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PART II: RECORDING NEW ORLEANS’
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Y OFFERING ARTISTS A FAIR SHARE OF ROYALTIES, agreements which were
previously often reneged upon, Cosimo Matassa hoped to win over some of the locals
whose contracts from indies had expired. This noble gesture on his part almost overnight
paid dividends as the young engineer by 1959 began to assemble quite an impressive roster of
both New Orleans and South Louisiana talent. Among the Crescent City notables were the multifaceted Mac Rebennack (Dr. John), who cut his first single; Lee Dorsey, who would later in the
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mid-sixties score with a series of Allen Toussaint
tunes on Amy; Gerri Hall, singer with the Huey
Smith’s Clowns; Chuck Carbo, formerly of the
Spiders; a vocal group, the Emeralds; and Earl
King, who authored the oft-recorded “Darling
Honey Angel Child (Let the Good Times Roll)”
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(#1015). Besides these Big Easy natives, Mr. Matassa
also managed to corral the young Mickey Gilley,
who hailed from Ferriday, LA, and Cajun crooner,
Van Broussard, out of nearby Prairieville, LA, as
well as visiting Birmingham, AL, harp ace, Jerry
McCain, who would go on to tape his signature

“She’s Tough” (#1014). But as Mr. Matassa soon
discovered, having a label, artists, and excellent
material did not necessarily ensure profitability.
Distribution, the “bete noire” of many a producer,
soon became a serious issue, as he had to now
depend upon Johnny Vincent’s connections, a
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network which never proved completely reliable.
Whether influenced by Mr.
Matassa’s bold experiment or not,
a whole host of local record men
made their debut at the end of the
50s, including another “Pasquale,”
as was dubbed Joe Ruffino by
the engineer. Ruffino inaugurated
both his Ron and Ric labels in
1958 from his headquarters at 630
½ Baronne St. And he too availed
himself of Matassa’s studio on
Governor Nicholls St. Ron records
and its subsequent 26 releases
yielded no national smashes but
garnered strong regional sales with
such platters as Irma Thomas’ first
single, the bluesy “Don’t Mess With
My Man” (#328); a couple of hot
instrumentals by horn man, Robert
Parker, “Walkin’” (#331) and “All
Night Long” (#327); a ballad by
vocal group, the Goldenaires, “Love
Letters” (#332); and three classics
by Professor Longhair, including his
immortal “Go To the Mardi Gras”
(#329). On the other hand, Ruffino
with Ric almost from the outset had
a major hit on his hands with Joe
Jones’ “You Talk Too Much,” which
he regrettably leased (with little
to show for it) to mobster Morris
Levy of Roulette Records in New
York in 1960. Nonetheless, Ruffino
issued many local favorites among
Ric’s forty or so catalogue offerings,
including several fine efforts by pianist Tommy Ridgley, blues drummer, Mercy Baby (Julius “Jimmy”
Mullins), and guitarist Edgar
Blanchard. Among the very popular numbers were Johnny Adams’
(the so-called “Tan Canary”) magnificent “I Won’t Cry” (#961), Al
Johnson’s “Carnival Time” (#967),
an eventual Mardi Gras standard,
and Eddie Bo’s “Now Let’s Popeye”
(#987), a dance craze novelty tune
which was leased to Swan records
(#4099) in Philadelphia in 1962.

Bert Frilot, 1995

Next in line was Joe Banashak,
who with DJ Larry Mckinley, ran
Instant/Valiant and Minit records
and, with Allen Toussaint, the
ALON (New Orleans backwards)
imprint. Unlike both Matassa and
Ruffino, Banashak had no problems
dispersing his disks to a nationwide audience. Establishing these
labels at the advent of the sixties,
the former promoter and salesman from Baltimore, who almost
exclusively utilized Mr. Matassa’s
studio, had the backing of either
Atlantic or Imperial with their
widespread promotional machinery.
Banashak, a shrewd businessman,
regarded records more as ear catching sound bites, and christened his
labels according to this philosophy.
With Instant, which endured
until 1971, Banashak enjoyed much
success on the local level with a
sizable stable of artists, such as Art
Neville, Raymond Lewis, Johnny
Meyers, Joseph “Mr.G.” August,
Chuck Carbo, Allan Collay, Al
Reed, and bluesman, Polka Dot
Slim (Vince Monroe). Furthermore,
the producer had in his fold the
irrepressible, flamboyant, pompadoured Eskew Reeder (Esquerita), a
crowd pleasing showman (and Little
Richard idol) who would go on to
record his much sought after cult
single, “Undivided Love” (#3258),
a rollicking take off of W.C. Handy’s
“St. Louis Blues.” But Instant’s main
claim to fame was in the person of
singer/songwriter, Chris Kenner,
who served up national blockbusters in the early 60s like “I
Like It Like That” (#3229) and
“Land of 1000 Dances” (#3252),
as well as solid sellers like “Packin’
Up” (#3234) and “Something You
Got” (#3237). The latter song also
made the Billboard survey (#52)
for Big Easy guitarist, Alvin “Shine”
Robinson, on Leiber-Stoller’s Tiger
records (#104) in 1964.

