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ADDITIONAL PRAISE FOR THE KINGDOM OF ZYDECO

“Michael Tisserand has given us a good one. The Kingdom of Zydeco is richly anecdotal, as moving and intimate as the music, a fine front-porch history of zydeco from the blackjack dirt farms of Louisiana to the oil refineries of coastal Texas. It is as much about human beings and Creole culture as music, about personal foibles, misadventure, white/ black tensions, work and parties, trouble in the night, and truly extraordinary characters. The gritty, vibrant voices of the musicians—well-known, obscure, dead, living, recorded, unrecorded—give this work extraordinary vigor and juice. This is an important book for anyone with an interest in life, American music, southern culture, dancing, accordions, the recording industry, folklore, old dance clubs in the weeds, fortune tellers, hoodoos, or shotguns. Somewhere in the book a father tells his musician son, ‘whatever you do, give the people a satisfaction.’ Michael Tisserand does that for the reader.”

—Annie Proulx

“Exhaustive … riveting … The Kingdom of Zydeco is a back-road trip well worth making.”

—Los Angeles Times Book Review

“Beyond Tisserand’s clear, enjoyable writing and his agile translation of the riding rhythms into prose, it is his interviews that make this book truly special. These strings of quotes—presented uncorrected and full of colorful colloquialisms—are treasures, bits of living history grabbed just in time, in several cases, to preserve firsthand accounts of customs and people now gone.”

—Clea Simon, Boston Globe

“Tisserand delves into the music’s past and present in The Kingdom of Zydeco, one of the first in-depth histories of the sound and a well-researched, insightful introduction to the culture that spawned it.”

—Lynn Van Matre, Chicago Tribune

“[Tisserand] certainly does justice to the complexity of the zydeco tradition.… this comprehensive assessment is a must for fans.”

—Publishers Weekly

“Written in a style as lively as the music itself, journalist Tisserand’s book is recommended for all music libraries and is essential in Louisiana, East Texas, and everywhere else that zydeco is king.”

—Library Journal

“Highly readable and informative stuff about some great homegrown music.”

—Booklist

“Tisserand’s book is the gold mine. The product of years of research, interviews, and van, bus, and horse travel with zydecizers and their kin, Kingdom should do for the genre what Nick Tosches’s books have done for country and Peter Guralnik’s did for R&B and the blues.

—Arsenio Orteza, Village Voice

“The definitive book on zydeco. Michael Tisserand presents a historical overview of one of America’s last great regional musical cultures, then brings that history to life with vibrant profiles and immediate, on-the-spot reporting. Essential reading for zydeco fans as well as for anyone curious about how an indigenous musical form evolves.”

—Keith Spera, New Orleans Times-Picayune

“A book that’s as readable as a novel while being a font of historical and cultural information.”

—Ed Ward, Mojo magazine

“Flavorful, sharply reported, and highly readable. The Kingdom of Zydeco is a groundbreaking book on a fascinating species of American music and the culture surrounding it. Michael Tisserand knows his way around zydeco’s boulevards and back alleys, and he draws lively and insightful portraits of the musicians, promoters, spouses, and fans who inhabit them.”

—Tom Piazza, author of Blues and Trouble

“Every page of this extraordinary book pulses with humanity, rendered with intelligence, affection, energy, and keen observation—this book is a pure gift to everyone who loves Louisiana music and culture and fine writing about both.”

—Susan Larson, New Orleans Times-Picayune

“An exhaustively researched, intelligently analyzed and lovingly written guide to this most vital of regional musics.”

—Don McLeese, Austin-American Statesman

“While shelves full of important books on blues have been published, no definitive work on zydeco has existed until now. Michael Tisserand’s The Kingdom of Zydeco is, and likely will continue to be, the best zydeco history available.”

—Roger Wood, Living Blues

“Music aficionados may reminisce longingly about legendary scenes in the past—Beale Street in Memphis in the 1920s, New York’s 52nd Street in the 1940s, or Chicago’s South Side in the 1950s—when musical and social elements came together to create sounds that shook the world. Zydeco music is happening now.”

—Scott Billington, Rounder Records
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Crowley, Louisiana, 1938.
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Michael Tisserand is my kind of guy. We spent a good deal of   time with Michael talking and hanging out when he was  working on The Kingdom of Zydeco. One of the reasons this is such a great book is that Michael knows you have to spend some time with a person before you really know him, and he did just that with the people he writes about. He knows zydeco music and he knows our Creole culture, and when he writes about it, he writes about something he has been a part of and something he really understands. I appreciate that more than you can know.

I love playing music. It’s been the most important part of my life since I was a little kid learning to bang out tunes on my family’s old piano on the porch of my house in the Truman Addition neighborhood of Lafayette, Louisiana. My father was an accordion player, and even though we bumped heads over what I was playing as a youngster (he was no fan of rhythm and blues), he made me understand the importance of knowing where you come from and respecting the traditions of our people and our music. I’ve tried to do that as Buckwheat Zydeco has toured America and the world for the past thirty-five-plus years. And, it’s been very, very important to me—and a great privilege—to be able to spread the word about what zydeco is and what the Creole people and our southwest Louisiana culture are all about.

When The Kingdom of Zydeco came out, I was honored to be a part of Michael’s telling of the amazing story of our music and culture. He told a story that I knew because I lived it. But he told it—or wrote it in a book—so well and so truthfully that it made me proud for my culture and happy that now people could read all about it! I’m going to keep playing my music and talking about my Creole heritage as long as I am alive. I’m so glad that Michael’s book is back out again so that his best told tale of zydeco will live on. Read it and you’ll know the truth. And you can take that to your best bank.

—Stanley “Buckwheat Zydeco” Dural, Jr.



PREFACE
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In 1996, as I was finishing The Kingdom of Zydeco, I learned that Boozoo Chavis had been in an accident involving a barbecue pit. The tops of two fingers of his left hand were crushed and needed to be amputated. It was a particularly bad result for an accordion player. Fans wondered if his music would suffer. As luck would have it, I was in Madison, Wisconsin, not long after Boozoo’s accident, and he was scheduled to perform a show there on the shores of Lake Mendota. Boozoo showed up with his hand swaddled in a white bandage. As he played, a lake breeze picked up. The bandage slowly came unraveled. With a long strip of white cloth flapping from his hand, Boozoo never missed a beat.

In amazement, I caught the eye of Boozoo’s son, Charles, and shook my head.

“Yeah, you right,” Charles said cheerfully into the microphone. “That’s zydeco!”

Much has changed in zydeco since The Kingdom of Zydeco was first published in 1998. After storming through more bandstands and festivals, Boozoo Chavis was felled by a heart attack and stroke in 2001, at the age of seventy. Other pioneers have also left us, including John Delafose, Rockin’ Sidney, Hiram Sampy, and Roy Carrier. Legendary Creole fiddlers Bébé Carrière and Canray Fontenot are also gone, but their unique stylings thankfully are echoed in the work of younger musicians such as Cedric Watson and Jeffery Broussard. Beau Jocque, whose innovations shook up traditional sounds, departed suddenly, even as dance floors were still rocking from his mighty musical inventions.

The world of zydeco also lost some of its most tireless promoters, including dancehall owner Kermon Richard, radio personality Luke Collins, folklorist Mack McCormick, and Zydeco Festival founder Wilbert Guillory. Richard’s famed dancehall, which Beau Jocque sang about so memorably in “Richard’s Club,” has remained open as the “Zydeco Hall of Fame.” But Slim’s Y-Ki-Ki shuttered, as did Hamilton’s Place and the Offshore Lounge.

