school. People would often ask what instrument was in the case and that would 

lead to a conversation, or in some instances, I would often leave my instrument case at home so I 

could practice scales and songs while walking to and from school. This was a common practice 

for young musicians of my generation, which also led to many impromptu challenges. 

 Another reason I gravitated towards brass band music (as many young people) is that I 

saw my dad and the other members of the Pinstripe Brass Band treated as local rock stars in the 

community. Then, as a young musician, I was beginning to develop a similar reputation at 

school. As I entered the ninth grade, many of my peers were aware of my performing and 

traveling as a young musician. They were also taking notice of how as a young kid, I was already 

financially benefiting from performing. For instance, I had an array of different trumpets, 

cornets, and pocket trumpets; I rode a Honda Spree scooter (similar to a Vespa) around town and 

to band practice on Saturdays while all my friends were catching the bus or walking. I would 
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often change into my “gig clothes” in the band room before being picked up by my dad to go to a 

performance, and my friends would see me performing in public or on television. This would 

begin to have an influence on several of my peers. To all the other kids in the marching band and 

in my general studies classes, I was a rock star!

 One of my bandmates and best friends, Tyrus Chapman, who is currently a trombonist 

and vocalist with the Rebirth and Hot 8 brass bands, talked about our time at Bell. He recalled:

My experience at Bell had everything to do with me becoming a musician. Bell was so 
great, I thought it was a high school. It was too good to be a junior high school. When I 
found out it was a junior high school, I figured I could attend there for the seventh grade 
if I kept my grades up and passed.  . . . Everything I know about music, I learned it from 
there; the ambition, the fundamentals, the motivation. I had my trumpet section leader, 
with you [Brice Miller], plus the influence from your dad; you know a leader is supposed 
to be somebody who do the right thing and you look up to them, and you were all those 
things. You were the cool dude who was not only good on your instrument, but you were 
always going on trips. And when Rich [Mr. Richardson] would invite musicians to come 
work with us, they always knew you or your dad. So, I was like, I want to be like him. 
You were my role model. Plus, I was like, how he get all them horns and small little 
trumpets and stuff (starts laughing). Seeing you playing in the second-line band with your 
dad reminded me of when I was younger in elementary school and saw ‘Wolf’ (Keith 
“Wolf” Anderson) with Rebirth, and I was like, I want to do that too. That’s what all got 
me interested in trying to dig deeper into the brass band kind of music. So Bell has a lot 
to do with it, everything I got I got it from there. So, I started with Dimitri Smith with 
Olympia Kids, who you were playing with also, and I asked Derrick Tabb to ask Dimitri 
if I could join, and Derrick made that happen and that was that. (personal interview, 
August 26, 2013) 

As we prepared to leave Bell for high school, several of my peers had become interested in brass 

bands. As band captain and trumpet section-leader, I propose my peer influence, in parallel with 

the advocacy and encouragement of Dimitri Smith, played a central role in introducing a new 

generation of young musicians to the brass band community. That influence introduced Tyrus 

Chapman, Derrick Tabb, Darryl Fields, Gregory Veals, Samuel Venable, Desmond Venable, 
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David Wallace, Ebria Keiffer (my cousin), Herbert Stevens, and Tywan Jordan to the brass band 

tradition.    

 Trombonist Terrence Taplin, whom I met while in high school, began his brass band 

career as a sophomore at St. Augustine High School. As we discussed the ways in which young 

people are introduced to brass bands, he recalled his invitation to begin performing:

I received a call from yourself [Brice Miller] saying that the Junior Pinstripe Brass Band, 
who were a group of the best students in St. Aug’s band, was looking for another 
trombone player. The band was super popular, essential the equivalent of young rock 
stars, so I wanted to be down also. So I gave it a shot, liked it, and I have kept it going 
ever since. I recorded with the band when I was a junior in high school and had the 
privilege to perform all over town at events, weddings, parties, parades, festivals, you 
name it, we were everywhere. And the trip part [the ironic thing] is, we were high school 
students. I remember, Mr. Hampton would take you all out of school during the day to 
perform at private events.  . . . Man, one hundred and fifty people wanted to be in the 
Junior Pinstripe Brass Band! Being in that group is what made me want to be a 
professional musician. (personal interview, August 9, 2013)

Taplin’s introduction into the brass band community through marching band and peer-to-peer 

influence represents a typical experience for many young musicians. Since those humble 

beginnings, he has gone on to perform with the Michael Foster Brass Band and the Dirty Dozen 

Brass Band, and is currently co-leader of Delfeayo Marsalis’s Uptown Orchestra when not 

traveling with R & B crooner Raphael Saadiq. He continues to perform with Mahogany and we 

perform together in the Uptown Orchestra, where I am lead vocalist.

 So as we can clearly see, in New Orleans, school marching bands provide much more 

than just an environment for young people to march, high-step, blow harmonious sounds, beat 

drums, dance, have fun, display their skills for tourists visiting the city, or entertain parade-goers 

at Mardi Gras, their peers at football games, and conventioneers at corporate events. School 

marching bands in the Crescent City are about much more than music. New Orleans music 
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educator Michael Rihner suggests "a lot of people outside of New Orleans don't understand how 

important the school marching band is to jazz education" (Garcia 2005). Participating in school 

marching bands provides young people with a teaching-learning environment where they can 

develop discipline, character, teamwork, camaraderie, and the ethics of hard work. Though the 

school marching bands in New Orleans are much more known and recognized for their dazzling 

displays of synchronized high-stepping, disciplined horn swinging, pristine and colorful band 

uniforms, and the blaring pop-influenced songs that fill the air along parade routes, the school 

marching bands serve as more than mere entertainment.

 From this, it might be concluded that understanding the influence of school marching 

bands in New Orleans would contribute to a better understanding of the continuity of the cultural 

performance and post-Katrina renaissance of the New Orleans brass band. How important is the 

relationship between school marching bands and brass bands? In doing research post-K, music 

professor Antonio J. García summarized the role of marching bands in New Orleans, saying:

The words “marching band” bring very different images to mind to a New Orleanian. The 
typical image prompted in most of the United States and beyond might well be of an 
ensemble that projects the military tradition: lines and rows sharply carved as a bedcover 
in the barracks, right-angle turns as crisp as a well-oiled machine, bodies as rigid as a 
regiment, musical tone-qualities modeled after a military or concert band, and drum 
cadences taken directly from John Philip Sousa. And perhaps most significantly, not only 
have the vast majority of school-kids in the Crescent City over the last century grown up 
playing music over that (New Orleans style 3-2 clave drum cadence) street beat, virtually 
every child and adult in the city heard and danced to that sound every Mardi Gras season. 
This is simply not the marching band in New Orleans, where its look and sound is so 
greatly influenced by—and carries forward the tradition of—African music and dance. Its 
lines and rows flow in a coordinated but un-militaristic manner. Its right-angle turns 
convey a dance step, as does every move of the band members’ bodies. Its tone qualities 
are carried down from the brass band tradition (Garcia 2006).

 Because music-making and marching through the streets of the city have always been a part of 

the everyday geographies of life in New Orleans, for young people, playing a musical instrument 
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is often seen as cooler than being a jock. Gregory Davis, founder of the Dirty Dozen Brass Band 

and a graduate of St. Augustine High School, one of the leading Black high school marching 

bands in the country, describes the important role of school marching bands as:

The marching band really, really is a source of pride for the school and the community. 
The difference being in a New Orleans marching band, you have a little freedom to add a 
little bit. You can put more of yourself into the part. I don't think that there is another 
place that exists like New Orleans where the young kids have an opportunity to go out 
and play, to go out into the French Quarter . . . (NPR interview).

Marching bands are an important aspect of New Orleans's culture, both before and after 

Hurricane Katrina. In a 1997 interview with Connie Atkinson, jazz educator and performer Alvin 

Batiste explained cultural learning, saying, "When people live in a cultural repository such as 

New Orleans, they do not need to be taught the culture, they need education in the means to 

express the culture." In this way, the school marching band has been integral in passing on the 

city's culture, and consistently replenishing the ranks of brass bands with young musicians. 

 Lumar Leblanc, snare drummer and co-leader of the Soul Rebels Brass Band, explained 

the role of marching bands when he was growing up in the 1980s to Roger Hahn, a journalist 

with Offbeat magazine, during a January 2012 interview, saying:

It was like the twilight of the golden era of school-based music programs in the city. At 
that time in New Orleans, the high school band directors were our legends. You had 
Edward Hampton at St. Augustine, where a lot of us went. You had Mr. Donald 
Richardson at A[ndrew] J. Bell, Mr. Elijah Brimmer at Fortier, Mr. [Herman] Jones at 
McDonogh 35. Before you could even think about playing in the marching band back 
then, you had to play in the symphonic band, and that’s where you learned all the formal 
musical terminology and formal musical structure. For that, there were complete music 
programs at these schools that exposed you to all kinds of music, everything from 
Tchaikovsky and Beethoven to Louis Armstrong and Duke Ellington and then to Quincy 
Jones, and Quincy brings you to Michael Jackson. From there, it’s just a step or two to 
hip-hop. All of these band directors exposed us to the whole spectrum of music, and to 
the complexities of really sophisticated music.
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As Leblanc’s reflection about how the marching band programs offered a plethora of experiences 

and educational opportunities for young people demonstrates, participating in school marching 

bands for New Orleans musicians has been a time-honored rite of passage for generations of 

young musicians where passion for music, working hard, and musical knowledge converge.

 Over at least the last half-century, a significant number of New Orleans young people 

have filed through the ranks of a school marching bands, and many of those young musicians 

became members of brass bands as their first introduction into the reality of becoming a 

professional musician. As the musicians interviewed for this study have suggested, it is without 

question that although marching bands have very seldom been mentioned in previous scholarly 

literature regarding cultural learning, they have been central to the music-making and 

development of brass bands in New Orleans. Prior to Hurricane Katrina, the development of 

many of the city’s brass bands was a direct outgrowth of school-based marching bands the young 

people participated in.  

Band Roll Call

 When I formed Mahogany Brass Band (formerly Junior Pinstripe Brass Band) in 1990 

with a group of friends, we were all members of the St. Augustine High School “Marching 100” 

Marching Band. In the years since, the band has performed at festivals around the world, 

performed in concert halls such as Carnegie Hall, Kennedy Center, and Tivoli Gardens, and has 

become one of the most talked-about and anticipated local acts at the annual New Orleans Jazz  

Heritage Festival. The band performs in the more traditional style of the older brass bands like 

Olympia, Eureka, Doc Paulin, Tuba Fat’s Choosen Few, except with a twist of youth and 

modernity. Mixing the older style with more contemporary relevance (adjusting lyrics, adding 
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rap lyrics, and encouraging popular dance moves) has attracted a mixture of young and older 

people to the more traditional brass band idiom. With masterful musicianship and infectious 

enthusiasm, the Mahogany Brass Band has been credited by musicians and fans alike for helping 

to write a brand new chapter in the annals of New Orleans brass band music. Currently, 

Mahogany is the youngest traditional brass band actively performing in the city. However, as 

previously discussed, Mahogany is not the only brass band to be formed in the band room by 

members of a school marching band.

 The now defunct MacBirth Brass Band was formed in 1990 at John McDonogh High 

School with Tyrus Chapman and Gregory Veals (who both graduated from Andrew J. Bell Junior 

High School) and several other young musicians they met in high school. Highly emulating the 

sounds of the Rebirth Brass Band, the band performed for school functions and community 

events when the school band was not available. Their school band director, Mr. Dwayne Paulin, 

was a trombonist and son of the famous brass bandleader Doc Paulin of the Doc Paulin Brass 

Band. The Paulin Brass Band is famously known for being one of the older bands that introduced 

young musicians to the tradition during the 1970s. Doc Paulin, who passed away at age one-

hundred, performed brass band music for more than seventy years and helped cultivate a style of 

music that was popular even before it had a name. Dwayne Paulin and several of his brothers 

have been operating the Paulin Brother Brass Band for several decades. The Paulin Brothers are 

one of the few remaining New Orleans brass bands that still play in the purist traditional style of 

the older masters. It is without question that Paulin’s knowledge and cultural insights were 

influential for the members of MacBirth.
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 The influence of marching bands is highly apparent in the cultural performance of New 

Orleans brass bands. Several of the city's contemporary brass bands have boldly incorporated 

their celebration of the marching band tradition as a central thematic highlight of their 

performance and presentation. The following list represents some of the city’s most popular brass 

bands and the school marching bands they are associated with:   

• Rebirth Brass Band: Bull Dogs for Life

Legend has it that the Grammy-winning Rebirth Brass Band's first concert was at a Clark 
High School staff party in 1982. The group was officially founded in 1983 by tuba player 
Philip Frazier, his brother Keith Frazier and trumpeter Kermit Ruffins, along with other 
musicians with them at Joseph S. Clark, Sr. High School in the Treme neighborhood of 
New Orleans. Thirty years later, Rebirth remains noted for its musical creativity, 
longevity, and contribution to the culture and music of New Orleans. Rebirth is known 
for combining traditional New Orleans brass band music, including the New Orleans 
tradition of second-line, with funk, jazz, and soul influences. Rebirth was recognized with 
a Grammy award in 2012 for its album ”Rebirth of New Orleans.”