Bobby
Robinson,
1950s,
Promo Shot
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Banashak savored even more
triumphs with his Minit logo,
which he founded in 1959. Among
Ernie K-Doe’s five chart makers
was the Toussaint penned monster,
“Mother-In-Law” (#623), which
reached #1 in 1961. And Jesse Hill
similarly struck it rich with “Ooh
Poo Pah Doo” (#607). Other top
100 entries from Minit included
Benny Spellman’s “Lipstick Traces”
(#644), another Toussaint composition, and the D.C. vocal group, the
Showmen, who scored with the
rock ‘n’ roll anthem, “It Will Stand”
(#632) in 1961. In addition, Minit
artists such as Irma Thomas with
“It’s Raining” (#653) and “Ruler of
My Heart” (#666), Aaron Neville,
and Boogie Jake (Matthew Jacobs)
with his “Bad Luck and Trouble”
(#602) found strong regional support.
Yet a third concurrent label of
Banashak’s, ALON, despite its three
dozen releases from 1961-67, never
produced a smash recording of
note. More or less a project of Allen
Toussaint, who was given essentially
a carte blanche to record a slew of
newly emerging soul singers in the
area such as Willie Harper, Eldridge
Holmes, Donel Austin, and Skip

Floyd Soileau, 1988
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Easterling, the label is well known
(and very collectible) to fans of
Northern Soul (England), especially the early attempts of Benny
Spellman. Among Allen Toussaint’s
many compositions for the logo
(under the pseudonym of Naomi
Neville, his mother’s maiden name)
was an instrumental by the Stokes,
“Whipped Cream,” which was
later converted into a million seller
by trumpeter Herb Alpert (A&M,
#760) in1965.
And it seemed that the positive
results obtained by Ruffino and
Banashak inspired other local entrepreneurs to take the plunge, like
the principals of Frisco Records,
Connie La Rocca and Hal Atkins,
whose home base was 1140 N.
Claiborne. During its short run
1962-4, Frisco issued a dozen and
a half singles by such natives as
Al Adams, Willie West, and the
Rouzan Sisters. But its biggest seller was soul singer, Danny White’s
“Kiss Tomorrow Goodbye” (#104),
an R&B chart maker thanks its
distribution via Arlen records of
Philadelphia.
About this same time frame
(1961-1964), Joe Assunto (another
“Pasquale”) and Henry Hildebrand