Not intended as such, The Kingdom of Zydeco has become a portrait of a music at a crossroads. Musicians who are no longer with us gave generously of their time for this book. In doing so, they helped tell the story of a traditional music just as the torch was being passed. Controversies over who should be crowned the king of zydeco have (thankfully) died down, yet questions remain over who will lead the music forward, and how that might sound.

As a music journalist and host of the popular Zydeco Stomp show on Lafayette’s KRVS-FM radio station, Herman Fuselier has seen these changes roll across the zydeco landscape. “Change is inevitable,” he says. “Dance halls have mostly gone by the wayside now, and it’s kind of heartbreaking. On the other hand, trail rides—sometimes ten thousand people, three-day events—are going strong.”

The time-honored zydeco tradition of family bands is also going strong. Fuselier points to the sons of zydeco pioneers who now forge a new sound that melds zydeco, southern soul, R&B, and rap. Keith Frank, son of Preston Frank, remains at the forefront of this movement. So do Sean and Chris Ardoin, the sons of Lawrence Ardoin; Leon Chavis, Boozoo Chavis’s great-grandnephew; Jude Taylor’s son Curley; and Nathan Williams’s son Li’l Nate.

It is also a movement that crosses state lines. Clifton Chenier once forged his career in the oil towns of Texas and then brought his new urban sound back home to Louisiana. Now, Step Rideau and J. Paul Jr. lead other Texas zydeco players in creating a sound that influences Louisiana musicians.

Alison Fensterstock, a New Orleans journalist and expert in New Orleans “bounce” music, attended a trail ride in Lacassine and observed how easily the music played there flowed from zydeco to rap. Modern zydeco, she reported for the Oxford American, is both “both hyper-local and national.” Videos combine hip-hop and zydeco imagery, from indoor sunglasses and large diamond-stud earrings to cowboy boots and “accordions casually slung over the shoulder.” When Keith Frank showed up at the trail ride, he was pulling a trailer filled with instruments, which included a drum with electric pads and a sampler, along with a pile of accordions.

On his radio show, Fuselier tracks the requests that come in for songs like the accordion-laced “Do It with Your Boots On,” by Lafayette R&B singer Bryson “Cupid” Bernard. The lyrics of Cupid’s massively popular line dance “Cupid Shuffle” make it clear that he’s less concerned about the name of the music than its effect on young crowds:


They say I’m a rapper and I say no

They say what you doing, tryin’ do some zydeco?

I just let the music come from my soul

So all of my people can stay on the floor



Songs like these, as well as “Haterz,” a Keith Frank collaboration with Baton Rouge rapper Lil Boosie, receive major airplay on commercial stations across Louisiana, bringing zydeco sounds into new markets.

Sean Ardoin, meanwhile, has launched the aptly named “Creole United” project to bring together players from across the age spectrum. Creole United’s CD release Non Jamais Fait combines modern and traditional sounds, with contributions from Ardoin, Andre Thierry, Edward Poullard, Jeffery Broussard, Rusty Metoyer, and Sean’s father, Lawrence Ardoin. Says Fuselier, “I’m happy to see the next generation step in. Most of all, I’m happy we’re still talking about zydeco music in the present tense.”

While young accordionists push the edge of zydeco at home, touring players continue to push open new boundaries for zydeco across the country and around the world. Buckwheat Zydeco, the first zydeco artist with a major-label deal, also became the first zydeco musician with his own YouTube channel when he launched “Buckwheat’s World.” The broadcasts bring viewers onto the stage and into the recording studio, as well as to the Louisiana farm where Buckwheat puts in a day’s work when he needs to ease his mind.

In Lafayette, Buckwheat can occasionally be found back at Sid Williams’s club El Sid O’s, still open for business. Sid’s brother Nathan Williams, whose band the Zydeco Cha Chas continues to tour widely, can also be found at El Sid O’s, where Williams performs his own songs as well as offers masterful versions of Clifton Chenier standards. As he plays, Nathan is surrounded by family members including his brother, the artist Dennis Paul Williams, playing guitar for the band.

Also charging up the zydeco road is Terrance Simien, who in 2000 created Creole for Kidz, an acclaimed program of music and storytelling that presents Creole history and zydeco to schools around the world. Even more children were introduced to Simien’s sound when, in 2009, he provided the music for an accordion-playing firefly in the Disney movie The Princess and the Frog. Simien’s former band member Chubby Carrier also continues to tour extensively, and Fuselier notes that Carrier’s success has led him to draw bigger crowds at home. Also filling dance floors across Louisiana and Texas is Geno Delafose, whose music continues to range across Clifton Chenier and John Delafose tunes to country and soul, a varied menu that attracts Cajun dancers as well as zydeco fans. “Geno draws the most integrated crowd around,” Fuselier notes.

Recent years have seen greater attention being paid to honoring the pioneers of zydeco. In 2008, Louisiana State Senator Dan “Blade” Morrish introduced legislation that renamed Louisiana Highway 385 the Wilson Anthony “Boozoo” Chavis Memorial Highway, now visible on highway signs in Lake Charles. In 2014, Louisiana poet Darrell Bourque paid tribute to Amédé Ardoin in his poem cycle if you abandon me, comment je vas faire: An Amédé Ardoin Songbook. Bourque also began working with Ardoin family members to raise funds to commission a statue of the trailblazing musician; that effort is ongoing. Also in 2014, Clifton Chenier was honored with the Grammy Awards’ prestigious Lifetime Achievement Award. Along with Clifton Chenier’s nephew Mike Vital, C. J. Chenier attended the ceremony and spoke about his father, who had so memorably summoned him decades earlier to join the Red Hot Louisiana Band and start playing zydeco.

“I’ve been a musician all my life,” C. J. Chenier said, proudly accepting his father’s award. “I know what it takes to get here.”

It is a lesson C. J. Chenier learned from his father, and it is a lesson being taught again, night after night, trail ride after trail ride, to the next generation charged with keeping this traditional music so vital.

Yeah, you right. That’s zydeco.



AUTHOR’S NOTE
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MOST OF THIS BOOK — like the lives of most black Creoles today — is conducted in English. It is not uncommon, however, for a conversation in Southwest Louisiana to also move fluidly into French. This fact is represented in the French transcriptions and translations here.

Although not “standard” French, both Creole and Cajun French have distinct rules of structure and syntax. Such usages (the singular personal pronoun “mo” for “I,” for example) correspond with Creole-speaking cultures around the world. Other words and rules seem to have originated in Louisiana. And as C. J. Chenier observes, language in this region changes from town to town, street to street, even house to house. The French used in these pages, therefore, may look different from that seen elsewhere.

Song titles pose another problem. When speaking of a song in general, I employ standard French. When referring to specific recordings, I use original names and spellings. Some of these — such as Clifton Chenier’s “Ay-Tete Fee” and “Tu Le Ton Son Ton” — clearly result from newly invented spellings for French phrases such as eh ’tite fille (“hey, little girl”) and tous les temps en temps (“every now and then”). These titles often reflect the language barriers between French-speaking musicians and English-speaking producers. Nonetheless, these words become the new standard when they are used as names of bands (Zolo Go) or dance clubs (Bon Ton Rouley).

Complicating things even further is the fact that different spellings have been used in various recordings of the same song. For example, Clifton Chenier’s 1965 “Zydeco Et Pas Salé” roughly translates to “Snap Beans and No Salt.” When the song was later reissued, the line was modified to “Zydeco Sont Pas Salé,” meaning “The Snap Beans Aren’t Salty.” This has more or less become the standard transcription and translation of this song for other artists, as well; it is the one used here.
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The kingdom of heaven is like unto treasure hid in a field; the which when a man hath found, he hideth, and for joy thereof goeth and selleth all that he hath, and buyeth that field.