Soul Rebels Brass Band: No More Parades

The Soul Rebels Brass Band, New Orleans's most modern brass band, has established 
itself as an eclectic band that harnesses the power of horns and drums with a marching 
band-like energy that rivals that of some school marching bands. The Soul Rebels band 
was founded by drummers Lumar LeBlanc and Derrick Moss, graduates of St. Augustine 
High School, Fortier High School, Texas University, and Southern University in Baton 
Rouge, respectively. The co-leaders, who began their brass band careers when they were 
recruited by trumpeter Milton Batiste for the percussive backbone of theYoung Olympia 
Brass Band, drew their inspiration for the Soul Rebels from the modern style of 
historically Black colleges and universities or HBCUs. All eight members of the band 
graduated from the ranks of New Orleans high school marching bands and HBCUs. The 
Soul Rebels are internationally known for their expertly choreographed marching 
routines on stage that add a dazzling accentuation to their intricate arrangements of 
popular songs that are current on the radio. The band's contemporary style is so popular 
the band has been touring the world since 2006.The group took the marching band format 
its members had learned in school and incorporated influences from outside the city as 
well as RB, funk and hip-hop—especially through half-sung, half rapped lyrics.
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• Stooges Brass Band: Street Kings

The Stooges was founded in 1996 by trombonist and sousaphonist Walter ”Whoadie” 
Ramsey, while he was a student at John F. Kennedy High School. He credits the Rebirth 
Brass Band with sparking his interest. ”Seeing them in elementary school blew me 
away,” he said, and from that day forward, ”I tried to put a brass band together." The 
members of the Stooges Brass Band were all students in Kennedy's marching band and 
several rival marching bands. Ramsey also attended the prestigious New Orleans Center 
for Creative Arts (NOCCA) and was able to attract young musicians who were not 
members of any school marching bands, but were very musically astute. Though the band 
considers the members of the Rebirth Brass Band as mentors, their musical approach and 
stage presence have more resemblance to the Soul Rebels Brass Band. Like the Soul 
Rebels, the Stooges have dedicated an entire portion of their stage performance to a skit 
where the musicians march on stage to cadences while replicating specific marching band 
maneuvers. In this way, modern day brass bands have not only found a way of mixing the 
marching band formula with brass band performance, but also paying tribute to their 
marching band roots.

• The Original Pinettes Brass Band: From St. Mary's Academy

The Pinettes Brass Band, the city’s only all-female brass band, has etched a place in 
history that no other New Orleans brass band can argue nor compete with. The Pinettes 
were organized in 1991 by Jeffery Herbert, the band director at St. Mary's Academy and a 
valve trombonist with Pinstripe Brass Band. Based on the success of the Junior Pinstripe 
Brass Band, which I organized at St. Augustine High School in 1990, with the support of 
the school band director Edwin Hampton, my father Dwight Miller, and the Pinstripe 
Brass Band, Herbert brainstormed to organize part of the marching band at St. Mary's 
into an all-girl brass band as another offshoot of the Pinstripes. In a recent interview, tuba 
player/assistant bandleader Janine Waters explained, "When Mr. Herbert was over it [us] 
he did everything for us. We didn't have to do anything, just show up with our 
instruments, got paid and that was that." More than just a band director, Herbert became 
their mentor, manager, promoter, and most avid supporter, encouraging the young ladies 
to compete in a genre that has been historically male-centric. After 22 years the band is 
not only continuing to perform its unique brand of brass-pop, like their male counterparts, 
many of them are now introducing their children to the brass band culture.

• To Be Continued Brass Band: From the Corner to the Block

To Be Continued Brass Band, also known as TBC, is a jazz band formed in 2002 by 
young men who grew up in the 7th and 9th wards in New Orleans. They sought to avoid 
the life that befell many of their friends and classmates involving drugs and violence by 
creating a jazz and brass band. The band started at Carver Senior High School in New 
Orleans where the band's eventual leader and tuba player, Jason Slack, borrowed 
instruments from Carver's band director. The band received permission from Carver's 
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principal to play a set on the school grounds. The school's reaction simply was "wow," 
and the TBC Brass Band was on its way. With no manager and no guaranteed gigs, the 
band began performing on the streets of New Orleans, establishing a regular presence on 
the legendary corner of Bourbon and Canal in the French Quarter. The band quickly 
became popular with hordes of fans flocking regularly to dance with the group on their 
established street-corner stage. The band has become a staple on the second-line parade 
scene, leading hundreds of dancing paraders through the streets on any given Sunday in 
this only-in-New Orleans tradition.The members of To Be Continued pride themselves on 
a style they call "Carverizing," which they describe as intermingling elements of 
marching band techniques with brass band rhythmic motifs to create a dynamic musical 
landscape. 

• Pinstripe Brass Band

Founded by a group of neighborhood friends and band members at Walter Cohen High 
School, the Pinstripe Brass Band is part of the New Orleans brass band revival that began 
in the mid 1960s and continues to this day. One of the band’s first performances was 
organized by the high school band director at Walter L. Cohen. Manager and player 
Herbert McCarver relates, “The Pinstripes first came together in 1977 when a group of us 
were hired to be backup to Doc Paulin’s Brass Band at the Endymion Mardi Gras ball and 
we all wore pinstripe suits.” Most of the members of the Pinstripes are from uptown New 
Orleans and grew up in either the 11th or 12th wards. Some got their start playing with 
the Olympia, Chosen Few, or Doc Paulin’s Band. Since 1978, the Pinstripes have been a 
regular feature at the Zulu Social Aid and Pleasure Club’s annual Mardi Gras ball and 
parade. They also perform at the annual parades of the Scene Boosters, Young Men 
Olympians, Better Boys, and Second Line Jammers. In addition, you might catch them at 
one of the many jazz funerals held throughout the city. The Pinstripes have been one of 
the most influential brass bands in their influence on younger musicians. The Junior 
Pinstripe (presently Mahogany), Pinettes, and Young Pinstripe are all brass bands that 
were a direct outgrowth of the mentorship from the Original Pinstripe Brass Band.

• Hot 8 Brass Band

Founded at Alcee Fortier High School, New Orleans’s Hot 8 Brass Band was founded in 
1995 by tuba player Bennie Pete, Jerome “Bay Bay” Jones (trombone) and Harry 
“Swamp Thang” Cook (bass drum) to play brass band music professionally. Although 
many of the current members began playing together in high school, over time the lineup 
has inevitably shifted and changed, and continues to do so. The Hot 8 is New Orleans' 
premier purveyor of jazz-infused, hip-hop-fired marching band music, straight from the 
heart and fresh from the second-line parades. Any incarnation of Hot 8 Brass Band will 
boast eight or nine players of the highest caliber, bringing the passion and noise through a 
bevy of trombones, saxophones, trumpets, snare and bass drums, all buoyed up by the 
immense tuba basslines of bandleader Bennie Pete. The Hot 8 Brass Band has always 
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believed in contributing to New Orleans culture by playing in traditional second-line 
parades, expressions of freedom and community through music and interaction.

The bands above represent only a small sample of the brass bands that have been directly 

influenced by school marching bands. I chose these bands not because of their popularity, but 

because of my personal intimate knowledge concerning their history. 

 Based on the popular scholarly work focusing on New Orleans brass bands I have 

reviewed, it is apparent when discussing the cultural learning and ways by which young 

musicians have developed pedagogical strategies, the importance of school marching bands has 

been overlooked. As the above ethnography's demonstrate, the marching band experience is 

highly influential. Although active participation through marching bands has served as one of the 

most important enculturation processes for young kids to become involved in brass bands, and 

the streets of New Orleans have offered the most pragmatic classroom available, in the years 

since Hurricane Katrina many of the enculturation processes have been disrupted. In the 

following section I will highlight several ways cultural transmission has been stymied in the 

years since Katrina.

Post-Katrina Futures: Sustaining the Tradition

 In this section of the chapter, I will discuss ways some of the brass band cultural learning 

processes have been impacted since Katrina and how new programs are aiding cultural 

transmission. Although there has been an immense growth in private nonprofit organizations 

developing post-Katrina programs, the education landscape has been revolutionized with the 

reorganization of many public schools as charters, and city administrators have challenged 

musicians rights to perform in public spaces. Overall, enculturation for brass bands as we have 

known it faces a daunting future.  
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 With so much change in New Orleans since Katrina, school music programs, marching 

bands, neighborhood and community-based mentorship, young people performing on the streets 

of the French Quarter alongside older musicians, and many of the other formal and informal 

enculturation processes have been disrupted in one way or another. According to the musicians 

interviewed for this study, and informal interviews conducted with several music educators and 

musicians associated with music enrichment programs, with so much change that has occurred 

throughout the education, cultural, and social landscapes of the city, it is difficult to get a grasp 

on the state of music and cultural education in the city. 

 For instance, the To Be Continued Brass Band, or TBC, as they are more commonly 

called, got their start by playing on the corner of Bourbon and Canal streets in the evenings after 

school beginning in 2002. According to the band’s website, “With no manager and no guaranteed 

gigs, the band began performing on the streets of New Orleans, establishing a regular presence 

on the legendary corner of Bourbon and Canal in the French Quarter.” In essence, their 

performances were no different from what my peers and I did at the corner of Royal and Conti 

street, in the heart of the French Quarter, when we were students at Andrew J. Bell Junior High 

School twenty-four years earlier, or what countless others have done. The TBC quickly became 

popular, with hordes of fans—locals and tourists alike—flocking regularly to dance with the 

group on their established street corner stage. It was not uncommon to observe large groups of 

people dancing to their music. And like generations of brass band musicians before them, not 

only were they learning this only-in-New Orleans public performance tradition, but they were 

avoiding the life that befell many of their friends and classmates involving drugs and violence. 

Commonsensically, one would think this arrangement was a win-win for everyone involved. 
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However, in the new post-Katrina New Orleans, much had changed from when I spent my days 

performing on street corners in the French Quarter. 

 In June 2010, however, the city decided to enforce existing curfew laws on street 

performers in the French Quarter. On June 15, 2010 the New Orleans Police Department shut 

down the band, bringing an informal educational institution to an abrupt ending. According to 

various primary and secondary sources, the members of the group were asked to sign a letter on 

NOPD letterhead as a "receipt," which outlined the two city ordinances being enforced. The first 

ordinance was based on an outdating and never enforced law specifically prohibiting 

performance on Bourbon Street between 8 p.m. and 6 a.m. The second ordinance prohibiting 

"persons playing musical instruments on public rights-of-way" between 8 p.m. and 9 a.m., unless 

the performance is of "temporary duration" and a permit is obtained.37 According to New Orleans 

Police Department representative Bob Young, “Band members were asked to sign their names 

and dates of birth on documents that acknowledge the musicians received a notice that begins 

effective immediately, the New Orleans Police Department will be enforcing the below-listed 

ordinances." The law being enforced—Municipal Code, Section 66-205 and Section30-1456—

dates back to 1956 and 1974. One ordinance prohibits street entertainment between 8 p.m. and 6 

a.m. on the entertainment district segment of Bourbon Street, from Canal to St. Ann streets. The 

other bars anyone from playing musical instruments on "public rights of way" between 8 p.m. 

and 9 a.m., according to journalist Katy Reckdahl (2010) who covered the saga for the Times 

Picayune newspaper.
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 In a video of the event as it unfolded that was recorded and posted on YouTube by Lisa 

Palumbo, a University of New Orleans business instructor, longtime music follower and former 

manager for TBC, trumpeter Sean Roberts says, "They're killing a New Orleans tradition. I didn't 

know how to play the trumpet until I started playing right here on this corner. I mean, I really 

didn’t even know how to play the trumpet until I started coming out here, right here on this 

corner." He continues talking about what it means to play on the corner of Bourbon and Canal, 

saying:

They stopped us [from performing], saying we can’t play after eight o’clock. But what 
they doing is slowly but surely killing a New Orleans tradition, for young people . . . for 
musicians period. This is the birth place of jazz, and what we are known for, and for them 
to shut this down, it just doesn’t make any sense. This is what we’re known for and for 
them to just stop is wrong. It’s a way of life for us. It’s like water, like air, it’s a way of 
life, and whoever is behind this, it’s a bad idea.

Personally, I vividly remember my first observation of the band performing on Canal and 

Bourbon. I quickly began telling other musicians how smart and entrepreneurial those young 

guys were. Performing at one of the most popular and busiest intersections in the city represented 

a powerful assertion regarding the right to public spaces and public performance. To select a 

location that is so iconically New Orleans, one no other aggregation had ever chosen, highlights 

the sophistication of their forward thinking. Additionally, Roberts’s statement above summarizes 

the ongoing battle over performing in public spaces, a battle that has only intensified more 

recently. Although city leaders have overlooked the ordinances concerning public performances 

for several decades, attempting to rationalize the current intentions is baffling.

 For those working to enforce the ordinance, to make their point loud and clear—that live 

music being performed on the street was under attack—8th District quality-of-life officer Ronald 

Jones Jr. shut down the Young Fellaz Brass Band on Friday, June 18, 2010, while they were 
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performing at the corner of Frenchmen and Chartres streets in the Frenchmen Street 

Entertainment District. Civil-rights attorney Mary Howell, who has defended street musicians 

(including Anthony “Tuba Fats” Lacen) for thirty years and has litigated through four 

unconstitutional city ordinances and one unconstitutional state statute, has called the tradition of 

street performances in New Orleans "a very important venue for young musicians.” Howell has 

long argued, “It's a bad law: it's unconstitutional and has been recognized as unconstitutional by 

everyone involved," she told Reckdahl in a 2010 interview. In the years since, the ongoing battle 

of noise ordinances and music curfew enforcement has continued. 

 To contest the arbitrary enforcement of laws that seemingly attack and prohibit musical 

performances in public spaces, on January 17, 2014, a large crowd of musicians, artist, business 

owners, and advocates organized a rally outside City Hall in an effort to demand that city 

administrators and council members cancel a controversial draft noise ordinance that was being 

proposed by the City Council. If approved, this new ordinance would have limited public 

performances to 70 decibels (a unit used to measure the intensity of a sound or the power). 

Fortunately, the day before the scheduled rally, the council decided to table the measure for the 

immediate future. Still, the rally was held as originally planned. After an hour or so of speeches, 

the musicians gathered their instruments, struck up It Ain’t My Fault—the 1964 Smokey Johnson 

and Wardell Quezergue composition introduced by Harold Dejan’s Olympia Brass Band into the 

contemporary New Orleans brass band repertory—then marched into City Hall to make their 

presence known to the City Council members. I attended and filmed the event.

