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WHAT’S IN A NAME?
Football, Fighting Men, and All That “Jazz”



Florida A&M University Rattlers
Florida A&M University’s mascot, the 
Rattler, has evolved over time.  In the 
mid 1920’s they were known as the “Jazz 
Birds” when Franz A. “Jazz” Byrd served 
as athletic director and coach.  His 
“name and vigor embodied the school 
spirit so much” that the school adopted 
it as a nickname.  A New York native, 
Byrd returned home after three years to 
care for his ailing parents.  

After his departure, the school was 
briefly known as the Tigers, but it was a 
common mascot at the time and caused 
confusion.   School president JRE Lee 
changed the name to the Rattlers.  One 
reason dates to the college’s early days 
where, when the land was cleared for 
construction, left nothing but “palmetto 
trees and rattlesnakes.”

Another theory is that Lee wanted a 
mascot “that would ‘strike’ fear and elicit 
immediate respect from opponents.”

Source The FAMUAN
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Could knowing another piece of history 

give greater insight into why FAMU might 

have chosen the Rattler as a mascot?



Primary Source 1
The all-Black 15th Regiment of the 
New York National Guard was called 
into service during World War I.  Here, 
recent recruits are awaiting transport to 
training camp.

Source Library of Congress
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Primary Source 2
Military bands were used a recruiting 
tool in World War I.  The leader of 
the 15th’s band was Lt. James Reese 
Europe, a well-known musician who had 
toured Europe prior to the war.  Europe 
introduced ragtime and jazz styles to the 
more traditional marches and played 
popular tunes for soldiers as well.

Source United States National Guard
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Primary Source 3
When the 15th arrived in France, 
they were initially assigned to act as 
stevedores or cargo handlers.  The 
United States Army was segregated. 
Black soldiers often performed support 
jobs that did not require them to be 
armed because many Americans did not 
want to fight in combat alongside Black 
soldiers.

Source United States Army
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Primary Source 4
When not working on the docks, the 
369th band also played at hospitals 
and Red Cross or YMCA events to boost 
morale among the soldiers.  The band 
is credited for bringing jazz to France 
where it created a sensation.  It ushered 
in what became Paris’ Jazz Age in the 
1920s.

Source United States Army
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Primary Source 5
In 1917 German forces were advancing 
west, and the French army, which was 
already integrated, gratefully absorbed 
the 15th into service in the 161st French 
Infantry Division.  They became known 
as the 369th Infantry Regiment.  They 
were among the first Americans on the 
front lines in World War I and would go 
on to serve longer in combat than any 
other American.  

Soon other Black regiments joined them 
in service to the French Army.  They 
wore American uniforms but adopted 
the French style combat helmet as their 
own.

In the French Army, the soldiers were 
treated no differently than the rest of 
the French Army.  The French people 
welcomed them and appreciated them 
for their fighting spirit as well as their 
music.
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Primary Source 6
The Black soldiers of the French 161st 
were feared by the Germans.  They 
referred to them as the “Black Death.” 
Despite their long service and fierce 
fighting in the trenches, they were not 
treated equally when they were around 
American soldiers. German prisoners 
were allowed to eat before them, and 
they had to ride on the Jim Crow car on 
transport trains.

Courtesy National WWI Museum and 
Memorial 1980.118.0

Listen on YouTube (25:56) and 35:15 or 
Edpuzzle
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Primary Source 7
Members of the division were awarded 
the Croix de Guerre by French 
government for distinguished service 
involving acts of heroism in combat.  

Here, Leslie McVey is shown wearing the 
Croix de Guerre on his chest and the 
Rattlesnake insignia on his left shoulder.  
A native of Flatonia, Texas, McVey made 
his way to Harlem and joined the 15th 
Division

Photograph of Cpl. Lawrence McVey

Courtesy Smithsonian National Museum 
of African American History and Culture
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Primary Source 8
After the war, the 369th returned home 
to New York to thunderous praise 
and were cheered on by thousands 
of Americans, black and white, as 
the regimental band led them up 5th 
Avenue.

Source United States Department of 
Defense

Primary Source 8

After the war, the 369th returned 
home to New York to thunderous 
praise and were cheered on by 
thousands of Americans, black and 
white, as the regimental band led 
them up 5th Avenue.
Source: United States Department 
of Defense



Primary Source 9
Source United States Department of 
Defense

Primary 
Source 9

Source: United States Department of Defense



Primary Source 10
Source United States Department of 
Defense

Primary 
Source 10
Source: United States 

Department of Defense



Primary Source 11
Source New York Times 2-18-1919 pages 
1 and 6
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How Ya Gonna Keep ‘Em Down 
on the Farm?

Collection of the Smithsonian National Museum of African American History and Culture 2011.57.39

Recorded March 1919 – Noble Sissle, Vocal 

369th Band Recording, Pathé Records
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