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'The streets are yours': Second-lines become an industry in New
Orleans

nola.com/living/2016/09/second_lines_new_orleans_parad.html

If you were strolling in the French Quarter on Saturday, April 2, you probably came across -- or
maybe even joined -- a second-line or two. The city had received 32 second-line requests for that
day. At least 28 of them were for weddings.

What's so special about April 2? Nothing.

"On any day in October, November, December, stand on a corner on Royal Street," said Eddie
Selby, who runs a business coordinating second-lines for people who want a slice of local culture
during their events. "There are second-lines passing left, right, up -- everywhere."

Once the purview of the city's African-American communities, second-lines are now a growing
industry in the city, employing hundreds of musicians, providing detail jobs for off-duty police,
serving as a marketing tool for tourism and putting money in the Crescent City's coffers. And
that has some locals, who continue the century-old, uniquely New Orleans tradition of
celebrating life and death in their neighborhoods, concerned that the second-line is being
sullied by money.

"We get them from New York, Chicago, Ontario, Texas -- everywhere," said Selby, a former New
Orleans Police Department commander who retired from the force after making controversial
comments during Essence Fest in 2011. "Sometimes, we get somebody from Baton Rouge. But
very, very rarely. Local people don't have second-line parades."

Between the summers of 2014 and 2016, there were 2,482 second-line applications turned into
the city for consideration. Just 5.7 percent of them were for social aid and pleasure clubs or
memorial second-lines.

'THE STREETS ARE YOURS'

Comedian Hannibal Buress, a frequent visitor to the city, devoted his 2014 appearance on "The
Tonight Show with Jimmy Fallon" to his love of New Orleans, with a good portion dedicated to
his astonishment at how easy it is to parade in the city.

"In New Orleans, for $300, you can destroy traffic on a day's notice," he said. "The streets are
yours for a very small price."

Buress recounts the ease and speed with which he applied for a permit. An NOPD officer, he
said, even helped him plan a route that would make for the most fun time. Another officer, he
said, chided him for buying drinks from a bar when he could have toted a liquor bottle in the
street.
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"I'm so glad I don't live here," Buress said, "because if I did, all I'd do is just drink, gamble and
throw parades for myself all the time."

The original reason the comedian had booked his parade in New Orleans? A bachelor party.

"I wanted it to be unique," Buress explained in his stand-up bit.

It wasn't.

In an examination of the parade permits submitted to the city between July 31, 2014 and July 31,
2016, and which used the term "second-line" or were produced by companies that specialize in
second-lines, 4.6 percent of all 2,482 applications were for bachelor or bachelorette parties.

An NOPD spokesman said it's "rare" for an application not to be accepted.

The largest percentage of second-lines held in New Orleans belongs to weddings, with 55.4
percent of the two-year total. With the exception of 17.3 percent landing in a uncategorized or
miscellaneous category, the runner-up is businesses and convention visitors, which comprise 12
percent of second-line applications.

"It's just something they think is so neat and so cool," Selby said. "New Orleans is such a party
town. It's festive. They're the center of attraction, and everyone's watching, saying how pretty
they look, snapping pictures, then regular people in the street dance with them. It's a party
atmosphere."

Of the businesses and conventioneers who have hosted their own second-lines, there are few
local names. Instead, the applications are from Home Depot, IBM, Jason's Deli, the American Bar
Association, the National Association of Mortgage Field Services, Southwest Airlines, Planet
Fitness, Bridgestone, Nike, the New Jersey State Bar Association, the International Convention of
Exhibit and Fine Art Transporters, John Deere and music artists Nick Jonas and Jidenna, who
hosted second-lines for music videos. There was even a second-line for Sonic Drive-In, which
paraded for the unveiling of its Saints-themed Who Dat burger.

'THAT'S A LOT OF WORK'

New Orleans musicians are no strangers to advertising or wedding work. In the early days of
jazz, musicians would hop on the back of horse-drawn carts to let neighbors know about
upcoming performances, local dances or "even the merits of a proprietary medicine," according
to John Chilton's "Sidney Bechet: The Wizard of Jazz" (1996, De Capo Press). Bechet himself is
known to have gotten a gig on one of these carts, where a young Louis Armstrong joined him.

"Brass bands have always been used for advertising," said Dr. Michael White, the clarinet-playing
leader of the Original Liberty Jazz Band and an expert on traditional New Orleans music. "It's
part of the music-making tradition."
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And Al Jackson, a historian, member of the Black Men of Labor and the founder of the Treme
Petit Jazz Museum, said bands have long led parades to celebrate the weddings of social aid and
pleasure club members.

