
NE W  Y O R K  WA S  A B O U T to rip up its cultural map in the sum-
mer of 1956, and few of the city’s residents knew how dra-
matic the changes would be. The Guggenheim Museum

was still a blueprint; Lincoln Center, an uncleared slum. New York
City Ballet danced at City Center, while the Metropolitan Opera
continued to perform at its decaying house on 39th and Broadway, a
few steps away from the theater district. The New York Philhar-
monic played at Carnegie Hall, but you could also ride the subway
eighty blocks north to Lewisohn Stadium in July and August and
pay thirty cents to hear the orchestra. (The cheap seats at Carnegie
Hall cost $1.50.) The Philharmonic’s old summer home, a hulking
neo- Grecian amphitheater built in 1915, is gone now, razed to make
room for the North Academic Center of the City College of New
York, with nothing left to mark its existence but a plaque. Only
 concert goers of a certain age can remember traveling uptown to hear
the orchestra accompany such soloists as George Gershwin, Marian
Anderson, Van Cliburn — and Louis Armstrong, who made his Phil-
harmonic debut at Lewisohn Stadium on July 14, 1956, playing
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W. C. Handy’s “St. Louis Blues” for a crowd of 22,500 with Leonard
Bernstein on the podium, Handy in the audience, and a CBS camera
crew and a Columbia recording team on hand to document the event
for posterity. It was the first time that the most famous of all jazz mu-
sicians had played with a symphony orchestra, and it was, he said, a
dream come true.

The performance, like so much else in Armstrong’s life, was an
inspired improvisation. See It Now, Edward R. Murrow’s TV news-
magazine, had been following the trumpeter around Europe, filming
the concerts he was giving as an unofficial “ambassador” of American
goodwill. His travels had caught the eye of the New York Times,
which ran a front-page story informing its readers that “America’s
secret weapon [in the Cold War] is a blue note in a minor key. Right
now its most effective ambassador is Louis (Satchmo) Armstrong.”
To be associated with so popular a figure could do Murrow nothing
but good, for his outspoken reports about McCarthyism had gotten
the newscaster into trouble with his bosses at CBS, and Fred
Friendly, the producer of See It Now, was eager to leaven the loaf with
programs on less controversial topics. They had already aired “Two
American Originals,” a dual profile of Armstrong and Grandma
Moses, and the sober-sided Murrow, though he knew nothing about
jazz, had been charmed by Armstrong when the two men chatted on
camera at a Paris nightclub:

murrow: Is there any relation between gutbucket and boogie-
woogie?

armstrong: Oh, I don’t think so, Mr. Murrow.* They’re both
— rhythmatical. Did that come out of me? . . .

murrow: Louie, I’ve been meaning to ask you this. What’s the
meaning of a “cat”?
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*In Armstrong’s diphthong-rich New Orleans accent, so similar to that of deepest Brook-
lyn, “Murrow” became “MOY-roh.” It was less surprising that Murrow should have called
him “Louie.” “All White Folks call me Louie,” he wrote in 1944. Many blacks did so, too,
including several of his sidemen and at least one of his four wives, though he pronounced
his first name “LEW-is,” as can be heard on his 1963 recording of “Hello, Dolly!”



armstrong: Cat? Cat can be anybody from the guy in the gut-
ter to a lawyer, doctor, the biggest man to the lowest man, but
if he’s in there with a good heart and enjoy the same music to-
gether, he’s a cat.

Now Murrow and Friendly wanted to expand the See It Now seg-
ment into a theatrical documentary called The Saga of Satchmo (it was
released in 1957 as Satchmo the Great) that would include additional
footage of Armstrong’s CBS-sponsored visit to Ghana, where the All
Stars, his six-piece band, had played in May for a hundred thousand
ecstatic listeners. All that was missing was a grand finale, and when
Friendly learned that Lewisohn Stadium was planning to present its
first all-jazz concert, a joint appearance by the All Stars and the Dave
Brubeck Quartet, he called up George Avakian, Armstrong’s pro-
ducer at Columbia Records, and started peppering him with ques-
tions. “George, Armstrong was born on the Fourth of July, right?”
(He wasn’t, but no one, not even Armstrong himself, knew it at the
time.) “Will Leonard Bernstein still be conducting at Lewisohn Sta-
dium then? You know him — how about getting him to invite Louis
to play with the Philharmonic on his birthday? Would he do it? What
would they play?” Avakian hastened to assure Friendly that Bernstein,
who had hosted a well-received TV show about jazz the preceding
October, would be happy to share a stage with Armstrong, and that
the Philharmonic would likely have an arrangement of “St. Louis
Blues” in its library. He was right on both counts: Bernstein agreed at
once, and the Philharmonic’s librarian dredged through the files and
found a version of “St. Louis Blues” arranged by Alfredo Antonini, a
staff conductor at CBS. The date of the concert had to be moved to
July 14, but Murrow and Friendly got everything else they wanted.