—MATTHEW 13:44

That crown wasn’t make-believe to my daddy, man. It was real.

— C. J. CHENIER,
talking about legendary zydeco accordionist Clifton Chenier



INTRODUCTION

CREOLES AND CAJUNS
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THE LOUISIANA FLATLAND reaches across a half dozen parish lines on its way from brown basin marshes to the sunset gateway of Texas, drops southward into sugarcane fields and sandy cheniers, and rises northward to prairie lawns of rice and cotton and cattle. It is the wettest state on the continent; clouds of steam roll in from the Gulf, there’s an annual wash of five feet of rain, and it thunders every five days.

In both open country and busy cities, weekends bring other sounds, sounds that rise from wood-frame buildings bordering dark pastures, and come clattering from cinderblock clubs on street corners. Inside, musicians wielding gilded accordions and sculpted metal vests are accompanied by the staccato clap of dancers’ boot soles. Floor joists shake, stoic faces drip sweat, and the damp air fills with musical complaints:


“I got a paper in my shoe.”
“Give him cornbread.”
“Zydeco sont pas salés!”



At the start of each song, a new crowd fills the floor, and another zydeco is under way.

Zydeco is the traditional dance music — and the dance — of the black Creoles of Southwest Louisiana. Today its syncopated rhythms and spirited joie de vivre translate to audiences around the world. Yet wherever zydeco goes, it is followed by misunderstandings about both the music and its culture.

Confusion usually starts with a confusing word: “Creole.” Derived from the Latin creare, which means “to create,” “Creole” has created new meanings for itself around the world. It has been applied to all colonial-born persons, and its meaning is entangled in the briars of class and race. For the Portuguese, a crioulo meant a slave of African descent born in the New World; this meaning was used in Louisiana as well. Paradoxically, it was also used to designate society members of European descent. Not surprisingly, the ambiguous word is currently falling out of favor in New Orleans. But on the other side of the Atchafalaya Basin, in the rural parishes, it is enjoying a renaissance. Here it is used by many — though not all — blacks to describe their heritage and values. When people in Southwest Louisiana describe themselves as “black Creole,” they usually mean that they prefer a way of life that expresses itself in traditional food, the French language, and zydeco.

In Southwest Louisiana, it is not unusual to hear someone describe himself as both an African-American and a true Frenchman. Creoles acknowledge — indeed celebrate — such a mixed ancestry. Among their forebears are slaves brought directly from Africa, as well as through Haiti and other Caribbean islands. They arrived to discover a rural society that included free blacks who had established themselves long before the Civil War. The character of the state’s African-American population changed again after 1791, when gens libres de couleur— free persons of color — moved here following the Haitian revolution. The heritage of modern Creoles is a blending of these diverse black groups, as well as American Indians and Europeans, especially French and Spanish. Zydeco, with its mix of European- and African-Caribbean-derived song traditions, is the musical voice of this experience.

Yet the meeting of these groups also resulted in some discordance. Following the Civil War, poor whites and most free blacks occupied precarious ground defined by a system of laws that seems as odd now as it was hidebound then. A free black could sue a white in court, but the two races couldn’t legally share a church pew. Blacks were forbidden to copy white clothing styles. Discrimination also became a way of life within the black communities, as some former free blacks struggled to hold on to their slipping social status.

There is a story told by musicians in Louisiana that helps explain the personal impact of this history. The central figure is an accordion player. The details usually change according to the storyteller, but the setting is usually a country house dance. It begins one evening, when a black Creole is hired to play accordion. He arrives at the house to find that the dancers are lighter-skinned Creoles. The patrons are shocked to see the musician’s skin. They have him put on a pair of white gloves and stand outside a window. He is told to reach his hands through the window and play the accordion inside the room. There, in the lamp-lit darkness, the only thing the dancers can see is a pair of white hands making their music.

“Isaie Blasa used to tell me about that,” musician Herbert Sam recalls. “He’d tell me that. He’s a real dark fellow, and not far back here, not far — I’d say about eight or ten miles — he’d play for them people, and they wouldn’t let him in there. They’d set him on a tub or box to the window with white gloves on and play. Oh yeah! And he used to tell me and he’d say, ‘I make my money. That’s all I got to do is make my money.’”

Blasa is also the man credited with giving Clifton Chenier his first accordion. Because Chenier is the most influential musician in zydeco history, the story is often recounted with him as the central figure. Musician Hiram Sampy also heard that it happened to his father. Occasionally the patrons are remembered as whites, but more often they are light-skinned Creoles. The story bespeaks the strangeness of the day, and the shades and degrees that racism can take. It also makes it clear that the accordion player has become a symbol of the black Creole community and its place in the world.

Perhaps the most widespread misunderstanding about Southwest Louisiana culture is that Creoles and Cajuns are the same people. They’re not. In fact, for many Creoles, defining themselves apart from Cajun culture has become essential in asserting their own identity. The state legislature has officially named the Southwest Louisiana region Acadiana, and it is unofficially known as Cajun Country everywhere else. Some scholars and journalists have settled on the oxymoron “black Cajun” to refer to Creoles, and the national press has labeled zydeco as Cajun music’s “younger cousin,” and the like. Wilbert Guillory, founding director of the Southwest Louisiana Zydeco Festival, has led the fight against these misconceptions. “I don’t use the phrase ‘Acadiana,’ I use ‘Southwest Louisiana,’” he says. “I let people know up front. I also let them know that the Cajuns have done a good job of promoting their culture. But I’m not a Cajun. I’m Afro-American Creole, black Creole — whatever you want to call me other than a Cajun, you can.”

However, arguably the single most important cultural and musical influence on the Creoles has been from their neighbors the Cajuns. Their histories, like their music, are interlocked. Coming from Acadia — the region in Canada now covered by Nova Scotia — the French-speaking Acadians had been expelled from their homes in the 1755 Grand Dérangement after refusing to take a loyalty oath to the English king. At the time, Spain governed Louisiana, and saw the Acadians as ideal settlers: Catholic, farmers, productive, and anti-British. They settled in close-knit communities on bayous and prairies. They primarily worked as trappers, fishers, and petits habitants, or small-scale farmers.

Now a proud marker of identity, “Cajun” originated as an ethnic slur. The new arrivals were quickly shunned by other whites. Their reputation in the rest of the country wasn’t very high, either. A cover story in an 1866 edition of Harper’s Weekly indicates the degree of contempt endured by both Cajuns and poor blacks. The Cajuns, it proclaimed, are “behind the age in every thing.… So little are they thought of — that the niggers, when they want to express contempt for one of their own race, call him an Acadian nigger.” Into the twentieth century, young Cajuns and Creoles continued to face ridicule and punishment when they tried to speak French in school. “When I was coming up, my first words were in French,” recalls zydeco accordionist Rosie Ledet. “But my parents thought it wouldn’t be good for school, so they stopped me. Now I wish I would have just kept talking.” Their music was also ridiculed. When Cajun and Creole musicians set out to play the Newport Folk Festival in the 1960s, the local papers derided them as cultural embarrassments.

It is not surprising, then, that white Cajuns and black Creoles have often found themselves with much in common. When the Cajuns arrived in Louisiana, they worked side by side with the Creoles, sharecropping the same fields. This close contact resulted in an intense period of cultural exchanges. Regional foods such as gumbo and crawfish etouffee combined French, African, and American cooking styles and ingredients. Musical partnerships also blossomed across the fence. African-Caribbean poly-rhythms and call-and-response forms blended with European-derived dances such as the waltz and the two-step. The most celebrated pairing was the Creole accordionist Amédé Ardoin and the Cajun fiddler Dennis McGee. Many of their tunes, such as the landmark 1929 recording “Eunice Two-Step,” are now considered common property.

