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Ernest Coycault 1884-1940
by Dan Vernhettes with Bo Lindström

This is the shortest of a series of 14 portraits of jazz pioneers to
be published in the fall by Jazzedit in a book entitled Jazz
Puzzles (Vol. 1), by Dan Vernhettes with Bo Lindström, the
authors of acclaimed Tommy Ladnier’s biography ‘Traveling
Blues’ -www.jazzedit.org

Biographical sketch

The name Coycault is still borne by 285 persons in France as well as
some in Louisiana and other U.S. states. The first to migrate to
Louisiana was Auguste Coycault. Born in France about 1800, he lived
at 213 Royal Street in New Orleans in 1832, with no occupation
indicated. He died on August 5, 1839.1

The 1870 census for the 7th Ward of New Orleans shows Armand
Coycault, age 36 (c. 1834), clerk in custom house; his wife Helena,
29; their children Emilie, 12; Ernest, 9 (b. 1861); Mary, 7; René, 5;
Stephen, 1, living in the house of François, 78, and Elisa Gardère, 73.
They were all registered as white.
In 1880, Armand Coycault worked as a clerk at 12 Union Street and
lived at 55 Esplanade Avenue. During the Civil War he had served as
sergeant in company F of the Orleans Guards Regiment Militia in
1861. Armand, born most probably in 1832, died on December 24,
1888.
When he arrived in Louisiana, Auguste Coycault made an alliance
with another wealthy French family, by the name of Gardère. These
were not original white Creoles, as they all migrated to Louisiana in the
early years of the 19th century but they occupied good social
positions. François Gardère, born in France in 1792, a banker and
treasurer of the State of Louisiana, purchased a sugar plantation in the
Upper Belt in 1865. He is listed in the 1860 census of Jefferson Parish,
aged 68, with his son Fergus, 43. His real estate was evaluated at
$65,000, his personal estate at $60,000. Fergus was registered in the
1850 census of Jefferson Parish as the proprietor of a sawmill. He
served in the Confederate army during the Civil War and was elected
as a senator in the Baton Rouge Senate of Louisiana in 1872. Fergus
owned a real estate estimated at $30,000.

Ernest Coycault about 1915 (?) (Courtesy Larry Gushee). Ernest
Isidore Coycault filled his draft registration card on September 2, 1918
in Los Angeles. He was described by the registrar as having very light
complexion; the draft registration card shows that the registrar first
marked him as white.

Armand’s son Ernest is registered in the 1880 census in the 8th Ward
of the East Baton Rouge Parish, aged 19 (born in 1861), a farmer,
living with his grand-father Fergus Gardère, a sugar planter, aged 62.

A Creole of Color

Ernest Isidore Coycault, the musician, was a mulatto. According to his
death record, he was the son of Ernest Coycault and Louise Lenaries.
Some speculation is required to determine the relationship between
him and the white Ernest (b. 1861).

Banjoist Clarence “Little Dad” Vincent said clarinetist Pil Coycault
was first cousin with clarinetist Zeb Lenares.2 Several Spanish families
were established in the St. Bernard Parish in the early years of the 19th
century. This parish, named in honor of Bernard de Marigny, was
colonized by French and Spanish settlers who cultivated the rich
alluvial lands or were fishermen. Several Lenares families still live in St.
Bernard Parish.
The Louisiana birth index shows that Ernest Coycault and Louise

1 Orleans Parish Death Records, Vol. 8, p. 276.
2 Several Spanish towns are named Linares, the most well-known
being in Andalusia. The Lenaries/Lenares spelling varies through the
documents.
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Lenaries had ten children, all born in St. Bernard Parish: Andrew (May
30, 1880); Albert (March 16, 1883); Ernest Isidore (June 23, 1884);
Rose (1888); Eliza (1890); Victoria (1892); Jerome (September 30,
1894); Varice Coycault (1896); Celeste (1898), and Louise (1903). All
are listed as black.3

Galveston, Phoenix, Yuma, and Bisbee (Arizona).8 The band played in
every town in order to raise money for their train tickets as they had
set off without any money. It took them several weeks to reach
California, probably in May.

Larry Gushee also unearthed a few lines from the Oakland Sunshine
newspaper advertising a dance at the West Oakland Skating Rink,
music provided by the Creole Orchestra. They played one month at
the Red Feather Tavern in Los Angeles. The string band must have
played in every place for every posible occasion, making sometimes
making as much as $15 a night, far more than they earned in
Louisiana.9 The American railroad system grew rapidly after the Civil
War, and by 1882 it was possible to travel from New Orleans to
California via Texas and New Mexico with three different companies.
The Texas & Pacific Depot was located on the levee, near Terpsichore
Street, its trains crossed the river on a ferry to McDonoghville. The
Southern Pacific Company had its depot at Esplanade Avenue, and its
trains crossed the river on the ferry to Algiers. Typically for these
competing private companies, their railroad lines ran in paralell on the
other side of the river.