 Why the city administrators have focused so much time, energy, and money on 

attempting to silence the music, the very element that was responsible for creating momentum 
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for the city’s rebuilding, is baffling. I am not sure if what we are witnessing is merely a 

preliminary to something else. Who has a stake in their not being live street music? Is it a set up 

to tax? Moreso, in a city where crime and murder is some of the worst in America, one would 

think the city’s focus would be more pressing to deal with quality-of-life issues that deal with 

actual concerns of life and death rather than a group of musicians performing on a street corner 

entertaining tourist and making an honest wage––although that wage is currently untaxted. 

Scholars and brass band advocates such as Scott Aiges agree that, “Culture has played a leading 

role in the renewal, resettlement and revival of New Orleans.” Aiges added, “After Katrina, the 

culture-bearers were the first to come back. The music brought them back. Then they were the 

reason everybody else came back” (Welch 2012).

 Moreover, Louis Armstrong, Buddy Bolden, Kermit Ruffins, and thousands more New 

Orleans musicians learned how to play their instruments, perform, and entertain by playing on 

the streets of the city. Armstrong and Bolden are two of the most important figures in the history 

of jazz, and if it were not for the opportunities to learn their craft on the streets of the city, jazz 

might not have evolved into the international phenomenon it has become. Contemporarily, 

musicians who have achieved critical acclaim openly acknowledge how learning on the street 

aided in their success and musicianship. 

 For example, Troy “Trombone Shorty” Andrews, who began playing in his older brother 

James Andrew’s All-star Brass Band (Nicholas Payton also played in this band) when he was 

four years old, credited his formative musical experiences growing up in the Treme 

neighborhood and performing on the street as important paths that led to his current success. 

Discussing his introduction to the brass band culture, Andrews said:
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Playing on the street is where I learned my showmanship. If I could get people on the 
street to stay for an hour to watch a free set, then that's a very powerful thing. The brass 
bands are a huge part of the community, they're the true heartbeat of the city . . . Brass 
bands come together in times of happiness, home-goings, they play together and they 
battle one another—it's one love.38

Nevertheless, although city leaders praise and exploit musicians for marketing and tourism 

purposes, they have the audacity to attack cultural assets and practices that have not endured in 

the same way anywhere else. More so, for the first time in the centuries-old history of brass 

bands in New Orleans, we are witnessing the enculturation practice of teaching, learning, and 

mentorship through street performances that has perpetuated the continuance of the tradition 

being threatened—not merely by gentrification, but by political leadership and urban policies. 

Gentrification Down in the Treme 

 Gentrification in post-Katrina New Orleans has been a hot-button topic for the last 

several years. As such, gentrification has played a role in the disruption in some of the 

enculturation processes that have been essential to the continuance of brass bands. To validate 

this, let me use the Faubourg Tremé neighborhood for an analysis. The term, Faubourg is a 

French term that literally means suburb or neighborhood. Faubourg Tremé is considered the 

oldest Black neighborhood in America, one of the origins of the southern civil rights movement 

with the Homer Plessy versus John Howard  Ferguson landmark United States Supreme Court 

decision, and being considered the birthplace of jazz. 

 The boundaries of the Treme Historic District run along North Rampart Street to St. 

Bernard Avenue, St. Bernard Avenue to North Claiborne Avenue, North Claiborne Avenue to a 

line running behind the lots facing the uptown side of Esplanade Avenue, up that line to North 
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Broad Street, North Broad Street to Orleans Avenue, Orleans Avenue to North Villere Street, 

North Villere Street to St. Philip Street, and St. Philip Street back to North Rampart Street. It is 

literally across the street from the famed French Quarter and is home to Congo Square, the open 

market dating back to the 1700s where slaves danced, sang, networked, and preserved African 

musical and cultural heritages.

 Tremé, as it is commonly referred to by locals, was once considered the most musical 

neighborhood in the city, a place where every house was a musical house and generations of 

musicians were neighbors. The neighborhood was home to musicians including George Lewis, 

Chris Kelly, Jimmy Noone, Henry Ragas, “Uncle” Benny Jones, “Uncle” Lionel Batiste, 

Anthony “Tuba Fats” Lacen, Danny Barker, the Andrews family, Clyde Kerr, Yvonne Busch, 

Glen David Andrews, and many more. According to ethnography’s conducted by Al Kennedy 

(2002) “Longtime neighborhood residents remember that the streets of Tremé used to echo with 

music coming from every direction as the older musicians rehearsed in their living rooms” (49). 

Today, very few Black musicians live in the Treme neighborhood, which has become an enclave 

of White newcomers, a gleaming example of true urban gentrification.

 Unfortunately, today residents will not hear any live music echoing from any direction, as 

the musicians can no longer afford to live there and ordinances approved by newly formed 

neighborhood associations have banned live music from being performed in all except two 

businesses: Kermit Ruffin’s Treme Speakeasy, which is due to close on March 4, 2014, and the 

Candlelight Lounge, which hosts the Treme Brass Band on Tuesday nights. According to 

longtime Tremé resident and musician Davis Rogan, what exists now as Tremé is a far cry from 

what existed before Katrina. Rogan’s house, at 1330 Governor Nicholls Street, on the corner of 
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Maris Street, served as a central practice location for many of the brass bands in Tremé such as 

the All-star, Rebirth, and New Birth when they were in their formative years. Rogan told me:

There was up to eighteen clubs and barrooms that dotted this neighborhood. Places that 
any night of the week you could find live music. This place was a brass band haven. 
There were young kids like Trombone Shorty and his crew practicing every day, parading 
up and down the street. Younger kids beating on buckets and using PVC pipe to make 
instruments. Every block there were musicians living here. But all that began to change 
right before the storm when all these hippy White folk started buying up the properties so 
they could be closer to the French Quarter, and of course living amongst the people, 
without paying millions of dollars for a place in the Quarter. After Katrina, Tremé became 
one of the most gentrificated neighborhoods in the city. No longer do the Black musicians 
live here. Not even the Andrews family, which has lived here for generations. They’re all 
scattered around town now, even in New Orleans East! 

As a testament to Rogan’s memory, I spent a many Sunday nights in the Tremé performing at 

Joe’s Cozy Corner bar witht the Treme Brass Band. Hence, Rogan’s first-hand experience of the 

ways this important neighborhood has changed is important for understanding how these changes 

have had an impact on brass bands. These changes are a direct result of neighborhoods changed 

by Katrina, the creative class, and gentrification. 

 According to Tulane University School of Architecture professor and Bywater 

neighborhood resident Richard Campanella, two factors drive this gentrification: the availability 

of historic housing stock and proximity to other gentrified areas or areas that were always 

wealthy. Campanella said that the shifts probably have less to do with race per se and more to do 

with income and education levels. In a gentrifying neighborhood, Campanella said, if you own 

your home, you may do well because of the rising property values; if you rent, you may be 

priced out. Regrettably, the process “uproots older families,” he said. The process also “uproots” 

cultural and heritage legacies, thus affecting how culture is perpetuated. Recalling growing up in 

Tremé and the informal mentorship he received, Troy Andrews said:
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Growing up in the Tremé in a musical neighborhood and a musical family was like being 
in musical heaven. In the neighborhood was [jazz tubist and bandleader] Tuba Fats, there 
was [jazz trumpeter] Kermit Ruffins and [NOLA institution] Rebirth Brass Band (who 
happen to be some of my cousins) teaching me on a daily basis how to get the job done. 
New Orleans made me the musician and the man I am.39

Although Andrews grew up in Tremé, like many of the city’s residents who lived in that 

neighborhood for generations, he and his family no longer live in the neighborhood. Moreover, 

neither do many of the musicians who once lived there, teaching and encouraging young people 

to pick up an instrument and learn to perform a style of music that has the potential to make them 

local heroes and international legends. Andrews exemplifies this potential as someone who 

started as a kid playing in bucket bands, progressed to brass bands around age seven and began 

performing on the streets of the French Quarter with his friends and cousins, who were all the 

around the same ages. All the while, he and his peers were receiving mentorship from the elder 

musicians in the neighborhood. 

 One of the few musicians who grew up in the neighborhood and still lives there is 

Anthony Bennett. He told me:

Growing up here [in Tremé], I was surrounded by musicians. Every house had someone 
who was either a musician or related to a musician. The older guys spent a lot of time 
teaching the younger musicians about the music. I played saxophone, clarinet, and drums. 
I also started participating with the second-line clubs as a young kid. Now, as a 
homeowner, I’ve watched how the area has changed before the storm and after the storm. 
Not only are there only five or six musicians still living here––Robert Harris, Kirk 
Joseph, Leroy Jones, Shannon Powell, and myself––but there are no kids in the 
neighborhood. Whereas once this place thrived with children, since Katrina they’re all 
gone. Bell is closed [Andrew J. Bell Junior High]. The only school is now Craig [Craig 
Elementary School], and most of those kids are being bused in. It’s sad, but the Tremé 
that we knew is history. There are more White people living in Tremé now than Black 
folk.
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Trombonist Robert Harris, who has lived in Tremé for more than a decade, echoed Bennett’s 

sentiment. Harris has been one of my mentors since I was young and continues to teach and 

inspire as a member of Mahogany Brass Band. As we talked about the changes the neighborhood 

has experienced since Katrina at his house, Harris told me: 

I’m the only brass band musician around here that I know of. Leroy Jones is here, but he 
doesn’t really play brass band anymore, at least not often. But Shannon [Powell] and 
Leroy [Jones] are over there on St. Philip Street, but that’s about it as I know of. See how 
quiet it is? Man, this ain’t Tremé, this is like a suburb in Metairie somewhere. All the 
clubs and bars have been closed and now they have coffee shops popping up. Coffee 
shops that I can’t even afford to buy anything and everybody there are White. They even 
have Segway tours (laughing). Now before the storm, the only Whites coming through 
here were trying to score dope . . . Joe’s Cozy Corner is now a house! And the White girl 
who bought it bought it just to spite the music. But they don’t have many families around 
here anymore. No kids running around. Mostly hippies and gutter punk-looking people 
with their guitars and dogs. It’s sad to see what has happened to what was such a 
historical place, for it to become this (pointing). With you coming back and forth to the 
house at different times, I’m sure my new uppity neighbors probably think something 
illicit is going on. I stay to myself though. I’m still a gentle walk from my gigs in the 
French Quarter, as long as I don’t get robbed I’m good. (personal interview, December 
11, 2013)

Harris’s description of post-Katrina Tremé is illustrative of how gentrification has had an impact 

on both the spatial geography and cultural geography of neighborhoods such as Tremé. In this 

way, centuries-old traditions have been disrupted in the years since the storm. Who are these 

newcomers who are changing the dynamics of the city’s neighborhoods and culture? According 

to Richard Campanella in his 2013 essay, Gentrification and its Discontents: Notes from New 

Orleans, he suggest:

Many [newcomers] landed positions in planning and recovery efforts, or in an alphabet 
soup of new nonprofits; some parlayed their experiences into Ph.D. dissertations, many 
of which are coming out now in book form. This cohort, which I estimate in the low- to 
mid-four digits, largely moved on around 2008-2009, as recovery moneys petered out. 
Then a second wave began arriving, enticed by the relatively robust regional economy 
compared to the rest of the nation. These newcomers were greater in number (I estimate 
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15,000-20,000 and continuing), more specially skilled, and serious about planting 
domestic and economic roots here. Some today are new-media entrepreneurs; others 
work with Teach for America or within the highly characterized public school system 
(infused recently with a billion federal dollars), or in the booming tax-incentivized 
Louisiana film industry and other cultural-economy niches.

City leaders responded to the wave of newcomers in kind. In 2011 the New Orleans Downtown 

Development District unveiled a promotional campaign that included light-pole banners 

emblazoned with the slogan: “Welcome to your blank canvas.” When I asked the musicians 

interviewed for this study how gentrification has had an impact on the tradition, the resounding 

theme was that although the newcomers came with good intentions to help the city recover, their 

impact is hindering local cultural traditions rather than aiding. For example, although Tremé is 

considered the birthplace of jazz and the first Black American suburb, currently only six Black 

musicians live there, and of those, only three are brass band musicians, according to Anthony 

Bennett’s observations. Therefore, the do-gooder, fix-everything, global humanitarian mindset 

has had unfortunate consequences regarding not only the cultural learning and continuum of 

brass bands, but New Orleans culture as a whole. 

 Considering this, how will this all play out and how will it continue to affect brass bands? 

History offers a precedent. Gentrifier culture is already hybridizing local cultural traditions. The 

new New Orleanian post-Katrina transplants are opening restaurants, writing books, starting 

businesses and hiring natives, organizing festivals, and even running for public office, all the 

while introducing external ideas into local canon, all while seemingly excluding the vital cultural 

tapestries that have long existed before Katrina. Although the multi-million dollar marketing 

campaigns that lured the newcomers by promising them that discover the burgeoning art scene, 

cutting-edge eateries, music, culture, historic mansions, yoga studios, and parks, they will surely 
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feel like a New Orleans native in no time while tailoring the environment to their own 

preferences, their discovery is hindering the city’s indigenous cultural practices.

 Research such as Richard Campanella’s 2013 article, Gentrification and its Discontents: 

Notes from New Orleans tells us gentrifiers usually have very low birth rates, and those few that 

do become parents often find themselves reluctantly departing the very inner-city neighborhoods 

they helped revive.40 Those who do not have children are usually very mobile and eventually 

also depart for newer cities that need saving. Unfortunately, the cultural traditions being altered 

and disrupted may for the first time be affected in ways that forever disrupt their continuity. 

 While the gentrification of Tremé has played a central role in disrupting the cultural 

mentorship that has been vital for the cultural transmission of brass band enculturation, street 

performances and informal community-based cultural mentorship are not the only method of 

cultural learning and cultural transmission being stymied in post-Katrina New Orleans. Not all 

young people participate in the street performance-based method of learning, and not all young 

people live in communities such as Tremé where musicians and cultural mentorship were 

commonplace. In the same way the community-based mentorship has become almost extinct, the 

most important incubator—marching bands—has also experienced significant change that is 

having an impact on brass band cultural learning.