But if music was free-flowing, society was trying to build a dam. Dances became the most segregated events in Southwest Louisiana. “They played ball against one another in the pasture, but they decided to go dancing among themselves,” recalls Creole accordionist Walter Polite. “That was about ‘twenty-six or ‘twenty-seven, before the high water.” If these lines were crossed, the result could be quick violence. In the Opelousas newspaper of April 9, 1926, there is an account of thirteen blacks entering a white dance in Basile. They were from out of state, working on what is now Highway 190, and apparently had been told they could go and watch the dance. But the moment they entered, the white dancers became furious. The city marshal hurried the strangers into a local jail for their own safety, but some in the dance hall picked up a battering ram and a rope. City fathers pleaded with them to turn back, and the mob eventually relented.

By the middle of the twentieth century, the Cajuns and Creoles started to take their music on divergent paths. Cajuns began to listen to country western, with musicians such as Jimmy C. Newman striking off for Nashville. Creole artists were more interested in blues and R&B, and Clifton Chenier was packaged in tours with the Cadillacs and Lowell Fulson. Today the most obvious difference between the two sounds is in the instrumentation: the fiddle shares the lead in Cajun music but is rarely heard in zydeco. The rubboard is predominantly a zydeco instrument. Zydeco bands are also more likely to include a horn section. Cajuns have more lyrics in French. Yet the spirit of both a zydeco dance and Cajun fais do-do continues to reflect the music’s common origin. Both can be best described in the words writer Albert Murray once used to define the blues: “Not only is its express purpose to make people feel good … [but] … to generate a disposition that is both elegantly playful and heroic in its nonchalance.”

Yet the story of the gloved accordion player outside the window would continue to resonate in the twentieth century. Within the black Creole community today, even young musicians recall instances of overt racism. “I used to play with my dad at the Triangle Club in Frilot Cove,” remembers Jeffery Broussard. “It was a real nice place, real huge. It would stay packed just about every weekend. There was only one thing that was different with it, and excuse me for saying this, but I felt that it was wrong. If you would go to the Triangle, it was like all the blacks were on the left-hand side, and the lighter people — they called them mulattos — were on the right-hand side. And I never could understand why. Because they were all part of the same community. I mean, everybody knew each other. Well, the young generation blew that out of the water.”

A series of events in the 1990s would reveal that dance-hall discrimination still continues, however. Recently, time-honored practices have begun to undergo closer scrutiny because of a new factor in rural Louisiana life: tourism. A decade earlier, oil prices plummeted at the same time that interest in Louisiana culture soared. The economy began turning to what writer Octavio Paz called “the industry without smokestacks.” And before long, black tourists began to encounter the unwritten laws that still hold sway at some Louisiana dances.

The most publicized event occurred on a weekend night in 1994, when a Cajun dance club called La Poussière allegedly refused entrance to a black patron. According to case documents, a club employee told a black tourist that the traditional Saturday dance was a private party, and turned her away. But the tourist, Zaldwaynaka Scott, was a federal prosecutor from Chicago. Another member of her party, a white civil rights prosecutor, later returned to the club. She would report that an employee told her that Scott was kept out because she was black.

The FBI sent in black and white agents to pose as potential patrons, to determine if the club was in violation of the Federal Civil Rights Act of 1964, which prohibits discrimination in public places. The matter was quietly settled two years later when the owners of La Poussière signed a consent decree that required posting a sign stating that the club welcomed all visitors. But the question at the center of debate didn’t go away: the problem of music, dance, and identity. “All the coloreds got their own clubs, and the whites got their own clubs,” explained one white patron of La Poussière to the New York Times. “And the coloreds don’t dance the way the whites do.”

The events at La Poussière were not isolated. Writer and radio deejay Herman Fuselier covers all sides of Louisiana music in his “Bayou Boogie” column in the Opelousas Daily World. He recalls a situation that developed after a jam session at a local music store. When Fuselier told one of the musicians that he’d like to hear him play at a club, the musician advised against it. “He was saying, ‘I’d invite you to come with me, but the manager doesn’t like blacks there, and some of the people would get mad about it.’ And you know, I didn’t make anything of it. I said, ‘Yeah, I understand.’ But it always hurts.”

Yet since the partnership of Ardoin and McGee in the 1920s, musicians have also led the way in crossing the color line. Zydeco accordionist and club owner Roy Carrier recalls the Creole dances when he was growing up near Lawtell. “They had a few white people where we was at that got along with us,” he remembers. “We even had Aldus Roger, the Cajun musician. And he heard about Canray Fontenot, and they got together and talked French, you know. When you’re in the country, hell, there’s nothing to do but be friends.”

That attitude is shared by nearly all musicians today. There are many examples of important collaborations between Cajuns and Creoles: Cajun fiddler Dewey Balfa and zydeco accordionist Rockin’ Dopsie demonstrating their craft in public schools; Clifton Chenier and Cajun swamp-pop star Rod Bernard having a rocking meeting of the minds on their record Boogie in Black & White. Cajun fiddler Michael Doucet performing with Delton Broussard and the Lawtell Playboys and recording with Canray Fontenot and Nathan Williams. C. J. Chenier recording with Steve Riley. Riley with Geno Delafose. Delafose with Christine Balfa. Balfa with Bois Sec Ardoin. Today, such collaborations are the rule, not the exception.

Not all attempts to meet at the dance have been successful, however. In 1997 a newcomer to the town of Sunset planned to open a club and hire both Cajun and zydeco bands. One afternoon some young local whites came in to tell him that if he wanted to have a zydeco band, they might be returning in sheets. But most young musicians in Louisiana today share the views of Cajun bandleader Christine Balfa, which she expressed in letters to local newspapers after she encountered difficulty bringing a zydeco musician into a Cajun club. “White and black musicians playing together is nothing new,” she wrote. “One can look back to Amédé Ardoin and Dennis McGee, some of the first to record ‘French Music’ from the area. Have you ever heard old ‘Acadian’ music and compared it to ‘Cajun’ music? I can tell you, a large part of what we consider Cajun music came from the influence of the Creoles. It is something we should be proud of.”
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WHAT’S IN A NAME
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ON A JUNE EVENING IN 1934, as the day’s lingering heat drifts through a pale-board Baptist church in Lake Arthur, Louisiana, a thundering music resounds off wooden walls and into a microphone; it is sent in lines of cable through the door to a parked Model A Ford with its backseat removed and replaced with five hundred pounds of recording equipment. In the car, powered by two giant Edison batteries, a weighted needle sculpts a groove in a spinning aluminum disc. The machine is recording a song about snap beans.

Engineering the recording is a Texas college student named Alan Lomax who, with his father, John Lomax, is braving the punishing heat of a Southern summer to increase the holdings of the new Archive of Folk Song in the Library of Congress. By this time, the elder Lomax has already made his name as a folklorist: his 1910 book Cowboy Songs and Other Frontier Ballads introduced such standards as “Home on the Range.” In 1932, with support from the Macmillan Company, the Library of Congress, and the American Council of Learned Societies, he set out on a sweeping project of collecting more than ten thousand recordings of folk songs, many performed by Southern blacks. In 1934 alone, John estimated that they traveled thirty-two thousand miles in nine Southern states and recorded about six hundred songs.