The 1900 census has Ernest Coycault, born in October 1856 in
Louisiana, of parents born in Louisiana, a poultry farmer, married to
Louisa, born April 19, 1861 in Louisiana of Spanish father, mother
born in Louisiana. Louisa Coycault died in St. Bernard Parish on May
first 1921.4
The 1920 census of the same parish has Ernest, 62 (born circa 1858),
and Louise, 58, with their children: Victoria; Jerome, 25, fruit peddler;
Celeste; Louise; Rose De Lina, 30, and grand-daughters Ada and Lilian
Louise, all listed as mulattoes. A few houses away lived Ernest’s son
Albert, a fur trapper.

There is only one death record in Louisiana for an Ernest Coycault,
and this is for the white Ernest, born in 1861, aged 67 years the time
of his death in 1928.5

The Oakland Tribune article

There is an obvious connection, at least a professional one, between
Armand Coycault (1832-1888), as Armand was a clerk at the custom
house and Ernest, 57 (born about 1853!) was listed in the 1910 census
as a messenger at the custom house, boarding at 811 Mandeville
Street.

In his baseball gossip column in the Oakland Tribune newspaper
(“Chit-Chat Of the Game”) T. P. Magilligan wrote on Saturday, June 20,
1908: “Just to whoop ‘er up and add a bit more enthusiasm to the
sport, President Ed Walter of the Oakland Baseball Club has engaged
the Creole Crushers, West Oakland’s great ragtime band, and the
greatest catch-as-catch-can ragtime orchestra in the world, to play for
the patrons of Freeman’s Park Sunday morning. […] The Creole
Crushers entertained the spectators at the West Oakland Club’s show
Thursday night and those who heard them will vouch for it that they
can play some rag time. The band is from New Orleans and they
possess a repertoire of rag time melodies that can’t even be tied by any
band that ever attempted the rag time stuff on the Coast. […] Creole
Crusher. For the edification of the assembled “Bugs” and “Bugines,”
Mr. W. M. Johnson’s world-renowned Creole Orchestra shattered the
air with melody and enlivened the proceedings. Mr. Johnson’s
Creoles put on tap a brand of rag time music that thrilled the bunch
to their toes, and the chivalry and beauts cheered the musicianeers to
the echo after each piece. Mr. Johnson’s got some band, too. ‘Taint
organized none like dose raiglar regimental bands, nor does it worry
itself by carrying music rolls. That orchestra includes and contains one
snare drummer, greatest ever; one trombone artist, unrivalled; a
cornet player, unmatched, a mandolin and guitar twanger and a bass
viol, the latter three of which dispenses sounds dat shualey can set
some feet to movin’.

The conclusion of our research is that Ernest, the father of the
musician, was conceived by Armand and a mulatto slave or a free
woman of color around 1855, about the time of Armand’s marriage
with Hélène Gardère – they had their first child, Marie Emilie in 1857.
So the two Ernest Coycaults were most probably half brothers, a
typical Louisianian situation.

Ernest Isidore and Jerome Coycault were thus Creoles of color with
French, African and Spanish ancestors. As customary, in the Frenchspeaking families, Ernest was nicknamed by his diminutive “Nini,”
while Jerome was known as “Pil.”

In California with the Creole Crushers

Nothing is known about Ernest Coycault’s youth in St. Bernard Parish.
He came to live in New Orleans before 1908, where he played with
Bab Frank’s Peerless Orchestra and replaced Bunk Johnson in Billy
Marrero’s Superior Orchestra.6 Samuel Charters wrote that Ernest
Coycault used to play at West End with Vic and Oke Gaspard, and
Emile Barnes,7 and Karl Koenig gave his addresses as 811 Mandeville
Street (his father’s residence), and 1442 Frenchmen Street.

An Obliging Orchestra. Mr. Johnsing (sic) and his Creoles are shualy
an obligin’ lot, for they toots a heep after dey starts ‘er up, and keep
a-tootin’ and a blowin’ and scrapin’ until the last fan ambles out of the
park. The rag that orchestra dispensed, free gratis to the fan, was of a
new and weavy pattern. The gent with the trombone just cut holes in
dat ole atmosphere, and when he got off to a runnin’staht in any one
piece he always finished head up and tail out ahead of his companion
pieces in the picture. The cornet boy also trifled some with his
instrument, and when he put de gumbo stuff on dat New Orleans rag
dey was some shakin of feet dat resembled yards of fire hose in the left
field bleachers. The mandolin and guitar boys were dere wid dat
shivery stuff, and when dey tinkled they s[h]ualy played music till de
cows come home. The man wid de voil cut up some stuff dat was
sharp as a razah and keen as a yen ho[?].” In another column the same
journalist mentioned the presence of pianist Kid North, an old pal of
Jelly Roll Morton’s, in Marin county.10

During his first trip to California in 1904, Manuel William (Bill)
Johnson was able to evaluate the possibilities of working there. In
1908 he persuaded four musicians, all from the Louisianan country, to
take a chance on California. Ernest Coycault took the train with Bill
Johnson (mandolin, gtr), Alphonse Ferzand/Farzan/Ferzande (three
string sbs, from Biloxi, born in 1874), Harold Padeo/Padio (valve tb),
and Charles C. Washington (gtr).
Larry Gushee has published the details of their trip through Morgan
City, Lafayette, Texas, Houston, Dallas, Fort Worth, Hutchins, Waco,

