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THELONIOUS MONK AND THE FIVE SPOT 

by David Kastin* 

_______________________________________________________ 

[The following are excerpts from David Kastin’s book “Nica’s Dream: The Life and 

Legend of the Jazz Baroness”, New York, 2011. The first excerpt is from Chapter 5, 

“Monk and the Baroness Each Find a Home”, commencing page 118.] 

 

ireworks lit up the sky the night Thelonious Monk made his return to the Big 

Apple jazz scene. OK, so it just happened to be the Fourth of July [1957], and 

along the Bowery, the only bright spot in the murky thoroughfare was the dim 

glow from the window of the Five Spot Café. Though the historic significance of 

Monk's opening night may have escaped the notice of most New Yorkers, for a small 

circle of intimates, including Nellie [Smith Monk], Nica [Pannonica, Baronness de 

Koenigswarter], David Amram, and Harry Colomby, it was a profoundly moving 

moment.  

 

 

Thelonious Monk: he made his return to the Big Apple jazz scene on the Fourth of 

July, 1957… PHOTO COURTESY PINTEREST 

________________________________________________________ 

*David Kastin is a music historian and educator who in 2011 was living in 

Brooklyn, New York. He was the author of the book I Hear America Singing: An 

Introduction to Popular Music, and a contributor to DownBeat, the Village Voice 

and the Da Capo Best Writing series. 
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"I was exhilarated beyond description, that's all I could say," Colomby recalled in a 

1987 interview. Not only was he thrilled that Monk would now be able to perform 

again in the city he loved so much, but he felt a tremendous sense of personal 

vindication that his impetuous promise to Monk two years earlier had borne fruit at 

last. "I thought we were on our way to achieve what we started out, and what I kind 

of promised I would try to do—that was to get him recognized in his lifetime."  

Monk's Five Spot performances became a magnet for jazz fans and fellow musicians, 

most of whom had never had the chance to hear the pianist play in person. "They 

were people that heard about him, that were hearing him for the first time," Colomby 

recalled, "and what I felt was there was kind of—what is that called? A conversion. I 

mean, he was always respected by a handful of musicians, but the people didn't 

know, the world didn't know, and here was an opportunity for the world to see and to 

hear.  

A couple of weeks into the gig, the Terminis* realized they were onto something big. 

The brothers junked their secondhand piano and had Monk pick out a shiny new 

Baldwin grand; they reconfigured the awkward interior of the club to create a bigger 

bandstand (and squeeze in about a dozen additional paying customers); and they  

 

 

Saxophonist John Coltrane (left) one of Monk’s favourite sidemen, became a 

member of Monk’s quartet at the Five Spot… PHOTO COURTESY PINTEREST 

_______________________________________________________ 

*In 1951 the Termini brothers Joe and Ignatze (Iggy), purchased from their father 
Salvatore Termini the Bowery Café and renamed it No 5 Bar. In August 1956 it was 
renamed the Five Spot Café. The first major jazz musician to be resident was pianist Cecil 
Taylor who began performing there on November 29, 1956, with Buell Neidlinger (bass) 
and Dennis Charles (drums). 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Buell_Neidlinger
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dennis_Charles
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began tentatively to jack up their prices. Reassured that he now had a commitment 
for a long run, Monk formed a new band, made up of some of his favorite sidemen, 
including the saxophonist John Coltrane, who had just come off his first big-time gig 
with Miles Davis. Over the next seven months, the Five Spot Café became the center 
of the jazz universe and the Thelonious Monk Quartet, featuring John Coltrane, 
emerged as one of the legendary bands in the history of jazz.  

Although the first set at the Five Spot was scheduled to begin at about 9:15, Monk 

believed jazz was best heard, as the title of his most famous composition put it, 

"'round midnight." Besides, it took a while to pick out his wardrobe for the evening, 

and Monk had to look sharp! For the most part it fell to Nica to get him from his 

West 63rd Street apartment down to the club on the Lower East Side, and it typically 

required all her prodigious feats of automotive daring to arrive before the crowd got 

too restive. The Baroness was aided in this endeavour by a recent, rather extravagant 

acquisition.  