The Economics of Teaching Brass Band Culture: 
Learning at the Crossroads 

 In an October 24, 2012, article for The Lens surveying the state of music programs and 

marching bands in post-Katrina New Orleans, journalist Michael Welch asked a probing 
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question: “How will a changing music landscape affect the city’s kids, and in turn, New Orleans’ 

rich artistic culture?” Questions such as Welch’s have been a hot-button topic in recent years, and 

one that has openly divided the music and cultural community. Opinions on the post-Katrina 

state of music and cultural education vary greatly. For example, of the fifteen musicians 

interviewed for this study, only White and Stafford were familiar with the “Class Got Brass” 

program described in the prologue of this chapter. Their familiarity was based on their 

participation as judges, whereas none of the other musicians had ever heard of the program. 

 The “Class Got Brass” program is one of several new music education and cultural 

transmission programs that have sprouted since the storm. Many of these programs have the 

intention to support and redefine music education in New Orleans by offering a comprehensive 

and diverse music education to supplement what many of the local schools are lacking. Some of 

the other programs include:

• Roots of Music, hosted at the historic Cabildo, spearheaded by Rebirth Brass Band 
snare drummer Derrick Tabb in 2007. The Roots of Music’s mission is to teach, support 
and empower New Orleans’ youth through music education, academic support, and 
mentorship while preserving and promoting New Orleans’ musical and cultural heritage

• Trombone Shorty Horns for Schools and Trombone Shorty Academy, both 
groundbreaking partnerships through the Trombone Shorty Foundation, hosted at 
Tulane University, spearheaded by Troy “Trombone Shorty” Andrews in 2013. The 
mission of the Trombone Shorty Music Academy is to perpetuate the musical heritage 
of New Orleans through music education, instruction and performance to prepare 
young performers for success in music and in life.

• Saturday Music School, hosted at University of New Orleans, spearheaded by 
trumpeter Irvin Mayfield in 2009. The Saturday Music School’s mission is to support 
and redefine music education in New Orleans by offering a comprehensive and diverse 
music education experience to our city’s youth.

• Tipitina’s Foundation Sunday Youth Music Workshops. Popular in the late 1980s, the 
return of these workshops post-Katrina served a vital need during the rebuilding. The 
Sunday Youth Music Workshops’ mission is to offer young, aspiring musicians the 
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opportunity to play with and learn from some of the area’s most experienced and 
celebrated musicians. Every workshop offers students a hands-on, improvisational 
approach to music education.

• Music for All Ages, hosted at New Orleans Jazz National Park Service, started in 2006 
(2011 Historic Masonic Lodge Perseverance Hall No. 4 Opens In Louis Armstrong 
Park New Orleans). This program takes place Saturday mornings from 11 a.m. to noon. 
It teaches young people the music and etiquette required to perform in a traditional 
New Orleans brass band. Kids are invited to bring their own instruments and join a 
professional brass band for a hands-on workshop and performance of traditional New 
Orleans songs.

• Orleans Parish School Board post-Katrina Arts in Education specialist Jonathan 
Bloom presides over cultural and educational enrichment programs at Benjamin 
Franklin Elementary School, Mahalia Jackson Elementary School, Eleanor 
McMain Secondary School, Mary McLeod Bethune Elementary School of Literature 
and Technology and Architectural Design, as well as Engineering Preparatory High, 
which recently merged with McDonogh 35 High School.41

• Ellis Marsalis Center for Music at the New Orleans Musicians Village, began offering 
music education programs in January 2012. The mission of the center is to provide 
music and dance training, and performance opportunities for children affiliated with the 
Musicians' Village and the surrounding neighborhood; to equip students to take full 
advantage of school bands and ensembles, college music scholarships and conservatory 
training; and to use the after-school hours that the students spend at the center to 
provide academic and cultural enrichment as well as homework help, so that they can 
flourish at school.

• Preservation Hall Education Program, sponsored by the New Orleans Jazz  Heritage 
Foundation. The mission of The Preservation Hall Junior Jazz and Heritage Brass Band 
is to assist in providing a younger generation with the living spirit of New Orleans 
music for young musicians to learn the essential elements of New Orleans’ venerable 
brass band tradition. 

After describing several of the post-Katrina education programs to the musicians interviewed for 

this study, many were skeptical and ambivalent about how cultural learning and cultural 
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knowledge is being exchanged since the flood. The topic of cultural education aroused 

pessimism. 

 Stafford asked: “How are you going to have individuals teaching about a form of music 

and attempting to promote a proficiency about a culture they know nothing about beyond 

spectatorship?” Discussing the loss of the incubators that have been responsible for the 

continuation of the tradition, Stafford told me:

You can create a band to play the repertoire of brass band music. [But] if it’s along 
commercial lines, that won’t last. It will never have substance. If you create one to hold 
on to your heritage and be true to it, it’ll last forever. Some entities such as the National 
Park Service, where members of the Black Men of Labor are employed. We have used 
that entity to create an interest in brass band music. For some of the other programs, I see 
it as getting a gig to create another gig. But I don’t think it’s being done with the same 
interest and intention as Danny Barker [starts to laugh]. This music is about history and 
heritage, not entertainment for the sake of entertainment. And I hate to say this, but I 
would have to attribute many of these changes to the new New Orleans, which is of 
course the gentrification that has taken over the city. People migrated from every part of 
the United States . . . They want to be here; want to be in; want to fit in; and want to be a 
part of . . . And that’s fine to want to be a part of the place you have moved to, but this 
culture is not like Mardi Gras where you just come dressed as some form of character and 
trying to be a part of the second-line culture. It’s OK for them to participate, but not to 
attempt to take over the culture. It is Black culture, and I hope it remains Black. (personal 
interview, August 28, 2013)

 The phrase “history and heritage, not entertainment for the sake of entertainment,” one 

that Stafford repeated throughout our interview, is fitting terminology to describe how many of 

the musicians framed their arguments, suggesting the importance of legacy and tradition. As 

someone who grew up deeply immersed in the brass band culture and continues to be an active 

proponent for the continuation of the music and culture in its purist form, Stafford grounded his 

argument in the importance of maintaining culture heritage, not just producing performers for the 

sake of entertainment. Like others interviewed for this study, he expressed speculative concerns 

about some of the newer programs because many of them seemingly have a disconnect from the 
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very cultural communities they aim to benefit. As such, it is important that we acknowledge that 

although intentions may be meaningful, the outcomes are not always beneficial. 

 While attending the Celebrate Africa Day event at Palmer Park in the Carrollton 

neighborhood on March 3, 2013, I observed the Junior Preservation Hall Brass Band performing. 

The topic of music education and New Orleans culture was broached with several musicians who 

were watching the performance. According to my journal notes: “Follow the money” is what one 

brass band musician suggested as we discussed the new post-Katrina era of cultural learning in 

the city; “Why are kids being pimped into learning this music only so they can win something?” 

another musician asked; “It is sickening to see how these White folk have kidnapped our culture 

and music, twisting it and turning it, and everybody’s making money from it except the people 

who created it” an older musician said; “Its funny how all the folk teaching second-line music 

don’t look like any of the people we see performing at or in the second-lines,” the first musician 

snapped back. 

 Broadly, I take the musicians comments to imply what Kevin Gotham pointed out in his 

2007 book Authentic New Orleans: Tourism, Culture, and Race in the Big Easy when he 

suggests, “The commodification of local custom, traditions, and culture transmits symbols, 

imagery, and discourse that local people can interpret and integrate into tactics of invention to 

produce new expressions of local authenticity” (206). That is, the influx of outsiders gentrifying 

the city represent the same potential of gentrifying the culture by superimposing what they 

suppose is representative of New Orleans culture. Primarily because the city’s White elites and 

outsiders who have moved to the city aided with investor capital are now holding the purse 
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strings, and their idea of what the culture should be potentially determines what the culture is 

becoming.  

 Without doubt, some of the programs put in place after Katrina are aiding cultural 

transmission by offering teaching and learning opportunities that can nurture a new generation of 

musicians. However, some brass band musicians fear the programs do not represent a sincerity 

that will perpetuate authenticity of the brass band tradition, but rather a Disneyfied version 

intended to benefit the tourism industry. In this sense, the musicians feel a sense of ownership, 

but in many ways feel hopeless about being able to control what has been proposed as cultural 

exploitation through cultural learning because they do not control or have access to the resources 

and individuals funding the programs. Several told me the new cultural education landscape is 

similar to the charter school takeover—political at best, and profit-driven at worst.

 Trumpeter Andrew Baham is one of the young musicians from my generation who also 

experienced cultural learning through the holy trinity of brass band enculturation processes: 

school marching bands, performing on the streets and public spaces, and community-based 

musician-mentorship. He is also one of the musicians who studied the tradition through 

Mahogany Brass Band and peer-to-peer influence as a teenager. Thus, his point of view offers 

dynamic insights regarding the relationship between cultural learning before and after the storm. 

He suggested, “Although there has been an explosion in community workshops, the intention of 

the programs pre-Katrina and post-Katrina are completely different.” He explained his position, 

telling me:

When I was growing up, the intent of the Heritage School, for instance, was to teach kids 
about music. There was no other reason, purpose, or ulterior motive: that’s what’s 
missing. That is actually missing in the school also, simply because your 30-year 
teachers, your long-haul teachers are no more. They’ve been replaced by short-term 
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teachers who work in the schools or music programs for one or two years, then they’re on 
to the next thing. So we’ve lost those teachers whose sole purpose was to teach kids 
about the music and the culture . . . I now realize how privileged I am to have been one of 
the last generation to go through those teachers who cared and those experiences that 
taught me not only the music, but how to respect and honor the culture. I had teachers 
and mentors who, not only did they care, they taught generations of kids, and they lived 
the life of the cultural participant and cultural performer immersed within the cultural 
heritage and knowledge they shared. Also, the new programs are essentially profit-driven. 
These programs have popped up and are flourishing because there are some people 
giving and making some serious money. That’s why certain people are asked to work 
with these programs; depending if they are willing to play the political game, stay in line 
and go along with the program. The problems started before Katrina because for our 
generation, we all had mentors; mentors in the schools, mentors in the community, and 
mentors within the brass band community. But for that generation right before the storm, 
those kids were on their own. And now, the people who are there to teach them are only 
there to collect a check. So I think it is totally profit-driven. Profit is the determining 
factor between teaching music before Katrina and after Katrina. (personal interview, 
September 13, 2013)

As a younger musician, or “Big Brother,” Andrew offers his assistance as a musician-mentor to 

teach younger musicians about brass bands and traditional jazz. His assertions concerning the 

role of economic reward is based on observations of a post-Katrina trend regarding the incentive 

for young people to learn the music and for individuals to teach it. Brass band musicians are not 

the only people who have taken notice of this trend. 

 On September 23, 2013, New Orleans native, actor (HBO’s Treme and The Wire), and 

community activist Wendell Pierce tweeted: “The City of New Orleans is monetizing the culture 

while still neglecting the communities the culture grew out of.” Pierce’s comment is illustrative 

of a tradition that has emerged in the past several years by which the primary incentive to 

participating in programs is the opportunity of financial gain. Although not all the new post-

Katrina programs are monetized, some have used the incentive of financial gain as a central 

theme to attract participants––whether such is positive or negative is subjective, and not the 

opinion of this study. 
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 The “Class Got Brass” program described earlier in this chapter provides a glowing 

example of the monetization reward-incentive paradigm. With a $15,000 grand prize and 

thousands of dollars at stake, the school band directors have reason to participate primarily 

because the school programs are struggling financially, so participating offers a potential gain. 

For the students, their participation—beyond doing what the band director tells them to do—is 

rooted in the possibility of winning money to buy new instruments for their school. Another 

example is the 2012 Carnival Cruise Lines and local television station WDSU-TV “The Battle of 

the High School Marching Bands” competition in which the winning band received $10,000 for 

the school’s music program. Each additional band finalist received a $1,000 cash prize. The 

schools were provided three weeks to record a three-minute video of their band performing their 

school fight song.

 Discussing this trend with my dad, saxophonist Dwight Miller, he asked, “Do you teach a 

child respect because you want them to be respectful, or do you teach them respect so they’ll 

behave? Similarly, the aim to teach young people the [brass band] tradition is so they can learn it, 

love it, live it, and keep it going. Not so they can learn a few songs and be paraded around like 

characters at Disney World.” He further explained, telling me:

I understand the need for uniforms, instruments, and that the schools are not investing in 
the music programs. That doesn’t benefit the child, and it surely doesn’t benefit the brass 
band music. At least as I see it, it’s simply exploiting the children. If it were that simple, 
we would have professional marching bands in New Orleans, but we don’t. I learned this 
music because it was like the music version of the civil rights movement. Yes, I have 
gained financially from it, but that’s from the longterm investment. Money wasn’t the 
motive for me to become involved. Actually, I had to go through several series of rites of 
passage with older musicians before I was even allowed to make money. I was taught by 
people who lived and breathed the music and history of brass bands. Remember when 
you started playing with Pinstripe [Brass Band] at Bell, and how long it was before you 
got paid? Even when you started getting paid, it wasn’t the full pay everybody else 
earned. You had to work to earn the right to play this music. But because you went 
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through that process, look at you today. That’s because you put in the work, time, and 
effort to learn what this culture was all about. And look at you now. Enough said. 
(personal interview, September 24, 2013)

 Indeed, my dad’s position was parallel to a primary concern trumpeter Desmond Venable 

expressed, posing the question, “What happens to all the programs, and all the teaching-learning 

when the money goes away?” He surmised, “So we have been enticing these kids to learn the 

tradition because they’re going to win something, but the moment there’s no prize, there will be 

no interest, then the tradition is truly in danger.” He continued, telling me:

I see the current state of cultural learning for brass bands as two-fold. Looking at a 
program like the Class Got Brass, on one hand it cuts out a lot of professional musicians 
because you’re hosting an event and festival that could feature bands and the money 
they’re using for prize money could be compensation. It’s [Class Got Brass] essentially a 
free four-hour show for the public, but if it were professional musicians, that’s money 
that can go back into the local economy; money musicians can pay bills with or buy 
equipment. On the other hand, the band directors who are developing brass bands 
specifically for this event are ill-equipped to teach brass band music. They don’t know 
anything about jazz or brass bands. Thus, they are simply creating miniature marching 
bands, because that is all they know. So now they are playing pop music in a brass band 
configuration. Plus somebody is getting paid off of these kids. Class Got Brass doesn’t 
really give the kids any money, it gives the school money. So if you think about it, most 
band directors will do whatever they need to do to make money, which is why some of 
them have kids marching in ten and twelve parades during parade season, because they 
are making money. Its a money trail for corporations to invest money. It could be done in 
a way that offers a better opportunity to teach the culture and work at truly preserving the 
culture instead of throwing money at a situation and having your marketing team create 
the appearance as though they are saving a culture from the brink of extinction. Now this 
is coming from someone who participated in the program, but don’t think I’ll do it again. 
But my kids have benefited from learning the culture because now they have a band and 
are being paid to perform. (personal interview, January 24, 2014 and February 3, 2014)

As band director at Riverdale Middle School in Jefferson, Desmond started the Red Wolf Brass 

Band. “I started teaching the kids in my music appreciation class about the music and history and 

they became highly interested. They started coming to my gigs and really began to appreciate 

how cool the music and the culture was.” Although he is no longer band director at Riverdale, he 
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has kept the band active. They have recently recorded a CD and were featured at the LEAF 

Festival in North Carolina during the summer of 2013, which exemplifies how providing 

students the opportunity to understand the power and respect of the music through access and 

active participation encourages the potential for another generation to continue the tradition. 