3 New Orleans Parish Birth Index, Vol. 9, p. 720.
4 St. Bernard Parish Death Records, Vol. 10, p. 4475.
5 Orleans Parish Death Records, Vol. 196, p. 2000.
6 Emile Barnes, October 1, 1959, HJA.
7 Samuel B. Charters, Jazz New Orleans 1885-1963, p. 26. Oak
Publications, New York, revised edition, 1963.
8 Larry Gushee, Jazz Pioneers, p. 68-70. Oxford University Press,
2005. In 1940, Bill Russell interviewed Mayme Johnson, who had
memories about this trip. Russell’s notes are at the Historic New
Orleans Collection. Another source for this 1908 trip comes from Bill
Johnson’s interview by Jean-Christophe Averty in 1959.
9 Archives Bertrand Demeusy, probably furnished by J.-C. Averty.

Return to New Orleans
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After a few weeks, pockets full, the musicians all wanted to go back to
New Orleans. Johnson, Tuncel, Washington and Coycault returned
while Padeo stayed in California. The Indianapolis Freeman of
October 31, 1908 shows that the Tramps Club Orchestra’s guitarist
was a “comedian and all round athlete, formerly of the Creole
orchestra, of Oakland, Calif.”: “The Tramps Orchestra is making good
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at New Orleans playing at all the conventions that are held in the city.
The band consists of four pieces: T.P. Brown, mandolinist; C.C.
Washington, guitarist; E.A. Jones, trombonist, and S. Morant (Simon
Marrero?), bass violin. T.P. Brown, manager.” This confirms that C. C.
Washington was back in New Orleans at that time. It’s interesting to
note that in this case the small string band had added a trombone.
The following year, Bill Johnson, and probably shortly after, Ernest
Coycault returned to California. Emile Barnes said Ernest left New
Orleans with a show.11 Bill Johnson opened a cigar store and a pool
room on Central Avenue, in West Oakland in 1909.

According to the 1930 census Ernest Coycault married Ethel in 1905.
She was born April 3, 1886 and she died in Los Angeles on August 8,
1974. The couple were recorded in the census of April 18, 1910, as
living in Seattle, at 1209 Washington Street: Ernest Johnson, musician,
24, and Ethel, 29, born in Kansas.12 Ernest had at this time adopted his
friend Bill Johnson’s surname. Was this because of his physical
resemblance to Bill Johnson, causing people to think they were
brothers? Or was it for professional reasons, just like Joseph Ferdinand
Mouton changed his name to Morton, or simply because people could
not pronounce his French name?

Short trip to New York in 1914

Violet, 15 miles southeast of New Orleans, downstream. The area was
originally part of the large Livaudais Plantation. The town of Violet
sprang up after the development of the Violet Canal. It was named by
Albert J. C. Janin, after his wife Violet Blair Janin, a Washington
socialite belonging to a branch of the influential Blair family for whom
the Blair House in Washington D. C. is named.

Perhaps the news of Bill Johnson’s Original Creole Orchestra was
hitting the road in 1914 gave Coycault some ideas about traveling
again. A newspaper advertisement shows show that he stayed a few
months in New York. The New York Age of July 2, 1914 advertised:
“At Boyd Cafe, 135th St.: Arthur Griffith (p), Will Dickey (dr), Ernest
Coycault (cnt), Mr. Sams (vln).” Sam Charters wrote that Ernest worked
for several weeks with the orchestra at Connor’s Restaurant, 135th
Street, before returning to California.

When he registered for the draft in Chicago on September 12, 1918,
Bill Johnson gave his date of birth as August 10, 1874, which confirms
the details for his birth year recorded in the 1880 census in
Montgomery, Alabama. Bill Johnson’s occupation is here: actor for the
Western Vaudeville, at Majestic Building, Chicago. Musicians who
accompanied vaudeville revues were often considered as actors.

With the Black and Tan Orchestra

Back in Los Angeles, where he had a brother, two sisters and Bill
Johnson, Ernest asked if he could jam for one night with the Black and
Tan Band: “The year was about 1916 or 1917. The woman began
screaming and fainting. Coloured people were very emotional in those
days”, Paul Howard, the cornetist of the band, said. From then on,
Ernest took the trumpet chair and Paul Howard concentrated on
reeds. The Chicago Defender of March 6, 1920 showed that the band
was at the Cadillac Cafe.
Bill Johnson was born in Talledega, Alabama, the son of a well-known
and respected white man. Photographs of Bill Johnson show that he
was tall and heavily built, and very light in color. Ernest and Bill could
easily have passed for whites. Both were Creoles of color, and spoke
French “patois.”

