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This book was based mostly on archival research. Given that many of
the people who lived this history are no longer with us, I was depen-
dent, to a large extent, on the public record. Of these sources, by far the
most useful were the oral histories. Thankfully, a few prestigious insti-
tutions had the foresight to record interviews with many jazz musicians
from throughout history. Some of these musicians were involved in the
business of jazz almost from the beginning. The key oral history archives
are housed at the Institute of Jazz Studies at Rutgers University; the
National Museum of American History, part of the Smithsonian In-
stitute; the Jazz Archive at Duke University; the Library of Congress;
the Hogan Jazz Archive at Tulane University; and the Louis Armstrong
House Museum.

Also helpful were the American Italian Museum in New Orleans,
the New Orleans Historical Society, and the Jazz Museum of New Or-
leans. Any jazz research in the Crescent City also involves walking the
streets of the French Quarter as well as what used to be the infamous jazz
and bordello district of Storyville.

In Kansas City, I visited the American Jazz Museum and the Kansas
City Public Library, and I familiarized myself with the historically essen-
tial 18th and Vine jazz district.

Research for this book began in early 2020, a few weeks before the
Covid-19 pandemic set in. I was able to make research trips to New
Orleans and Kansas City before everything shut down. Luckily, many
of the other key locations—Chicago, Los Angeles, Las Vegas—are all
cities I have either lived in or visited in the past. Anywhere I go, I make

myself aware of the local jazz history and venues past and present.
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It is astounding how much archival research is now available digi-
tally online. Most of my research was conducted from my home base of
New York City. Not only is New York a city with a long-standing asso-
ciation between jazz and the underworld, it contains various research
institutions that were essential to this project, most notably the Schom-
burg Center for Research in Black Culture in Harlem, the New York
Public Library in Midtown Manhattan, and the Louis Armstrong House
Museum in the neighborhood of Hollis, Queens.

The importance of these institutions is that they lead you to other
sources, most notably newspaper and magazine articles, academic jour-
nals, and documentary films that shed light on your subject from vary-
ing angles. Within the notes section of this book you will find reference
to the many periodicals, articles, and essays that informed this study.

Also of importance were the many memoirs, biographies, and jazz
and mob histories that have been written over the decades. A big part
of the research for this book involved culling anecdotes from memoirs
and biographies and cross-checking them with oral history interviews
from the likes of Louis Armstrong, Duke Ellington, Sonny Greer,
Count Basie, and many others. The relevant publications, both on the
music and the organized crime sides of this story, are listed in the bib-
liography.

Finally, the most illuminating form of research is the music itself.
Listen carefully to a song like “Doctor Jazz” by Jelly Roll Morton, or
“Muggles” by Louis Armstrong, or “The Mooche” by Duke Ellington, or
“The Damned Don’t Cry” by John Coltrane, and you are likely to expe-
rience something of the connection between jazz and the underworld,
which is a symbiosis entombed in history but also a living, breathing
expression of liberation, aggression, and existential longing that is per-
sonified in the music. Jazz is a confluence of many elements, but one
of those elements is most definitely its legacy of intermingling artistry
and shadiness, an understanding that for the music to thrive as a com-
mercial entity—especially when performed in nightclubs—it exists as a

seduction for people from the upperworld as much as those who, accord-
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