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Rocking the Cradle of Jazz
These are the women who changed the face of music

by Sherrie Tucker 
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	Baby Briscoe wore the pants in the band 


New Orleans is often referred to as the “Cradle of Jazz,” the “Birthplace of Jazz,” or the “Incubator of Jazz.” But despite the mothering metaphors, the musicians credited with bearing, rocking and nurturing early New Orleans jazz are invariably men. 

One thinks of trumpeter Louis Armstrong, cornet player Buddy Bolden or the irrepressible pianist Jelly Roll Morton. If women enter the historical memory at all, they’re usually relegated to the extravagant brothels that are as much a part of the popular imagination of New Orleans as gumbo and Mardi Gras. 

It’s time to correct history. 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. 

Early blues queens Bessie Smith and Ma Rainey — who of ten played in the Crescent City — as well as noted hometown blues belters such as Lizzie Miles, Edna Hicks, Mary Mack (McBride) and Esther Bigeou, 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. 

My own research and that of other music historians, along with the efforts of a feminist park ranger at the recently opened New Orleans Jazz Historical Park, have begun to fill in history’s lapses. 

Here, then, are some of the stories that have been uncovered of talented and determined women who marched to their own beats and, in the process, made jazz history. 
The Baby 
Neliska Briscoe was another New Orleans local who achieved national attention in an all-woman band. She’s fondly remembered by a generation of black New Orleanians as Baby Briscoe, acquiring the name as a child star in the 1920s. 

Her mother, a convent cook who had roots in Mexico (where many Creoles of color fled during the rise of Jim Crow), would take her talented daughter to the Alley Cabaret. There, Baby would wow audiences with her acrobatic dancing and charismatic stage presence. 

The theatrical entertainers of jazz — chorus lines, dance teams and acrobatic dancers —often go unacknowledged in the music’s history, although it was often those performers’ names and artistry that attracted a crowd. 

Briscoe, who pursued a dance career in New York in her early teens, returned to New Orleans in 1933 as the star attraction of the popular band Joe Robichaux’s Rhythm Boys, which at various times also included trumpet player Ann Cooper and singer Joan Lunceford (née Daisy Lowe).

Robichaux led the band at rehearsals, while Baby — splendid in her trademark tuxedo, baton in hand — conducted their performances at the Rhythm Club. 

During Mardi Gras dances, Briscoe also fronted the visiting Harlem Playgirls, a Minneapolis-based African American all-woman band organized in 1935 by drummer Sylvester Rice. 

New Orleans was never simply an origin point for jazz, but an important stop for traveling and migrating musicians, and the Playgirls — including trumpet player Tiny Davis, who would later play with such well-liked 1940s bands as the International Sweethearts of Rhythm — were wildly popular. 

After the Playgirls’ smash New Orleans appearance in the spring of 1938, Briscoe joined them on the road for two years, earning praise from the black press: “Her ability to keep the girls ‘in the groove’ while swinging out with their hot numbers, has won her a good reputation as a band leader,” wrote The Pittsburgh Courier in 1938. 

When the band played New Orleans , black people from all over the city turned out to cheer their local prodigy-turned-headliner. 

By the early 1940s, Briscoe settled back in her hometown, this time to marry and to raise a family. She left the stage, but it was a sacrifice her children would “never hear the end of,” according to her daughters. 

Throughout her spectacular career as a dancer and band leader, Neliska Baby Briscoe longed to play an instrument — so she took up the alto saxophone in her 60s. 

She remained proud of her dance career as well, performing the splits on her 75th birthday and dancing for guests at her 80th birthday party. The next day, she complained of pain; it was bone cancer. 

During the final months of Neliska Briscoe’s life, a hospice nurse told her daughter that Briscoe had become “a little confused,” because she had regaled the staff with fantastic stories about wearing a tuxedo and leading an orchestra.

“That isn’t confused,” said the daughter. “She really did that.” 

And women in early jazz? Yes, they really did that.

[IF YOU WOULD LIKE TO READ THE ARTICLE IN ITS ENTIRETY GO TO: http://www.msmagazine.com/winter2004/jazz.asp]



Sherrie Tucker is the first woman to hold the prestigious Louis Armstrong Visiting Professor of Jazz position at Columbia University. She is the author of Swing Shift: All-Girl Bands of the 1940s (Duke University Press, 2000). 
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Related 
New Orleans Jazz Historical Park Ranger Margie Ortiz took it upon herself to dispel the myth that New Orleans jazz was an entirely male invention. She proposed a study entitled “A Feminist Perspective on New Orleans Jazzwomen,” which was supported by the park staff. The resulting 300-page report will soon be used to enhance the educational programming and exhibits at the park. 
PBS' website on Ken Burns' Jazz features an excellent section on Women in Jazz, also written by Sherrie Tucker. Audio samples are included, as well as links to NPR interviews and features on women in jazz. 