The January 2, 1920 census listed Ernest, 31, and Ethel Coycault, 34,
living as roomers on Birck Street, in Los Angeles. In 1920 and 1930
they were recorded with the same trades: musician in a café and
maid, respectively. The April 4, 1930 census shows they had acquired
their own apartment at 1206 East 21st Street, Los Angeles. At that time
Harry Southard was still Ernest’s employer. Harry Southard played
music in the Los Angeles area until the 1940s.

The California Eagle

On Saturday 23rd September 1922, the California Eagle published an
advertisement on its page 2, for “A grand Dance and Carnival at
Leake’s Lake with the Famous Black and Tan Orchestra, introducing
Mrs. Carolyn Williams, with her latest hits, Tuesday Eve, Sept. 26.”
The Black and Tan also played at the 111 Ballroom at Third and Main
Streets and they were in great demand for society affairs and films.

With Sonny Clay’s Orchestra

Los Angeles was a busy place, musically speaking, in the early 1920s,
as shown in “Ragtime” Billy Tucker’s column in the Saturday, 7th
October 1922 edition of the Chicago Defender: He wrote: “A benefit
10 Warm thanks to Larry Gushee, who furnished the newspaper clip.
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dance for the Pilgrims’ home is being staged at Monrovia, Cal., on Oct.
9. The famous Black and Tan orchestra will furnish the music for the
occasion. They are playing for the World War veterans also. Leaks (sic)
Lake (Wayside Park) was rumored closed for the season a few weeks
ago, but it took ‘Green Bug, the Taxi Driver,’ to show the natives that
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This photograph, taken probably during the 1920s in California, was in Andrew Coycault’s photograph album. According to Iona Ben, a
descendant of Andrew, the trumpeter is Ernest Coycault, and the saxophonist is Jerome Coycault. The drummer looks like Ben Borders.

it was very much open as the dance he staged there last Tuesday night
was one of the most up-to-date affairs of the season. The park is now
under the management of Woodman (William Woodman Sr.) &
Morten (Jelly Roll Morton), who are at present out on the road with
their jazz band. Kid Ory’s Sunshine orchestra goes to the Plantation
Revue on Oct. 4 for a limited engagement. They are replaced at the
Hiawatha dancing academy by Sonny Clay’s Eccentric Harmony Six.
When we get anything at the Hiawatha, we always get the best. This
coming week, Oct. 2, we are offering the public the first Mardi Gras
and jazz fiesta staged, promoted and directed by the Negro in Los
Angeles, for five nights and days. Under the direction of M. T. Laws
and Ragtime Billy Tucker.”

William Rogers Campbell “Sonny” Clay

Sonny Clay was born in Chapel Hill, Texas on May 15, 1899. His
family moved to Phoenix, Arizona in 1908, where he studied drums
and xylophone, and by 1915 he was playing drums around Phoenix
before hitting the road in 1916. Clay traveled around the Southwest,
playing drums or piano with various small groups. He was the
drummer of Jelly Roll Morton’s band which played in Tijuana, Mexico,
in October 1921 before he moved to Los Angeles around 1922, where
he played with Reb Spikes, with Kid Ory's Original Creole Jazz Band,
and led his own group, the Eccentric Harmony Six, as shown by
various newspapers reports: “Sonny Clay who left Los Angeles with
Morrisson orch. has returned in city. He went as far as El Paso. One of
the best drummers! Now with Ory Sunshine Orch.”13 “Sonny Clay’s
Eccentric Harmony Six: William Hansett (ct); Archie Grant (tb, p);
Cash Green (cl, sax); Theodore Bonner (sax); W.B. Woodman (tb);
Clay (manager, p, dr, sax, various instruments) at Hiawatha Academy,
Washington & Central Avenue, Los Angeles.”14 “Clay at Orpheum
Theater.”15 “Sonny Clay and band have just returned from Phoenix.”16
“Sonny Clay’s band in Los Angeles includes Charles Green (cl, sax);
Clarence Williams (sbs); Harold Lee; Clay (p).”17
In 1922 Sonny Clay recorded for Sunset in Los Angeles as the piano
accompanist to a young girl blues singer, Camille Allen. His playing on
Gang O’ Blues and Punishing the Piano,recorded in Los Angeles in
1925 show an excellent pianist, who evidently had carefully listened
to Jelly Roll Morton. Like with the Master, a strong left hand weaves
some varied bass lines.

In 1923 Ernest Coycault and Leon White left and joined Sonny Clay’s
band as noted in the Chicago Defender of August 18: “Sonny Clay and
Jazz Band and Ernest Coycault, cornetist of the Black and Tan, Ed
Garland (bass) were at Exposition Park Friday night August 4.”

The subsequent demise of the Black and Tan Ochestra may have
been caused by the departure of Leon White and Coycault, and in
some respects Sonny Clay’s orchestra took the place of the Black and
Tan on the local scene. Soon after Coycault’s arrival in Clay’s band the
band cut its first recordings under the name of the California Poppies
for the Sunset label.