The local papers had reported that the Philharmonic would take
the night off to make room for a “Jazz Jamboree” featuring Arm-
strong and Brubeck. Now they announced a special added attraction:

At the conclusion of the scheduled program . . . the orchestra
will come to the stage to join with Louis Armstrong in “St.
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Louis Blues,” conducted by Leonard Bernstein. The reason for
the post-program offering involves The Saga of Satchmo, a mo-
tion picture about the popular jazz trumpeter. Ed Murrow and
his See It Now television crew will film the Saturday evening se-
quence, and it will be used as the climactic sequence of the
movie. The composer of “St. Louis Blues,” W. C. Handy, will
attend the concert.

That, too, was Fred Friendly’s idea. Avakian had told him that “St.
Louis Blues” was thought to be the most frequently performed Amer-
ican popular song of all time. “W. C. Handy wrote that, didn’t he?”
Friendly asked. “Is he still alive? Do you know him? Could you ask
him to come to the concert?” Once again Avakian had the answers:
the eighty-two-year-old composer was living in a suburb of New
York, blinded by a fall from a subway platform but more than willing
to come hear the world’s best-known jazzman play the world’s best-
known blues song with America’s oldest symphony orchestra.

Armstrong’s Philharmonic debut, however, was more prestigious
on paper than in practice. He appeared not at Carnegie Hall but as
part of a popular-priced outdoor concert, and the performance, like
his trip to Ghana, was what TV viewers would learn to call a “media
event,” staged for the purpose of being telecast. Even before the or-
chestra was added to the bill, his appearance had been a grudging
concession on the part of the managers of the Lewisohn Stadium
concerts, who were finding it hard to sell enough tickets to fill 
the twenty-seven-thousand-seat amphitheater. Faced with mounting
deficits for their classical and musical-comedy programs, they de-
cided to experiment with jazz and pop — Armstrong and Brubeck
were followed two weeks later by Harry Belafonte — in the hope of
luring more listeners uptown.

Armstrong himself was no longer shining so brightly in 1956,
though the All Stars remained among the highest-grossing nightclub
acts in jazz, in large part because their leader’s vocals were as distinc-
tive as his trumpet playing. His recordings of pop songs like “Mack
the Knife” and “Blueberry Hill,” sung in a gratingly raspy voice (one
simile-happy journalist said that it sounded like “a wheelbarrow
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crunching up a gravel driveway”) that was easy to imitate but impos-
sible to duplicate, kept him on jukeboxes long after most of the other
musicians who came to fame in the twenties faded from view. The
first jazzman to appear on the cover of Time, he had been in a dozen
Hollywood films and had just finished shooting High Society, a big-
budget musical remake of The Philadelphia Story that looked like it
might do well at the box office. But Armstrong had never quite made
it big on the silver screen, and while TV was now introducing him to
a generation that knew little of the crucial part he had played in shap-
ing the sound of jazz, the teenagers of 1956 had ideas of their own.
Two days before the Lewisohn Stadium concert, Ed Sullivan an-
nounced that Elvis Presley had agreed to be a guest on his  Sunday-
night variety show. The All Stars were still playing The Ed Sullivan
Show long after Presley turned into a reclusive self- caricature, but the
writing was now on the wall: with the arrival of rock-and-roll, Arm-
strong’s once-revolutionary music had become old-fashioned at last.

It was just as old-fashioned to many jazz aficionados, some of
whom had never forgiven him for turning his back on small-group
jazz. In 1929 he began to lead a series of dance bands that supplied
bland backdrops for renditions of pop songs that ranged in quality
from “Body and Soul” to “La Cucaracha.” Though a handful of crit-
ics (and many musicians) believed his recordings of the thirties, es-
pecially his soaring remakes of such classic small-band performances
of the twenties as “Struttin’ with Some Barbecue,” to be the high-
water mark of his output, most saw them as proof that he had sold his
soul to the gods of the marketplace. These skeptics had welcomed
him back to the fold when he ditched his big band in 1947 and
launched the All Stars, but nine years later, highbrow disfavor was on
the rise again. Whitney Balliett would speak for more than a few of
his colleagues when he reported in the New Yorker that “Armstrong
has recently begun offering in his public appearances little more than
a round of vaudeville antics — clowning, bad jokes — and a steadily
narrowing repertory.”

Even admiring musicians were known to squirm when Armstrong
clowned for the mostly white audiences that packed the clubs and
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concert halls at which he played. He saw the eye-popping wall-to-
wall grin that was his trademark as nothing more than frosting on the
musical cake, a way of making innocent fun that was as much a part
of his image as the handkerchief that he clutched in his left hand to
mop the sweat from his face: “It’s humor everywhere to me. I’m
goin’ get a laugh, don’t care what country.” For many other black en-
tertainers, though, his uninhibited mugging was an unwelcome re-
minder of the old-time minstrel shows whose memory they longed
to put behind them, and despite their respect for his musical achieve-
ments, they were quick to criticize his onstage behavior. The trum-
peter Dizzy Gillespie, who played a more modern style of jazz, went
so far as to accuse Armstrong of engaging in “Uncle Tom-like sub-
servience.” In any case jazz itself was moving in other directions 
by 1956. The crowd-pleasing style of the All Stars, an updated ver-
sion of the collective improvisation of the New Orleans musicians
from whom Armstrong had learned his trade, was now known as
“Dixie land,” a name that might have been calculated to put off black
listeners, and most younger jazz fans thought it suitable only for con-
sumption by middle-aged listeners in search of lost time. “Nowa-
days,” Gillespie said, “we try to work out different rhythms and
things that they didn’t think about when Louis Armstrong blew. In
his day all he did was play strictly from the soul — just strictly from
his heart. You got to go forward and progress. We study.”

