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New Orleans 
Civil Rights Activist 

AND 

"The Father of Negro 
Musicians of Omaha" 
Bv JESSE J. Ono 

Jazz critic and historian George Lipsitz has observed that "established histories of 
jazz tend to focus on a select group of individual geniuses in only a few cities."1 

This group includes figures such as Duke Ellington,' Count Basie, and Charlie 
Parker; and those "few cities" are New Orleans, Kansas City, Chicago, and New York. 
Lipsitz contends that many of the artists and cities that have been neglected in general 
surveys of jazz history merit attention and that Omaha, Nebraska, is one such place.2 

Before the end of the dance band era, around 1960, many black musicians cam~ to 
Omaha in order to develop their talents and try to work their way into big name bands. 
Omaha jazz musician Preston Love asserted, "If New York, Chicago, and Kansas City 
were the major leagues of jazz, Omaha was the triple-A. If you wanted to make the 
big leagues, you came and played in Omaha."3 Omaha's black bandleaders had 
long upheld a tradition of nurturing and producing prominent musicians, 
many of whom had been attracted to Omaha from other parts of the 
country. Dan Desdunes was largely responsible for beginning this tradition. 

The Dan Desdunes Band on a 1923 "good will 
excursion." Douglas County Historical Society 



The Omaha Military Band, 
1904. Douglas County His
torical Society 

Dan Desdunes. Boys Town 
Hall of History 

The word "jazz" first appeared in The Monitor, 
Omaha's black weekly newspaper, on November 3, 
1917, less than a year after the first jazz recordings 
were made.4 This word was used in an advertise
ment for a charity ball at which the music was to 
be provided by the Desdunes Jazz Orchestra.5 This 
band was led by Dan Desdunes, who was described 
as "the father of negro musicians of Omaha" in Har
rison J. Pinkett's 1937 manuscript, "An Historical 
Sketch of the Omaha Negro."6 

Dan Desdunes was born in New Orleans in 
1873 to an upper-middle class Creole family with a 
penchant for public service and for notoriety.7 His 
grandfather, Jeremiah Desdunes, came from Haiti 
and his grandmother, Henrietta, was originally from 
Cuba. Dan's father, Rodolphe Lucien Desdunes, 
was born in New Orleans in 1849.8 Rodolphe was a 
writer who, in 1911, published Nos Hommes et Notre 
Histoire, a book about the history and the culture of 
Creoles in Louisiana.9 Therein, Rodolphe highlight
ed the achievements of several successful Creoles. 
This work has been translated and reprinted many 
times, most recently in 2009.10 

Rodolphe Lucien Desdunes was a staunch op
ponent of segregation and was one ofthe principal 
orchestrators of the Comite des CitoyEJns (Citizens' 
Committee) on September 5, 1891_11 Rodolphe was 
the primary editorial contributor to The Crusader, 
New Orleans's weekly black newspaper, and held 
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' . the meetings of the Comite des Citoyens at the 
newspaper's offices.12 Rodolphe succinctly defined 
the objectives of the organization: 

It was in 1890 that the Citizens' Committee 
was formed, when a return to exaggerated fa
naticism about caste or segregation once again 
alarmed the black people. This fanaticism 
was not confined merely to chance meetings. 
We were face to face with a government de
termined to develop and establish a system 
by which a portion of the people would have 
to submit to the rest. It was necessary to resist 
this state of affairs, even with no hope of suc
cess in sight. The idea was to give a dignified 
appearance to the resistance, which had to be 
implemented by lengthy judicial procedures.13 

In 1890 the Louisiana Legislature enacted the 
Separate Car Act, which required railway compa
nies to provide separate passenger cars for whites 
and blacks. It also required the railroads to halt 
physically anyone who attempted to enter a car 
reserved for persons of another race.11 After the 
Comite des Citoyens decided to challenge this law's 
enforcement in interstate travel, Dan Desduri"es vol
unteered, in February 1892, to violate this act. 15 

Dan Desdunes was one-eighth black, and 
according to Louisiana law, legally classified as "col
ored," which meant he was forbidden to ride in any 



"white" railroad passenger car. Desdunes' skin color 
was light enough that he was able to pass as white 
and gain admission to a "white only" coach.16 The 
Comite des Citoyens was so certain that Desdunes 
would pass for white that it hired private detectives 
to arrest him in order to ensure that the committee 
could challenge the Separate Car Act in court. Dan 
Desdunes spent no time in jail because he was im
mediately bailed out by the committee. After a short 
trial, he was acquittedY Justice John Howard Fergu
son ruled that enforcement of the Separate Car Act 
upon interstate travel was unconstitutional because 
only the federal government had the authority to 
regulate interstate commerce.18 