11
12
13
14
15
16
17
18

Emile Barnes, October 1, 1959, HJA.
California Death Index, 1940-1997.
Chicago Defender, July 22, 1922.
Chicago Defender, 11, 1922.
Chicago Defender, March 17, 1923.
Chicago Defender, March 31, 1923.
Pittsburgh Courier, July 28, 1923.
From Paul Howard’s story in Jazz Journal and Record Research.
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Until 1927 Clay’s band played regularly at the Plantation Club,
Washington Boulevard, in Culver City (a club owned by movie
comedian Roscoe “Fatty” Arbuckle from 1928 to 1930) and at the
Vernon Country Club. The personnel of the band in 1924 consisted of:
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Coycault, Leon White (tb), Leonard Davidson (cl, sax), James “Jazz”
Carson (ts), Sonny Clay (p), ‘Trombone Jack’ Jackson (sbs), and Willis
McDaniels (dr). The band appeared at Barron Long’s, then at the
Vernon Country Club for one year, at George Ramsey’s Club, San
Diego (one year too) and did many motion picture sound tracks in
Hollywood throughout the twenties. Coycault was a Creole of Color
and in one movie the band was dressed in grey skirts and black tights

as they were to portray a black band playing in a French Café (the star
of the film was Adolphe Menjou). Coycault had to put on makeup to
make his skin darker. Sonny Clay said his band took part in sixty-five
films, many of which were silent movies.
In about January 1925, at the Nightingale Club, Los Angeles (formerly
known as Ford’s Castle), Paul Howard replaced Leonard Davidson on

The Black and Tan Jazz Orchestra, Los Angeles, 1918. Harry Southard (tb, leader), Ernest Coycault (ct), Paul Howard (ts), “Tuba Jack” James
Jackson (p), Leon White (dr). (Courtesy J.-F. Villetard)
Paul Howard (ts, sops), Ernest Coycault, Leon Herriford cl, as), James Jackson, Harry Southard, Leon White at the same Ship Café, in Venice,
California, at a later date, probably 1922. (Courtesy J.-F. Villetard)

7
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Top: The Tivoli Theatre in Castlereagh Street, Sydney, the first theatre in
the Tivoli Theatre Circuit which was started in 1893 by Harry Rickards, an
English Music Hall comedian. The other theatres in the circuit were in
Melbourne, Adelaide, and Brisbane. Tivoli Theatre Circuit was the home of
variety theatre and vaudeville in Australia for many years. The Melbourne
Tivoli was in Bourke Street, and it was a storey or two higher and narrower
than the Sydney Theatre.
Left: A poster for “Sonny Clay’s Colored Idea.”
Bottom: Sonny Clay’s band on its arrival in Sidney, Australia. Ernest
Coycault stands at the top. Ivie Anderson, who would later became famous
as a singer with Duke Ellington’s Orchestra, stands next to tuba player
Herman Hoy, watching her dancing colleagues, members of The Four
Covans.
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tenor sax. Sonny Clay had Tuba Jack Jackson (tuba), Charley Mosley
(as), and Ben Borders (dr).18

The Chicago Defender of May 23, 1925 reported “Sonny Clay and
his Rhythm Demons at the Merry Widow Cafe, Los Angeles,
broadcasting nightly over KNX.” That same month the band cut some
more records for Sunset under the name of The Stompin’ Six, and in
July the band recorded two titles under the name of Sonny Clay’s
Plantation Orchestra. According to the Chicago Defender of October
6, 1925 the band was now working at the Plantation Café. The
International Musician of October 1925 mentioned with the usual
delay the reinstatements of Sonny Clay, Willis McDaniels, W. B.
Woodman, C. O. Mosely, and Ernest Coycault, which means the band
had traveled in the summer. In February 1926 the band recorded
again for Vocalion, this time with two trumpets, an additional
saxophone and a tuba player. After this session trombonist Luther
Graven replaced Leon White and the band recorded once more in
August, in a reduced lineup.

“Though the band was playing only blues and
stomps during that period the music was still
arranged, which presented a small problem to
current trombonist Luther Graves [sic] , Sonny
Clay commented. “Whenever the sheet music
handed him proved difficult Luther somehow
managed to lose it during the course of the
evening,” Clay stated. “For the balance of the
night he would lean heavily towards Coycault
and follow the cornet lead. After this had taken
place several times Coycault became aware of
what Gravens was doing and began taking
liberties with the melody that left the trombonist a
little distraught at what course to follow.”

the general rhythm of the whole orchestra and the result is perfect
coordination. Sonny Clay himself is at the piano and plays Me and My
Shadow and Rain in a manner entirely new to Australian audiences.
His own composition The Ghost Of The Black Bottom, is
accompanied by a dance by Dick Saunders, who appears to be the
majordomo, guide, philosopher and friend to the rest of the company.
The Four Harmonisers sing southern melodies the way they should be
sung and their yodelling is one of the best things ever heard on the
Tivoli stage, and indeed on any stage. The Covans do some very clever
dancing, especially in their Bolshevik number. Ivy Anderson does not
quite ‘get over’ perhaps because of her decidedly scratchy voice. The
last concerted number of the ‘Colored Idea’ is Blue Heavens, very
attractively played, sung, danced and harmonised.”19 The young
Australian musicians who attended the show were greatly impressed
by this band.