Johnny Vincent, Senator
Jones, Jackson, MS, 1994
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(who operated an uptown one-stop)
jumped on the bandwagon and
launched Watch records. Although
they secured free agents like Benny
Spellman, Johnny Adams, and
the vocal group, the Crescents,
their most remarkable feat was
the legendary, multi-instrumental
“Big Chief ” (#1900) by Professor
Longhair, an Earl King composition
devoted to his mother. Although
this universally acknowledged tour
de force failed to hit the big time, it
did make an impact in several other
markets due to its distribution by
London records.
Corresponding to the creation
of Watch was a high minded project,
A.F.O. (All for One), conceived by
a band of Cosimo Matassa’s studio
musicians in which royalties would
be shared equally by not only the
artists but also the founders, Harold
Battiste, Alvin Tyler, Melvin Lastie,
Roy Montrell, Chuck Badie, and
John Boudreaux. This company
headquartered at 712 N. Claiborne
soon contracted Willie Tee, Tammy
Lynn, and Mac Rebbennack as its
charter members. And the label
got off to a flying start with an
enormous area splash, “She Put the
Hurt on Me” (#301) by Prince La
La (Lawrence Nelson). Moreover,
its second release proved even more
eventful in 1961, “I Know (You
Don’t Love Me No More)” (#302)
by Barbara George. This latter platter climbed rapidly to #3 on the
national Top 100, especially after
it was leased to Juggy Murray’s
Sue records of New York. And her
next single, “You Talk about Love”
(#304), reached the 46th position.
But to the chagrin of its staff, A.F.O.
(and its subsidiary At Last) couldn’t
sustain this initial momentum, as
subsequent singles fizzled.
Also, during the same time frame
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as A.F.O. and Watch, was the arrival
of RIP records operated by Rippo
Roberts, whose company seat was
1836 Duels St. In the period 196263, Roberts issued fourteen singles
of performers the stature of Reggie
Hall, Bobby Mitchell, Deacon John,
Eddie Bo, and Professor Longhair
without landing that sought after
national breakthrough. And looking
back on the body of work Roberts
recorded and similarly that of Al
Scramuzza (“my fellow Pasquale”),
who operated Scram records, Mr.
Matassa likened their persistent
toiling to a fishing expedition. “A
lot of these records were so minor
that they didn’t even make it out
of the Quarter, much less New
Orleans. But it didn’t stop them
from trying,” he was wont to say.
Indeed by the early 60s, record
producers were coming out of the
woodwork in an attempt to tap
into the seemingly bottomless pit
of talent that was New Orleans
music of that era. Along with such
aforementioned grander, home
grown independents, there were
a slew of short-lived affairs like
Cinderella (Willie Tee, Eddie Bo,
Tommy Ridgley, and Gatemouth
Brown), established in 1963 at 2019
St Charles with only eight releases
but one local phenomenon, “Lover
of Love” (#1201) by Art Neville.
Another was Pontchartrain with
four singles, all in 1960.Yet another
was Soundex with only three releases by such Crescent City figures as
Warren Lee, Benny Freeman, and
Ronnie Barron. Finally, there was
Joe Caronna (“another Pasquale”),
Frankie Ford’s agent, who operated
the JC label with four singles by
such local acts as Becky Clark, the
Embers, and most notably, Ronnie
& the Delinquents, a group which
created a regional ripple with its

“Bad Neighborhood” (#1000) in
1960.
Although these Crescent City
home grown labels in the early
60s were beginning to make their
presence felt, the firmly entrenched
“outsiders” still were loath to relinquish complete control over such
a lucrative market, especially when
many had the advantage of a built
in distribution network. Thanks to
Fats Domino, now a cross over pop
star, and to a lesser extent, figures
like bluesman Ford Eaglin, “teen
queen,” Berna-Dean, and Earl King
with his great “Trick Bag” (#5811),
Imperial prospered well into the
decade. And Chess with its Argo
subsidiary harvested the steady sales
of Clarence “Frogman” Henry, who
charted no less than five singles
from 1961-2, most of them Bobby
Charles compositions.
And among the new wave of
“invaders” (as Mr. Matassa put it)
was Sho-Biz records run by Jim
Stewart at 1224 Fernwood Circle,
N.E. in Atlanta, GA. Backed by
the prodigious, country-wide supply web of NRC records in the
period 1959-1960, Stewart soon
inked South Louisiana natives
like Allan Collay, Bobby Mitchell,
Joe Barry (Barrios), and the vocal
group, the Crowns. And out of this
latter ensemble, the singer, Stark
Whiteman, recorded at Matassa’s
the enduring New Orleans prom
request, “We Will All Remember
(Graduation Day)” (#1004).
In another such instance, an
enterprising black music executive with a long recording history from Harlem in New York,
Bobby Robinson, acknowledging
the potential profitability of a foray
into the Crescent City market,
dispatched his right hand man and
talent scout, the white Marshall