 

 

Monk (standing) and Nica (seated) in Nica’s Bentley S1 Continental Drophead 

Coupe, outside the Five Spot… PHOTO CREDIT BEN MARTIN 

After losing a couple of late-night drag races with other jazz-world hot-rodders, Nica 

traded in her Rolls-Royce for a brand-new Bentley S1 Continental Drophead Coupe, 

whose top speed of 120 miles per hour made it the fastest four-seat production model 

of its time. The car, dubbed the Bebop Bentley, makes an appearance in the memoirs 

of various musicians, including one by the pianist Hampton Hawes. It was about 

three in the morning, and Nica was driving Thelonious, Nellie, and Hampton down 

Seventh Avenue when Miles Davis pulled alongside in his Mercedes-Benz sports car, 

"calling through the window in his little hoarse voice . . . Want to race?'" After 

expressing her willingness to take up the challenge, Nica turned around to announce 

"in her prim British tone: 'This time I believe I'm going to beat the motherfucker.'" 

We don't know who won the contest, but Nica continued to barrel through the City in 

her beloved Bentley for the rest of her life. In 2001, when Christie's featured it in a 

fine-car auction, the Bebop Bentley sold for a cool quarter of a million dollars.  

The Terminis were usually pulling out their hair as they waited for Monk, but the 

fans stayed and drank more beer, and as Monk rushed up to the bandstand—often 

still wearing his coat and hat—the packed club burst into thrilled applause. Nat 
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Hentoff believed that more than anyone else, Monk was responsible for the Five Spot 

phenomenon.  

"The Five Spot was different," he explained to the journalist Dan Wakefield. "Monk 

gave the club an aura." In doing so, Hentoff contended, the Five Spot earned its place 

in jazz history as "the most significant jazz club since the clubs of Chicago in the 

twenties where Louis Armstrong played." For Nica, whose silver Bentley shone like a 

permanent beacon at the club's entrance, "there'd never been anything like the 'Five 

Spot."  

 

Writer Nat Hentoff: he contended, the Five Spot earned its place in jazz history as 

"the most significant jazz club since the clubs of Chicago in the twenties where Louis 

Armstrong played”… 

Over the course of Thelonious Monk's extended engagement, the founding members 

of the Five Spot scene (Willem de Kooning, David Smith, Larry Rivers, Herman 

Cherry, David Amram, and others) were joined by an astonishing cross-section of the 

city's cultural cutting edge. There was Jack Kerouac, whose novel On the Road would 

be published later that year; the poet Frank O'Hara, who served as a vital link 

between the writers and artists, gays and straights, and bohemias uptown and 

downtown; and Allen Ginsberg, whose poem "Howl," published a year earlier, had 

made him the most famous and controversial poet of the era.  

 

Another regular at the Five Spot was the playwright, poet, and black-arts-

movement pioneer LeRoi Jones… 
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Other regulars included the playwright, poet, and black-arts-movement pioneer 

LeRoi Jones (who, with his wife, Hettie, had recently moved directly across the street 

from the club), Leonard Bernstein (fresh from rehearsals for West Side Story), and 

the photographer/filmmaker Robert Frank (who was completing his groundbreaking 

photo-essay, The Americans).  

The Five Spot also attracted jazz musicians from across the country, some of whom 

had never had the chance to hear Monk perform live. In addition to old friends like 

Dizzy Gillespie, Max Roach, and Charles Mingus, many younger musicians trekked to 

5 Cooper Square. One of them was a twenty-one-year-old bass player named Buell 

Neidlinger. Unlike many of the others, however, Neidlinger was no stranger to the 

Five Spot itself, since he had been the bassist in the Cecil Taylor band that had stirred 

up so much controversy there earlier that year; and since he lived in a Bowery loft a 

block away, he didn't have to travel as far as most to get there.  

 

 

Bassist Buell Neidlinger, here pictured with pianist Cecil Taylor and saxophonist 

Steve Lacy at Newport in 1957: Neidlinger  had been at the Five Spot earlier in the 

year with Taylor, and had stirred up much controversy… PHOTO CREDIT ROBERT 

PARENT 

Neidlinger had arrived in New York in the early 1950s, after a year at Yale, to get in 

on the city's Dixieland revival, a fad in which studious white devotees re-created 

vintage New Orleans and Chicago jazz. Before long, however, he had fallen in with a 

coterie of adventurous musicians who turned away from nostalgia to chart the future 

of jazz. Among these was the soprano saxophonist Steven Lacy (another revivalist 
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refugee), who had first introduced the young bass player to Cecil Taylor. As 

Neidlinger explains it, "I went from being a Dixieland musician to being the bassist 

in the band that was the forerunner of modern jazz."  