But Armstrong had not lost his lifelong ability to please a crowd
by playing from his heart and soul, and the prospect of seeing him 
do so in the company of Leonard Bernstein was especially enticing.
The multitalented composer-conductor knew almost as much about 
popular music as he did about classical — he had two Broadway mu-
sicals under his belt and two more in the works — and the music-
appreciation lectures that he was giving on Omnibus, the CBS series
on which he had recently held forth on jazz, had turned him into
something of an upper-crust media idol. His presence on the
podium was thus all but obligatory, if not the summit meeting it
would have been a few years later, when he had become almost as fa-
mous as Armstrong himself.
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The two men met for the first time at rehearsal. A photographer
snapped a picture of the shirtsleeved Bernstein shaking hands with
Armstrong. Both are smiling, as are all the orchestra players visible
in the photo, possibly because they had just heard the trumpeter
greet the conductor with a cheerful “Yeah, daddy.” Then they got
down to business. Though Armstrong had never before worked with
so large an ensemble, he was, as always, unfazed. Indeed he was
cooler than Bernstein, who may not have known that his soloist, far
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“Yeah, daddy”: Armstrong meets Leonard Bernstein and the New York Philhar-
monic at Lewisohn Stadium, 1956.



from being an unlettered primitive who played only by ear, was a flu-
ent sight reader who liked to warm up by blowing a tune from one of
his favorite Italian operas:

He say, “Now, when you get to this cadenza and you get a little
nervous or something, you know, well, just kind of shorten it or
whatever it is.” I said, “Okay, daddy.” Well, you know, I warm up
at home. I hit the stage, I’m ready, whether it’s rehearsal or any-
thing. See? From the first rehearsal on down, we wailed. Well,
from then on, he got confidence. It don’t take long for a person
to relax once they hear me go down with the arrangement. After
that, he got himself straightened.

The combination of Armstrong, Bernstein, Brubeck, and a balmy
summer night had the expected effect on ticket sales. Ten thousand
people were turned away. Those who got through the gates heard a
superb set by the Brubeck Quartet. At intermission they read a pro-
gram note by Avakian explaining that they were hearing “jazz of 
the thoroughly authentic kind, with no window dressing or sugar-
coating or explanations or apologies.” Then Armstrong and the All
Stars took the stage and played an abbreviated version of their regu-
lar nightclub program. “Many of the listeners, unable to restrain
their feet, bounced into the aisles,” the Times reported the next day.
“Dancing erupted sporadically throughout the stadium.”

After a pause for the orchestra to set up, Armstrong and Bern-
stein returned to center stage. The batonless conductor gave the
downbeat, and Armstrong silently fingered the valves on his Selmer
trumpet as Bernstein coaxed his players into an earnest simulacrum
of swing. Then he lifted his horn to his deeply scarred lips to play a
cadenza, gazing skyward as he floated effortlessly up to a high note.
Barrett Deems, the All Stars’ drummer, laid down a heavy backbeat,
and Armstrong led the band and the Philharmonic through the
plaintive melody that Handy had set down four decades before. He
had played “St. Louis Blues” on countless occasions and recorded it
forty-odd times between 1925 and his death in 1971, but on this
night he made it sound more poignant than ever. A TV camera
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zoomed in on Handy, who fumbled in the pockets of his summer
suit, lifted his Panama hat, took a handkerchief off the top of his bald
head, and dabbed tears from his unseeing eyes.

Afterward Bernstein stepped to the microphone, put an arm
around Armstrong, and delivered a mellifluous homily: “Louie Arm-
strong has told me that his most honored ambition is being fulfilled
tonight in playing with the New York Philharmonic. I should say
that it is rather we on the longer-haired side of the fence who are
honored, in that when we play the ‘St. Louis Blues,’ we are only
doing a blown-up imitation of what he does, and what he does is real
and true and honest and simple, and even noble.” Armstrong’s reply
was just as characteristic: “I’d like to say thanks very much to Mister
Boin-steen, and, uh, this [is my] first time playing with a symphony
orchestra, and as we cats say, it gassed me, man, it gassed me!” It
gassed the audience, too, which cheered so loudly that Armstrong
and Bernstein had to fake an encore, repeating the coda of Antonini’s
arrangement. But John S. Wilson, the jazz critic of the New York
Times, proved harder to gas, and his review, illustrated with a photo
of Dave Brubeck, was brutally condescending:

It is somewhat disturbing to realize that the Armstrong group’s
performances are being seen all over the world and are widely
publicized as outstanding examples of the propaganda value of
American jazz. There is no question of Mr. Armstrong’s merits
as an entertainer. It is natural that audiences in all countries
should be drawn to him, just as the one at Lewisohn Stadium
was. But, except for occasional instances, it would be misleading
if the antics of Mr. Armstrong and his colleagues were to be ac-
cepted as representative of well-played jazz.

