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James Heneage Carter established and managed what, he claimed, was the first female 
brass band in the United States. He engaged a number of young girls, from ten to fourteen 
years of age, to give a military drill in the performance of his company. His orchestral 
leader at the time suggested that he should try and form these girls into a brass band. The 
result was that his young female brass band took to the stage, and the people of the chief 
cities of New England, and other nearby states, soon testified to the popularity of his 
troupe.1 
 
Sadly, this claim is not true, as the Maddern Family Female Brass Band had previously 
toured in the USA from 1853 to 1855.2 
 
Another, more well-justified, claim of his relates to the role he played in fostering the early 
career of the famous cornet soloist Anna Berger. He took the celebrated "Berger" family 
into his service, and had them taught to play brass instruments, with Miss Anna Teresa 
Berger soon playing cornet solos.  
 
Miss Bell Cole, a well-known vocalist, as well as her sister, were members of his original 
female brass band, as were quite a number of other ladies well known to the musical public 
of the time. His company was known as the "Carter Zouave Troupe". It included Mr. Sol 
Smith Russell.3 
 
The word ‘Zouave’ referenced the French Algerian infantry units of that name, which 
dressed in traditional costume of a Greek vest, baggy trouser and canvas leggings. In 
December, 1860 a company of French actors presented a series of military melodramas in 
New York, and they were advertised as being Zouaves. In 1861 there was a concert troupe 
of fifty women called the Zouave Operatic Concert Troupe travelling about the country. It 
appears from their advertisements that they danced in formation, at a rapid pace.4 
 
Carter, himself, was born on 25 March 1826, in London, England, and emigrated to the 
United States in 1848. After trying his hand at various enterprises, he set up a “Curiosity 
Exhibition” which toured very successfully, until his rheumatism caused him to step back 
from an active role. A fuller description of his life and career up to this point is given in the 
New York Clipper, 24 March 1866 – see Appendix 1 below. 
 
Carter then started with his troupe of girl dancers and drill performers, called the “Seven 
Star Sisters”, which included a little boy and girl who he had taught to play the fife and 
drum, appearing at Laura Keene’s Theatre, in New York, in April 1861.5  
 
They continued to perform in and around New York State, including four weeks at Captain 
Smith’s Theatre and Concert Hall in Albany, and returned to New York City in November 
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1861 where it was reported that Carter intended to take the group to various fairs during 
the autumn and ultimately to the West Indies.6 
 

 
During 1862 the troupe toured, New England and the mid-west, including Maryland, 
Pennsylvania, Ohio, Iowa, Illinois, and Indiana, increasing their repertoire to include 
songs and dances, and adding two more girls to make nine in all. 
 
At the start of 1863 they performed in Pennsylvania and spent much of March in Ohio. 
Moving to West Virginia in April, we at last learn of the name of one of the girls – ‘Miss 
Ada [Boshell], who is the very perfection of grace and agility’.7 Louisa Boshell (Ada’s sister) 
was also in the troupe later, as a wire-walker and dancer. During this time, Carter was 
married to a young lady from Painsville, Ohio. By May 1862 the troupe had increased to 
sixteen in number, and their performance included the ‘Zouave Drill, Singing & Dancing, 
Slack Wire, and Minstrel Performances, Prestidigation, Imitations, etc.’8 A report gives 
more details about the girls: 
 

We might make special mention of each member of the troupe, but all are so good in 
their respective parts that we haven't the room at present. Conspicuous are Misses Ada 
(a child of fine dramatic talent - the 'star' of the company), Minnie [Rivers], Effie 
[Rivers], Maggie [Thorn], (a real good dancer), Jennie [Smith], (a sweet 'un), and 
Master J. (smart Young America). Their splendid Zouave Drill and, ballet performances 
and charming minstrelsy in Old Folks' costume, are each attractive enough to insure 
good houses. The harpist, Signor Girard, and the violinist, Mr. Oldfield, are first-class 
artistes.9 

