
E A R L Y  I N F L U E N C E SProfessorLonghair
“ The Bach of R o ck ,” New O rleans com poser A llen Tous- 

sain t called him  . The cornerstone o f New O rleans rhythm  & 
blues piano, Professor Longhair’s astounding music influenced 
the work of Fats Dom ino, Dr. John , James Booker, Huey “ P i
ano ’ Sm ith, A rt N eville, and Allen Toussaint himself. Long
h a ir ’s un iq ue  appeal lay in  his o ffbeat songs, his w arb ling  
voice and the  in fec tio u sly  syncopated  p iano  sty le  w hich he 
once described as a blend of “ rhum ba, mambo and calypso.”

He was born Henry Roeland Byrd on December 19, 1918 in 
B o galu sa , L ou is iana  and m oved to  N ew  O rlean s  w ith  his 
m other two years later. As a youth he tap-danced for tips on 
Bourbon Street, and later beat on lard cans and orange crates 
w ith a “spasm ban d .” By the early T hirties, young Henry was 
frequenting the South R am part Street honky tonks to hear bar
relhouse blues pianists like Kid Stormy W eather, Drive ‘Em 
Down, Sullivan R ock, L ittle  B ro ther M ontgom ery and T uts 
W ash ing ton . In  1936, H enry Byrd was befriended by S u llK  
van Rock, who began tak ing  him  along on gigs and eventu* 
ally showed him  how to play his f irs t song, “ P in e to p ’s Boar* 
g ie W o o g ie .” he soon jo ined  the  p ia n is tic  c o m p e titio n  on 
South R am part.

After the war, a flurry of recording activity  swept New O r
leans. L onghair go t h is f irs t break at the  C aldon ia C lub in 
1948, and his colorful pseudonym from Caldonia owner Mike 
T essito re . The fo llow ing  year, “ Professor L onghair & the 
Shuffling H u ng arian s” made th e ir  f irs t records for the Star 
Talent label, including “ She A in’t G ot No H air” and the orig
inal “Mardi Gras In New O rleans.”

In 1950, Longhair signed w ith Mercury and had better luck 
w ith “B aldhead,” a remake of “ She A in’t Got No H air” which 
reach # 5  on the R&B charts —  the only chart record of his ca
reer. A lthough ‘Fess was under contract to Mercury, A tlantic 
R ecords’ A hm et E rteg u n  lu red  h im  in to  J&M  Stud ios la te r  
tha t year, where they cut ten m agnificent sides including “ She 
W alks R ight In ” and “W alk Your Blues Away. ”

In the period 1953-64, Professor Longhair waxed sides for a 
num ber of labels, but the ir popularity  was lim ited  to the New 
Orleans area at least in part because of the a rtis t’s unw illing
ness to travel. In 1964, Longhair created the Mardi Gras an
them  “ Big C h ie f’ for W atch. But he soon sank into obscurity, 
and by the end of the decade was sweeping out a record shop 
and playing cards for his meager living.

Unbeknownst to ‘Fess* he had become a mysterious legend 
am ong blues record collectors on both  sides of the A tla n tltS  
He was eventually tracked down by Q uint Davis and Allison 
M inor, organizers of the f irs t New O rleans Jazz & H eritage 
Festival. “ He wasn’t playing at all th e n ,” Davis later recalled. 
“ He was in a totally  depreciated state physically, along with 
poverty and rejection. But he had this great spirit to endure. He 
was willing to start over with nothing, for an unknown public. ”

The re incarnation  of Professor Longhair took place at the 
1971 Jazz Fest. Everything bu t his fingers came to a halt tha t 
afternoon as fans and m usicians rushed from o ther stages to 
hear h im . A lliso n  M inor: “ I t  was lik e  he was sudden ly  ten  
years younger. ”

L onghair’s com eback progressed slowly at firs t. A session 
for Bearsville Records went unissued u n til 1987- By the mid- 
Seventies, however, ‘Fess had toured Europe several tim es and 
cu t an alb um  for C ap ito l th ro u g h  the  in te rcession  of Pau l 
M cC artney . A New O rleans clu b  ch ris ten ed  T ip i t in a ’s was 
opened specifically to give Longhair a venue in his home town.

In N ovem ber, 1979 the p ian ist recorded his best album , 
Crawfish Fiesta (A lligator). Sadly, he would not live to see its 
release. Professor Longhair suffered a fatal heart attack on Jan 
uary 30, 1980, less than 24 hours beforz Crawfish Fiesta h it 
the street. H is wake and funeral drew friends and celebrity ad
m irers from far and wide. The crowd nearly dem olished the 
tiny M ajestic Funeral home, and the “ second lin e” of dancing 
mourners which followed his hearse to the cemetary stretched 
ten city blocks. - J^JeffH annusch
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