It isn’t known whether Armstrong saw what Wilson wrote. “I
never read no writeups,” he claimed, though he owned several fat
scrapbooks of press clippings and was well aware of what Gillespie
and others were saying about his onstage demeanor. But even if he
had read this particular review, it would have made no sense to him.
He thought of himself as an entertainer first and foremost and be-
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lieved that making fun was part of his job. “The people expect all
that from me — coming out all chesty, making faces,” he said.
“That’s me and I don’t want to be nobody else. They know I’m there
in the cause of happiness.” He knew, too, that his clowning was not
incompatible with being an artist, though he rarely spoke of himself
in such high-flown terms: “The note’s what count, even if you stand
on your head. . . . I mean you don’t just go around waking people up
to the effect of saying, ‘You know, this music is art.’ But it’s got to be
art because the world has recognized our music from New Orleans,
else it would have been dead today.”

Art or not, it was just another gig. The next night the All Stars ap-
peared on The Ed Sullivan Show to promote High Society, after which
they hit the road again. That, too, was part of the job: Armstrong and
his band spent three hundred nights a year on tour, playing for who-
ever put up the cash. To perform with the New York Philharmonic
might well have been his most honored ambition, but he makes no
mention of it in his published correspondence, nor does the concert
figure prominently in any of his biographies (or Bernstein’s). Yet
Armstrong’s Philharmonic debut was a pivotal moment in his long
career, for it was in 1956 that his fellow countrymen started to see
him as more than a mere popular musician. See It Now, with its
footage of “Ambassador Satch” (the title of his latest album) playing
for the multitudes, had shown TV viewers the esteem in which he was
held elsewhere in the world. High Society, in which he shared the
screen with Bing Crosby, Frank Sinatra, and Grace Kelly, opened
shortly after the Lewisohn Stadium concert, going on to become the
fourth-highest-grossing film of the year, ahead of The Man Who Knew
Too Much, Rebel Without a Cause, and The Searchers. The All Stars still
reaped their share of bad reviews, but more and more readers found
themselves agreeing not with John S. Wilson but with Leonard Bern-
stein, and the day would come when they bought so many copies of
Armstrong’s recording of “Hello, Dolly!” that it pushed aside the
Beatles’ “Can’t Buy Me Love” to become the last jazz record ever to
reach the top of the pop charts. Bit by bit the familiar face of a star
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was evolving into something bigger, if not nearly so big, or compli-
cated, as the private man behind the million-watt smile.

K
It goes without saying — or should — that Louis Armstrong’s music
was the most important thing about him. Yet his personal story, in
addition to shedding light on the wellsprings of his art, is important
in its own right, and no less in need of a historically aware interpre-
tation. He was a child of his time, not ours, and some of the things
he did and said as an adult are barely intelligible to those who know
little of the world of his youth. Even in his own time he was widely
misunderstood, often by people who, like Dizzy Gillespie, should
have known better. To understand him now, we must see him as he
was, a black man born at the turn of the century in the poorest quar-
ter of New Orleans who by the end of his life was known and loved
in every corner of the earth. What manner of man succeeded in
making such a journey? How did he rise above the unforgiving cir-
cumstances of his birth to become a culture-shaping giant — and
what marks did those circumstances leave on him?

Everyone who knew Armstrong agreed that he was what he
seemed to be. “What you saw was what you got,” said Joe Muranyi,
the All Stars’ last clarinetist. Jack Bradley, a photographer whom the
trumpeter befriended in the sixties, described him as “down-to-
earth, natural, completely unpretentious, simple in the best sense of
the word.” It was his genuineness as much as his genius to which his
fans responded. He once reacted to a radio interviewer’s pronounce-
ment that he was “a living American legend” by dropping his pants
and giggling. “I don’t care what company I’m in, what environment,
you know?” he said on another occasion. “I just want to be there and
enjoy it. Just as good as the average cat.” Whether on stage or off, he
was the embodiment of Johnny Mercer’s admonition in “Ac-cent-
tchu-ate the Positive”: You’ve got to spread joy up to the maximum /
Keep gloom down to the minimum. Louis Jordan, who played with him
in 1932, recalled that “he was always happy, he would never sit

•

11

T
H

E
 

C
A

U
S

E
 

O
F

 
H

A
P

P
IN

E
S

S



grumpy.” Danny Barker, the New Orleans guitarist, saw him in his
dressing room after a show and remembered the sight ever after:

He be sittin’ down in his underwear with a towel around his lap,
one around his shoulders an’ that white handkerchief on his
head, and he’d put that grease around his lips. Look like a min-
strel man, ya know . . . an’ laughin’ you know natural the way he
is. And in the room ya see, maybe two nuns. You see a street
walker dressed all up in flaming clothes. You see maybe a guy
come out of a penitentiary. Ya see maybe a blind man sitting
there. You see a rabbi, ya see a priest, see. Liable to see maybe
two policemen or detectives, see. You see a judge. All of ’em dif-
ferent levels of society in the dressin’ room and he’s talking to all
of ’em. . . . And there’d be some kids there, white and colored.
All the diverse people of different social levels . . . an’ every-
body’s lookin’. Got their eyes dead on him, jus’ like they was
lookin’ at a  diamond.