Sehorn, to round up any free agents
for his then current labels, Fire
and Fury. Through the intercession of Sehorn, Robinson struck a
mother lode right off the bat with
Bobby Marchan’s soulful rendition
of Big Jay McNeely’s “There Is
Something on Your Mind” (Fire
#1022) in 1960 and Lee Dorsey’s
“Ya Ya” (Fury #1053) in 1961.
Furthermore, a surprise hit in the
area was Jackson, MS, harp man,
Sammy Myers’ “Sad, Sad Lonesome
Day” (Fury #1035). And all were
recorded under the watchful eye
of Cosimo Matassa at his Governor
Nicholls St studio. And not long
after, the ever ambitious opportunist, Sehorn, would part ways
with Robinson and become a permanent fixture in New Orleans.
And in a “real head-scratcher,” to
use Mr. Matassa’s expression, he
would eventually form a long term
“odd couple” partnership with song
writer, Allen Toussaint. .
As the 60s dawned, New Orleans
could be relied upon to consistently
churn out its particular brand of
quality R&B, but, over the years,
this genre had mutated substantially.
First, the sound itself was evolving. Young producers with new
ideas like Allen Toussaint, Wardell
Quezerque, and Harold Battiste
gradually wrested control from the
old guard of Bartholomew, Gayten,
and Bumps Blackwell. The horn
sections, once a solid blare, gave way
to more improvisational arrangements, lending a more funky feel to
the music. And the keyboard, in the
past relegated to the background,
also assumed a more dominant
role, as Toussaint’s syncopated riffs
figured ever more prominently.This
transition in style was facilitated by
the gradual replacement of the older
generation of classically trained
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studio musicians with a younger,
hipper jazz-weaned ensemble. By
this period, many of the originals
(like Gayten and Blackwell) had
long since departed to the greener
pastures of the West Coast, taking session men, like drummer
Earl Palmer and tenor Lee Allen
with them. And left behind were
these up-and-coming young Turks,
schooled in Be-Bop, who eschewed
the old formulas in favor of their
innovative approaches.
Cosimo Matassa’s house band
of the 60s had a quite a few
new faces among the holdovers
like Tyler and Hardesty. On tenors, seeing much action, were Nat
Perrilliat and David Lastie, whose
brother, Melvin, played the memorable trumpet obbligato on Barbara
George’s sensation, “I Know” (AFO
#302). Often handling the baritone
chores was Clarence Ford. On bass
now were Chuck Badie and later
Walter Payton. Trading lead guitar licks was either Roy Montrell
or George Davis. And among
the unorthodox drummers were
Johnny Boudreaux, James Black,
and Smokey Johnson. Finally, this
elite corps was rounded out by
the peerless pianists, Allen Toussaint,
James Booker, and Mac Rebennack.
Of the latter, Mr. Matassa paid
the highest compliment. “If an
alien from Mars left an instrument
behind, Mac could figure out how
to play it in five minutes.” Such
was the caliber of this new breed
of musicians.
Certainly, some of the foundation for this new sound had to be
ascribed to Mr. Matassa, himself.
By the late 50s he had acquired the
latitude in the studio afforded by
three tracks. In fact, it gave him the
capability, for example, to substitute

the vocal track of Frankie Ford for
that of Huey Smith, handing the
former entertainer a million seller,
the aforementioned “Sea Cruise”
in 1959. In addition, the bottom, a
former enigma, could now be reinforced by a layering effect and more
microphones could strategically be
placed. And by this time the electric bass had also been perfected.
Nonetheless, Mr. Matassa, despite
these new advances, was known to
jury rig his equipment and, ironically, a person without any technical
knowledge in this field would come
to his rescue.
The late Bert Frilot was born
April 24, 1939, in uptown New
Orleans in the Audubon Park area.
His father found a position at Kaiser
Aluminum when Bert was twelve
and moved the family to the far
eastern suburb of Chalmette. At
seventeen he went into the Navy
and remained five years from 195761. During his stay aboard a heavy
cruiser in the 7th Fleet, he learned
electronics and specialized in radar
gunfire control systems. When he
returned to New Orleans, he spotted an advertisement in which
Mr. Matassa (who at that juncture
was overwhelmed with recording requests) was seeking a skilled
repairman for his sundry apparatuses. As soon as Frilot arrived at
the studio on Governor Nicholls
St, the celebrated engineer asked
him if he could fix such things as
microphones and tape recorders.
Although he had no prior expertise
with such appurtenances, he still
boldly answered in the affirmative. “Cosimo hired me, not ever
suspecting my inexperience. And
the first thing I did was steal all the
manuals and take them home to
read at night. I learned what I had