Southwest Louisiana has not been an easy stretch, as John Lomax would admit in his annual report. The recording machine is always malfunctioning. Someone steals the tires from their car. Then they overturn their customized Model A and drench their clothes in battery acid. Alan Lomax would later recall that his father decided to stay in their hotel room in Jennings and work on his next book, allowing his son to test his fieldwork skills and college French among the Cajuns and Creoles of Louisiana.

But on this evening in Port Arthur, the church session is on the verge of completely derailing. The aluminum disc spinning, a group of young Creoles form couples and dance around in the church, and a man named Jimmy Peters sings a mournful tune about a woman whose man has not returned home before sundown — an ominous absence, considering the curfew that blacks once had to observe in the area. He wails, “Mon nègre est pas arrivé” — “my man is not home” — accenting the negative pas, heightening the sense of despair. It is a thrilling performance, but after Peters repeats that the soleil après coucher— “the sun is setting” — for the eighth time, the other singers in the church start to get restless and begin talking. One launches into a new song, and others soon join in. A nail is scraped across a rusty slice of metal, and the group launches into a giddy tune about wanting to marry but having no shoes and no money. Peters tries to finish his lament, then he gives up in disgust. Perhaps forgetting that the Library of Congress is recording his words, he starts yelling at his friends. “As it happened,” Alan Lomax would later write in his notes for a reissue of the recordings, “a fight broke out at the peak of the session, and I had to pick up my machine and leave hastily, and thus was unable to find out more about this remarkable music at the time.”

But before Lomax packs up and leaves the church, Peters manages to perform a song in an a cappella style today known as juré (from the French for “testify”) or bazar (probably named for the church social where the music was often made). Against a fantastic background of howling vocals and sharp hand claps, he sings of a man who wanders the land with a ruined hat and a torn suit, too poor to see his woman. His lyrics date back to an old Acadian French folk song, but Peters adds a new phrase that will resonate for generations:


O mam, mais donnez-moi les haricots.
O yé yaie, les haricots sont pas salés.

Oh Mom, give me the snap beans.
O yé yaie, the snap beans are not salty.



Peters doesn’t explain what he means, but the Lomaxes will learn a possible source when they hear the line again in New Iberia, where a worker named Wilfred Charles performs an unusual song about sick Italians, and concludes with:


Pas mis de la viande, pas mis à rien,
Juste des haricots dans la chaudière,
Les haricots sont pas salés.
O! O nègre! Les haricots sont pas salés.

Put no meat, nor nothing else,
Just snap beans in the pot,
The snap beans are not salty.
O! O nègre! The snap beans are not salty!



There is no salt meat to put in the pot with the snap beans. Like early blues musicians throughout the South, the Creoles in Louisiana are singing about poverty.

Many themes in contemporary zydeco lyrics are first heard in the remarkable performances recorded by the Lomaxes. On their journey in Louisiana they meet Paul Junius Malveaux and Ernest Lafitte, who play harmonica and sing “Bye-bye, bonsoir, mes parents” (“Good Night, My Parents”) and imitate a dog in the song “Tous les samedis” (“Every Saturday”); today numerous zydeco songs include choruses of “bye-bye” or dog barks. Also in Jennings, Cleveland Benoit and Darby Hicks sing a haunting blues similar to the song Jimmy Peters couldn’t get through, “Là-bas chez Moreau” (“Over at Moreau’s”). Their voices cresting and falling, Benoit and Hicks trade parts as if completing each other’s thoughts, singing lines about the setting sun and about going to Moreau’s, a wonderful place that holds the promise of sweet candy and brown coffee. Both this song and Joseph Jones’s “Blues de la prison” will be echoed years later in the music of Creole fiddler Canray Fontenot. But it’s the phrase about snap beans — les haricots sont pas salés — that will be carried the furthest.

What’s in a name? Defining “zydeco” is a matter of considerable contention; the remark that someone is or isn’t playing “real zydeco” is today frequently heard at dances. In fact, it is likely that musicians will never agree on the borders of zydeco, because, in true improvisational spirit, they set out to redraw the map in every performance. In 1993 Thomas Fields asked a man in Lafayette named Paul “Papillon” Harris to teach him accordion. “The first lesson this old man taught me,” Fields recalls, “is that you’re not a zydeco player if you can’t make your own music.” Nobody understood this philosophy better than Clifton Chenier.

[image: images]

Paul Junius Malveaux and Ernest Lafitte, Jennings, Louisiana, 1936.

It was on May 11, 1965, almost thirty-one years after Jimmy Peters sang about the snap beans, that Clifton and Cleveland Chenier entered the Gold Star studio in Houston. The tape rolling, the brothers shared a few words in Creole French:

CLIFTON: Hé toi. Tout que’que chose est correcte?

CLEVELAND: C’est bon. C’est bon, boy.

CLIFTON: Tout que’que chose est magnifique?

CLEVELAND : O nèg’, quittons amuser avec ça.

CLIFTON: Allons le zydeco!

CLEVELAND: Allons couri’ à lé yé!

(CLIFTON: Hey you. Everything’s all right?

CLEVELAND: It’s good. It’s good, boy.

CLIFTON: Everything’s magnificent?

CLEVELAND: Oh man, let’s go have fun with that.

CLIFTON: Let’s zydeco! CLEVELAND: Let’s go after it!)

Then the pair, backed by drummer Madison Guidry, launched into what would become Chenier’s signature piece, “Zydeco Sont Pas Salé.” On it, Chenier strips down his piano accordion and treats it like an old single-key button model, repeating notes of the same chord. Over this mighty rhythm he sings some lines about two mischievous dogs named Hip and Taïaut that date back to a 1934 Cajun record by Joseph and Cleoma Falcon, “Ils la volet mon trancas” (“They Stole My Sled”); Joe Falcon once explained that he heard the tune from a Creole accordionist named Babineaux. Chenier couples the old song with the lines about the snap beans:


O Mama! Quoi elle va faire avec le nègre?
Zydeco est pas salé, zydeco est pas salé.

T’as volé mon traîneau, t’as volé mon traîneau.
Regarde Hip et Taïaut, regarde Hip et Taïaut.

Oh Mama! What’s she going to do with the man?
The snap beans aren’t salty, the snap beans aren’t salty.
You stole my sled, you stole my sled.
Look at Hip and Taïaut, look at Hip and Taïaut.



In Chenier’s “Zydeco Sont Pas Salé” — today considered the anthem of zydeco — the lines about the snap beans are reunited with the same beat heard on the Lomax recordings. The result still sounds more like a juré performance than anything ever recorded on the accordion, before or since.

What did Chenier have in mind when he made the song? It is highly doubtful that he had heard the Lomax tapes, which were not commercially available at the time. More likely, he had direct experiences with juré when he was growing up in the town of Port Barre, Louisiana. “The beat came from the religion people,” he once told writer Alan Govenar, clapping his hands to demonstrate.

Creole fiddler Canray Fontenot provided more details when he recalled a conversation between the two musicians.

“Clifton was the best on the accordion, and one day, me and Clifton was talking,” Fontenot said. “He said, ‘Say, Canray, a long time ago, they used to have some juré.’ He said, ‘Did you ever go at one of them things?’ I said, ‘No, Clifton, I never did.’ Because they used to have that where they didn’t have no musicians, but I was born where they had some musicians. What it was, them juré, they didn’t have no music, but them old people would sit down, clap their hands, and make up a song. And they would dance on that, them people. Around Basile there, they didn’t fool with nothing like that. I kept saying I wanted to go around Mamou and Ville Platte, where they used to have them juré.