He was, of course, the least average of cats, though his place in
the history of jazz is harder to explain than is commonly understood.
Armstrong did not invent jazz, nor was he its first significant figure,
and it is not even right to call him the first great jazz soloist, as many
critics and scholars have done. Sidney Bechet, the New Orleans clar-
inetist who was four years his senior, preceded him by a decade, and
Bix Beiderbecke, the self-taught cornet player from Iowa whose
playing was widely admired by jazz musicians of the twenties and
thirties, started winning national recognition at the same time as
Armstrong, almost to the month.

What, then, made Louis Armstrong stand out? And why is his
name still known to those who know nothing else about jazz? The
simplest explanation, and up to a point the best one, is that he was
the first great influence in jazz. No sooner did he burst upon the scene
than other musicians — trumpeters, saxophonists, singers — started
imitating him. “I tried to walk like him, talk like him, eat like him,
sleep like him,” said Rex Stewart, who replaced Armstrong in
Fletcher Henderson’s band. Coleman Hawkins, Henderson’s star
saxophonist, heard him for the first time in 1924 and was stunned
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into speechlessness: “I stood silent, feeling almost bashful, asking
myself if I would ever be able to attain a small part of Louis Arm-
strong’s greatness.” The trumpeter Max Kaminsky told of how “the
combination of Louis’s dazzling virtuosity and sensational brilliance
of tone so overwhelmed me that I felt as if I had stared into the sun’s
eye.” Such imagery came easily to those who heard Armstrong in his
halcyon days. Philip Larkin, a part-time jazz critic and lifelong fan,
called him “something  in exhaustible and unchanging like the sun.”
Even Miles Davis, who loathed Armstrong’s mugging, knew that the
history of jazz radiated outward from the bell of his horn: “You can’t
play nothing on trumpet that doesn’t come from him, not even mod-
ern shit. I can’t even remember a time when he sounded bad playing
the trumpet. Never.”

What spoke to these artists, as it speaks to all those hearing Arm-
strong for the first time, is the combination of hurtling momentum
and expansive lyricism that propelled his playing and singing alike.
The four staccato quarter notes that he raps out at the start of “West
End Blues,” his most celebrated recording, proclaimed the coming
of a new way of thinking about rhythm. Though the passage looks
innocuous on paper, it catapulted his fellow jazzmen into a musical
world in which even the simplest of phrases were charged with an ir-
resistible forward thrust. To be sure, his internal metronome was
exact enough to impress the most fanatically “rhythmatical” of clas-
sical musicians. Herbert von Karajan once told the members of the
Vienna Philharmonic that he was going to an All Stars concert.
“Imagine!” he said. “Two hours of music, and never once will it slow
down or speed up by mistake!” But Armstrong could also toy with
time, stretching it this way and that, as he does in the serene trumpet
solo that ends his 1933 recording of Harold Arlen’s “I Gotta Right 
to Sing the Blues,” hovering miles above the clockwork tyranny of
the beat and sounding for all the world like a lordly turn-of-the-
century tenor.

The comparison is apt, for Armstrong liked, listened to, and
learned from opera. “I like that deep stuff, also — it ‘gasses’ me to no
end,” he told Orson Welles. Late in life he remembered buying his
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first record player, a wind-up Victrola, as a teenager in New Orleans:
“Most of my records were the Original Dixieland Jazz Band . . . I had
Caruso, too, and Henry Burr, Galli-Curci, Tetrazzini — they were
all my favorites. Then there was the Irish tenor, McCormack —
beautiful phrasing.” But his style was also permeated with the rough
beauty of the blues, and if it was his way to sing and play them with
a smile, he knew as well as anyone that the world of which he sang
could be a hurtful place: “Like when I play, maybe ‘Back o’ Town
Blues,’ I’m thinking about one of the old, low-down moments —
when maybe your woman didn’t treat you right. That’s a hell of a
moment when a woman tell you, ‘I got another mule in my stall.’”