The police raid

The troupe went back to Sydney just after the local press
had reported that Australian Eunice Hurst had been
prevented by the United States Immigration
authorities from accepting an appointment as
professor of violin at Wells College, New York.
The Australian Commonwealth Band had also
been prevented from touring in the USA. On
the other hand, a White Australia Policy
forbade colored musicians from working in
Australia. There was retaliation in the air.

The troupe got into trouble when members of
the band were accused of having inter-racial
relationships with Australian women. Under the
pretext of noisy behavior, on March 25 morning
the police raided the flats in Evelyn Street,
Melbourne, where musicians had rented two flats.
The “Australian Affair”
“From the time the boys and I landed we were chased by
The Chicago Defender of January 14, 1928 reported: “Sonny Sonny Clay women who popped up no matter where we hid”, Sonny Clay
recalled.
Clay took his band to Australia to tour with an AfricanWeekend
Magazine, part of Sydney
Morning
American vaudeville production entitled ‘Sonny Clay’s Colored Idea.’ Good
The troupe included dancers, vocal groups and a 24 years old singer Herald, March 15th, 1997, published the following story in two parts:
born near Los Angeles named Ivie Anderson. They came on board S.S. PART 1. “On the same day [March 28, 1928] that Billy Hughes
Sierra from San Francisco and arrived in Sydney on January 21. They [Former Prime Minister of Australia] expressed his hope of seeing black
opened at Sydney’s Tivoli Theatre.” The same newspaper published bodies swinging in the antipodean breeze, the Federal Cabinet was
on March 10 a letter from Perth, Australia, indicating that the new meeting to hear the 'shocking' details of a raid on a Melbourne flat
review included Sonny Clay’s Plantation Orchestra, the Four Covans which found six visiting American black musicians entertaining white
and other artists. The show stayed at the Tivoli for four weeks then girls. Cabinet voted to deport the men and to ban any other Negro
went to Melbourne. The Argus (Melbourne) of Monday February 20, bands from visiting Australia, a ban which lasted to 1954.”
1928 reads: “Owing to the late arrival of the Sydney Sonny Clay's PART 2. “This was the Australian newspaper Truth headline on 1st
Coloured Idea Company was not able to appear at the Tivoli Theatre April, 1928 - on the band ‘Sonny Clay's Colored Idea’, on tour from
on Saturday, but it will begin its season at the matinee to-day. The the United States: A BLACK-OUT FOR SONNY CLAY'S NOISOME
company consists of dancers, singers, comedians, and a band, which NIGGERS. How Truth organised raid. Prompt action on the part of
plays on the stage.” The Argus of March 5, 1928 reported that Sonny theatrical company and federal authorities. AUSTRALIA WANTS NOT
Clay’s Coloured Idea had entered on its second week to-day at the ANOTHER COON... Two cabs took six girls and six musicians back
Tivoli Theatre, attracting large audiences.
to Rowena Mansions [Melbourne] at 2.30 a.m. The blinds were up
again and through the rain the watchers reported: “the niggers and
The Argus of March 12 wrote: “Tivoli-Vaudeville. Dancing is girls partly discarded their clothes, and glistening black arms wound
prominent on the programme of the Tivoli Theatre this week. The Di around white shoulders”. At 3.15 am, the police raided the flat.
Gatano troupe and Mr. Davey Jamieson rejoin the bill to-day and the Police Constable Dunn found two men and two women in “scanty
energy of the members of Mr. Sonny Clay's ‘Coloured Idea’ company attire” and “locked in close embrace.” The Truth's man took in the
continues unabated. There is a good vaudeville programme, which scene: “Empty glasses, half drunk girls, an atmosphere poisonous
included Miss Stella Lamond, soubrette; Mr. Hector St. Clair, the Four with cigarette smoke and fumes from the liquor, and lounging about
Phillips, the Fordham Brothers, Snell and Vernon, Mr. Jack Lumsdaine, the flat six niggers. In one bedroom, Ivy Davy and John Black were
and Mr. Wylie Watson.”
found in bed, he in mauve pajamas and she in petticoat... Other
Truth journalists tapped out what was required. A year before a
The Pittsburgh Courier of March 17 reported that “Sonny Clay and his ‘nigger boxer’ had been deported from Australia after Truth revealed
Plantation Band, assisted by the four dancing Covans, Ivy Anderson that he was living with a white woman in Darlinghust.”
and the Four Emperors of Music, opened at the Tivoli Theater,
Australia, and draw the largest houses seen there in a long while.”
The Truth supported the position of the Australian Union of
“Sonny Clay’s Idea burst like a ray of coloured sunshine on the patrons Musicians, which was as protectionist as the American Federation of
of the Tivoli yesterday afternoon”, an Australian journalist wrote. “The Musicians and opposed any visit by American artists. The trial,
band is all your dreams of jazz come true. Each subordinate his part to followed by about 700 persons, was held two days later at the City
19 Jack Mitchell, Storyville, No 61, October-November 1975.