“But Clifton’s daddy was an accordion player, and he said that his daddy played one of them juré songs, and they called that ‘Zydeco est pas salé.’ Which means the snap beans don’t have no salt in them. So Clifton says, ‘That “Zydeco est pas salé” song is good, but the way Daddy played that, that’s the wrong speed.’ He says, ‘I’m going to take that same song, and I’m going to put a different speed on it and them people are going to be able to dance that.’ And he did, too. And when he started, everybody wanted to play the accordion, everybody wanted to play what Clifton played.”

* * *

By the time Chenier recorded the zydeco anthem, the lines about snap beans had been circulating in Houston’s “Frenchtown” neighborhood, where people originally from Louisiana lived and danced. Four years earlier, Albert Chevalier and Sidney “Blind” Babineaux both recorded their own songs with this phrase. “That’s the real zydeco,” Babineaux, then in his eighties, told Arhoolie Records producer Chris Strachwitz. “That’s been here since before I was born, too.”

Yet before anybody made a record about snap beans, zydeco — or les haricots — was a vegetable grown by black Creole farmers.

Snap beans were a spring crop; the harvests started each year around mid-June, and these were often community events. “A lot of times there would be music with the snap bean harvesting,” remembers Wilbert Guillory. “You know, a snap bean is one of the crops that it would take much more labor than any other crop that you put up in the jar, because you would have to break each end, and then you had to pull the little string off. It was very labor-intensive, because your parents wanted them snapped uniformly.

“So a lot of times the neighbors would go around each other’s house and help,” Guillory continues. “They would go to each other with a bucket, and harvest the snap bean, wash it, snap them, and can them. That was more in the later afternoon, mostly when you lay by your other crops. And in that case the music would be done when you were snapping the snap beans. In our community, it was my godfather, Willis Simien, Nolton Simien’s daddy. And while he was playing, we were snapping snap beans and shaking — but not dancing, because you didn’t have much time to dance.”

The story of the snap beans next moves with the black Creoles to the Texas oil towns along the Gulf Coast. In 1901 the modern petroleum age in the United States began in a gusher of oil called Spindletop, near Beaumont, Texas. Starting almost immediately, and peaking through the years of World War II, black Creoles migrated to Texas in search of jobs, bringing along their accordions and French songs. In Houston the old spring crop was nostalgically evoked in music, and two songs recorded in Houston in the postwar era provide the first written documentation of the new sound’s name. One, made sometime between 1947 and 1950, is a tune called “Zolo Go,” recorded by famed blues guitarist Lightnin’ Hopkins at Bill Quinn’s Gold Star studio and released to area jukeboxes. Hopkins was cousin by marriage to Clifton Chenier, and Cleveland Chenier would regularly back him on rubboard; on “Zolo Go” Hopkins mimics Clifton’s accordion with an electric organ, and introduces the song with a short explanation: “I’m going to zolo go a little while for you folks. You know, the young and old likes that.”

The song is clearly a novelty for the guitarist, who never again attempted the style, and it would be quickly eclipsed by a lively R&B/rumba tune by a guitarist from Welsh, Louisiana, named Clarence Garlow. His now classic “Bon Ton Roula” landed in the R&B top-ten chart in February 1950. It recounted the story of “one smart Frenchman” who promises a tour of a “Creole town.” Garlow points out the “church bazaar” and the “French la-la,” then he finishes by making immortal these directions:


You want to have fun, now you got to go
Way out in the country to the zydeco.



Garlow continued to explore these themes in his follow-up songs “New Bon Ton Roulay” and “Hey Mr. Bon Ton,” both recorded in New Orleans in 1953. Also that year, he provided vivid country details in “Jumping at the Zadacoe,” which included a verse about butchering a sow and frying its skin into cracklin’, a popular dish still served at zydeco events.

Hopkins’s song was titled “Zolo Go,” and Garlow used the word “zadacoe” for the big dance. But why did a word for music develop from “snap bean”? Popular etymologies often turn on a pun with the word “snap”: the music is named after snap beans because it has a snappy beat. But the connection goes even deeper, and is found in Louisiana’s position as a crossroads of French and African cultures.

Scholars generally agree that, during the years of slavery, more African music could be heard in the state of Louisiana than in any other part of the South. In the town center of New Orleans, now called Congo Square, African-Caribbean dances called the calenda and the bamboula began to seep into fertile musical soil, re-emerging in the modern flowering of Louisiana music: jazz, rhythm and blues, Mardi Gras Indian music, Cajun, swamp pop, and zydeco. Writers such as Elizabeth Brandon have demonstrated the link from Congo Square to zydeco (and other Louisiana music styles). In his book Swamp Pop, Shane Bernard traces the ritual calenda to the song “Colinda,” still performed in dances today.

Language, too, kept alive an African influence. In his essay “Louisiana Creole among New World French Creoles,” linguist Albert Valdman examines the Creole French interrogative quoi faire—literally “what to do,” translated as “why.” He explains that the construction is what linguists call a convergence, a blending of French and several West African languages, including Igbo and Yoruba. (Quoi faire is also an important phrase in Creole music and zydeco, showing up in song titles for both Amédé Ardoin and John Delafose.) For black Creoles in Louisiana, the word “zydeco” may have a similar blended history, resulting from the French les haricots converging with words from several languages of West African tribes, including the Yula, where a zaré means “I dance.”

Support for this theory, which was put forth in 1986 by folklorist Nicholas Spitzer, and further developed by Barry Ancelet in his essay “Zydeco/Zarico: The Term and the Tradition,” can be found in the remarkable existence of some musical cousins to zydeco located on a number of Indian Ocean islands, especially Rodrigues. Found here is a traditional musical culture that might be oddly familiar to zydeco fans: Creole French-speakers play a music called zarico or cari zarico on a goatskin drum, rattles, and an iron triangle. A dance called the séga includes a pantomime of the planting of beans. And in the séga is a step called en bas en bas, meaning “bend low” — suggestive of a Louisiana-born dance called the baisse bas.

That low bending in the séga and the baisse bas tested the limits of what was acceptable in polite dances. Ancelet reports that the traditional séga connects beans, fertility, and sex in a symbolic dance. Similarly, the phrase “zydeco sont pas salés” may be working as a double entendre, giving “zydeco” an origin similar to the word “jazz,” which began as a term for sex in American black slang. Connections between food and sex are commonly made in African-American music, and while they usually involve sweets, such as jelly rolls and candy, there’s also a palate for salt. Zydeco accordionist Willis Prudhomme provides an example when he explains how he wrote one of his biggest hits, “My Woman Is a Salty Dog.”

“That’s a little song we used to sing. We’d go behind the barn, and we’d laugh, we thought that was so funny, we’d just roll on the ground:


My little woman is a salty dog,
My little woman don’t wear no drawers.
She put it up in the dresser drawer.
Santa Claus said it’s against the law.



We couldn’t say that in front of Mama. Mama would tear our butt up when she’d hear us. But here I am, about forty years after that, cutting a song about it — and everybody loves that little song.”

For Willis Prudhomme, the salty expression started as a folk saying and resulted in a song. Perhaps “Zydeco sont pas salés” took a similar journey. Today the paths from snap beans to zydeco can only be reconstructed with much speculation. But the destination is more evident: all these unsalted snap beans finally came to a boil in 1950s Houston, in a dance that cultural historian Robert Burton “Mack” McCormick witnessed during visits to the Frenchtown neighborhood bars. “Frenchtown was a little bit of a tourist attraction among blacks in Houston,” he recalls. “There were always a lot of people teaching others the different dances, but particularly the thing with the breaking string beans.” McCormick holds his hands in front of him, as if snapping beans. “People would always do this with their hands, simulating the effect, that’s how it got its name, that’s the basis of the whole thing. When somebody said, ‘What is this?’ somebody else must have said, ‘Well, I’m breaking string beans, we call it zydeco.’”