Even the classical melodies he loved took on a new tint when
passed through the prism of his vast experience. “I seen everythin’
from a child, comin’ up,” he said. “Nothin’ happen I ain’t never seen
before.” He was forever reflecting on the things he had seen, some-
times on paper but more often with his horn: “When I blow I think
of times and things from outa the past that gives me an image of the
tune. Like moving pictures passing in front of my eyes. A town, a
chick somewhere back down the line, an old man with no name you
seen once in a place you don’t remember.” That was why he never
used musical terminology when speaking of his music. It was all
about life:

I’m playin’ a date in Florida years ago, livin’ in the colored sec-
tion and I’m playin’ my horn for myself one afternoon. A knock
come on the door and there’s an old, gray-haired flute player
from the Philadelphia Orchestra, down there for his health.
Walking through that neighborhood, he heard this horn, play-
ing this Cavalleria Rusticana, which he said he never heard
phrased like that before, but still to him it was as if an orchestra
was behind it. Well, that what I mean by imagination. That the
way I express myself because I read that story and I just put it 
in spade life — colored life — where this guy in the story, he
fooled around with this man’s wife and this cat finally picked 
up on it and stuck him in the back with a knife or somethin’ 
like that.

14

•

P
R

O
L

O
G

U
E



These are but a few of the myriad facets of Armstrong’s art, and
one can go a long way toward understanding him without mention-
ing anything else. But it is not enough to declare him a phenome-
nally gifted and imaginative artist and let it go at that. The other
reason why he cast so long a shadow is that his personality was as
compelling as his artistry. The two could scarcely be separated, for
his lavish generosity of spirit was part and parcel of his prodigal way
of making music. Even in his old age, he held nothing back, and it
seemed at times that nothing was beyond him. He really did per-
form with everyone from Leonard Bernstein to Johnny Cash. He
really did end his shows (some of them, anyway) by playing 250 or
more high Cs, capped with a high F. He wrote the finest of all jazz
autobiographies — without a collaborator. The ranks of his admir-
ers included Kingsley Amis, Tallulah Bankhead, Jackson Pollock,
Jean Renoir, and Le Corbusier (“He is mathematics, equilibrium on
a tightrope. He is Shakespearean!”). Virgil Thomson called him “a
master of musical art.” Stuart Davis, whose abstract paintings were
full of jazz-inspired images, cited him as a “model of greatness.” Is
it any wonder, then, that so many musicians longed to play the way
he played and sing the way he sang? It was no accident that they
usually referred to Armstrong not as “Satchmo,” his own favorite
nickname, but as “Pops.”* He was the father figure of jazz, and what
his children wanted was to be him, or at least come as close as they
possibly could.

Armstrong’s openheartedness was central to his character. Though
he loved the New Orleans of his childhood, he never claimed that it
had been anything other than “Disgustingly Segregated and Preju-
diced.” Yet he never yielded to the temptation to treat white musi-
cians as he had been treated by whites — or by the light-skinned
blacks of New Orleans who looked down on their darker brothers,
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*The source of the nickname appears to be the fact that Armstrong, like many other fa-
mous and well-traveled people, had trouble remembering proper names and fell early on
into the habit of calling everyone he met “Pops.”



the young Louis Armstrong included. He was pleased to play along-
side Bix Beiderbecke (one of the dedicatees of his first book) and Jack
Teagarden (with whom he made one of the earliest racially mixed
jazz recordings). His All Stars were integrated throughout their
quarter-century-long existence. “Those people who make the re-
strictions,” he said, “they don’t know nothing about music, it’s no
crime for cats of any color to get together and blow.”

K
All this is part of the Armstrong legend, and thus well known. But
the legend is not the whole story, just as there was more to Louis
Armstrong than the grinning jester who sang “Hello, Dolly!” night
after night for adoring audiences. “To friend and foe alike,” the
trumpeter Humphrey Lyttelton wrote, “there was, deep below the
surface of companionship and bonhomie, an impenetrable wall in
which every stone was an enigma.” His disposition was not always
cloudless, either, though he preferred not to share his occasional sor-
rows with strangers. Armstrong taped dozens of his private conver-
sations during the last quarter century of his life, and these tapes,
which until recently were inaccessible to scholars, show that his per-
sonality was tougher and more sharp-edged than his fans knew. He
could be moody and profane, and he knew how to hold a grudge. “I
got a simple rule about everybody,” he told a journalist. “If you don’t
treat me right — shame on you!” A friend dropped in on him after a
gig and asked what was new. “Nothin’ new,” he said. “White folks
still ahead.” He was as clearheaded about his own fame: “I can’t go
no place they don’t roll up the drum, you have to stand up and take a
bow, get up on the stage. And sitting in an audience, I’m signing pro-
grams for hours all through the show. And you got to sign them to be
in good faith. And afterwards all those hangers-on get you crowded in
at the table — and you know you’re going to pay the check.”

He also had a streak of shy passivity, a tendency to drift with the
tide, that was at odds with the barely contained energy that in his
youth had driven him to prowl the stages on which he played like a
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hungry panther. He was inclined to follow rather than lead, and
when he was forced to become a leader by virtue of his inescapable
talent (and the prodding of Lil Hardin, his second wife), he let white
men make most of his decisions for him. It was Joe Glaser, his 
manager from 1935 on, who held the purse strings, choosing the
musicians who worked with him and deciding where and when they
would play, just as George Avakian, Milt Gabler, and Norman
Granz, who produced the best of his later recordings, played a large
part in determining their tone and shape. Outside of purely musical
matters, most of his important career choices were made by some-
one else.