Aware that Neidlinger lived nearby, the Terminis would periodically call on him to 

bring one of his instruments down to the Five Spot when Monk's bassist, Wilbur 

Ware, showed up without his ax. As a result, Neidlinger established a personal 

relationship with Monk, often accompanying him out to the small courtyard behind 

the club between sets, where they bonded over a variety of controlled substances. 

Occasionally Neidlinger would also get a call from the Baroness, when one of her jam 

sessions was in danger of flagging for want of a bass. Typically Nica would race down 

from the Algonquin to the Bowery to pick him up, cramming his bass into the back 

seat of her Bentley; other times, when she couldn't tear herself away from the scene, 

she would just send a cab. This soon began to seem more trouble than it was worth. 

But when Neidlinger suggested to Nica that she buy a bass to keep around for such 

situations, and even offered to help her pick out a serviceable instrument, she looked 

at him as if he were mad. "With all these pawn-shop freaks here?" she responded in 

her high-toned British accent. "I can't do that!"  

 

 

Nica, the jazz baroness (left) with Monk: she knew what hip was… 

As someone who had his own struggles with addiction, Neidlinger understood what 

she meant. "I think they probably robbed her blind," he reflected. Yet he believes that 

for Nica, such issues were, as the musicians put it, just part of paying your dues. 

"Nica knew what hip was," Neidlinger explained, "but I don't know how she learned 

it." Decades later, when asked what else he recalled of his nights with the Baroness, 

he thought for a moment: "I remember the sound of her voice, and her 

unobtrusiveness."  

Some former Five Spot regulars still retain visions of the Baroness making a grand 

entrance with a retinue of hangers-on, but most share Buell Neidlinger's recollection 

of someone who was content to fade into the background. For hours she would sit, 

alternately riveted by the music and engaged in animated conversation, snapping 
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Polaroid photos or quietly drawing. Charles Turyn, a young jazz devotee who was 

working as a waiter at the club during this period, remembers Nica sitting with 

Sonny Rollins, casually doodling on the back of one of the "minimum cards" that 

were placed on each table. Glancing down at her small abstract sketch, Turyn blurted 

out, "Oh, Georges Braque!" She turned to Sonny proudly: "Even the waiter knows!" 

According to Turyn, "From then on, I was her guy in the place."  

Occasionally Nica would lug her tape recorder down to the club to document Monk's 

repertoire as it evolved during the pianist's multimonth engagements. One evening 

she decided to play disk jockey, and as Monk kicked off the set with Crepuscule with 

Nellie, the Baroness leaned into the microphone. On the tape, her voice, its ripe 

British accent shadowed by sultry, whiskey and smoke-cured inflections, cuts 

through the conversational hubbub and clinking glasses. "Good evening, everybody. 

This is Nica's Tempo"— the title of her imaginary radio show, lifted from a tune 

written for her by Gigi Gryce —"and tonight we're coming to you direct from the Five 

Spot Café, and that beautiful music you hear is coming from Thelonious Monk and 

his quartet: Charles Rouse on tenor saxophone, Roy Haynes on drums, and Ahmed 

Abdul Malik on bass." It's her only intrusion into a rare contemporary recording of 

Monk's historic appearance at the club.  

 

Charles Rouse (above) on tenor saxophone, Roy Haynes (below) on drums… 
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Although the nine-year-old Toot may not have been there that particular evening, he 

often accompanied his father and Nica on their drive to the Five Spot, and he still 

recalls some of the amazing stories she told along the way. Conjuring up the fairy-tale 

world of her Rothschild childhood, Nica recounted the visits she made with her 

father to the vaults of the Bank of England, where the guards would challenge her to 

pick up one of the gold bars, or described how Albert Einstein, on one of his visits to 

the Rothschild mansion, had entertained her family with after-dinner parlor tricks. 

Toot also remembers tagging along on some of Nica's late-night missions of mercy. 