to in a hurry,” he recalled.
At the time Frilot joined Mr.
Matassa, the latter actually oversaw
two studios and a disk cutting room,
as well as two recording assistants.
Within two months, one married
and quit and the other was fired,
leaving him as Matassa’s right-hand
man. As mentioned before, Mr.
Matassa, wanting to keep abreast of
the latest developments in sound
duplication, would often attend
audio engineering conventions and
put Frilot in charge.“It was now my
baptism by fire and here I was all of
a sudden supervising sessions. He
didn’t believe in showing anyone
twice how to do things. So, I must
have gotten it right. Anyway, he
kept me on,” said Frilot, who would
go on to work in the same capacity
for the renowned A.C.A. studio in
Houston, Gilley’s sprawling urban
road house in Pasadena, TX, and
Eddie Shuler’s Goldband records in
Lake Charles, LA.
One of the more interesting
revelations by Frilot concerned the
still rather primitive recording circumstances he first encountered.
To say the least, the electronic
accouterments of Matassa’s control
room were antiquated by today’s
standards---stock boards which can
be bought already assembled. “We
just received a three track deck and
it wasn’t even a complete package.
It had no amp and we had to run
the wires off the three-track heads
and connect them to the amplifier of the old two-track. What
served as the console was actually
a door on legs with mixers on top,”
he confessed. With regard to the
three tracks, Frilot, until he found
a solution, was further acoustically
handicapped in that the positions
of left, center, and right couldn’t
yet be panned; that is, they were
basically separate and distinct and
a smooth transition across them
could not yet be achieved. And as
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for the microphones, they had to be
plugged into each individual mixer
as needed, since they yet had not
acquired the requisite push button
technology. Frilot also verified Mr.
Matassa’s patented method of air
conditioning the premises---hauling in two tons of crushed ice and
having a large fan blow air across
the frigid pile down a long plastic
tube. Nonetheless, despite working under such crude conditions,
the tandem of Matassa and Frilot
expertly directed all the significant
New Orleans sessions until the latter’s departure in 1965.
Yet another byproduct of this
new technology was the capability of overdubbing strings on
recordings. Mr. Matassa (and later
Frilot) particularly detested herding members of the New Orleans
Symphony’s string section into the
studio in order to dilute for the pop
market a Fats Domino number like
Bobby Charles’ “Walking to New
Orleans” (Imperial #5675), recorded in stereo, or “Natural Born
Lover” (Imperial #5704) both in
1960. To use his expression, “it was
like trying to mix oil and water.”
But unfortunately, he was only
the engineer and not the arbiter
of good taste. As usual, doing his
humble best electronically, he often
had to accede to the whims of his
ever more commercially-minded
arrangers and producers. On more
than one occasion, though, Mr.
Matassa, ever the R&B purist, was
known to have put his foot down,
discouraging their intrusion--“this sanitation by strings”--- in
favor of a more authentic, spontaneous creation.
If Matassa and Frilot had their
hands full accommodating both the
local labels and ensconced foreign
indies, their endeavors were further
compounded by South Lousiana
producers who, not possessing their
own studios, came in droves to par-

take of the signature “New Orleans
Sound” dispensed at Governor
Nicholls St. As early as 1959, grocer Sam Montalbano, who headed
Montel records in Baton Rouge,
would travel down Highway
61 to record, for example, John
Fred’s (Gourrier) rocker, “Shirley”
(#1002), a number enhanced by
Matassa’s powerful house band.
Another record man was the notorious Huey Meaux, who in1962
brought protégée, the left-handed
guitarist, Barbara Lynn, to record
her Top Ten marvel, “You’ll Lose
a Good Thing” (Jamie #1220). At
least early on, Floyd Soileau of Ville
Platte, LA, who ran the Jin imprint,
would avail himself of Matassa’s
facilities and in 1961hit the jackpot
in the person of Joe Barry from Cut
Off, LA, who authored two nationally charting singles, “I’m A Fool to
Care” (#144) and “Teardrops in My
Heart” (#152), both which were
leased to Smash, a Mercury auxiliary.Yet another Cajun producer who
had success with this prescription
was Lee Lavergne of Church Point,
LA, who operated the Lanor logo.
In the period 1962-64, Lavergne
(often with Wayne Shuler, Eddie’s
son, as producer) engaged Mr.
Matassa to record no less than two
singles for his bluesman, Drifting
Charles (Charles Tyler) and four
for R&B stylist, Elton Anderson,
one of which was leased to Capitol
records, “Shed So Many Tears”
(#4830). The Anderson sessions
were marked especially by the sympathetic guitar accompaniment of
Mac Rebennack.

Nevertheless, by 1964 this heretofore period of intensive recording
activity came almost to a grinding
halt, an unforeseen development
which hastened the relocation of
Frilot to Houston. Obviously, one
compelling reason for this lull was
the gradual change in public tastes
in favor of the novel sound of
the British Invasion, led by the
Beatles. But, specifically to New
Orleans, there were other contributing factors as well. Art Rupe and
his Specialty label were now long
gone and close to extinction, and
would never be able to recover its
footing after losing its bread and
butter, Little Richard. Defunct now
also was the local label of Ron/
Ric with the untimely death of Joe
Ruffino. And Lew Chudd, longtime
head honcho of Imperial, grew
weary of the machinations to stay
afloat and sold his interest in this
venerable indie to the pop major,
Liberty on the West Coast, a logo
with a poor R&B track record.
Chudd’s unexpected exit, at least
temporarily, pulled the distribution
rug out from under Joe Banashak
and forced some artists, like Irma
Thomas and Fats Domino, to
record in Los Angeles. Furthermore,
Johnny Vincent with his Ace trademark (and auxiliary, Vin) signed
what proved to be disastrous distribution deal with Chicago-based
indie, Vee-Jay, which, despite reaping the financial fruits bestowed by
super groups, the Beatles and Four
Seasons, soon would go under, taking Ace with it. But New Orleans
was just a microcosm, a reflection