Armstrong’s unwillingness to take charge of the direction of his
professional life was in part the result of his having been born at a
time when it was taken for granted by most whites that blacks were
their inferiors. It was a matter of caution, and he was nothing if not
cautious. Yet he guarded his hard-won star’s prerogatives militantly
and kept a close and suspicious eye on the competition. “Louis is real
jealous of other players who put out,” said Pops Foster, a longtime
Armstrong sideman. “If you play bad you won’t be in the band, and
if you play too good you won’t be there. When I’d get to romping
along on the bass, he’d yell at me, ‘Hey, man, if you want to play
trumpet, come on down here and play.’” It wasn’t that simple — he
worked as often as he could with Jack Teagarden, the greatest of all
jazz trombonists, and the peerless drummer Sid Catlett — but he had
no use for scene-stealers. When Earl Hines, the pianist who had
been his closest companion in the late twenties, quit the All Stars in
1951, Armstrong exploded, “I don’t give a damn. Hines and his ego,
ego, ego! If he wanted to go, the hell with him.”

If the culprit happened to be a trumpeter, Armstrong would
skewer him mercilessly, as Rex Stewart saw him do to Jabbo Smith.
A younger player of Armstrong-like flair, Smith was appearing op-
posite the master at a Harlem dance and made it known that he was
out for blood. At the end of his set it looked as though he might pre-
vail. Then Armstrong took the stage:
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Louis bounced onto the opposite stage, immaculate in a white
suit. Somehow, the way the lights reflected off his trumpet made
the instrument look like anything but a horn. It looked as if he
were holding a wand of rainbows or a cluster of sunlight . . .
Louis never let up that night, and it seemed that each climax
topped its predecessor. Every time he’d take a break, the ap-
plause was thunderous, and swarms of women kept rushing the
stand for his autograph. They handed him everything from pro-
grams to whiskey bottles to put his signature on. One woman
even took off her pants and pleaded with him to sign them!

Even as he made short work of those who challenged him on the
bandstand, so did he speak his mind when he thought it necessary,
usually in private but on occasion in full view of the paying public. In
the most widely reported of his tirades, set off by Dwight Eisen-
hower’s reluctance to order Orval Faubus, the governor of Arkansas,
to desegregate the public schools of Little Rock, Armstrong told a
dumbfounded small-town newsman that the president of the United
States was “two-faced” and had “no guts.” (His uncensored language
was harsher still.) Many were amazed by his attack on Eisenhower,
especially those musicians who had previously accused him of Tom-
ming. Popular entertainers, especially black ones, didn’t say things
like that in 1957 — but Louis Armstrong did.

The same man who told off a president scrawled a different set of
fighting words onto a grade-school notepad as he lay in a Manhattan
hospital room in 1969, sick unto death and boiling with rage. The
syntax was homemade, but the meaning was as clear as a high C:

Negroes never did stick together and they never will. They hold
too much malice — Jealousy deep down in their heart for the few
Negroes who tries. . . . [T]hey know within themselves that
they’re doing the wrong things, but expects everybody just be-
cause he is a Negro to give up everything he has struggled for in
life such as a decent family — a living, a plain life — the respect. . . .
And the Negro who can’t see these foolish moves from some over
Educated fools’ moves — then right away he is called a White Folks
Nigger. Believe it — the White Folks did everything that’s decent
for me. I wish that I can boast these same words for Niggers.
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Armstrong meant for these blunt words to be published, yet three
decades went by before they saw print, and to this day most scholars
cite them gingerly, if at all. Granted that jazz scholarship is young, it
is still noteworthy that so many writers have been so reluctant to
grapple with the implications of what he had to say, then and earlier,
about his life and work, which does not always mesh neatly with his
carefree image. One who has done so is Dan Morgenstern, who re-
marked of Satchmo: My Life in New Orleans, his 1954 autobiography,
that while its author “doesn’t pass judgment on the ‘gamblers, hus-
tlers, cheap pimps, thieves [and] prostitutes’ among whom he was
raised, it is clear throughout this book that his values, from a very
early age on, differ from theirs. . . . He was different from most of
them, and the key difference was character.” Armstrong was deserted
by his father when he was born, raised by a part-time prostitute, and
sentenced at the age of eleven to the Colored Waif ’s Home, an
 orphanage-like reform school, for firing a pistol on New Year’s Eve.
It was the first time his name saw print, and by all rights it should have
been the last, save perhaps for another, final entry on a police blotter.
Instead he wrote himself into the history of Western music, a feat so
improbable that it beggars belief. But his musical talent alone, singu-
lar though it was, would not have been sufficient to pull him out of
the gutter. That took something more — and he knew it.