Next, the Comite des Citoyens decided to chaJ
lenge racial segregation on intrastate railway travel. 
They recruited Rodolphe Lucien Desdunes' friend, 
Homer Plessy, to be arrested in this challenge. This 
case eventually went to the United States Supreme 
Court, which ruled on May 18, 1896, that Homer 
Plessy's constitutional rights had not been violated 
by Louisiana law.19 This ruling was devastating to 
Rodolphe Lucien Desdunes, who reported that "our 
defeat sanctioned the odious principle of the segre
gation of the races."20 

Whereas Rodolphe primarily dedicated his life 
to scholarship and civil activism, Dan Desdunes 
pursued a livelihood in arts and entertainment. 
The son's means may have differed from his father's, 
yet Dan's career allowed him to work toward 

Rodolphe's goals. Dan Desdunes not only became a 
musician and an educator but also worked against 
racial segregation. 

Dan attended public schools as a child and re
ceived his college education at Straight University 
in New Orleans. After college, he found work as a 
house painter. 21 Desdunes was a classically trained 
musician and earned additional income as a per
former and music teacher in New Orleans.22 He 
married Victoria Oliver in 1895; and his only child, 
Clarence Desdunes, was born on February 17, 1896, 
in New Orleans. Victoria died shortly afterward 
and Dan then married Madia Dodd, to whom he 
remained married until his death. 23 

Dan Desdunes was also involved in popular 
music and co-led the Cousto-Desdunes Orchestra, 

Dan Desdunes Band, 
circa 1919. Desdunes 
stands in front wearing 
a white hat. Douglas 
County Historical Society 

Dan Desdunes and the 
Father Flanagan's Boys' 
Home Band in 1921. Boys 
Town Hall of History. 
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The Dan Desdunes Band 
on a "Sunrise Excursion" 
in 1922. Douglas County 
Historical Society 
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one of New Orleans's most celebrated dance bands 
of the 1890s.24 Many scholars agree that the style 
of music known as "jazz" was developed gradually 
through the contributions of many artists and in 
many different places. Others contend that New 
Orleans cornetist Charles "Buddy" Bolden "led the 
first jazz band" around 1905.25 Lawrence Gushee, 
in his article "Nineteenth-Century Origins of Jazz," 
includes excerpts of an interview with a New Or
leans trombonist, George Filhe, who was born in 
1872. Filhe recalled that, in 1892, he played cornet 
with the Cousto-Desdunes Orch~stra and that the 
band "played jazz, would always swing the music, 
that was their novelty. Younger musicians about 
1892 began to 'swing.' Older men used lots of Mexi
can music."26 This statementplaces Dan Desdunes 
among the first artists to perform "jazz." 

Dan Desdunes left New Orleans in the late 
1890s to tour with Docstader's Minstrels.27 This 
troupe was among the most popular in the nation, 
thanks in large part to a roster featuring many fa
mous entertainers, including AI Jolson. 28 Desdunes 
also performed in other prominent minstrel troupes 
such as Gideon's Minstrels, whose tours most often 
traveled through the Midwest.29 He came to Omaha 
in 1904 with a traveling show compaoy that was 
then producing a play he had written. Dan Des
dunes liked Omaha so much that he decided to 
make it his home.30 
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Desdunes' first job in Omaha was as a janj_tor. 
He later became the manager of billiard rooms at 
the Omaha Chamber of Commerce, a connection 
which would eventually benefit him greatly. Des
dunes received the opportunity to lead an orchestra 
when the Colored Knights of Pythias formed one 
and recruited him to direct it. 31 

In 1904 a group of black Omaha musicians 
founded the Omaha Military Band and selected 
Professor Ernest Tyler to lead it. This band gained 
little popularity until 1908, when they asked Dan 
Desdunes to become their director. The band soon 
became known as the Dan Desdunes Band, and 
nearly all of the pieces that they played were ar
ranged by Desdunes himself.32 Members of that 
band claimed that these arrangements were twenty 
years ahead of their times. Desdunes was able to 
convince many excellent touring musicians who 
passed through Omaha to relocate to Omaha and 
join his band. Furthermore, his connections at the 
Chamber of Commerce helped him to attract such 
musicians to his band by enabfing him to find jobs 
and housing for them.33 