Among McCormick’s wide-ranging projects in the cultural arts was a two-volume album called A Treasury of Field Recordings, released in 1960 on the English label 77 Records. A showcase for the folk music of Houston, the album included one song by a concertina player named Dudley Alexander, who had moved to Houston from New Iberia during World War II. Backed by fiddle and rubboard, Alexander hops between French and English vocals in his version of the blues classic “Baby, Please Don’t Go,” which includes this introduction:


I say Le Zydeco
Le Zydeco, that means snap beans in English
But in French — on dit zydeco
’Cause that means snap bean.



It was when he wrote out this transcription on the album notes to A Treasury of Field Recordings that McCormick himself played a pivotal role in transforming beans to music. He spelled the word.

McCormick’s work began in his research for the project, when he had noticed that the signs and chalkboards outside Houston bars were advertising everything from “zodigos” to “zotticoes” to “zadicoes.” He looked at the many ways people were spelling the music; he photographed them and studied the pictures, and he decided he didn’t like any of them. So he wrote it out his own way: “zydeco.” He had hoped for a popular word. He admits he’s still amazed at what happened next. “It didn’t occur to me that I was creating a cultural icon or whatever the hell — I’m not sure what the word is,” he says. “If you coin a word, you coin a word, but what is it if you spell a word? What is the word for it? Have you coined it, or orthographically defined it? What have you done here?

“But there was a problem, because people were saying, ‘We’re going to the zydeco,’ and I would ask them, ‘What? What are you saying? Say it loud and clear.’ ‘Zydeco.’ I went around and shot posters and signs, and came up with all these spellings. Interesting spellings. But I couldn’t embrace any of them. One of them was z-o-r-d-i-c-o. Zordico. It’s close but it wasn’t right.

“Then there was the record Lightnin’ Hopkins made — if you listen to what he says, it doesn’t sound like the word they used. I reviewed all the photographs. I agonized over the thing, and would write it out and show it to people and ask them to pronounce it. ‘Z-o-r’ I saw, ‘z-i,’ but I never saw a ‘z-y.’ I debated for a long time whether I should deviate that far from the spellings I was seeing. And I debated about the letter to come after the ‘d’ — I worried about whether it should be ‘d-i’ or ‘d-e,’ and to this day I can even embrace an argument for the ‘i.’ But I did what I did. My objective was to get as close to the sound of the thing as possible.”

But McCormick acknowledges other inspirations for his word, as well. “I must admit, as a kid, I was always fascinated with the end of the dictionary. I remember words like ‘zymurgy’ and ‘zygote,’ and that was slightly in my mind when the problem came up. With ‘z-y,’ I had in mind the typographer’s view of this thing. With the ‘z-y’ flash, it has a Buck Rogers futuristic aspect, it suggests modernity. And it turned out to be a catchy kind of thing. There aren’t too many words like it. ‘Jazz’ is an equally zippy-looking word and powerful — when it came around, you had the jazz age and jazz people, and I don’t think all that would have happened if you couldn’t start with that word. Look at Dean Martin and Bing Crosby. The crooners. See what a shitty word they got? What an awful word. I haven’t seen that word in print for years, and I didn’t want that to happen to the word ‘zydeco.’”

He had no cause for alarm, for the new word soon hit the papers. When A Treasury of Field Recordings appeared, McCormick himself publicized it in articles for the Houston Post and the Saturday Review of Literature. Then a local printer began to use the new spelling on posters. “See, everybody loved the damn word, that’s the problem with it,” continues McCormick, not completely pleased with his success. “I’ve never had anything embraced this much. To this day, I keep thinking I should have just put a trademark on there and offered it to people, because they obviously liked it so well they would have given me a percentage to use it somewhere. If I figured out a distinctive way for the ‘z’ and the ‘y’ to be fitted together I’d have had a perfect trademark.

“But everybody just absolutely used it. I went back to French town about two years later and took some more photographs, and they all used the same spelling. Except one chalkboard that was outside of a building where somebody had gone out. They didn’t know the new spelling. So I went in there and told them what it was, and they immediately wiped it out and put it down. I took pictures of that whole process, because to me it was like when you have a hit record. You’ve seen artists dazzled by how successful a record is that they’ve done. Well, it was the same thing. And it’s one of the things that made me aware of how dangerous it is to go around screwing with people’s way of doing things.”

McCormick had intended the word to apply to the local alloy of Texas blues and French Creole music — the kind of sound you heard when a concertina player sang “Baby, Please Don’t Go” in French and English — and he was horrified when the word was sucked back across the Louisiana border. “When I’m talking about zydeco, I’m talking about the music of Frenchtown, because I never fully accepted the second layer of the word,” he says. “It jars me. And the people who usurped that and started it were the Louisiana tourist commissions. They had a massive publicity thing, so when they did it, it was done within a year’s time. Louisiana’s very big on tourists, so when they put out a map that says rice country, zydeco country, jazz country, and they send three million copies of the map out, it’s over.”

The word truly fell out of his hands when it was hitched to Clifton Chenier’s star. In 1955 Chenier had recorded an accordion instrumental that Specialty Records titled “Zodico Stomp,” but Chris Strachwitz was well aware of the new spelling when he went with Chenier into the Gold Star studio and recorded “Zydeco Sont Pas Salé.” After that song, “zydeco” soon claimed the entire Gulf Coast, and Chenier himself took credit for naming the music. “See, the old people used to say, ‘Let’s go the zydeco,’ meaning the dance,” he once told writer Ann Savoy. “And I kept that in mind, and when I started playing music, I called my music ‘zydeco.’” Chenier also once took credit for naming rock music, and in truth, the link from snap bean dances to zydeco music was probably made by hundreds of forgotten dancers and musicians throughout the bars of Frenchtown. But even if he didn’t invent it, Chenier seemed to hold a natural right to the word, concedes McCormick. “When I think of Clifton, I remember him as flashing lights, because of all the chrome he had on his accordion under the spotlights,” he says. “It was the spelling for Clifton.”

Today, “zydeco” is accepted as the name of the music as well as of the event at which it is played, and it is also used to describe what people do when they get there — dancers are “two-nouns-and-a-verb” zydeco fans, as writer Susan Orlean puts it. The reign of the word “zydeco” would not prove absolute, however. The Texas-Louisiana confusion remains, and musicians still complain about people not playing “real” zydeco. And on signboards around Louisiana and Texas, spellings like “zodico” continue to show up from time to time.

Perhaps not surprisingly, more formal resistance has come from French-speakers who resisted the Americanized word, most notably Québecois filmmaker André Gladu, who titled his 1984 music documentary Zarico. “They may have a perfectly good point,” McCormick replies to the charge. “Of course, every time you ask anybody what the origin was, they’d tell you back in the French, and les haricots, and all of that. But this is not a French-language enterprise. The signs for the dances all said ‘Sunday afternoon’ or ‘Saturday night.’ This was English, and I’ve always regarded it as an English word.”

“Zydeco” like “jazz,” is a word that continues to accrue new meanings. There is Cajun rocker Wayne Toups’s term “zydecajun.” A Kansas City-based soft drink company developed a highly caffeinated coffee-flavored drink called Zydecola. A Texas-based computer company enigmatically trademarked the name for a software program. When Louisiana musicians appear on national talk shows, they are frequently asked about the word’s meaning, as on the night Zachary Richard went on The Tonight Show and host Jay Leno asked him: “Now, explain zy-DECO.” Leno emphasized the last part, as in “art deco.” “That’s the New York pronunciation, Jay,” Richard demurred.