of the extensive power shifts occurring nationwide in the industry.
In short, such a turn of events
naturally created a label vacuum
on the home front, and Cosimo
Matassa, being the eternal optimist,
thought that again the time was
ripe for recording artists under his
own aegis, Dover records; this time
in new studio accommodations on
nearby Camp Street.
“I was always fascinated by the
inspirational World War II song
‘There’ll Be Blue Birds over the
White Cliffs of Dover,’” he would
say in order to explain his choice
of this logo. And the new label,
Dover, indeed proved to be idealistic undertaking. By creating
another local imprint, Mr. Matassa
hoped, as before with Rex, to
reward both artists and producers
with a higher percentage than what
was typical in the past, because he
believed that they were deserving of their fair share of the proceeds. In addition, since he had a
personal stake in Dover, he often
was in a position to offer free
studio session time to many of
the principals of various subsidiary labels under Dover’s umbrella, like NOLA, headed by Julius
Gaines and Clinton Scott, DEESU, run by Marshall Sehorn and
Allen Toussaint, Seven B, with Joe
Banashak at the helm, Broadmoor,
operated by Dave Bartholomew,
Parlo, jointly supervised by Warren
Parker, Red Tyler, and George
Davis, and White Cliffs, Axe, Pitassy,
Casino, Whurley Burley, Gatur, and
Safari, just to name a few. Finally to

further reduce expenses for these
individual initiatives, Mr. Matassa
also bought a pressing plant.
And, at least at the outset, things
began auspiciously for this venture when Mr. Matassa received
several substantial returns on his
investment. In 1964, percussionist
Smokey Johnson created a huge
local wonder, the funky “It Ain’t
My Fault” (NOLA #706) and
the next year, pianist Willie Tee
(Wilson Turbinton) scored a winner with the two-sided “Teasin’
You”/“Walkin’ Up a One-Way
Street” (NOLA #708), a soul number which proved so enormous
that it had to be leased to Atlantic
records. But Matassa’s gamble was
really rewarded in the form of
two mega hits, both in 1966--“Barefootin’” (NOLA #721) by
Professor Longhair’s tenor man,
Robert Parker, soared to #7 on the
Billboard survey and later “Tell It
Like It Is” (Parlo #101) by Aaron
Neville rocketed all the way to #2
on the national Top 100, selling
over two million copies.
In fact, by the mid-sixties it
seemed that New Orleans music
had caught a second wind, as
Allen Toussaint and Marshall
Sehorn teamed up to form Sansu
Enterprises. This collaboration
resulted in a string of hits for Lee
Dorsey on Amy, including “Ride
Your Pony” (#927), “Workin’ In
the Coal Mine” (#958), and “Holy
Cow” (#965) and “Nearer to You”
(Sansu #466) by soul chanteuse,
Betty Harris, which also reached
the national Top 100. This tan-
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dem also continued in their good
fortune well into the late 60s,
overseeing a plethora of avantgarde instrumentals by the Meters
(organist Art Neville, guitarist Leo
Nocentelli, bassist George Porter,
and drummer, Joseph “Zigaboo”
Modeliste). Among these imaginative forays into funk on the New
York indie, Josie, and recorded at
748 Camp St. were “Sophisticated
Cissy” (#1001), “Cissy Strut”
(#1005), “Ease Back” (#1008),
and “Look-ka Py Py” (#1015), all
which entered the national Top
100 in 1969.
As far as Dover was concerned,
Mr. Matassa was never able to
duplicate his phenomenal triumphs