 
By June 1863 Carter had tutored a number of the girls on brass instruments, such that in 
August 1863, the troupe advertisements included the “Young Female Brass Band”, and 
they appeared in Kentucky and Illinois to good musical reviews. They continued touring 
during the autumn of 1863, and sailed to Nassau and Cuba in November. Journeying on to 
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Cuba, they returned from there to New York City, on 3 February 1864, on board the brig 
“Thomas Owen” out of Neuvitas, Cuba. [See Appendix 1 for more background on this trip]. 
Other girls in the troupe, who were named in the passenger list, were Katy Curren, Lillie 
Wiseman, and Annie Smith. 
 
During the spring of 1864 the troupe toured New England, in Massachusetts, Connecticut, 
Vermont, and Maine. The troupe now consisted of 20 performers, and their musical 
contribution was described as: 
 

“In addition to all their other abilities, the young 
members of the Troupe now claim the attention of the 
public by giving each evening a Balcony Serenade, with 
Brass Instruments, in fact appearing as a Complete 
Brass Band. The only one of its kind in the country.” 

 
In July 1864 the troupe played at the Charlestown City 
Hall, Boston, MA where, in addition to the other 
components of the performance, the brass band played 
a medley overture of Bellini’s works, and the quickstep 
from ‘La Favorita’. See Appendix 2 for a copy of the 
theatre bill for this occasion. 
 
During July 1864, Anna Berger signed a two-year 
contract with the Carter Zouave Troupe, for her family 
of child instrumentalists. The Berger family children 
were Anna Theresa, Fred, Henry, Louisa, Henrietta, 
and Bernhart. The older four, Henry, Anna Theresa, 
Louisa and Fred had previously appeared on the stage 
with their musical acts from April 1862. In the 
following year they signed on as the musical component 
of the MacFarland Dramatic Company, touring the 
Midwest and into Canada, before joining the Carter 
Troupe. 
 
The Berger family augmented the musical component 
of the Carter Troupe’ performances and would have 
certainly improved the brass band considerably. The 
children played the flute, trumpet, cornet, trombone, 
drums, cymbals and other instruments. 
 
Later in August 1864, the Troupe toured through 
Tennessee and Kentucky, arriving in Indiana and Ohio 
in September, now with 22 girls. Later in the autumn, 
through to the end of the year, they performed in 
various locations in Michigan, Wisconsin, Illinois and 
Iowa. 
 
The Troupe started 1865 in Nashville, Tennessee, 
before heading up to Chicago later in January. As well 
as adding to the ‘Young Female Brass Band’, the Berger 
Family also performed their own routines as part of the 
programme at each event. February saw them in Ohio, 
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Pennsylvania and West Virginia, before heading up to New England in the later spring, 
culminating in New York in August 1865. 
 

 
Anna, Fred, Louisa & Henry Berger, c. 1863 

 
Certainly, the theatregoers were in for a great treat with the performances of the troupe, as 
witnessed by these ‘reviews’: 
 

The opening entertainment, "The Parlor Concert," consisted of choice musical 
selections, vocal and instrumental, "The Mocking Bird" being astonishingly good; then 
followed "The Grand Ohio," dancing, imitations of birds, animals, etc., the Sicilian 
dance, a fancy jig, "The French Dancing Master," (a very comic affair,) a sweet duet by 
Louise and Annie, the Chinese dance, the celebrated Zouave drill, admirably executed, 
a a grand overture by the Female Brass Band, the performances closing with the 
astonishing celestial feats of Signor Girard. All the ladies and children of Nashville and 
surrounding country must see these charming children. The house looked brilliant in 
the extreme, and the company was of the best class.10 