 Perhaps my view is skewed from benefiting from the holy trinity of brass band cultural 

learning. I clearly understand the essentiality of learning for the sake of maintaining the 

sacredness of the tradition, but I also understand the position schools are in and the financial 

needs necessary to make the programs function and be attractive for potential students. 

 As a former high school band director and cultural arts program administrator, I can 

understand the multitude of reasons participating in these programs might be attractive for both 

teachers and students. In many instances, because of a lack of instruments, teachers have to turn 

away would-be band members. Additionally, with a focus on high-stakes standardized test 

scores, not only are school music programs suffering financially, but the marching programs that 

have been an essential incubator for brass bands over the last several decades are currently in a 

constant state of flux. For these reasons, it is understandable why the possibility for financial 

benefit is an attractive alternative to coerce participation, although the argument of monetization 

as a tool for cultural learning is valid and should be considered for further analysis. 

 For instance, The Jazz and Heritage Foundation—the same organization that sponsors the 

“Class Got Brass” program—provides grants for statewide music programs that need new 

instruments, instrument repair, sheet music, choir robes or teachers. The foundation also runs a 

Heritage School of Music, which has provided weekly after-school classes at New Orleans 

schools since 1990. To continue its role in supporting music education and cultural learning, the 
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foundation has recently invested millions of dollars to build a new school and community 

auditorium. This new facility will be a great complement to the Ellis Marsalis facility in the 

Musicians Village, which currently offers a wide range of music and cultural immersion 

programs that are either free or very affordable. Fortunately, because of the deep-rooted role 

marching bands have historically played in the city, current trends suggest that though the 

number of schools has dramatically decreased, marching bands are never going to go away. This 

important incubator will hopefully continue churning out brass band musicians in the years to 

come.

 In discussing the perpetuation, or “circulatory system,” of the brass band tradition in New 

Orleans, Matt Sakakeeny (2011) suggests, “The brass band became integrated into the social 

lives of Black New Orleanians through the community-based traditions of the jazz funeral and 

the second-line parade.” Regarding the significance of the contemporary brass band scene, 

Sakakeeny has said, “The tradition that today’s musicians carry forward in their performances, 

recordings, and discussions resides within a circulatory system that is a selective accumulation of 

what came before.” Unfortunately, in the years since the storm, many of the enculturation 

processes have been disrupted and in some cases no longer exist.  

Conclusion

 I began this chapter with an overview of what I call the holy trinity of brass band cultural 

learning and enculturation processes. Using the work of Al Kennedy and the ethnography’s of 

the musicians, I explain how cultural learning has aided the perpetuation and continuity of the 

brass band tradition in New Orleans, along with describing the importance of marching band 

programs, community-based musician-mentorship, teacher-musician influence, and after-school 
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and weekend programs in maintaining the brass band tradition in its authentic state. In New 

Orleans, this authenticity is based on cultural performances rooted in the Black community, and 

cultural learning and cultural knowledge passed along by people who are intimately familiar with 

the tradition as performers, respected elder statesmen, or peers. 

 In the second section, I explore how the brass band enculturation holy trinity has been 

stymied since Hurricane Katrina. The random enforcement of city noise ordinances that have 

been on the books for years has caused a serious disruption in public performances. In the 

resulting negotiation, young brass bands such as TBC are no longer able to practice the ritualized 

tradition of learning through street performances. Similarly, gentrification in historically 

culturally rich neighborhoods such as Tremé has also hindered cultural learning, primarily 

because the cultural bearers who once populated the community are no longer able to afford to 

live there. In turn, the commonplace musician-mentorship that was an essential incubator before 

the storm no longer exists. However, school marching bands have played a critical role in 

introducing young people to the brass band idiom, and has been one of the most important 

cultural incubators for the brass band community. Although the number of school bands has 

decreased since the storm, the deep-rooted popularity and social necessity of school marching 

bands continue to provide a launching pad for potential brass band musicians. The marching 

band tradition is now being aided by nonprofit programs such as Class Got Brass, which offer 

financial incentives for kids to learn the traditions and for teachers to teach them.

 What we can discern from this information is that cultural learning plays an important 

role in enabling a historical tradition to continue. As we have seen in this chapter, brass band 

musicians not only learned from their teachers in classrooms, but navigated through a complex 
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system of interrelated informal and formal methods of cultural learning, intergenerational 

knowledge sharing, and enculturation. Although the enculturation processes have been stymied 

since the storm, and despite the prevalence of obstacles that might otherwise be interpreted as a 

threat to a system of teaching and learning, the tradition has adapted to these changes and young 

people continue to become involved. 

 Hence, though scholars have focused their lens toward influences such as West African 

pedagogy and the Africanized cultural memories of Congo Square, the practical cultural 

continuity of brass bands in New Orleans has been affected by music teachers, the informal 

community-based mentorship, and the multiple facets of school marching bands. Therefore, it is 

vital that we acknowledge that concerning the continuity of brass bands in New Orleans, cultural 

learning and the ritualized music cultural performances communicate a complex collection of 

educational processes associated with knowledge-sharing. Through intergenerational 

relationships, the brass band traditions serve as a rites of passage for younger musicians to enter 

the ranks of older musicians and become participants in a circulatory system of teaching, 

learning, and apprenticeship. This suggests that the public displays of cultural performance are a 

ritualized tradition of enculturation—much more than mere performances for the sake of 

entertainment. 
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Fig. 25: Brass band instruments resting atop the 
inlaid brick circle at Congo Square in Louis 

Armstrong Park. In New Orleans, these 
instruments are the tools for cultural learning. 

Photo by author.

Fig. 29: Pinstripe Brass Band performing in 
Young Men of Olympia annual second-line 

parade, 1992. Author’s father, Dwight Miller Sr., 
on saxophone, Tannon Williams, trumpet, and 

author on trumpet. Pinstripe Brass Band served 
as a premiere incubator for young brass band 
musicians with the author convincing the elder 

adults to welcome younger musicians. The 
author has introduced more young musicians to 

the brass band culture than any of his 
contemporaries. Photo by Ed Newman.

Fig. 28: A school brass band performing at 
Congo Square for the second annual New 

Orleans Jazz & Heritage Foundation Class Got 
Brass competition at Congo Square in Louis 

Armstrong Park. Photo by author. 

Fig. 26: Author son and daughter at home; Brice 
Jr., practicing his baritone and tuba. In New 
Orleans, these instruments are the tools for 

cultural learning. Photo by author.

Fig. 27: The Doreen Ketchens Jazz Band performs 
at Royal and Conti Streets, where they perform 

daily. The band features Doreen’s husband 
Lawrence on tuba and Keith “Wolf” Anderson on 
trombone. The couple’s eight-year-old daughter 

joins them on drums on weekends. 
Photo by author.



Fig. 30: Professional brass 
band musicians judge school 
bands during the 2013 New 
Orleans Jazz & Heritage 
Class Got Brass brass band 
competition in Louis 
Armstrong Park. Photo by 
author.

Fig. 31: Young brass band 
musicians perform in the 
middle of Decatur Street 
during the 2013 French 

Quarter Festival; a young 
man passes a box around to 
onlookers seeking donations 
(tips). Many of the musicians 

were the same students who 

Fig. 32 and Fig. 33: Young brass band musicians perform in the middle 
of Decatur Street during the 2013 French Quarter Festival. Many of the 
musicians were the same students who performed at the Class Got Brass 

program with their schools. 
Photo by author.
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Fig. 31: Young brass band musicians 
perform in the middle of Decatur Street 

during the 2013 French Quarter Festival, 
a young man passes a box around to 

onlookers seeking donations (tips). Many 
of the musicians were the same students 

who performed at the Class Got Brass 
program with their schools. 

Photo by author.



CHAPTER VI:

BRASS BANDS IN POST-KATRINA ARE NO ACCIDENT 

 The following remarks conclude my study. This dissertation has been primarily 

concerned with the ways by which Hurricane Katrina impacted the New Orleans brass band 

community and musicians personally. It also sought to better understand the cultural progression 

of the ritualized traditions, and cultural learning and performance in the years since the storm. To 

do this, I have focused my scholarly lens on the ways the storm affected the musicians in 

personal ways, the influence of place attachment and sense of place as a motivation for 

musicians to return to the city, and the role of formal and informal cultural learning before and 

after the storm.  

 Before beginning this research study, I clearly understood my own post-disaster story and 

the role brass band music and traditions played in my post-Katrina resiliency. However, my long-

term and intimate ethnographic study of brass band musicians in New Orleans, and my broader 

engagement with understanding the dichotomy between cultural preservation and cultural 

gentrification have revealed that brass band cultural performances generate an array of meanings 

beyond their performative-centric or entertainment-purposes, reflecting the deep-rooted ways 

people make sense of place and social construction through their practices. In this way, brass 

band music is an especially powerful cultural practice by which New Orleanians help create 

sense of place, place attachment, and post-disaster resiliency. 

296



 Although this research project was originally intended to discuss brass bands as collective 

entities and cultural performance organizations, what emerged was a discourse about musicians 

as individuals, how the tradition has remained the same while becoming something different, and 

how the city’s recovery and rebuilding efforts have impacted the practices, music, and 

enculturation processes. In doing so, this dissertation has presented different perspectives on how 

the cultural practices and cultural community of localized indigenous folk cultures that are 

deeply rooted and dependent on place are impacted by natural disaster and post-disaster 

revitalization.  

 Each ethnographic chapter provides an example of culturally invested people in New 

Orleans dependent on the vitality of brass bands and their vitality of public life and the social 

construction of everyday geographies and the critical importance for their cultural continuity. I 

also relate musicians reactions to, and ways they are affected by, natural disaster and post-

disaster recovery. I approach music-making, cultural performance, and the importance of cultural 

teaching and learning humanistically, seeking to discover the ways in which people experience 

space and attachment to place despite existing structures that may aim to constrict or otherwise 

stymie both the processes that provide occupation for the musicians and the continuation of an 

indigenous folk culture that has existed intact for more than two-hundred years.

 This approach was attractive to me for two reasons: first, as I have described throughout 

this study, I am no different from the musicians who populate this research project. I was a 

successful brass band musician before the storm, having learned the music and cultural traditions 

through the holy trinity of enculturation and cultural learning. I evacuated and suffered losses. I 

was furloughed from the New Orleans Public Schools and lost the job and career I had enjoyed 
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since age twenty-three. My father suffered a stroke in the years after the storm. My best friend, 

Damon “Monti” Wheeler, was one of the first Katrina-related casualties of the brass band 

community. And like these musicians, I have walked through the pain, depression, agony, defeat, 

and temptation to give up, but the syncopated beat and harmonious tones of the New Orleans 

brass band repeatedly provided a sense of encouragement and hope––resiliency. 

 Second, there have been a multitude of narratives, albeit with different vantage points, 

telling the story of Hurricane Katrina and New Orleans culture. This includes the volumes of 

scholarly journals with scripts that will one day be used to rewrite the history of New Orleans. 

However, those who have written the least and been allowed to share their narratives, unfiltered, 

has been the people who actually suffered through the accounts firsthand. Moreover, it has been 

these people—brass band musicians in the case of this study—who perpetuated the cultural 

traditions before the storm and became the saviors of the culture (and city) following the storm. 

While many scholars have framed their post-Katrina narratives by situating New Orleans as a 

city with “a very underdog mentality, with do-it-yourself values,” propagating the ideology of 

the phrase “The City that Care Forgot,” in which it is presumably intended to portray the city as a 

carefree haven from the complexities of modern-day life, this dissertation argues the city, as a 

geographic place, has tangibly done nothing to revitalize culture or demonstrate resilience 

(Raimondi 2012). However, the musicians are not only continuing the struggle to continue a 

ritualized cultural performance, but their stoic lives are far from carefree, and their “underdog 

mentality” is deeply rooted in centuries of racial and social inequalities. Brass band musicians in 

New Orleans, in other words, have acted as agents who have overcome circumstances and 

situations in their willingness to keep the beat of brass band on the streets of the city.
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 The people who share their narratives in this study share a commitment to their city and 

the culture and cultural performance that marks New Orleans as a place that embodies music-

making and geographies of everyday life in ways that go beyond the touristic caricatures people 

outside the culture have constructed. With this thesis, I sought a way to see the brass band 

musicians as they see themselves, to expose their personal and musical worlds through a 

humanistic lens, to explore how the storm has impacted this indigenous tradition, and to explain 

the vitality of the brass band community as well as the musicians willingness to maintain a 

tradition as a direct response to the conditions and circumstances they faced during and after 

Hurricane Katrina.