neither on Nola nor on Parlo,
although there were notable local
accomplishments like the inaugural
release on White Cliffs, Bill Sinigai
& the Skyliners’ “Second Line”
(#200) in 1965, which became a
brass band standard; the fine “I’m
a Poor Boy (with Millions)” by
Leonard Lee on Broadmoor (#102)
in 1967, and the funky dance number, “Let Yourself Go” (Whurley
Burley #101) by Senator Jones in
1966, which became a world-wide
soul collectible. Jones by the way,
would later go on to found the
Hep’ Me and JB’s labels. Finally,
the half-dozen or so soul singles by
Willie Tee on his personal Gatur
imprint remain among the most
highly coveted 45s ever produced,
since they only managed to achieve
a limited, local impact.
Dr. John, 1990.
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However, about 1970 things
quickly unraveled for Mr. Matassa’s
second noble experiment heading
his own record label. And it was a
combination of untimely circumstances that seemingly conspired to
sabotage the operation. First and
foremost, the musical well, at least
temporarily, again ran dry. Since
this was the base of the company’s
pyramid, it affected all the other
components of the grand scheme.
Anticipating a steady stream of
hits (and why should he not?), Mr.
Matassa overextended his credit
from distributors who would ultimately come home to roost and
demand their pound of flesh. “I had
sunk all my money into the studio
and pressing plant, and, unlike the
procedure in other cities, I found
that I couldn’t go to the bank
and borrow against the prospects
of having hit record in the near
future,” he said. Unfortunately for
the engineer, this money crunch
occurred just before the oil boom
years in Lousiana when capital
again would be apt to flow more
freely. And he also found that he
could not collect studio use money
from the myriad producers like
Wardell Quezergue, who, like
the engineer, was expecting that
another smash was just around the
corner, a potential windfall that
would settle all his debts. In short,
when Mr. Matassa went under, it
was as if a whirlpool had dragged
down many of his associates and
their private little labels, creating
a veritable domino effect. And as a
result, there was much blame cast
in his particular direction. In fact, it
seemed that all of the administrators of all the subordinate labels that
Matassa had for so long supported
had forgotten all too soon that it
was his generosity that enabled
them to live out their fantasies in
the first place. Thus, again, it was
this liberality that proved to be his
Achilles heel.
To satisfy his lenders, Mr.
Matassa had to reluctantly sell his
pressing plant and auction off all
his studio equipment. But to his
credit, he did not plead bankruptcy,
an option which would have given
him the easy way out of this
debacle. “Nah, I’m too old school
for that. I may have lost my shirt,
but not my pride,” he declared
in an interview. In retrospect, he
acknowledged his naivete not only
in the inability to properly evaluate
the record business itself but also to
judge human nature in general. “I
guess you can say that I emerged
from this experience a sadder but
wiser man,” he added.

Still, ever resilient and the
eternal optimist that he was, Mr.
Matassa finagled to win back the
studio after a hiatus of only eight
months and he was soon back in
the saddle where he belonged--behind the control console. He
christened this new recording center Jazz City and it became, again, a
popular site to cut the latest efforts
by such groups as the Meters, now
with Reprise records.
Nonetheless, as the 70s wore
on, it became more and more
apparent that New Orleans music
was gradually being supplanted by
the mechanized vapidity of disco.
What had once been the vogue
in isolated gay clubs in New York
and Philadelphia had now captured
the fancy of the entire nation.
And by mid-70s, it had thoroughly taken hold almost everywhere.
Additionally, to Mr. Matassa’s dismay, what few hits there were
by Crescent City artists like Jean
Knight’s “Mr Big Stuff ” (Stax,
#0088) and King Floyd’s “Groove
Me” (Chimneyville, # 435) were
being recorded in more state-ofthe-art facilities like Muscle Shoals,
AL, or Malaco in Jackson, MS.
Seeing the proverbial handwriting
on the wall, the engineer had no
choice but again to close up shop.
Wishing to remain active in the
late 70s, Mr. Matassa found himself
welcomed by Allen Toussaint and
Marshall Sehorn, who still had
their own production company,
Sansu, but by then were in the
process of constructing and outfitting their own top notch studio,
Sea-Saint, on Clematis St in the
Gentilly section of New Orleans.
This was a quite a formidable project to which Mr. Matassa with his
vast experience contributed mightily. At that juncture, and luckily for all interested parties in this
venture, New Orleans music was
again experiencing a revival of sorts
via the Neville Brothers and the
group, Wild Tchoupitoulas. It was
Mr. Matassa who also lent a hand
to this resurgence by mixing the
horns on the former group’s widely
acclaimed Fire on the Bayou LP. In
addition at Sea-Saint, he personally
directed and mastered an album of
Mississippi blues guitarist, Albert
King, New Orleans Heat on Tomato
records (Tom #7022).
At the debut of the 80s, Mr.
Matassa’s role in this new studio
had evolved from engineer to more
of a technical consultant. Later on
in the decade, he formed a corporation with Marshall Sehorn,
Jefferson Jazz, whose purpose it
was to buy up masters that they