 
That a company could have arisen that, in less than three years, would surpass all the 
ordinary exhibitions of the day, would scarcely be believed; yet such, nevertheless is a 
fact. That when the nature of their entertainment is known, it is not so much to be 
wondered at, as the Carter Zouaves continue the chief excellences of all the best 
exhibitions of the day. For instance if you want to see the beautiful Prima Donna, Miss 
Louise Berger, go and see the Carter Zouave Troupe. If you wish to hear beautiful 
ballads, accompanied with the harp, guitar, banjo, tamborine, bones, etc., as sung by 
the best "Minstrel Bands," go and see the Carter Zouave Troupe. If you wish to see the 
young female "Barney Williams," visit the Zouave Troupe, and see Miss Ada in "The 
Limerick Boy," etc. If you wish to see beautiful ballets, as given by the Raval Troupe, 
etc., spend an evening with the Carter Zouave Troupe. If you wish to see performances 
as astonishing as a "Circus," visit the Carter Zouave troupe, and see Miss Annie on the 
Slack Wire, and witness the Chinese Dance. If you wish to witness Military Evolutions 
unequalled by the entire armies of the North and South, and not excelled by the 
celebrated Ellsworth Chicago Zouaves, visit the Carter Zouave Troupe, and witness 
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their Great Zouave Drill. And last, though by no means least, if you wish to see the only 
Female Brass Band in the country, visit the Carter Zouaves, and witness the 
extraordinary performances of this wonderful troupe of children (from eight to thirteen 
years of age) who, besides their other abilities, read music and play on all the 
instruments comprising a complete Brass Band. Their equal the Manager challenges 
the world to produce. In short, if you wish to see the best and most unexceptional 
exhibition in the country do not fail to attend the exhibitions of the Carter Zouave 
Troupe.11 

 
Moving on to Pennsylvania, Delaware, Maryland, Virginia, Washington D.C., in September 
and October 1865, the Carter Troupe now also included a version of the ‘Pepper’s Ghost’ 
illusion, which was styled “Proteus, or we are here but not here”. They finished up the year 
in Ohio, Indiana and Michigan. Indeed, they were themselves serenaded, at their hotel – 
the Exchange – in Fort Wayne, Indiana, after their performance, by Professor O’Niell’s 
Brass Band, of that town.12 
 
Early 1866 saw the Carter Troupe touring through Illinois and Kansas, returning to Iowa in 
June. At this time the Berger’s contract finished, and Carter engaged the Hernandez 
Troupe to fill the gap in his programme for the remainder of the summer season. 
 
After they left Carter, the Berger Family joined the Peak Family, in a very much in vogue 
Swiss Bell ringing company. The Bergers became so well known as musical artists that they 
launched their own company in 1869. Ann Theresa Berger, particularly, went on to have a 
magnificent career as a solo cornet artist. 
 

 
The Berger Family girls – Anna on the far left – c. 1872 

 
The loss of the Bergers was keenly felt and obviously impacted the musical quality of the 
performances: 
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We are of the opinion, however, that the troupe has degenerated considerably since its 
last appearance here. There was a great lacking in the quality of the music, both vocal 
and instrumental.13 

 
The “Young Ladies Brass Band” no longer makes an appearance, and the Troupe now 
concentrates on its Zouave Drill, singing, dancing and various associate acrobatic and 
theatrical acts. It increased the size of the Troup to 30 players in the autumn of 1866, 
reducing to 25 by the end of the year for the 1867 season, where the performance included 
“The Mystic Cabinet”, “The Shadow Pantomime”, “The Great Indian Basket Feat”, “The 
Modern Sphynx”, “The Child of the Air”, and the “Gathering of the Clans” with military 
drill.14 
 
See Appendix 4 for a theatre bill of the 1867 Carter Zouave Troupe season. 
 
Continuing their tour of the mid-West, Carter himself was arrested in Duboque, on 29th 
May 1867, on the charge of stealing a coat in 1863. It is not known what the outcome of this 
arrest was, but the Troupe continued their performances in the autumn of 1867, eventually 
ceasing in spring of 1868. 
 