 This study is not about spectatorship or fandom. It is about understanding the nature of 

the musicians existence in all their pain, glory, and hardship, and studying people’s relations to 

culture, music, place, heritage, and history to better our understanding of culturally invested 

people perpetuating the mechanisms that are critical for the cultural continuity of brass bands in 

New Orleans. By positioning the musicians and members of the community as the cultural and 

social experts of their own lives and cultural practices, I sought a way to listen to their stories to 

better understand the topics discussed. This has allowed the voice of the people to prevail as the 

relevant understanding in the here and now, giving newfound insight into cultural understanding 

and historiography. In addition, as Connie Atkinson realized in her 1997 manuscript 

Musicmaking in New Orleans: A Reappraisal, “Drawing from the community itself eliminates 

the constant tendency towards a Eurocentric mode of inquiry prevalent in most treatments of the 

city” (226). Following that notion, this thesis avoided the scholarly normativity to ground 

narratives regarding New Orleans culture holistically as a ethnic-based phenomenon.
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 Unlike prevalent treatments of brass bands and jazz music, the concerns of this study was 

not about a specific ethnic-based phenomenon. The themes explored in this thesis were drawn 

from the words of the New Orleans brass band musicians interviewed for this study and the 

various observations that took place. This study is not about Black brass bands or White brass 

bands or Jewish brass bands. The research is about brass bands in post-Katrina New Orleans. As 

showcased throughout earlier chapters, the musicians who comprise the New Orleans brass band 

community represent a wide spectrum of ethnicities, age, background, and professionalism. 

 My avoidance to pounce ethnicity was in no way an attempt to sidestep its relevance. For 

instance, whilst critical race theory questions the very foundations of the liberal order, including 

equality theory, legal reasoning, Enlightenment rationalism, neutral principles of constitutional 

law and ideas to understand issues of school discipline and hierarchy, tracking, controversies 

over curriculum and history, a critical analysis of ethnicity and racism would have only served as 

an injustice for this study. Admittedly, although racism is engrained in the fabric and system of 

the American society and institutional racism has played a pervasive role in the story of 

Hurricane Katrina, the narratives introduced in earlier chapters, as mentioned before, contribute 

to the centrality of the experiences of New Orleans brass band musicians and members of the 

community, not only people of color.

 Therefore, while I acknowledged brass band music is a Black American aesthetic, and as 

such is a Black American Music art form that reflects the complex, troubled history and everyday 

experiences of being Black in America, using a theoretical perspective such as critical race 

theory would have completely detoured the direction this study was approached. In doing so, the 

richness and newfound insight this study offers would have been lost in the mucky mess of racial 
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and ethnic dialogue. Considering this, avoiding an emphasis on ethnic based approaches 

permitted me to develop a collection of intimate ethnographic case studies that illustrated a 

holistic and ethnically diverse community of cultural agents who are resilient in every aspect of 

their lives. The beauty of that community is their ethnic (and generational) diversity, and the 

conduit of their resilience is the raucous syncopation of the brass band groove.

Empirical Findings

 In this section, I will highlight the main empirical findings of this study. The discussions 

in this section will provide a synthesis of the arguments presented in this dissertation to show 

how these converge to provide an unprecedented look into the history, culture and people that 

make up contemporary brass band music in post-Katrina New Orleans. However, before I 

articulate the overarching findings of this dissertation project, I will briefly summarize my 

findings by chapter to indicate their contributions and how they permit me to develop reflections 

and explain my assertions that not only does music ultimately connects people and places, but 

the story of brass bands in post-Katrina New Orleans is continually unfolding and represents a 

multitude of conversations about pressing social, political, cultural, racial, education, urban 

planning, post-disaster resiliency and economic issues. 

 One of the principal contributions of this dissertation project is it holistically engages the 

brass band community from an emic, or insider perspective. In doing so, I was able to produce a 

more sophisticated understanding of how the musicians themselves think, and how they perceive 

and categorize the world, their rules for behavior, what has meaning for them, and how they 

imagine and explain things. As an ethnographer conducting an ethnographic study on brass 

bands, who is also a member of the New Orleans brass band community, my insider viewpoint 
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and knowledge offered a description of behavior and meaningfulness (consciously or 

unconsciously) of customs, beliefs, and personal experiences that can only be best described by a 

“native of the culture” (Ager and Loughry 2004). 

 According to Thomas Schwandt (2000), “The emic perspective utilizes the insider's 

perception of the reality” and is intended “To grasp the subjectivist consciousness or intent of the 

actor from the inside." Not only did I suffer the devastation and exile caused by Katrina just as 

the musicians who populate this study, these musicians were also my peers, my teachers, my 

students, my band members, my neighbors, my family and members of the most meaningful 

community I have ever been a member of. Therefore, my intimacy concerning the topics 

explored in this study comes from a viewpoint within the culture, and as someone who 

understands the history, folklore, and cultural practices that are limited to those within the culture 

and rarely understood by outsiders.

 Because I lived afar for several years after Katrina, I suggest my researcher positionality 

has benefitted from an etic, or outsider vantage of watching the post-Katrina recovery and 

rebuilding unfold in ways that members of the brass band community who were in the city might 

have been too involved in what they were doing to interpret evenhandedly. I call this 

phenomenon the fishbowl syndrome: in the similar manner as a fish in a fishbowl, inside the 

bowl all appears well and perfect, but once the fish experiences his conditions from above, it 

realizes everything is not as wonderful as things appeared from within. As such, the etic 

perspective looks to the outside observer, descriptions of the culture-sharing group, the analysis 

of the culture-sharing group by themes or perspectives, and interpretation of the culture-sharing 

group for meanings of social interaction and generalizations about research participant social 
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reality (Schwandt and Thomas 2000; Denzin and Lincoln 2000, 189-213). Hence, though I 

traveled to the city frequently to perform, observing the recovery process over the last several 

years from my home in Tuscaloosa, Alabama, allowed me to see things much differently.

 Bridging the intersection between insider and outsider viewpoints brought about fresh 

understanding and insight to the study of New Orleans brass bands that few previous scholars 

have been able to achieve. In order to achieve such a goal, I was both "an actor and a subject 

whose learned definitions can be themselves to be analyzed" (Stake 1974, xxi). As I proceeded 

with this study, I realized that combining these two approaches offered a richer view of the 

cultural and social system I was seeking to better understand––brass bands in post-Katrina New 

Orleans. I was often reminded of my unique positionality when discussing topics such as politics, 

education, cultural learning or the rebuilding of the city with the musicians. In the midst of 

discussions, the musicians would often say, “I never thought about it like that,” or “I never saw it 

like that, but now that you mention it . . .” Our divergent perceptions of the same phenomenon 

created amazing spaces for sharing and learning. For example, when discussing gentrification 

and the charter school movement, the musicians had never considered the larger encompasses 

issues regarding these topics. 

 In addition to bridging insider and outsider viewpoints, as a interdisciplinary study, this 

research project also drew out the conceptual and methodological overlap in research on the 

nature of post-disaster recovery, resiliency, public health, urban studies, education, and social 

science institutions and processes that shape urban areas. Moreover, in introducing a humanistic 

approach to conceptualizing and documenting how disaster affects cultural performers, and how 

post-disaster recovery impacts indigenous cultures that are rooted in place, but not included 
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within the overarching rebuilding plans, this dissertation not only has insight to bear on the fields 

of cultural geography, urban spaces, anthropology, ethnomusicology, history, American Studies, 

performance studies, and cultural preservation, but also the fields of urban studies, urban 

planning, folklore, material cultural studies, education, and community/cultural engagement. As 

an interdisciplinary study, this dissertation amalgamated the breadth of the humanities, allowing 

me considerable flexibility to analyze and engage with the interrelationships between 

interpersonal, spatial, political, and economic, health aspects of the city, culture, and 

communities in post-Katrina New Orleans.

 Although this dissertation did not begin to focus on the performative aspects of brass 

bands until Chapter Four, that strategy aided me in the overall intention and benefit of framing 

the impact of the storm on the musicians using the humanistic approach. I decided that my 

contribution to this field of study would be to focus my scholarly lens on the people who make 

the music rather than the music that these people make as New Orleans musicians. In doing so, 

this dissertation has examined aspects of the intersection of brass band culture and post-disaster 

recovery and presented understandings that previous studies have not. Therefore, this study is 

about more than music, but situating cultural performers using a humanistic perspective.

 In the introductory chapter (Chapter One), I situate this research in its practical, 

theoretical, and methodological contexts, provide a brief literature review, and historical 

contextualization of brass bands and sociocultural factors in post-Katrina New Orleans. I related 

how and why I was initially attracted to studying brass bands in post-Katrina New Orleans––

after some persuasive suggestions by my dissertation committee members. I was drawn by the 

fact that brass bands are the quintessential representation of both Black American culture and the 
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face of the city’s post-disaster recovery. In essence, I was fascinated that the brass bands credited 

with rebuilding the cultural vitality of New Orleans were, paradoxically, hindered by city 

ordinances limiting their performances in public spaces and by gentrification limiting access to 

the very Black neighborhoods where the music has been nurtured and generationally transmitted 

since the mid-1800s. 

 Methodologically, as an interdisciplinary ethnographic phenomenological study utilizing 

a humanistic approach, my research refines the methodological and empirical approaches in the 

engagements of social and urban studies, humanities, cultural studies, and ethnomusicology. 

Generally speaking, contemporary studies examining cultural performances and heritage related 

to brass bands in post-Katrina New Orleans have been conceptually sophisticated, but lacking the 

empirical depth to truly bring about the wealth of unknowingness that exists (Crouch 2003; 

Thrift 2009). Again, this is the benefit of my insider positionality. Recent scholars (Burns 2006; 

Kennedy 2002; Sakakeeny 2013; Regis 2009; Breunlin and Regis 2006) have pushed to 

empirically ground their studies of brass bands and brass band musicians, and their writings have 

offered a refreshing insight regarding what are typically insular folk cultures, but my dissertation 

went further to engage with the musicians, their narratives, and their conditions. I argue the 

greatest weakness of these studies––those that have focused holistically on brass bands––is that 

from my impression, they were narratives rooted in fandom. 

 In Chapter Two, I established the practical context necessary to understand how 

Hurricane Katrina impacted the brass band musicians and the brass band community in an 

humanistic way. I focused my scholarly lens on how the musicians have had to deal with their 

own post-disaster recovery and how the road to recovery has been perpetually intersected with 
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personal situations, circumstances, and tragedies. My intention was to highlight how Katrina 

affected them not only as musicians, but as real people. To do this, I explored their personal 

narratives in a humanistic perspective that examined their loss, hardship, and resilience. In doing 

so, I analyzed how the musicians coped with their personal situations, simultaneously preserving 

an informal sociocultural institution, and personally struggling to survive and put their lives back 

together. I developed an intimate way to relate to the musicians individual circumstances, and 

ways they were affected by the storm using humanistic geography. 

 The main objective of humanistic geography is to examine human beings in all their 

complexity (Cloke, Philo and Sadler 1991). As chapters two and three describe, the musicians in 

this study were faced with a wide range of personal, social, financial, family, health, and 

employment complexities. Utilizing the humanistic approach, combined with my own participant 

perspectives, allowed me to understand their world (personal, cultural, social) by analyzing how 

the storm affected their behavior, feelings, and ideas in regard to New Orleans as a place, and 

how this humanist inquiry intersecting with their music-making and ideas regarding cultural 

change formed the fundamental “data” guiding this study (Tuan 1976). Some of these musicians 

faced health problems, coming face-to-face with death, and others found themselves starting life 

over from the bottom rung. Yet, they all have maintained their allegiance to keeping the New 

Orleans brass band beat on the street.

 Chapter Three continued my exploration of the lived-experiences of brass band musicians 

using the humanistic framework I used in Chapter Two as a context to explore other ways 

Hurricane Katrina affected them in personal ways. To do this, I shifted the focus of my lens 

toward topics such as losing jobs and professional careers and the implications of post-disaster 

306



recovery. I also explored how dealing with the aftermath of Katrina affected the musicians 

health, and possibly precipitated the post-disaster deaths of several musicians. Additionally, I 

described how for some brass band musicians, Hurricane Katrina served as an opportunity to 

find personal redemption, discovering the power of personal resilience and using that resiliency 

to overcome their dependency on illegal drugs while others fell deeper into the unrelenting hold 

of addiction. For both the musicians interviewed and myself, chapters two and three were very 

personal and expatiated. Combined, these chapters expose an aspect of the plethora of personal 

realities that have rarely (if ever) been discussed regarding brass band musicians in their post-

Katrina context and realties.

 Living in an environment such as post-Katrina New Orleans (or any post-disaster 

environment for that matter), is remarkably stressful (Quarantelli 2008). Those with the fewest 

resources, such as brass band musicians, are the most exposed (Hobfoll 1989), and suffer the 

lowest outcomes of disaster recovery across measures of social, economic, physical health, and 

mental health healing (de Jong 2002). These stresses compound to deplete the psychological, 

material, and social resources available to everyone affected in the path of a disaster (Jenkins, 

Laska and Williamson 2007; Hobfoll 1989; Ursano, Fullerton and Terhakopian 2008).While 

negative mental health outcomes are common following traumatic events, if symptoms are 

persistent and are not acted upon with therapeutic intervention, the lasting public health 

ramifications for individuals and communities may prove insurmountable. The effects of stress 

and losses associated with surviving an event like Hurricane Katrina become compounded and 

multi-layered situations and circumstances creating situations and anxieties of continual loss and 

hopelessness. 
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 The focus of Chapter Four was on music, space, and place attachment. Through the 

examination of place attachment, sense of place, and the role of music in place identity in post-

Katrina New Orleans after the musicians suffered communal disruption and post-disaster 

dislocation, this chapter shifts our focus from personal experiences to musical and cultural 

performance. By focusing on the musicians explanations of how the authentic sociocultural 

function of brass bands cannot be replicated in other cities, this chapter provided better 

understanding of how sense of place plays a central role in their decision to return to New 

Orleans. I illustrated that as a cultural performance situated within public spaces and places in 

New Orleans, brass bands represent geographies of everyday life that individuals form emotional 

attachments to, and make sense of place and form place attachment through cultural 

performances. Exploring these topics offered a deeper understanding of why the second-line 

parade and brass band traditions in New Orleans are so important for the vitality of public life 

and how brass band musicians reify place through cultural performance and musical practices.  