Cosimo Matassa and
Wayne Shuler, 1988
photo : larry benicewicz
hoped to specially package and
issue at some point. It was Mr.
Matassa’s job to not only travel
widely to acquire such music but
also to verify the sound quality of
these tapes, so that ultimately they
could be sold in supermarkets, at
truck stops, and in five and dimes
as budget LPs. Most of these boxed
sets would have an appeal because
of a Louisiana theme but there was
also some classical material as well
that he was able to select for the
public’s consumption. But in 1985,
he decided to finally resign, as this
peripatetic life was exacting quite a
toll on him physically.
After his separation from this
last enterprise, Mr. Matassa more or
less retired from the music business.
In fact, he came full circle in that
he began, again, to become deeply
involved in the day to day operations of the family grocery, which
was then and now still run by two
of his sons, John and Louis (Luigi).
Nonetheless, from his second floor
office, he was never too occupied
to greet visitors from all walks
of life, be they fanatic Japanese
record collectors, casual tourists,
serious historians, or old associates
like Dave Bartholomew. At first,

he always seemed embarrassed by
all the attention, but you could
also sense that he relished holding
court. Not only did he invariably
put everyone at ease with his oneliners and quips (he could have
really enjoyed a second career as a
stand-up comedian) but also would
not let a caller depart without relating at least one memorable past
escapade in or outside the studio--like the time when he and Tommy
Ridgley “became freedom riders”
on a train to New York to sign
his contract with Atlantic records;
or the time Bobby Marchan, lead
singer of Huey Smith’s Clowns and
well known transvestite, surprised
Johnny Vincent at his Jackson, MS,
headquarters dressed in drag; and
the time when Little Richard tried
to seduce tenor Lee Allen with a
valise full of one hundred dollar
bills (by the way, Allen politely but
emphatically declined the invitation). Indeed, during his thirty year
run as studio head, the engineer
bore witness to a lot of shenanigans,
the details of which he was all too
willing to share with anyone who
cared to indulge him.
But Mr. Matassa, as well, had a
very serious side. He was an avid

home town advocate and booster. A
tireless crusader, he would actively
campaign to preserve the culture
of New Orleans, particularly its
musical legacy. To this end, he
tried in vain to see to its fruition
an undertaking near and dear to
his heart---the restoration of the
turn of the century Civic Theatre
in hopes that it could have been
utilized as a museum dedicated to
presenting New Orleans music. In
this regard, he particularly despised
the sleazy and tawdry night clubs
and tacky tourist traps of Bourbon
St, attractions which ostensibly represented the best that New Orleans
had to offer. Nevertheless, he was
absolutely devastated when the city
fathers in their infinite wisdom
allowed one of the few authentic
spots on this strip, the cozy Old
Absinthe Bar, with its 200-year-old
marble spigots, to be demolished in
favor of a garish daiquiri dispensing shack. And he winced when I
apprised him that televisions and
electric lights had been installed
at yet another such “shrine” (as he
put it) on this popular pedestrian
thoroughfare, Lafitte’s Blacksmith
Shop (bar)---modern additions
that pandered to the demands of
the hoi polloi, but, in the process,
compromised its unique cachet.
It would be a fitting tribute,
indeed, to Cosimo Matassa, the
belated recipient of the Grammys’
lifetime achievement award (2007)
and inductee into the Rock and
Roll Hall of Fame (2012), if the
powers that be of New Orleans
could at last make amends for all
their past indiscretions regarding
historical preservation. They could,
if they chose through eminent
domain, to evict the current tenants
of the building, now a Laundromat,
which used to house the old J&M
studio; and, by doing so, transform
this “designated rock and roll landmark” into that museum---another
objective for which this engineer
had tenaciously striven the latter
part of his life. After all, to its lasting
benefit, the city of Memphis saw
fit to conserve for posterity a similar legendary site, the Sun records
studio of native son, Sam Phillips.
But, as to such a dramatic about
face in policy by these local officials,
I wouldn’t bet on it. Having dealt
with this governing body in the
past, I can almost guarantee that the
cultural heritage of the Big Easy will
not only always be taken for granted
but also be relegated to the back seat
in deference to whatever outlandish
proposal can generate the most revenue for the Crescent City coffers.
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