James Heneage Carter continued to suffer ill health, becoming partially paralysed in 1873, 
spending his days teaching music, and was living in New Haven, Connecticut, in 1883, 
peddling on the streets, demonstrating the wonders of his six-eye microscope – charging 
10¢ to view such wonders and also receive a pocket spy-glass.15 
 
Talking about his time after the Zouaves finished, he seemed to be positive about the 
future: 
 

“But then success had been too much for me. Financial reverses and ill-health came, 
and I am reduced to the position in which you now see me. I went to a water-cure and 
became a victim to malpractice. I then tried the Hot Springs, Arkansas, and the 
treatment there only aggravated my malady. I was paralyzed ten years ago while 
writing a letter in Washington, and I have never recovered from the shock; still I am 
well and ready to enter the ring again. For some time past I have been exhibiting the 
magic spy glass, my own invention. It enables you to see in a single drop of water 
wonderful animals, the intricate mechanism of a humming-bird's feather and the 
elephantine proportions of an insect, Oh, I'm death on reading, I am. I have cleared 
thousands of dollars in a single night, but $1 pleases me as well now. I shall soon be in 
the field again, however, with an entirely new and novel entertainment, in which my 
boys will participate.”16 

 
In May 1886, Carter returned from Jacksonville, Florida to 316 Grove Street, New Jersey. 
It was reported that he was helpless from his infirmities and entirely without funds. His 
friends were seeking financial assistance to enable him to travel to California where his 
wife and children were living.17 
 
He died in March 1891. A sad and impecunious ending to a life, but he had, himself, and 
with his troupe of young artists, entertained thousands of people over the years and helped 
launch many careers in theatre, vaudeville and the music business – particularly those of 
the Bergers. 
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Appendix 1 – a report in The New York Clipper, 24 March 1866 
 
James Heneage Carter was born in London, 
England, in 1826, in the house formerly 
occupied by the famous Mrs Clark, Mistress of 
the Duke of York. He was educated at the Naval 
School, Greenwich, and at a suitable age went to 
sea, bu not liking a sailor’s life, left and went as 
clerk in a wholesale book store in Paternoster 
Row, London. In 1848 he came to this country 
and after remaining a week in New York, went 
to Cleveland and commenced his career before 
the pubic, by giving a lecture on “Artificial 
Memory”. He did not make a fortune at this, and 
returning to this city entered the employ of 
Rufus Porter (founder of the Scientific 
American), who was at that time engaged on a 
“flying machine to take people to California 
(1849) in three days”. Carter being employed to 
give explanations of the machine. After this he was engaged as one of the chorus at the Old 
Broadway Theatre, during the Beguin Opera Troupe engagement; he also appeared in 
“Monte Christo” with Lester Wallace, in a piece at the Broadway. 
 
In 1854 he obtained the services of a very large man, a native of New Mexico, call the 
“Mexican Indian Giant”; with him and other curiosities, he formed Carter’s Curiosity Ship; 
he travelled for many years, until in 1861, when he formed the present Carter Zouave 
Troupe. 
 
He has been connected with the show business for the past fifteen years, and has during 
that period, travelled over 250,000 miles, and visited every State in this country, both 
north and south, besides paying several visits to Europe. In 1857 he travelled through 
Texas, and in eight months cleared $5,000 with a “curiosity” show. The following winter 
visited Cuba, and in a few months cleared $5,000 more with two exhibitions. With the 
$10,000 thus acquired, he immediately started for England with and ‘American 
Entertainment’ (which he had long had in contemplation) and in which, besides a 
magnificent panorama being used, Carter personated the following peculiarities of 
American character: Yankee, Negro, Fireman, Waiter, Newsboy and Indian. When about 
getting the exhibition fairly before the British public, he was taken down with a severe 
attack of rheumatism, from which he is not yet neaer recovered. His sickness caused the 



“entertainment” to be discontinued at a great loss. He has since done considerable 
business in Cuba, having been lessee of every place of public entertainment in Havana, 
with the exception of the Grand Opera House.  
 