Why did Armstrong spend so many hours scribbling on a pad or
hunched over a typewriter? Partly because he was a gregarious man
who enjoyed sending chatty letters to his friends and fans — he re-
ferred to the two-fingered typing he did in his dressing room be-
tween shows as his “hobby” — but also because he believed that he
had something of value to say. Having been born desperately poor,
he had worked desperately hard, first as a boy and then as a man. In
this he had much in common with Ragged Dick, Horatio Alger’s
plucky bootblack, whose burning desire to “grow up ’spectable” pro-
pelled him into the ranks of the middle class. Self-discipline, self-
improvement, self-reliance: these were his lifelong watchwords, and
no Alger hero could have improved on his iron determination to get
ahead in the world. Once he did so, he felt an obligation to tell oth-
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ers how to do the same. “I was determined to play my horn against
all odds, and I had to sacrifice a whole lot of pleasure to do so,” he
wrote in Satchmo. A few years later he made the point more pun-
gently in a TV interview: “The Lord will help the poor, but not the
poor lazy.”

Around the time that Armstrong was sent to the Waif ’s Home,
George Bernard Shaw was writing Pygmalion, in which Eliza  Doo -
little’s ne’er-do-well father mocks the then-accepted distinction be-
tween the “deserving” and “undeserving” poor: “I dont need less
than a deserving man: I need more. I dont eat less hearty than him;
and I drink a lot more. . . . What is middle class morality? Just an ex-
cuse for never giving me anything.” Armstrong disagreed. “I think I
had a beautiful life,” he said not long before his death in 1971. “I
didn’t wish for anything I couldn’t get, and I got pretty near every-
thing I wanted because I worked for it.” Those unwilling to do the

20

•

P
R

O
L

O
G

U
E

Something to say: Armstrong writing at his home in Queens, 1958. In between
playing three hundred shows a year, he turned out two memoirs, several autobio-
graphical manuscripts, dozens of magazine and newspaper articles, and thousands
of personal letters to friends and fans, as well as a number of strikingly frank auto-
biographical manuscripts that did not see print until long after his death.



same, he believed, earned their fate, whatever the color of their skin.
“The Negroes always wanted pity,” he wrote in his 1969 reminiscence
of New Orleans life. “They did that in place of going to work . . .
they were in an alley or in the street corner shooting dice for nickels
and dimes, etc. (mere pittances) trying to win the little money from
his Soul Brothers who might be gambling off the money [they]
should take home to feed their starving children or pay their small
rents, or very important needs, etc.” The raw note of contempt is un-
mistakable — and it was not reserved for his private writings. “You
don’t have to do a damn thing bad unless you want to,” he had told
a reporter nine years earlier. “Other than that, you weak-minded,
you should go to a hospital or somethin’.”

On occasion Armstrong has been compared to Booker T. Wash-
ington, whose long-unfashionable vision of racial redemption through
self-improvement had a powerful influence on the turn-of-the-
century blacks who heeded his call to “cast down your bucket where
you are.” Louis Armstrong was one of them. While most jazz musi-
cians, black and white alike, now come from relatively comfortable
backgrounds, those who were born poor have almost always striven
mightily to join the middle class. Anyone who doubts that Arm-
strong filled the latter bill need only visit his home, located seven
blocks from Shea Stadium in a rundown but respectable part of
Queens. It is a three-story brick-covered frame house whose interior
is reminiscent of Graceland, Elvis Presley’s gaudy Memphis man-
sion. From the Jetsons-style kitchen-of-the-future to the silver wall-
paper and golden faucets of the master bathroom, the Armstrong
house looks like what it is: the residence of a poor boy who cast down
his bucket and pulled it up overflowing. Unlike Graceland, though,
the house is neither oppressive nor embarrassing, and as you stand in
the smallish study, whose decorations include a portrait of the artist
painted by Tony Bennett, it is impossible not to be touched by the
aspiration visible wherever you look. This, it is clear, was the home
of a working man, bursting with a pride that came not from what he
had but from what he did. “I never want to be anything more than I
am, what I don’t have I don’t need,” Armstrong wrote in his old age.
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“My home with Lucille [his fourth and last wife] is good, but you
don’t see me in no big estates and yachts, that ain’t gonna play your
horn for you.”

In common with other self-made men, Armstrong sometimes
forgot that his success was due not solely to work and pluck but also
to the talent with which he had been born. He was a man of bound-
less generosity who preached the stony gospel of self-help, a fero-
ciously ambitious artist who preferred when he could to do as he was
told, an introspective man who exploded with irrepressible vitality
when he stepped into the spotlight, a joyous genius who confounded
his critics by refusing to distinguish between making art and making
fun. No more than any other genius was he all of a piece. As Murray
Kempton said, “[H]e endures . . . to mix in his own person all men,
the pure and the cheap, clown and creator, god and buffoon.” Yet all
was resolved each time he raised his trumpet to his lips, for that was
when the laughter stopped and the beauty began. He knew that
“showmanship does not mean you’re not serious,” and no one who
has read his writings can doubt that he was both serious and self-
aware. He knew who he was, what he had done, and how far he had
come, and he was fiercely proud of it all. He admitted that his music
mattered more to him than anything else, even his wives: “When I
pick up that horn, that’s all. The world’s behind me, and I don’t con-
centrate on nothin’ but it. . . . That my livin’ and my life. I love them
notes. That why I try to make ’em right. See?”

The whole world saw — and heard.
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