Still, when met with the numbers of the 2014-2016 second-lines, White called the amount of
wedding- and business-related second-lines "shocking."

"That's amazing," he said. "From the perspective of musicians, that's a lot of work."

Musician Woody Penouilh, the leader of the Storyville Stompers, who have been performing for
nearly 35 years, agrees, saying his band's business has increased so that the vast majority of
gigs are for pay-to-play second-lines.

"We second-lined a real, real valuable bottle of wine down the street," Penouilh said. "It's a very
versatile thing. ... It's a lot more fun to dance from place to place than to ride a bus or catch a
cab."

For Benny Jones Sr., the leader of the Treme Brass Band who is also a member of the Black Men
of Labor, which hosts second-lines, the increased interest has been noticeable for both his band
and his club.

"It's more right now, more than ever," said Jones, who often handles the city's second-line
permitting process for destination weddings and events. "There's a big market. We have plenty
of second-lines."

It's a valuable thing, too, for the city, the NOPD officers working the details and for event
planners who count on second-lines to entertain those coming for New Orleans weddings,
conventions, reunions and bachelorette and birthday parties. Two planners and a bandleader
interviewed for this story said they can charge anywhere from $800 to several thousand for the
service, depending on how large the second-line becomes.

Each parade permit application filed by an individual, like for a wedding or birthday party,
requires a $50.25 fee paid to the city, according to Selby and an official who works with the city's
One Stop Shop for Permitting and Licensing. For a business, the application costs $200.25.
Police escorts, which are required, start at $384.98, although the cost is subject to change now
that management of police details has shifted to the Office of Police Secondary Employment.

"Between the band, fees, permits -- bands are making money. The city's making money.
Coordinators are making money. Everybody's making money," Selby said. "And it's getting busier
and busier."

"'JAZZ' OR 'LOVE'"

As the New Orleans' tradition has changed so, too, has the way we talk and think about it.
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When White began playing in 1975, for example, he would never have said "jazz funeral" or
"second-line parade," because the terms didn't exist. Also, he wouldn't have shown up to play in
anything but a traditional brass band uniform: A freshly pressed white shirt, black tie, black
slacks and a brass band cap. Anything less, and he'd be sent home before the job even started.

"'Second-line music' can either mean modern brass band music or traditional jazz. The term has
evolved quite a lot," White said. "What's right and what's wrong? It is just usage."

The history of modern second-lines began with what we now call jazz funerals, events that
featured brass bands playing somber music on the way to a burial and exuberant tunes on the
way out, according to an article for KnowLA written by Tulane University researcher and expert
Matt Sakakeeny.

From there, social aid and pleasure clubs began to organize regular processions with brass band
music. The clubs called the band the "first line," and the dancers that followed became known as
the "second-line." Eventually, the terminology became less clear-cut even within the African-
American community. Stylistically, the bands started playing different music that wasn't
necessarily tied to the decades-old traditions, which often meant dropping marches and dirges
but adding solos and a funky edge.

"The music, the appearance, everything has changed quite a lot," White said. "It means a lot of
things to a lot of different people. It's like trying to define 'jazz' or 'love.' "

THE FUTURE OF TRADITIONS

It's the love that Al Jackson hopes doesn't get lost.

"For an old-timer like myself, it does not feel well because it reflects not a passion but an
opportunity to monetize it," he said.

Still, Jackson appreciates the appeal of the second-line tradition for those who didn't grow up
with the processions winding through their neighborhoods on weekends.

"Once they're into it, it's like, 'oh my God, this is fantastic.' But ... we should keep it in proper
context."

Both Jackson and White would like to see a return to traditional music and band presentation,
but they admit it's a hard sell when the next wedding or bachelorette party is already parading
down the block.

"It's a difficult situation," White said. "Most musicians are trying to make a living, and it's almost
like there's a certain critical indifference.

"People in the audiences come to have a good time," he said. "Half the time they're drunk. They
don't know what jazz is. They don't know what brass band is. They don't know what tradition is.
They don't know what's good or bad, and ... it's fine. Anything goes.
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"I don't think that's the best way of presenting or trying to preserve a tradition, but it's the reality
of what we live with."

A note on our method: We counted parade applications that were submitted to New Orleans officials
between July 31, 2015 and July 31, 2016 and which included the term "second-line" or were produced
by companies that specialize in them. The "wedding" category also includes vow renewals, rehearsal
dinners and anniversaries. The "miscellaneous" category included unidentifiable second-lines, which
were often submitted with first names, such as "Dave's Second Line." That category also included
reunions, graduations and at least one divorce second-line.
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