"We'd drop him [Monk] off at the club, and then me and Nica would go off in her 

Bentley up to some street in Harlem to save somebody. I was with her all the time, 

going to this one's house to bring him some food, or we'd have to run around all day 

because he didn't have a horn, but Nica was going to buy him a horn."  

 

 
 

Nica, the jazz baroness: one of the greatest artistic benefactors in the history of the 

world… 

Based solely on what he personally witnessed, he considers Nica "one of the greatest 

artistic benefactors in the history of the world." Toot also believes that the enormous 

respect the Baroness received from the musicians transcended both her Rothschild 

pedigree and her role as a wealthy patron of the arts. "Nica really, really knew the 

music," he insists. "That's one of the things the musicians loved about Nica—that she 

really knew, as if she was a musician herself." It's a perspective. shared by many 

others in the jazz community, including Dan Morgenstern, the respected critic (and 

director of the Institute of Jazz Studies at Rutgers University).  
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Morgenstern, who had immigrated to New York from Denmark in the late 1940s, was 

just making his bones as a jazz writer when he was introduced to Nica at the Five 

Spot. Over the next couple of decades, the Baroness—a voracious reader of jazz 

history and criticism—would become one of his most dedicated readers, just as he 

would become a loyal defender of her role in the jazz community. “To me, she was a 

real patroness," Morgenstern explained, "a really warm-hearted person." And as for 

the notion in some quarters that Nica was little more than a dilettante, Morgenstern 

insists, "She really understood the music. We would have little talks when I would 

run into her and whatever she had to say was very perceptive." Nor did he find her as 

parochial in her taste as many jazz aficionados. She wasn't limited; she could 

appreciate different styles. So to me, she was a terrific lady!"  

 

 

The respected critic Dan Morgenstern (left) pictured here with the trumpeter Buck 

Clayton: a loyal defender of Nica’s role in the jazz community… 

That's certainly how she struck the jazz vocalist and songwriter Jon Hendricks, who 

had first met the Baroness in the clubs on 52nd Street not long after her arrival in 

New York. A serious student of 20th Century African-American history and culture, 

Hendricks introduced a racial component to the divergent theories about Nica's 

devotion to jazz and its creators. "She understood what culture is, and so she 

approached our culture in that way," the singer contends. "To her, Thelonious and 

Bird were not just 'hip jazz musicians,' they were great cultural artists, and she 

treated them in that way."  

Hendricks had started his professional career as a child performer in a Toledo, Ohio, 

jazz club featuring the piano genius Art Tatum. In the early fifties, when Bird was 

passing through the Midwest, he caught Hendricks's act and encouraged the young 

singer to go to New York. By 1957, as Monk was packing them in at the Five Spot, 

Hendricks was recording his first album with a groundbreaking vocal trio he had 

formed with the bebop-inspired singers Dave Lambert and Annie Ross.  
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Jazz vocalist and songwriter Jon Hendricks: he regularly dropped by the Five Spot 

to check out the scene… 

Over the next few years, the group, known simply as Lambert, Hendricks and Ross, 

would propel Jon into the upper echelons of the jazz world, but at that point he was 

still scuffling. Since he was living in a fifth-floor walk-up on East Sixth Street (around 

the corner from the Five Spot), Hendricks regularly dropped by to check out the 

scene. Too broke to pay the cover, he would press up against the front window, until 

one rainy night Joe Termini pulled him inside. "Anybody who loves this music as 

much as you should be in here," Joe told the singer as he led him to a stool at the end 

of the bar.  

Once inside the club, Hendricks got a chance to renew his acquaintanceship with the 

Baroness. "Every time we met, we'd find a little quiet spot and chat," he recalls. After 

the war, Hendricks had studied English and writing at the University of Toledo on 

the GI Bill, and he prides himself on his wide-ranging erudition. "I was able to speak 

with her on many different levels," he explains, "and she liked to speak to me for that 

reason." To Hendricks, she was the epitome of cultural sophistication and grace. "She 

remained a lady through everything," he declared, "and was always meticulously 

herself." Meanwhile, Monk—with whom Hendricks also developed a close and 

enduring bond—would acknowledge his presence with the affectionate greeting 

"How you doin', muthafucka!"  