Court and despite the accusations of debauchery, all charges against
the musicians were dropped.
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JEROME “PIL” COYCAULT

Nini’s brother Jerome was ten years younger. Most musicians
remembered him as Pil or Pill’s. His draft registration card shows
that he lived in Poydras, just near Violet, in June 1917, was a
laborer, and had a paralyzed leg.
Jerome was still listed in the 1920 census for St. Bernard Parish,
now as a fruit peddler, living with his parents. Minor Hall, who
subbed for his brother Tubby Hall, said Pil played clarinet and
guitar in a small band in the country.21 He moved to New Orleans
where he is said to have played with Ernest Duck Johnson’s band.
At one time he was also a member of Jack Carey’s Crescent Band.
Clarence Vincent also remembered he led a band about 1920 in
Biloxi, which consisted of Buddy Petit, Earl Humphrey (tb), Alex
Scott (sbs), and Roy Evans (dr). Clarence Vincent also quoted the
New Orleans Creoles, with Amos White (tp), “Ti Boy” Eddie
Gilmore, Freddie “Bo Bo“ (tb, probably Miller), Red Dugas and Pil
Coycault.
Pil and his cousin Zeb Lenares (b. 1887) were Buddy Petit’s
clarinetists through the 1920’s. In 1921 “Pil” toured Texas with
Petit. Drummer Alfred Williams declared that Buddy Petit, Frankie
Duson and Pil went to Los Angeles in 1922. There is no trace of
this trip but we can easily imagine that Jerome would have
grasped any opportunity to visit his brother in California. Pil is said
to have recorded with Buddy Petit around 1920, but none of the
six copies has ever been found. Pil often played with Chris Kelly.
He also worked with Pete Locage’s (?) band on Rampart Street for
several months, and then worked about 1923 with Amos White’s
New Orleans Creole Jazz Band, with Red Dugas, drums, Barney
Bigard, clarinet, Willie Willigan (second ct), Sonny Henry or
Freddie Boo Boo (tb), Wilhelmina Bart (p), Clarence Vincent (bjo)
and José Ysaguirre (sbs).
Early in 1924 Jerome was in Joe Winn’s Creole Jazz Band of New
Orleans as shown by the Baltimore Afro American of January 18:
“Alonzo S. Williams, Aliece (Alcide) Perasier, Caffrey Darensbourg,
Albert Mayon (Morgan), ‘Pil’ Coycault, James Long, Sadie
Goodson, Joe Winn (dr, manager).” A few days later they toured
Florida as shown by the Defenderof February 2: “Joe Winn’s
Creole Jazz Band is mopping up way down in Pensacola: Alonzo
S. Williams, cornet and leader; Joe Winn, drums, manager; James
Curry, trombone; Albert Morgan, bass viol; Phil Coy Cault,

clarinet; Caffery (Caffrey) Darensbourg, banjo and Sadie
Goodman (Goodson), piano.”
“Pil had a cripled leg and was hump-backed,” reported Clarence
Vincent. “He had an operation on his leg which straightened it,
but he only lived about six or seven months afterwards; he died
on the bandstand.” In fact he died in Cleveland, Ohio on October
4, 1928. His death certificate, under the name of Philip Coycault
(hence Pil), shows he was single. It was osteomyelitis, a bone
inflamation, that was the cause of his death, a probable
inflamation due to a typhoid fever he contracted as a child. Jerome
Philip was buried at Calvary Cemetery on October 8.
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It seems that union retaliation was the reason why the remaining
Australian shows were cancelled, as before the band sailed for
Australia an Australian group had been prevented by AFof M Local No
6 from appearing in Los Angeles. Sonny Clay was conscious that his
musicians had been the “victims of national revenge” as shown by the
Canberra Times of March 29: “Sonny Clay’s negro band arrived in
Sydney today, en route for America. The manager of the band, Sonny
Clay, said the raid on the flat in Rowena Mansions, Melbourne,
occupied by negroes was a frame-up from the start to the finish. He
alleged that the Musicians’ Union had been hostile since the band
landed, and he suggested that the raid was a reprisal for the hostile
reception accorded to the Commonwealth band by the American
Federation. He declared that detectives had followed the Negroes all
the time they were in Australia.”
The orchestra had been booked for ten weeks by the Tivoli Theater
Ltd., and four weeks of the tour had been completed, but the plot had
succeeded: “Black Beasts of America back to America,” was the title
of the Truth when the musicians embarked on the steamer Sierra at
Sydney on March 31. The troup reached San Francisco on April 19.
But the Australian affair left a negative impression on the musicians.