In 1910 Desdunes' association with the Cham
ber of Commerce enabled his orchestra, known at 
this time as the Desdunes Prize Band, to bec9me 
the first black band to perform at the Ak-Sar-Ben 
parade.34 Desdunes' successful networking also led 
to his orchestra's participation in the Chamber of 



Commerce's annual "Good Will" trips, which were 
designed to encourage people to do business in 
Omaha. Desdunes' band became such a popular 
feature of these tours that in 1918, his band was 
named the official band of the trip. 35 The Chamber 
of Commerce paid the band musicians quite well 
for the tour, and it was considered an honor for a 
musician to be selected by Desdunes for the "Good 
Will" trips. 36 

Desdunes' band became known as the First 
Regimental Band and was celebrated for its fine mu
sicianship and showmanship.37 An example of this 
showmanship occurred during the 1914 Ak-Sar-Ben 
Parade when rain suddenly began to pour heavily. 
As most people in attendance scattered to find shel
ter, the First Regimental Band continued to march 
and began playing a song called "How Dry I Am."38 

Dan Desdunes and the First Regimental Band, 

which played mostly marches and classical music, 
developed a large following in the white commu
nity. Around 1915 Desdunes was hired to instruct an 
all-white band based in Louisville, Nebraska.39 The 
First Regimental Band was often invited to perform 
for prominent white Americans who were visit-
ing Omaha. For example, the band's performance 
reportedly "thrilled" President Woodrow Wilson 
on his 1916 visit to Omaha. Moreover, Gen. John J. 
Pershing praised them as "one of the best trained 
bands I have ever heard."40 

Dan Desdunes was also a celebrity in the Omaha 
black community. Lloyd Hunter, who later became 
an impo,rtant Omaha bandleader, was inspired by 
him to become a musician.41 Desdunes did celebrity 
endorsements for The Monitor including the follow
ing statement from January 19, 1918, entitled "Dan 
Desdunes Knows A Good Thing": 

A 1924 event in Wilber, 
Nebraska, featured "Dan 
Desdune's (sic) Band and 
Minstrel Show of Omaha. 
Colored Entertainers Su
preme." NSHS RG813-445 
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The Dan Desdunes Band 
in 1925. Douglas County 
Historical Society 

Dan Desdunes, the popular leader of the 
First Regimental Band, knows good things be
sides music. He is buying a Thrift Stamp every 
day and says he is going to keep it up. This 
means that Dan is saving 25 cents a day. He 
exchanges every sixteen Thrift Stamps with the 
additional 12 cents necessary for a War Savings 
Stamp which pays 4 Vz per cent interest. Every
body who follows Dan Desdunes' example will 
not only help lick the Kaiser, but will save a 
neat little sum of money.42 

Desdunes also played a prominent role in 
the history of Boys Town. In December 1917 
Father Edward J. Flanagan, an Irish immigrant 
priest, established this home for boys who faced 
poverty, neglect, homelessness, or incarceration. 
The home was to be racially integrated and 
nonsectarian.43 These ideals appealed to Dan 
Desdunes, who began working at Boys Town 
(originally known as Father Flanagan's Boys' Home) 
as a volunteer bandmaster and music teacher 
immediately after its founding.4'1 · 

In the early days of Boys Town, two of the most 
serious problems that Father Flanagan encountered 
were obtaining adequate funds and breaking down 
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prejudices toward the boys in his custody.45 In or
der to help remedy both problems, Dan Desdunes 
offered to train some of the boys to perform in a 
traveling minstrel show. Flanagan and Desdunes be
lieved that this performance troupe would not only 
earn money for Boys Town but also demonstrate 
for many people who normally would not encoun
ter Flanagan's orphans that these boys were often 
talented, well-behaved children. Desdunes trained 
them for weeks on end and unveiled their inaugural 
performance in January 1921. By April 1922 he had 
trained a thirty-two-piece band and had embarked 
with them on a summer-long fund raising tour.46 

Father Flanagan considered this venture to be quite 
a success, and such tours became a fixture at Boys 
Town.47 The tours became so popular that they ex
panded them to include trips through other regions 
of the country. One summer they went as far east as 
New York and during another summer as far west as 
the Pacific Ocean.48 