Following in the footsteps of Esquire's prescient piece about the club's role in New 

York's "New Bohemia," The New Yorker, which had recently added the Five Spot 

Café to its weekly survey of the city's prime music venues, sent a reporter to interview 

Monk. According to Jon Hendricks, who witnessed the exchange, it had been pouring 

all night, the rain beating against the club's storefront windows:  

Reporter: Tell me, Mr Monk, do you think the rain will have an influence on your 

playing?  

Monk: I hope so!  

Typically, Thelonious Monk's singular aphorisms have been cited to embellish 

demeaning caricatures of the pianist or to illustrate his eccentricities. But Hendricks, 
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a dedicated collector of Monk's bon mots, has a different perspective. "Monk was 

deep," he explains. "I don't think the depth of this man was probed by anybody. His 

mind was formidable." And rather than dismiss his Zen-like declarations ("Two is 

one," "It's always night or we wouldn't need light"), Hendricks believes that in fact 

Monk was "telling you something very valuable. I began to understand things a lot 

more deeply just from talking with Thelonious."  

 

 

Bob Dylan: Monk told him "we all play folk music”… 

Not long after Bob Dylan arrived in Greenwich Village in the early 1960s, he also had 

the opportunity to experience Monk's offhand insights. In his memoir, Chronicles: 

Volume One, Dylan describes how, one afternoon while wandering around the Lower 

East Side, he was drawn into a jazz club by the sound of some bluesy keyboard riffs. 

It was Monk, all alone, "a big half-eaten sandwich left on top of his piano." When 

Monk took a break, Dylan casually mentioned that he "played folk music up the 

street." The pianist didn't miss a beat: "We all play folk music," he responded. "Even 

then," Dylan observes, Monk "summoned magic shadows into being."  

In Nica's 1986 article, "A Remembrance of Monk," published in the Daily Challenge 

(a Brooklyn-based African-American newspaper) a few years after the pianist's 

death, the Baroness offered her own perspective on the Wit and Wisdom of 

Thelonious Monk. "As a man, he was exactly like his music," she wrote. And while he 

usually preferred to communicate entirely through his music, according to Nica, 

whatever he did say would come up from some bottomless well of wisdom and dry 

humor." Based on her personal experience, however, she admitted that it "could take 
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you years to get the full meaning of those little three-word sayings of his—if you were 

lucky enough to ever get it at all."  

For the members of New York's cultural vanguard who flocked to the Five Spot 

during Monk's long tenure, the pianist's ineffable persona became a repository of 

aesthetic and spiritual sustenance, from which they drew inspiration for their own 

art. One of the regulars who was drawn into Monk's gravitational pull was Norman 

Mailer. "The place was incredibly small, and you could sit about five feet away from 

Monk's hands on the keyboard," he recalled of his nights at the jazz club. "It was a 

special time there, getting high and listening to music. I've never since had mental 

rides like I had then."  

 

 

Norman Mailer: the Five Spot was a special time, getting high and listening to 

music… 

Monk's Five Spot debut happened to coincide with the publication of Mailer's 

controversial essay "The White Negro: Superficial Reflections on the Hipster" in the 

journal Dissent. The essay's most provocative section focused on the author's 

depiction of "the Negro" as the archetypal "American existentialist," whose exclusion 

from the "sophisticated inhibitions of civilization" had rendered him the 

embodiment of "hip." Drawing on his recent interest in the theories of Wilhelm 

Reich, Mailer described how the primal sexual power of the black male fueled a 

music that "gave voice to the character and quality of his existence, to his rage and 

the infinite variations of joy, lust, languor, growl, cramp, pinch, scream and despair 

of his orgasm. For jazz," he declared, "is orgasm." Nor was the author content to 

simply experience these potent forces vicariously. As his biographer Carl Rollyson 

explains, Mailer took action on two fronts: he built himself an "orgone box," and he 
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rented a saxophone "in order to 'honk' along with the music of Thelonious Monk. 

Although he could not play the instrument, Mailer believed he was in tune with it, 

that he was 'hip.' "  

 

 

The Beat pioneers, L-R, Allen Ginsberg, Jack Kerouac and Gregory Corso. 