In my exploration of the musicians emotional and cultural attachment to place, this chapter helps 

us better understand why, for New Orleans brass band musicians, there is no place like 

home. 

 In Chapter Five, I focused on the processes of cultural learning, the ways by which 

musical knowledge has been ritually passed along, and the ways the enculturation processes were 

changed following the storm. Through an analysis of cultural incubators such as formal and 

informal processes and practices, community-based cultural mentors, and the very important role 

of performing in public spaces and being involved in school marching bands, I offered valuable 

insight regarding the enculturation that has been acknowledged as influential in the perpetuation 
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of brass bands. Specifically, I explored what I consider to be the holy trinity of brass band 

cultural learning and enculturation processes for New Orleans brass bands: school marching 

bands, performing on the streets and public spaces, and community-based musician-mentorship. 

Because of the complex intersection of the city's social, educational, cultural and historical 

ecologies, in addition to the relative distrust the brass band community has concerning sharing 

cultural knowledge with outsiders, topics discussed in this chapter have rarely been discussed by 

scholars. My emic  knowledge allowed me to navigate and untangle the complexities of the 

ethnically entrenched community-based practices of brass bands with a level of understanding 

that very few researchers have been able to achieve. 

 Nevertheless, the overarching findings in Chapter Five make clear that the holy trinity of 

cultural learning and enculturation has changed in the years since the storm. Pre-Katrina cultural 

learning predominantly took place in the Black neighborhoods such as Tremé by musician-

mentors, through performances in public spaces in tourist-rich places such as the French Quarter, 

and through a plethora of teacher-musician contacts such as marching bands and school-based 

music programs. In addition, there have been significant repercussions from the displacement of 

the Black middle class resulting from the furloughing of more than seven-thousand New Orleans 

public school employees, many of whom have chosen not to return to the city. Those teachers 

were not given due process, and many teachers had the right to be rehired as jobs opened up in 

the first years after the storm, Louisiana’s Fourth Circuit Court said in a unanimous opinion on 

January 16, 2014. As journalist Danielle Dreilinger pointed out in a recent The Times-Picayune 

article:

Beyond the individual employees who were put out, the mass layoff has been a lingering 
source of pain for those who say school system jobs were an important component in 
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maintaining the city's Black middle class. New Orleans' teaching force has changed 
noticeably since then. More young, White teachers have come from outside through 
groups such as Teach for America. And charter school operators often offer private 
retirement plans instead of the state pension fund, which can discourage veteran teachers 
who have years invested in the state plan.

The massive layoffs had a ripple effect that severally impacted the cultural learning and 

enculturation processes for brass bands. For instance, as discussed in Chapter Three, musician-

teachers lost their retirements, the financial cushion that participation in the DROP program was 

supposed to provide them, and of course employment. Once the schools began reopening, the 

previously employed teachers were not given priority consideration for employment in the same 

or comparable position. Instead, the state department of education advertised for teaching and 

administrative positions nationally, and contracted with Teach for America to hire inexperienced 

college graduates who not only did not have teacher certification, but were also unfamiliar with 

the sociocultural geographies of the city—an important and vital tool for any successful teacher 

teaching in a place entrenched in cultural rituals and activities that are not commonplace 

elsewhere. These educational newcomers, the majority of whom were young, White, and 

inexperienced, not only took over classroom teaching duties, but many of them also joined the 

ranks of programs specifically intended to teach music and cultural practices.

 In the years since the storm, cultural learning in public spaces has been disrupted by 

ordinances enacted by city leaders, and the school-based mentorship programs went away with 

the state takeover of the New Orleans public school system. Multiple nonprofit programs have 

been created in recent years with the intention of “filling in the gap” to provide cultural learning 

that the schools no longer provide. The one cultural incubator that has remained steadfast, though 

at a reduced scale, are the school-based marching bands. As discussed, marching bands have 
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been one of the most important cultural incubators for brass bands over the past several decades. 

Fortunately, the marching band tradition—like the brass band tradition—is so deeply rooted in 

the everyday geographies of the sociocultural lives of people in New Orleans that their relevancy 

offers hope that they will be around for generations to come! 

 Lastly, in this final chapter of my dissertation, I offer some unifying concepts and 

theoretical implications to contribute with respect to the research questions and how my findings 

could influence further understanding and/or application knowledge in regard to brass bands in 

post-Katrina New Orleans and similar topics discussed in this dissertation. In the next section I 

consider a selection of themes that embody various ways brass bands in this contentious post-

disaster, still-recovering urban environment were used and/or valued by the musicians as part of 

their life, community, and cultural recovery. Although the common thread in all my case studies 

is resiliency (personal, cultural, material, social, and enculturation), collectively, the themes 

throughout this dissertation are intended to put forward important ways in which brass bands, as 

an informal cultural performance institution, both culturally and socially engender the vitality of 

public life and community, including geographies of everyday life in the present day, as well as 

offering scholars and researchers ideas for exploring new and refreshing ways to engage and 

better understand indigenous folk cultural practices and the people who maintain the integrity of 

such cultural practices. 

Conclusions

 This study documented the ways in which the brass band musicians in New Orleans, both 

as individuals and as a collective community, have been impacted by Hurricane Katrina, and how 

the storm and post-disaster redevelopment of the city has affected their music-making, cultural 
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performance, cultural learning, and the cultural continuity of this unique ritualized tradition. The 

exceptional circumstances in New Orleans following Hurricane Katrina brought explicitly to 

light the wide range of life-changing events, circumstances, and situations brass band musicians 

have faced personally and communally, all while struggling to rebuild their own lives while 

simultaneously trying to make a living and uphold the music-making and cultural rituals of brass 

bands. Thus, this study asked: How has Hurricane Katrina affected brass band musicians as 

individuals and communally, and in what ways has the post-storm recovery impacted brass bands 

cultural processes?

 Many of the personal and communal experiences the musicians faced and the social, 

economic, and racial frictions they were forced to endure in the years since the storm have been 

either overlooked or purposely ignored by previous scholars. There was no evidence of data that 

examined the multitude of social and cultural interrelationships impacting the musicians personal 

lives or their communal cultural practices. For instance, although gentrification has been a hot-

button topic in the city, no research has examined the intersection of its impact on the 

community-based practices of brass bands. 

 However, the fact that musicians have been forced to move from the neighborhoods 

where they lived prior to the storm, even in instances where those communities were not flooded, 

was evidence that regardless of the intent of urban planners and city leaders, gentrification has 

indeed impacted the brass band community in a multitude of ways. The most evident of these 

communities is Treme. Although Treme is the birthplace of jazz, the first Black suburb in 

America, and once was a culturally-rich community where brass bands paraded for any occasion 

and families passed the tradition down for generations. Today the neighborhood is predominantly 
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White, with less than five brass band musicians living there. Many of the storied jazz parlors and 

clubs converted into expensive homes or gourmet coffee shops. 

 Whilst much has changed in the city in the years since the storm, the study participants 

spoke with pride about the rich history and culture New Orleans brass bands represent, and how 

they have inspired national and international musicians. However, at the moment, while the New 

Orleans brass band community has grown exponentially, it is also as fractured as it has ever been 

in recent memory. According to the study participants and cultural observers, the divisions seem 

to be along racial lines, native musicians versus outsider and newcomer musicians, younger 

versus older, and musicians who perform working professional engagements versus musicians 

who hustle gigs and lower competitive wages by fiscally undercutting professional musician 

rates. Even for the musicians of my generation, who easily represent the greatest brass band 

renaissance since the 1970s, I have observed a cliquish stance that didn't exist before the storm. 

As discussed, one reason might be the totality of the disruption of communities, neighborhoods, 

families, and friendships the evacuation caused. 

 For example, in the eighteen months I have been back home full time, I myself feel like a 

foreigner within the brass band community. Andrew Baham suggested one reason is that the 

young musicians who populate bands such as To Be Continued, 21st-Century, Young Fellaz, and 

Young Pinstripe were all in elementary school at the time of Katrina. Therefore, “We have 

literally watched the babies become young men.” He added, “However, what was missing from 

their transition, in regard to the brass band culture, was human interaction, mentorship, and 

motivation from real (eating, breathing, sleeping) musicians.” Considering this, much of their 

cultural learning has come from hours of studying CDs and YouTube clips of bands such as 
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Rebirth and Soul Rebels, bands they consider old, hip, and the epitome of brass band music. 

Indeed, this was one of the key topics discussed regarding cultural learning and the ways in 

which cultural learning has been stymied in the years since the storm. Unfortunately, the cultural 

learning opportunities that do exist are promoting emulation rather than rudimentary learning and 

cultural respect and appreciation. 

 Roger Lewis, saxophonist and founding member of the Dirty Dozen Brass Band, 

discussed this topic with me during an impromptu conversation while we listened to a group of 

young guys performing on the corner of Chartres and Frenchmen streets one Wednesday night 

(February 5, 2014) around 8 p.m. Lewis told me he comes out to listen to the young men perform 

whenever his busy schedule permits. “Man, they’re doing the same thing I was doing in the 

French Quarter back in the 1970s. This is the space and the place for learning how to play and 

interact with this music—on the streets,” he told me. He continued, saying:

I have really listened to how these lil guys have improved. Listen how they are playing 
much more in-tune and tighter as a unit (he motions his hand toward his ear). Although 
they are out here on their own, I can tell they are searching for a particular sound, 
something or someone they are attempting to emulate. But that’s a good thing. You know, 
every generation has added their little flavor to the music, and that’s what keeps it going 
and keeps it interesting. Its just that now, they don’t have anyone to show them any 
direction, and most of them are too arrogant to let you or I come teach them, let alone tell 
them something. So with that, in so many ways they are actually hindering themselves 
because they don’t want, and don’t have, the mentorship that can really help them get to 
the next level. See like you had your dad, Pinstripe, the guys in Treme, Tuba (Tuba Fats), 
and all of us and that helped you develop not only as a good musician, but also as a good 
businessman and role model. These lil fellas won’t have that, not because it’s not here, 
but because they don’t want it and feel as though they don’t need it. But whether we like 
it or not, these guys are the future.” (personal interview, February 5, 2014)

Lewis’ perspective speaks directly to one of the major conundrums facing brass bands in New 

Orleans. With the lack of educational processes and outlets, young musicians are less aware of 

how much they have to learn, and conclude that they know it all. Many older musicians actually 
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fear these young people, not as musicians but as the same Black urban element plaguing the city 

with crime and violence. Unfortunately the disconnect between this generation and older 

generations is becoming evident in the ways the music and brass band tradition has changed 

since August 2005. 

 One distinct difference evident in the way brass bands have changed in the years since the 

storm is the repertoire and the way the bands sound. All of the participants in this study agreed 

that the newer Black brass bands all sound like miniature marching bands—musically and 

harmonically. While bands such as Olympia, Pinstripe, Rebirth, and Soul Rebels have always 

musically displayed the diversity of brass bands by incorporating popular tunes into the standard 

song catalog, the younger bands seem to be doing so out of necessity, as a result of a lack of 

musicianship and familiarity with the overall jazz language. Another influence on what the 

younger bands play and how they play it also seems to be the number of non-New Orleans brass 

bands that have sprouted in the years since 2005. Because of this, some study participants 

suggest the younger New Orleans bands are trying to compete with outside forces who are 

actually trying to do what New Orleans bands do so well. Regardless, all the participants agreed 

that cultural learning and enculturation processes are the primary culprits. 

 However, one can also make assumptions regarding the focus of bands seeking to 

impress the tourist market. Clubs such as Donna’s Bar  Grill, The Funky Butt, Little People’s 

Place, or Joe’s Cozy Corner were once venues for brass bands to perform and craft a sense of 

showmanship. Currently, there are no music clubs dedicated to exclusively featuring brass band 

music, and only a handful that hire brass bands. Those that do hire brass bands essentially rotate 

the same bands. Therefore, the younger, less established bands have little choice except to 
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perform on the street and cater to the tourists. Another notable change is the disconnect between 

White brass bands and Black brass bands. For instance, there has been a vast growth in the 

number of White brass bands actively performing in the years since the storm. This is indeed a 

new phenomenon. 

 Prior to Katrina, Storyville Stompers and Nightcrawlers were the two primary Caucasian 

bands actively performing, whereas now there are easily more than a dozen. The primary 

difference between the Black bands and White bands is that the White bands perform almost 

exclusively for the tourist trade and an array of formal and informal Carnival and social 

associations. Musically, the primary difference is the White bands perform what has come to be 

known as the standardized traditional canon, which includes songs such as “Bourbon Street 

Parade,” “When the Saints Go Marching In,” “Down By the Riverside,” and “Mardi Gras in New 

Orleans.” Because these bands don’t play the traditional second-line street parades, there is little 

need for them to innovate; rather, they perform what tourists expect to see and hear when they 

come to the city.

 Regarding the musicians individual lived-experiences, the study confirmed that the post-

Katrina social climate has had a severe impact on brass band musicians. As a result of this 

development, chapters two and three are devoted to providing an unprecedented look into how 

these musicians have been affected, in ways far beyond the scope of music. Without a doubt, the 

events, circumstances, situations, and the trials and tribulations they have endured have had a 

direct impact on their emotional, spiritual, and mental health. For instance, just recently I 

received a late-night text from a brass band musician that created a great sense of alarm. After 

informing me he would not be performing at a particular event, he sent me a follow-up text 
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telling me, “Well the honest truth is I used to love performing but within the last month or so I 

have been almost clinically depressed, or something that I cannot understand . . . I wish it was 

not this way and sincerely apologize.”