Dan Desdunes was heavily involved with' Boys 
Town, its band, and its traveling shows during the 
twelve years that he volunteered at the home. He 
usually spent three days per week working with the 



boys.49 He composed original music for the band to 
perform, including a piece called "Rah, Rah, Blue
jay" which was performed at the Creighton-Utah 
football game on November 10, 1928.50 As part of 
a 1927 drive to pay off Boys Town's mortgage, Des
dunes composed the song "Dividends of Smiles." 51 

He wrote short comedy sketches in addition to plot
ting and choreographing two-to-three-hour variety 
shows for the traveling troupe. 52 In 1927 he began 
directing the Father Flanagan Boys' Band through 
weekly hour-long performances that were broadcast 
on WOW Radio. 53 

Like the First Regimental Band, Dan Desdunes 
and Father Flanagan's Boys' Band received 
praise from prominent citizens. The ensemble 
performed twice for President Calvin Coolidge. · 
After the second performance, the president posed 
for a photograph with the band and stood next 
to nine-year-old Albert Kercheval, who went on 
to become an excellent jazz musician in Omaha 
for many years. 54 John Phillip Sousa claimed that 
no rendition of his composition "Stars and Stripes 
Forever" had ever touched him as much as the one 
played for him by Father Flanagan's Boys' Band. 55 

Paul Whiteman said of this band that "in all my 
travels, and they have been far and many, I have yet 
to see a musical band composed of comparative 
youngsters go through some of the most difficult 
pieces like veterans."·i6 

Dan Desdunes' final road trip with Father Flana
gan's Boys' Band occurred April 10-12, 1929, as they 
performed in Stanton, Nebraska, and afterward did 
so live on WJAG radio in Norfolk, NebraskaY Des
dunes conducted this band for the last time 
on Saturday, April 20, 1929. At this performance, 
he mentioned to Father Flanagan that he was 

Desdunes volunteered at 
Father Flanagan's Boys' 
Home, where he trained 
a band for summer-long 
fundraising tours. The tours 
helped raise money for 
the struggling home, and 
helped break down preju
dices against the boys, 
who were often assumed 
to be delinquents. Boys 
Town Hall of History 

Another view of the 
tour bus. Boys Town 
Hall of History 
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In the 1920s, Paul White
man was known as the 
"King of Jazz" and led the 
country's most popular 
dance bands. He is shown 
here (with baton) with the 
Boys Town band on No
vember 28, 1928. Desdunes 
is left of Whiteman, facing 
the camera. Father Flana
gan is toward the right, also 
facing the camera. Boys 
Town Hall of History 

developing a "slight cold." On the morning of 
Wednesday, April 24, 1929, Dan Desdunes died of 
spinal meningitis at the age of fifty-six. An enor
mous number of people attended his funeral, which 
the Omaha World-Herald described as an event 
where "prominent Omaha business men mingled 
with colored mourners."58 

Dan Desdunes received praise from a wide va
riety of people, but contemporary writings about 
him are often indicative of prejudices against black 
people and their contributions to culture. Jazz was 
commonly considered a dirty word in the early 
1920s. But Boys Town was a progressive place, 
and Father Flanagan's Boys' Home Journal proudly 
described how Desdunes prepared the boys to 
play "some real jazz music." 59 A later issue assured 
readers that, despite allowing the boys to have fun 
with jazz, Desdunes still provided a "proper" musi
cal education. The article reported that "the boys 
like to play Jazz numbers ... but Mr. Desdunes is 
too good a musician to allow them to become over
developed along these lines. He insists on some 
classical selections."60 Upon Desd~nes' death, the 
Journal commented that "there were other Negro 
instrumentalists in Omaha, but there were none 
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with more music. He went in for melody rather than 
the usual tin-panning."61 At that time, the Omaha 
World-Herald wrote: "Dan Desdunes was a Negro 
who filled a happy niche in life. He had the instinct 
of his race for music, plus a showmanship that was 
unique."62 A reporter for The Monitor remembered 
hearing a conversation at the 1915 Ak-Sar-Ben 
parade in which a bystander asserted that the 
"colored" band was the best band in the parade 
because "them tellers are just full of music. They 
can't help but play good music."63 

Many of the musicians who played in black or
chestras in Omaha went on to become big names 
in the history of jazz. However, black Omaha bands 
can only be classified as jazz bands if this classifica
tion is based on the style of mu~ic preferred by the 
musicians in the bands. They were dance bands 
and marching bands that made money by playing 
what their audience wanted to hear. Most of the 
audiences in the Omaha territory were white and 
preferred marches, polkas, waltzes, schottis~bes, 
and "corn ball" or "corny" tunes.64 Music in the style 
of Guy Lombardo and Lawrence Welk made up at 
least fifty percent of the repertoires of the top black 
dance bands of the 1930s and 1940s in Omaha. 55 