Ginsberg, who lived only a few blocks away, became a Five Spot favorite… 

The Beat pioneers Jack Kerouac and Gregory Corso, and their African-American 

counterparts LeRoi Jones and Ted Joans (the poet and artist credited with creating 

the graffito "Bird Lives"), were also fixtures at the Bowery jazz club. But it was Allen 

Ginsberg, who lived only a few blocks away, on East Second Street, who became a 

Five Spot favorite. Joe Termini immediately took a shine to the impecunious poet, 

often letting Ginsberg bypass the club's modest cover charge. Like Mailer and 

Kerouac (who had first turned Allen on to Monk), Ginsberg viewed Monk as a jazz 

guru.  

One night Ginsberg presented Monk with a copy of his recently published Beat 

manifesto, "Howl." A week later, when the poet returned to the Five Spot, he asked 

Monk what he had thought of his account of "Angel-headed hipsters . . . floating 

across the rooftops of cities contemplating jazz." The pianist responded succinctly, 

"It makes sense." Ginsberg was so struck by Monk's spontaneous witticism that over 

the years, the exchange became one of his favorite anecdotes. Naturally, Monk also 

found his way into Ginsberg's writing. In his 1965 poem "Who Be Kind To," a long, 

Whitmanesque expression of universal compassion, Ginsberg added Monk's name to 

his catalogue of those deserving the world's beneficence:  

Be kind to the Monk in the 5 Spot who plays  

lone chord-bangs on his vast piano  

lost in space and hearing himself  

in the nightclub universe  
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A few years earlier, after Monk's last set at the club, Ginsberg had invited Thelonious 

and the Baroness to join him on an adventure, which he documented in a couple of 

photographs for his personal collection. One shows a shadowy image of Allen and 

Nica in his Lower East Side pad, the smoke curling up from her cigarette holder, 

while in the other, the bebop pianist and the Beat poet are deep in conversation. 

Although we may not know what these icons of the avant-garde discussed, we do 

have the cryptic notation Ginsberg scrawled on the back of the photo: "Thelonious 

Monk, 1960? After playing at Five Spot (4 am?) & shooting up / Tompkins Square 

East w/ The Baroness—a friend of hers, a lady".  

 

 

Allen Ginsberg (left) with Monk in conversation at Nica’s apartment in 1961…  

By the time Monk's historic Five Spot comeback came to an end, in December 1957, 

the pianist's place in the jazz pantheon was secure. Over the course of his six-month 

engagement, Monk had not only put to rest the demeaning caricatures that had 

plagued him for most of his professional career but he became an object of 

veneration for New York's underground avant-garde. Most of all, he was as happy as 

he'd ever been. "He loved it," Nica later recalled of Monk's time at the scruffy jazz 

club. "Yeah, [he was] really happy there." 
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[The following excerpt is from Chapter 6, “Beyond the Five Spot: Midcentury 

Modernism Goes Mainstream”, commencing page 134.] 

 

or the Baroness it was the best of both worlds. She had comfortably settled into 

her own suburban manse but was only minutes away from her favorite jazz 

spots across the river. By the fall of 1958, she was making frequent late-night 

jaunts through the Lincoln Tunnel to the Lower East Side, where Monk had been 

booked for another multimonth engagement at the Five Spot.  

Along with the other dramatic changes that had taken place since the pianist's debut 

at the Bowery jazz club, Monk, who was notoriously fussy about his sidemen, was 

breaking in a new member of the Thelonious Monk Quartet. Initially fans were 

doubtful that the tenor saxophonist, Charlie Rouse, was up to the job, but Nica had 

been privy to their recent rehearsals at the Cathouse and knew that Rouse would 

bring a fresh and spirited approach to the standard Monk repertoire. Some critics 

and fans complained that he wasn't as adventurous or distinctive as his esteemed 

predecessors (John Coltrane, Sonny Rollins, and Johnny Griffin), but Thelonious 

liked what he heard, and Rouse went on to become his longest-serving sideman and 

one of his—and Nica's—closest friends.  

 

 

Monk (right) with tenor saxophonist Charlie Rouse, who went on to become his 

longest-serving sideman and one of his closest friends… 

 

F 
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Monk still had a couple of weeks left on his Five Spot contract, but in mid-October 

the Terminis gave him time off to take a brief gig at Baltimore's Comedy Club. Since 

neither Nellie nor Harry Colomby was available to accompany him, Nica offered her 

services as chauffeur. On the morning of October 15, she picked up Monk and Rouse 

and hit the road. They had left plenty of time to make the drive (especially with the 

Baroness at the wheel), but for reasons that would haunt Monk and Nica for years to 

come, they never made it past the Delaware state line… 

 

 

Monk (right) with his wife Nellie (left) and Nica (centre): for the gig at Baltimore's 

Comedy Club, Nica offered her services as chauffeur… 

________________________________________________________ 

 

[The following excerpt is also from Chapter 6, “Beyond the Five Spot: Midcentury 

Modernism Goes Mainstream”, commencing page 145.] 