 As musicians in this study have confided, this particular musician is not alone in his 

current depressive state. Upon seeing the devastation caused by the storm, and recognizing the 

challenges ahead, some musicians gave up any hope of recovery. One such musician was 

Damion “Monti” Wheeler. Many who were close to him speculate that in the months following 

the storm, Wheeler gave up his will to live, stopped taking his diabetic medications, and suffered 

while allowing his body to slowly shut down. As Herbert McCarver said, “Monti was dealing 

with a lot of personal issues and health issues before the storm. He was already depressed, and 

once that storm took away in glimpse of hope, I don’t think he felt he had much more to live 

for.” The personal pain that Monti kept to himself, buried deep inside, is what encouraged me to 

approach this research study in the manner that I did. However, he was not the only brass band 

musician dealing with struggles of post-Katrina life and battle of hope versus the urge to give up 

on life.

 As I was completing the final edits on this project, I received a call from a fellow brass 

band musician informing me that snare drummer and leader of the BoneTone Brass Band, Louis 

“Bicycle Louie” Ledderman, had taken his life by way of suicide. He died on Thursday, age 61, 

August 14, 2014 at his home. He and I had discussed his depression several months earlier when 

he sent me a late night text message saying he no longer wanted to perform. As I have illustrated 

throughout this thesis, the ongoing human suffering from Hurricane Katrina has been immense. 

Less than two weeks after Ledderman’s death, saxophonist Tim Green, who performed regularly 
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with the Royal Player’s Brass Band was found dead in his Bywater home on Thursday, August 

28, 2014 by a friend who went to check on him. Green and I had become good friends (we both 

shared an appreciation for anituque automobiles and avant garde jazz) while working together in 

the Royal Player’s Brass Band at Harrah’s Casino before Katrina. He had dealt with various 

health issues in recent years, including clinical depression. He and I too had discussed his 

situation several months prior at the Blue Nile music club. As we are clearly able to recognize, 

the story of brass bands in post-Katrina New Orleans is an ongoing narrative. 

	
 Hence, it is more important to understand these musicians lived-experiences than to 

develop another replicative study celebrating the music the musicians make and perform without 

acknowledging the individuals who are the performers, in a humanistic way. It is also important 

to note that this study was presented from the perspective of those musicians were active New 

Orleans-based musicians before and after the storm. The brass band musicians discussed in this 

study represent only a fraction of the musicians actively performing in New Orleans, just as brass 

band represents a singular genre. However, anecdotal evidence suggests that other local cultural 

performers and cultural communities might have experiences that are very similar to those of the 

brass band community.

Implications

 My findings from the analysis respond to the study’s research questions and help to 

achieve its goals by demonstrating how Hurricane Katrina affected brass band musicians both as 

individuals and collectively as a cultural community. By providing a better understanding of the 

ways the post-storm recovery of the city has impacted brass bands cultural processes, and by 

illuminating the ways in which brass bands, as an informal cultural institution, use, experience, 

and depend on the vitality of public life, the social construction of public space, and New 
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Orleans as place as mechanisms that are critical for their cultural continuity. The study of brass 

bands in their post-Katrina context may yield some implications for scholars, educational policy-

makers, urban planners and developers, post-disaster specialists, and city leaders in New Orleans 

and elsewhere. 

 The findings in this study also demonstrate that as scholars, it is essential and vitally 

important that we always remember that although musicians entertain, we must not ignore them 

humanistically. Behind the smiles, solos, dancing, jumping, and jiving; behind the entertainment 

facades exist fathers, brothers, uncles, cousins, and individuals who feel pain, suffer, strive to 

survive another day, are late paying bills, and are possibly caught in the mist of circumstances 

and situations beyond their control. For instance, although it has been eight years since Hurricane 

Katrina made landfall, as the participants in this study have described, many of the repercussions 

of the storm are still a part of their everyday existences and realities in 2014. Hence, this study 

could prove useful for those scholars, writers, community and cultural advocates, and researchers 

who either work with cultural performers or develop scholarship aimed to bring about awareness 

reflective of the ways in which natural (and unnatural) disasters impact musicians as individuals 

and communally. 

 It is for these reasons the musical practices of New Orleans brass bands offer a lens for 

studying cultural performance as process, especially for a an expressive form that is reflexive 

and reflective, offering a practical and compelling illustration of the role of culture and social 

rebuilding and recovery following a natural disaster. Additionally, this study could provide a 

foundation not only for developing an understanding of the literature relating to New Orleans’ 

post-disaster lived-experiences, but also for extending current knowledge for the 
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interdisciplinary applications to understand a range of issues pertaining to cities, culture, and 

communities and the role of localized cultural traditions and social phenomena in other cities. 

 In this way, this study offers a refreshing way to examine resilience and the ways in 

which  individuals, communities, institutions, businesses and systems within a city survive, 

adapt, and grow no matter what kinds of chronic stresses and disasters they experience.

Considering this, the New Orleans brass band musicians in this study exemplify how resilience 

enables people to bounce back stronger after tough times, and live better in good times when 

there exist an intrinsic relationship between people, culture, and place. Hence, no matter what the 

city’s conditions, localized cultural traditions inform resilient systems that community members 

share and demonstrate certain core characteristics.

 Finally, the purpose of this dissertation was not to bastardize New Orleans nor illuminate 

the many problems still facing the city and its cultural communities, but to examine the lived-

experiences of city’s brass band musicians in a real-world, honest, and non-romanticized way. In 

doing so, the aim was that told their narratives truthfully, realistically, and exposed their plights 

and continually struggles in a manner that humanized them rather than caricaturing them. 

 Considering this, research on how the arts impact communities is presently a growing 

field with a wide range of research approaches. Although a variety of research interest and 

methodologies in this field exist, there are avenues that this literature has not yet explored. As the 

study participants stated, they are human too, and they desired to enhance the ways in which 

cultural, educational, and community institutions engage with them beyond the scope of being 

seen as merely stoic musicians. The data in the study explores that gap and could potentially 

integrate localized cultural policy-making recommendations that will support local and regional 
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planners, inter-government, universities, and community-arts institutions in cultural ecology 

infrastructure that will support cultural heritage. 

Recommendations for Further Study

 Additional research is needed on brass bands and musicians in their post-Katrina context 

not covered in this study. Because there are still many narratives of musicians lived-experiences 

reflecting the untold perspectives and still much to be discovered about cultural histories of post-

Katrina New Orleans. For instance, it would be interesting to get the perspectives of the newer 

generation of brass band musicians. It would also be of great interest to interview some of the 

newer White brass bands to understand their perspectives and stance regarding their positionality  

in such a rich Black culture. Each musician and brass band is a small part of the larger story of 

New Orleans following the worst natural disaster in contemporary American history. There are 

so many more brass band musicians, each with experiences and perspectives that can aid in the 

development of even richer narratives to complement the data derived in this study. 

 For example, in addition to the themes covered in the earlier chapters, considering the 

Pinettes Brass Band being the only female brass band in the city, future studies are needed to 

document topics such as the role of feminism and gender politics within the brass band 

community. While this study did not specifically focus on gender, I now realize the void existing 

regarding such scholarship. After completing the analysis of the ethnography’s in this study a 

question that stood out was: Where are the voices of the female performers? Admittedly, there 

were no themes here which pointed specifically towards feminism or gender issues. However, 

having a more complete understanding of women and how ideas about gender affected their lives 

as brass band performers, not to separate women out from history, but to find them, and then to 
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expand the boundaries to include new, more complete ways, of understanding their role in the 

post-Katrina New Orleans brass band community.

 Just as Sherrie Tucker’s (2004) study of women in New Orleans jazz, A Feminist 

Perspective on New Orleans Jazzwomen, contracted by the National Park Service, completed 

between 2001 and 2004 used a feminist perspective to increase knowledge of women and gender 

in New Orleans jazz history, roughly between 1880 and 1980, with an emphasis on the earlier 

years, in-depth research conducted on contemporary female brass bands would be a much needed 

scholarly contribution. Discussing the role of women’s contributions to jazz, Tucker says:

Women did contribute to New Orleans jazz, in many and significant ways. They played 
bawdy piano in the famous red-light district of Storyville. They were instrumentalists, 
vocalists, dancers and bandleaders. Female piano players dominated the instrument at the 
very moment it joined the jazz ensemble. And female blues singers influenced the sound 
and phrasing of New Orleans’ trumpet players. [Women] have often been miscast as 
precursors to jazz rather than essential participants in the birth of the music. While it’s 
true that blues preceded jazz as an American musical idiom, many women blues singers 
performed with jazz bands and appeared on early jazz recordings well beyond the passing 
of that torch.

 

 Discussing this consideration with Matt Sakakeeny, he agreed, saying, “I don’t think the 

Pinette’s have received any serious scholarship consideration because they have never truly been 

taken seriously by the greater brass band or music community as skilled musicians.” Many brass 

band whom I have discussed this topic with agree with Sakakeeny’s sentiments. Throughout their 

existence, for members of the greater music community, the Pinette’s have been considered more 

of a novelty act rather than seen as serious musicians. Based on my observation, it has not been 

until recently, in the years following Hurricane Katrina, that they have been successfully able to 

recruit musicians with improvisational skill-sets. More recently, they were the only female brass 

band to participate in the Red Bull Street Kings Brass Band Blowout event, beating out their 

322



competitors and winning the prestigious of Street Queens.42 Many saw that victory more as a coy  

marketing publicity stunt on Red Bull’s behalf rather than a serious contest of musicality.

 In addition to feminism and gender politics, future studies are also needed to document 

the narratives and contributions of countless other musicians and cultural performers regarding 

the impact of disasters on affected populations, especially New Orleans, as a city still recovering 

nine years later. The musicians who populate this study have sacrificed and endured for the sake 

of keeping the unique beat of brass bands in New Orleans alive and moving forward. And they 

have expressed their thankfulness for the younger musicians, cultural advocates, and cultural 

participants who are aiding in the continuation of the brass band legacy, both in New Orleans and 

elsewhere. Although there is much work to be done to improve the personal situations for many 

of our brass band musicians, and many of them have suffered and dealt with experiences that 

cannot be undone, their relentless dedication to New Orleans and the music that defines the 

everyday geographies of America’s most northern Caribbean city show that the post-Katrina 

resurgence of brass bands in New Orleans is no accident.
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APPENDIX A

Brass Bands in New Orleans pre-Katrina through 2014

From what I know and have been able to gather from various sources, there were about thirty-six 
brass bands actively performing in August 2005.

1. Treme Brass Band
2. Olympia Brass Band
3. Tornado Brass Band
4. Tuxedo Brass Band
5. Lil’ Rascals Brass Band
6. New Birth Brass Band
7. Rebirth Brass Band
8. New Wave Brass Band
9. Pinstripe Brass Band
10. Soul Rebels Brass Band
11. Algiers Brass Band

August 2005 2005-2008 (Post-Katrina Influx Years 2014

36

12

56
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12. Lil’ Stooges Brass Band
13. Mahogany Brass Band
14. Royal Players Brass Band
15. Panorama 
16. Brice Miller’s Taste of New Orleans Brass Band
17. Michael White’s Liberty Brass Band
18. Hot 8 Brass Band
19. Dirty Dozen Brass Band
20. Storyville Brass Band
21. Paulin Brothers Brass Band
22. Jazzmen Brass Band
23. Smitty D’s Brass Band
24. New Orleans Nightcrawlers
25. High Steppers Brass Band
26. (TBC) To Be Continued Brass Band
27. Pinettes Brass Band 
28. Bey Bey Kids Brass Band
29. Excelsior Brass Band
30. Coolbone Brass Band
31. Bone-Tone Brass Band
32. Leroy Jones’ Hurricane Brass Band
33. Chosen Few Brass Band
34. Preservation Hall Brass Band
35. Forgotten Souls
36. TRU Brass Band

As of February 2014, including the bands that were active before the storm and have remained 
active, there are about fifty-two brass bands actively performing in New Orleans.

37. Treme Brass Band
38. Tornado Brass Band
39. Tuxedo Brass Band
40. New Birth Brass Band
41. Rebirth Brass Band
42. New Wave Brass Band
43. Original Pinstripe Brass Band
44. Soul Rebels Brass Band
45. Lil’ Stooges Brass Band
46. Mahogany Brass Band
47. Royal Players Brass Band
48. Panorama Brass Band 
49. Michael White’s Liberty Brass Band
50. Hot 8 Brass Band
51. Dirty Dozen Brass Band
52. Storyville Brass Band
53. Paulin Brothers Brass Band
54. Jazzmen Brass Band
55. New Orleans Nightcrawlers
56. (TBC) To Be Continued Brass Band
57. Original Pinettes Brass Band 
58. Excelsior Brass Band
59. Bone-Tone Brass Band
60. Leroy Jones’ Hurricane Brass Band
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61. Preservation Hall Brass Band
62. Free Agents Brass Band
63. Young Fellaz Brass Band
64. Baby Boys Brass Band
65. Free Spirits Brass Band
66. Young Pinstripes Brass Band
67. The Truth Brass Band
68. One Mind Brass Band
69. One Sound Brass Band
70. One Love Brass Band
71. We Are One Brass Band
72. All for One Brass Band
73. New Generation Brass Band
74. New Breed Brass Band
75. New Era Brass Band
76. 21st-Century Brass Band
77. Da Souljas Brass Band
78. Déjà vu Brass Band
79. Street Legends Brass Band
80. Lagniappe Brass Band
81. Red Wolf Brass Band
82. Most Wanted Brass Band
83. Pocket Aces Brass Band
84. New Creations Brass Band
85. Midnite Disturbers Brass Band
86. Down and Dirty Brass Band
87. Kinfolk Brass Band
88. Red Hot Brass Band

NOTE: There are more brass bands actively performing nationally than ever before. This 
includes non-New Orleans bands such as Mama Digdown, March Fourth, Hypnotic, 
YoungBlood... Although this thesis is not intended to survey the entirity of brass bands, it would 
be interesting to know what influence Hurricance Katrina, the rebuilding of New Orleans, and 
the Rebirth Brass Band winning a Grammy has had on the popularity of brass bands nationally.
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