Back to California

The International Musician of March 1928 advertised the transfers of
Ernest Coycault and Sonny Clay. The band broke up immediately after
it returned to Los Angeles but Clay soon put together a ten piece band,
The Dixie Serenaders, which played around the Los Angeles area.
The Chicago Defender of August 18, 1928 stated that Benny Morton
(sax, cl), brother of Norvell Morton, was in the West with Sonny Clay
orchestra. The International Musician of December 1928 shows
transfers issued for Ernest Coycault, Joe Darensbourg, George Foster,
and Alex Hill. In 1929 the Dixie Serenaders included drummer Eddie
Nicholson and singer Ivie Anderson. Ernest Coycault continued
working with Clay's band until at least 1929. The International
Musician in December 1933 published some reports from Local 6, San
Francisco, CA, about a travelling band including Coycault among its
members. Nothing is known about Coycault’s activities between 1933
and his death, that occurred on July 1, 1940 in Los Angeles.20 Clay
disbanded his orchestra in 1932, but continued to perform as a solo
pianist in clubs around Los Angeles up until World War II. During the
war he enlisted in the army and was a bandleader in the Special
Services Division. After the war he returned to solo club work. Clay left
show business in the late 1940s to work at the post office, playing
occasional evening gigs, and eventually tuning pianos. In the late
1950s he once again returned to solo club work. He died in 1972.

From Ragtime to Swing

From 1923 to 1928, Sonny Clay’s band evolved from a small hot
dance unit to a big band, although Clay’s piano style remained more
or less the same throughout all his recordings. Sonny Clay and Ernest
Coycault, who both started in the orchestral ragtime idiom, had to
adapt to the rapid stylistic changes, as shown for example by the tracks
cut for Vocalion by the expanded band in January 1928. Ernest
Coycault’s playing is neat, his sound is clear, his attack is precise and
his execution excellent. He read music very well and was an ideal lead
cornet. His style is more in the “swinging syncopation” style, heavily
influenced by the stiffness of ragtime music. Growls, breaks, and some
passages remind the listener of Freddie Keppard or other Louisianan
Creole trumpet players who did not swing all the time and did not
improvise much.
As a Louisianian, Coycault must have had some influence on the Clay
band’s stylistic orientations during the first years. Early on a second
trumpet was added, who took the more modern-styled solos, as
Coycault could not or chose not to modify his style. Like Bill Johnson,
he must have also exerted a lasting influence on the local musicians.

20 California Death Index, 1940-1997.
21 Minor Hall, September 2, 1958, HJA.

DISCOGRAPHY

California Poppies. Ernest Coycault (ct), Leon White (tb),
Leonard Davidson (cl), Bob Farrell (as), Johnny King (ts), Sonny
Clay (p, dir), Thomas Valentine (bjo), Willis McDaniels (dr). Los
Angeles, 1923. Sunset.
What A Wonderful Time - Lou - Mama Like To Do It (unissued).
Lou and What a Wonderful Time were Clay’s compositions.
Most of the time Coycault plays muted. The music is partially
written, partially head arranged. The clarinettist plays in a style
akin to Larry Shields’.

The Stompin' Six.
Ernest Coycault (tp),
William
B.
Woodman
(tb),
Leonard Davidson (cl, sop, ts),
Sonny Clay (p,
dir), Louis Dodd
(bjo, as-1), Willis
McDaniels (dr,
kazoo).
Los
Angeles, c. May
1925. Sunset.
Jimtown Blues Roamin' Around - Down
And Out Blues - Creole
Blues. These are the best
recordings to appreciate Coycault’s open horn sound.

Sonny Clay's Plantation Orchestra. Ernest Coycault (tp,) William
B. Woodman (tb), Leonard Davidson (cl), Sonny Clay (p), ?
Fitzgerald (bjo), Willis McDaniels (dr, kazoo). Los Angeles, July
28, 1925. Vocalion.
Jambled Blues - Boogaloosa Blues.

Sonny Clay’s Plantation Orchestra. Ernest Coycault, William
Balkeney (tp), William B. Woodman (tb), Leonard Davidson (cl),
James Carson (cl, ts), Louis Dodd (as, bjo, gtr), Sonny Clay (p),
James Jackson (tu), Willis McDaniels (dr). Los Angeles, February
2, 1926. Vocalion.
Plantation Blues - Chicago Breakdown.

Sonny Clay’s Plantation Orchestra. Ernest Coycault (tp), Luther
Sonny Graven (tb), John Sturdevant (cl),
James Carson (cl, ts), Sonny
Clay (p), Rupert Jordan
(bjo), Willis McDaniels
(dr). Los Angeles,
August 26, 1926.
Vocalion.
Slow
Motion
Blues - California
Stomp.
On these tunes
Coycault
plays
open horn.

Sonny Clay and his
Orchestra. Ernest
Coycault,
Archie
Lancaster,
Andrew
Blakeney? (tp), Luther Sonny
Graven (tb), Leonard Davidson
(cl, as), John Sturdevant? (cl), Louis Dodd (as), William Griffin (ts),
Sonny Clay (p), Rupert Jordan (bjo), Herman Hoy (tu), David
Lewis or Willis McDaniels (dr). Los Angeles, January 12, 1928.
Vocalion.
The Ghost of the Black Bottom (unissued) - St. Louis Blues Devil's Serenade (solo and lead by Coycault) - In My Dreams
(solo by the second trumpet) - Australian Stomp (unissued) Darktown Shuffle (unissued).
The majority of Sonny Clay’s recordings are to be found on CD
Frog DGF-53, and there are others on the Timeless label.