 

eanwhile, back at the actual Five Spot, the various components of New 

York's avant-garde were coming together to form exciting new 

collaborations that fused jazz with poetry (initiated by Kerouac and 

Amram), theater (particularly the Living Theatre's production of Jack Gelber's The 

Connection), and experimental film (as in the abstract handmade shorts by Harry 

Smith). An ad in an issue of the poetry magazine Zazen seemed to say it all: "The Five 

Spot: Home of Thelonious Monk—Home of Jazz-Poetry—Home of America's Leading 

Painters, Sculptors, Composers, Actors, Poets, PEOPLE."  

M 
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By the end of the 1950s, the unprepossessing nightclub had become not only the 

headquarters of New York's downtown bohemia but a racial and sexual "free zone," 

liberated from the constraints of Eisenhower-era America. On at least one occasion, 

the Five Spot even managed to free itself from the tyranny of the city's cabaret-card 

regime. It was an unforgettable night for the 80 or so people packed into the club; 

and since one of them documented the event in his best-known (and most 

anthologized) poem, the occasion has achieved a permanent place in American 

cultural history.  

Billie Holiday only went to the club that night because her piano player, Mal 

Waldron, was accompanying Kenneth Koch in one of the Five Spot's weekly jazz-

poetry performances.  

 

 

Billie Holiday (right) came to the Five Spot because her pianist Mal Waldron (left) 

was accompanying poet Kenneth Koch… 

Joe Termini was hanging out at the bar with an off-duty cop who often frequented 

the joint, and when he noticed Holiday sitting in the audience, he asked Joe if she 

might be persuaded to sing. When Termini explained that she didn't have a cabaret 

card, he was told that "it wouldn't be a problem." Reassured, he walked over to 

Holiday's table. "Hey, Lady," Joe began, "you gonna sing for us tonight?" She looked 

around the room. "No way," she told him. "Too many fuzz around here." "But Lady," 

Joe responded, "that's who wants to hear you sing."  

Kenneth Koch recalled, "It was very close to the end of her life, with her voice almost 

gone, just like a whisper, just like the taste of very old wine, but full of spirit. She 

sang these songs and it was very moving." The place was packed, but among those 

who had squeezed into the club was Koch's friend and fellow New York School poet 

Frank O'Hara, who had found a little standing room near the bathroom door.  
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Billie Holiday, pictured at her last recording session, in March, 1959: she died in 

June, 1959, at the age of 44, not long after her impromptu set at the Five Spot… 

On June 17, 1959, a few months after her impromptu set, Holiday died in a New York 

hospital where she had been under house arrest for drug possession. O'Hara learned 

of her death when he saw the headline on a copy of the New York Post upon leaving 

the Museum of Modern Art, where he worked as a curator. Within a few hours he had 

completed his celebrated poem "The Day Lady Died." In the final verse of his elegy, 

O'Hara recalls both her recent performance at the Bowery jazz club and the intensity 

of his own response to the beauty embodied in her ravaged voice:  

And I am sweating a lot by now and thinking of  

leaning on the john door in the 5 SPOT  

while she whispered a song along the keyboard  

to Mal Waldron and everyone and I stopped breathing  

Unfortunately, there was one Five Spot regular and ardent Lady Day admirer who 

had missed that memorable night; in fact, from the fall of 1958 to the summer of 

1960, the person most conspicuously absent from a club that proclaimed itself "the 

Home of Thelonious Monk" was Thelonious Monk. But as the pianist waited once 

again for his cabaret card to be restored, a new performer stepped into the void and 

shook up the jazz world in a way no one had for a long time.  