Bands are primarily businesses. In the first half 
of the twentieth century, the most profitable jobs for 
black bands were playing for white audiences. This 
was as true for Duke Ellington at New York's Cotton 
Club as it was for Omaha's Dan Desdunes at the 
Ak-Sar-Ben parades and the Chamber of Commerce 
Good Will Tours. In comparison to the American 
South or to the larger metropolises of the East, the 
Omaha territory had a relatively small black popula
tion. Kansas City musician Buster Smith grew up 
in Texas and claims that, in Texas, black territory 
bands played "always for colored audiences."66 

Rarely did Omaha territory bands have the oppor
tunity to perform for black audiences. Outside of 
Omaha, this only happened in a few cities such as 
Des Moines, Denver, Minneapolis, St. Paul, and 
Kansas City. In such instances, the bands were 
free to play the jazz and blues numbers they 
preferred.67 In Omaha, not just the majority of the 
most profitable jobs involved performing for white 
audiences, as in the South and the East, but the 
vast majority of all jobs. 

Most commonly, black Omaha bands performed 
at dances for entirely white audiences in communi
ties such as Norfolk, Nebraska; Manhattan, Kansas; 
and Honey Creek, Iowa. Omaha saxophonist Pres
ton Love noted in his autobiography that audiences 
in such towns "were intrigued by the prospect of 
a swinging, jazzy 'colored' band."68 Many whites 

expected hours of waltzes, polkas, and "corn 
ball" tunes from people they thought of as born 
entertainers. Businesses thrive by giving customers 
what they want. This led to Duke Ellington's jungle
themed floor shows at the whites only Cotton 
Club, band names like Lincoln, Nebraska's, Harold 
Jones' Brownskin Syncopators, and black Omaha 
bands rarely playing music about which they 
were passionate.69 

Being a successful bandleader requires special 
talents, but to succeed as a black bandleader in 
Omaha, Nebraska, in the first half of the twentieth 
century required overcoming additional formidable 
challenges. The black bandleaders who did this 
well not only had to be knowledgeable musicians 
and business managers, but they also had to deal 
with a white power structure and culture that rarely 
accepted or respected them. Dan Desdunes did this 
expertly and was instrumental in creating an envi
ronment in Omaha in which future black musicians 
could prosper as well. 

One young musician who benefited from Dan's 
guidance was his son, Clarence Desdunes, who too 
became an important early bandleader in Omaha. 
Clarence was born in New Orleans on February 17, 
1896, and graduated from high school in Omaha.70 

He began studying violin as a child in New Orleans 
and, just after high school, he spent four years 
studying music in Europe. Like his grandfather, 

Though Dan Desdunes 
died suddenly in 1929, his 
band continued to perform 
decades later. The band 
is shown here in the 1960s. 
Boys Town Hall of History 
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Clarence was also a writer. He wrote a regular 
column in The Monitor about music, and on Sep
tember 2, 1920, made this point: 

The black man has the brains as,well ·as the 
spiritual endowment necessary to understand 
and appreciate music in a high degree; he can 
point with pride to the musicians who emphati
cally deserve to be called artists, and another 
quarter century of artistic striving will bring 
them into the front ranks of artistic achieve
ment.71 

Clarence Desdunes' writings were not limited to 
The Monitor. In 1922 he published a book on violin 
performance.72 He also led a band in Omaha, which 
featured the two most famous trombone players to 
ever emerge from that city: Elmer Crumbley and 
Charlie Green. Crumbley later described Clarence 
as "a marvelous bandleader and a fine violinist." 73 

Clarence moved back to New Orleans and formed 
the Joyland Revelers in 1927.74 This band was suc
cessful and toured extensively. Although they 
played mainly in the South, they were popular in 
Omaha. Clarence died in 1934.75 

Daniel Desdunes affected many generations of 
musicians in Omaha. Although he died in 1929, the 
Dan Desdunes Band continued to perform under 
that name until it disbanded in the 199QsT6 Many 
Omaha musicians born well after 1929 performed in 
the Dan Desdunes Band. Harrison J. Pinkett wrote 
of Desdunes' death that it "brought to a close a 
career worthy of emulation by all men who seek to 
labor and to serve." 77 
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