The idea of getting up a “Zouave Drill”, one of the principal features of the present troupe 
of little girls, originated with the manager of the “Carter Zouave Troupe” from the fame of 
Col. Ellsworth making a trip round the country with the famous Chicago Zouaves; also 
from the fact that the manager had at the time a little boy (one of his present troupe) who 
was doing a few drill motions in connection with “Carter’s Curiosity Exhibition” in the 
island of Cuba, and which was received with much applause by the people of Havana. On 
the 22nd of June 1861, Mr Carter, accompanied by his little boy, left Cardenas for New 
York, for the double purpose of getting medical advice for a severe attack of rheumatism, 
with which he had long been afflicted, also to obtain a number of little girls for the purpose 
of teaching them the “Zouave Drill”. When he left Cuba he promised his company to be 
back in from two to four months with the said girls. Upon his arrival in New York he 
obtained seven little girls, from 7 to 11 years of age, paying the parents of the same a 
monthly salary for their services, besides boarding, clothing and travelling expenses. After 
a few months training they made their debut in Albany, at the old Green Street Theatre, 
then under the management of John Smith, the bill poster of that city. This was in 
November 1861. They performed there to full houses for one month, and received the 
highest praise from both press and publice. Instead of going to Cuba that winter, they took 
engagements in many of the principal cities of the Union. 
 
About a year from the time of their organization, the company having much improved in 
other respects, besides their Zouave drill, commenced giving exhibitions alone, under their 
present title, having in the mean time added one or two male performers as musicians. In 
the fall of 1862 they were on the Mississippi River and travelled East for the purpose of 
sailing to the West Indies to join Mr Carter’s other company. They came East as far as 
Harrisburg, PA, where they opened on New Year’s Day, and their business was so good 
there for ten nights, that Mr Carter concluded to forego his trip to Cuba and remain in the 
States a little longer. He accordingly started West again, visiting all the principal towns and 
cities in that section of the country, and doing a bigger business than any other kind of 
show in that part of the country. In the fall of 1863 they again came East for the purpose of 
visiting the West Indies, as Mr Carter was anxious to see his Curiosity show in that 
country, which he had not seen since June 1861.  
 
On the 9th of November 1863, the troup took passage on the steamship Corsica, for Nassau, 
N.P., where they performed thirteen nights to crowded audiences. From thence they sailed 
to the Isle of Cuba, but, finding that the amative dispositions of the inhabitants were too 
great to risk a company of young girls with, and not wishing to share the same fate of the 
Keller Troupe, and knowing that he had left a good and sure business in this country, he 
very wisely packed up and took passage for this city, arriving here in January 1864, and 
immediately started on a travelling tour through the New England States, where their 
success has been immense. The company has increased from eight to twenty. No troupe 
has ever given more satisfaction to the public than the Carter Zouave Troupe, and none are 
more entitled to their patronage. The great hit is the Zouave Drill, which is the perfection 
of exact and regular movement. The lightning rapidity with which they execute every 
movement is truly wonderful, and we doubt very much if there is an old and well drilled 
company that can attack arms with the same ease the children do. Besides all their other 
astonishing abilities, the young ladies perform on brass instruments, forming a complete 
brass band. The whole entertainment is one of the best we have ever witnessed, and we are 
glad to see that it is so successful. 

 



Appendix 2 – a theatre bill from the Charlestown City Hall, Boston Massachusetts, 
July 1864 
 

 



Appendix 3 – a theatre bill promoting Carter’s solo show, c. 1860 
 

 
 
 
 
  



Appendix 4 – a theatre bill from Ohio, March 1867 
 

 



Appendix 5 – sheet music, dedicated to Anna Theresa Berger 
 

 
 

 

 