Ornette Coleman, a Texas-born alto saxophonist, arrived in New York from Los 

Angeles in the fall of 1959 to begin a two-week engagement at the Five Spot. But 

those who had already heard him out on the West Coast wondered if he would even 
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make it past opening night. One New York musician who had already checked out the 

new arrival at LA's Hillcrest Club recalled that a few minutes into the saxophonist's 

set, "The audience en masse got up, leaving their drinks on the table and on the bar, 

and headed for the door." As it turned out, Coleman not only completed his gig at the 

Five Spot, but the Terminis held him over for another two months. And the following 

spring they brought him back for four months more.  

 

 

Ornette Coleman (right) and Don Cherry (left) at the Five Spot: some called 

Coleman a charlatan, others called him a genius… 

Ironically, what had turned off Ornette Coleman's Hillcrest audience—his shrill, 

keening sound (overlaid with honks and squeals), the raucous collective 

improvisation of his quartet (seemingly devoid of all coherence), his wild hair, full 

beard, and exotic dress—turned out to be exactly what appealed to many of the Five 

Spot's resident modernists. Not everyone was thrilled, but week after week curious 

jazz fans made the pilgrimage to 5 Cooper Square to hear what the fuss was about. 

"Every night the club would be jammed," Coleman remembered, "with some people 

hating what I was doing and calling me a charlatan, and other people loving it and 

calling me a genius."  

While the members of the Five Spot's artistic avant-garde embraced the likeminded 

newcomer, the response of New York's jazz musicians to what he was playing initially 

dubbed "the new thing" and later "free jazz" mostly ranged from skepticism to 

outright fear and loathing. The great swing-era trumpeter Roy Eldridge staked out 

one point of view: "I think he's jiving, baby. He's putting everybody on." Miles Davis 

offered his own diagnosis: "If you're talking psychologically, the man is all screwed 
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up inside." The legendary bebop drummer Max Roach didn't say anything at all; 

instead he "followed Coleman into the Five Spot kitchen between sets, and punched 

him in the mouth."  

 

 

Roy Eldridge (above) thought that Coleman was “putting everybody on”… Miles 

Davis (below) regarded Coleman as “all screwed up inside”… BOTH PHOTOS 

COURTESY WILLIAM P GOTTLIEB  
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Max Roach (above) followed Coleman into the Five Spot kitchen between sets, and 

punched him in the mouth… 

On the other hand, many of the jazz critics who gathered at the Five Spot heralded 

Coleman's "new thing" as a giant leap in the consecration of modern jazz as high art. 

One DownBeat reviewer labeled his music "astonishing" and predicted, "Coleman 

may be the next great influence." Leonard Bernstein not only showed up at the club 

several times but he enthusiastically joined the band onstage on at least one occasion 

(and officially declared what he heard "the greatest thing that has ever happened to 

jazz!"). Monk was more circumspect in his judgment. "Hell, I did that 25 years ago," 

he told Charles Mingus after a brief foray down to the Five Spot, "but I didn't do it on 

each tune." The Baroness, like many dedicated jazz fans, was simply confused.  

 

 

Leonard Bernstein, pictured in 1959: he regarded Coleman as “the greatest thing 

that has ever happened to jazz”… PHOTOGRAPHER UNKNOWN 
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In the spring of 1960, not long after Ornette Coleman's New York debut, Nat Hentoff 

went to Nica's Weehawken home to interview her for an Esquire profile. But he 

quickly discovered that she had other things on her mind. As Hentoff recounted it, 

"The Baroness was uneasy at not having been able to understand Coleman's work," 

and she wanted the noted jazz writer to help her make sense of it.  

Hentoff listened as Nica and Nellie Monk "discussed the problem" they confronted 

while listening to one of Coleman's latest recordings. But before he could offer his 

own analysis, Thelonious emerged from the bedroom to settle the matter. "There's 

nothing beautiful in what he's playing," he declared, as Nica "vigorously nodded [in] 

agreement." As Monk continued his assessment, "the Baroness nodded again."  

 

 

Nica (right) with Monk, who said of Ornette Coleman, "I think he's got a gang of 

potentiality though…” 

Finally, in an effort to prove a point about the saxophonist's debt to his own 

innovations (something Coleman readily acknowledged), the pianist dug out one of 

his old recordings and put it on Nica's hi-fi. Satisfied that he had established his bona 

fides, Thelonious rested his case with a typically generous flourish: "I think he's got a 

gang of potentiality though." 

__________________________________________________________ 

 

 