But you’re really taking your chances if you utter this word around older Creole musicians, who are at turns amused and chagrined when people apply it to their traditional, pre-Clifton Chenier sound. “Zydeco, zydeco,” said Canray Fontenot, starting out an interview for BBC. “I’m going to tell you one thing. There ain’t no such thing. Because that’s nothing but snap beans.” Another Creole fiddler, Joseph “Bébé” Carrière, is even more scathing when I asked about the word. “They talk about the musicians, and say so-and-so is going to play a number about the zydeco, and I say, they ought to make some about the peas.” He laughs. ‘Yeah, I’m going to get them to try to dance the peas. How about sweet potatoes? Yeah, if I’d have stayed playing, maybe I could have made one about that.…”

Long before dreams of zydeco software and cola and even professional recordings, these players remember when music came to life in dances every week in houses across Louisiana. Beginning in the late-nineteenth century, decades before Governor Huey Long would famously transform the state with seven thousand miles of new roads, most blacks were working as sharecroppers, living “on premises” in provided houses nestled in secluded coves, curtained by strips of woods, and connected mainly by bayous, railroads, and dirt tracks. They picked cotton, cut cane, and dug potatoes, providing the stoop labor for the farm holdings of mostly white Creole and Anglo planters. On weekends, these workers straightened their backs and cleared the chairs from the front room for the bals de maison, house dances.
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Louis Broussard, uncle to Queen Ida Guillory and Al Rapone, circa 1935.
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SATURDAY NIGHTS DON’T COUNT
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There’s people, they’ll go to zydeco dances no matter how hard things are. I had an old aunt, she was sick all during the week. But Saturday, she’d forget the arthritis and the hurt knees, and she’d go to that dance — and believe me, she would dance. Now, that Sunday she would crawl in church, saying, “Oh, my knee hurts so much. “And we’d say, “Yeah, but we saw you to that dance last night.” “Yeah,” she’d say, “but that was Saturday night. Saturday nights don’t count!”

— Beau Jocque



ONE OF THE FIRST RECORDED MENTIONS of a Louisiana house  dance appears in a WPA interview of Catherine Cornelius, a  former slave, who spoke of how people met to dance on Saturday nights in the slave cabins, and how they were left alone that night by the people in “the big house.”

By the end of the nineteenth century, most black Creoles were living either in their own homes or in buildings provided by landowners, working in the crop lien system that defined farmlife in the South following the Civil War. It could be a difficult life, and social customs developed to help families survive through hard times. On Saturday mornings someone did the boucherie, slaughtering a cow or hog and passing out parts. Next week it was someone else’s turn. If a neighbor fell behind in the fields, friends gave a coup de main (helping hand) and worked by moonlight to help bring in the crop. And on Saturday nights, houses filled with dancers. Young people met under their parents’ supervision. Expectations of proper clothing, dancing, and behavior nourished. So did laughter, eating, drinks, gambling, gossip, and music. “It was all house dances,” remembers Boozoo Chavis. “We ain’t had no electricity, but man, that’s where that music was.”

What follows is a night at a house dance, from beginning to end, as recounted by twenty people who attended these grand events. Most of the people speaking are musicians. Others are promoters, including Wilbert Guillory; Wilbert Levier, who helped start the first zydeco festival; “Mama” Lena Pitre, who moved from Louisiana to the San Francisco area, where she has organized dances for the past thirty years; and William Hamilton, owner of Hamilton’s Place in Lafayette, Louisiana. Interviews took place on front porches and in living rooms in Louisiana, Texas, and California. In concert, these stories recall those Louisiana Saturday nights when an accordion or a fiddle set the pace for an emerging culture.

The House

MAMA LENA PITRE: You work sunup until the sundown. Go eat your dinner, and rest about a couple minutes under the tree, and go back to work.

ROY CARRIER: It was real hard stuff, things like pulling cotton, picking cotton by hand.

MAMA LENA PITRE: And I’m still there. That’s why I say hard work don’t kill, because if work have to kill, I’ve been dead, I think so.

ROY CARRIER: On weekends, after working six days a week in them days, sunup to sundown, on Saturday nights they’d go to this country house and have a dance. With a scrubboard and accordion.

FRANK ANDRUS: They had them old houses, you know. Two rooms, and the kitchen’s behind, and a porch in front.

HIRAM SAMPY: And no electricity. We had a kerosene lamp, and you could pick up a pin down on the floor. Now we got light, now you can’t see a pin. I guess we could see better during them days than right now.

ROY CARRIER: It was like a little prairie. You got ten houses around the area where you’re working at. Tonight we go to his house. Next Saturday night we go to his house.

HIRAM SAMPY: They didn’t have no fan. No air conditioning. All summer long. Looked like it wasn’t hot like it is today. Well, maybe because we were used to it.

BÉBÉ CARRIÈRE: The young girls would go and meet the old people, and ask them, “Can we use your house tonight, for to make a dance?” Oh yeah, oh yeah. Said, “We’re going to remove all your stuff in the house and put it somewhere on the porch, the bed and things, you know, then after the dance we’re going to put it back.” Yeah, they liked that, some of them old people.

WILLIS PRUDHOMME: When my sister got married, we were expecting so much people out there, we had to cut some blocks and put under the house, because we knew it was going to sag, that old house. You take forty people, that’s a lot of people in just a regular house.

MAMA LENA PITRE: So they take out all the furniture in the front room, and they put some bench all around the wall, and they take some sheets and put on the bench, so everybody will sit down nice and clean and look good.

CANRAY FONTENOT: They would set some bench all around the house, they cut some block and throw one part away and one part was for the old ladies to sit. And them old men, they’d head to the barn and play cards and drink and talk, you know, while the young people was dancing.

ROY CARRIER: And about twenty or thirty people, they’d call that a packed house, then.

HERBERT SAM: You take a room like this here, sometimes the room wasn’t no bigger than that. Wasn’t no chairs to sit down. We’d be sitting down on the chair in the corner and playing the accordion and the washboard, and that’d be jam-packed. And boy, they’d say you had a nice time.

I Ain’t Coming Back

MAMA LENA PITRE: Back then — you’re going to laugh when I tell you this — two men were passing house to house with handkerchiefs tied in their necks, a real handkerchief. They jump on the horse and they go, they invite people, “I’m going to have the dance tomorrow, come on.” “Okay, we be there.” The next day the house was full of people.

HERBERT SAM: People would send somebody walking and tell you, “We got a dance tonight.”

WILLIE DAVIS: The next person would tell the other person, the next person would tell the other person, the next thing that house would be full.

HERBERT SAM: The people all gather up, sometimes in a wagon, sometimes in a buggy, sometimes walking. And the closer you get there, you hear the music, you want to walk faster or run, to hurry up and get there.

CANRAY FONTENOT: In them times, I used to take the fiddle and hit the road. Whenever they see the fiddle, I was going to get a ride.

BÉBÉ CARRIÈRE: And when they knew it was me who was going to play there, oh they would be crowded up like that. They’d ask, “Well, who’s going to play?” “Well, this Carrière man’s going to play the dance.” “Oh, we going, we going!”

HERBERT SAM: Now, at that time, I remember my daddy. I used to see him dressing up, put necktie and everything on, and grab his accordion. He had a horse and buggy, and when he’d leave to go and play, he’d tie his line up to the side of the buggy, and be rolling, playing, all the way to the dance. And he’d start singing, too, “I’m going away, baby, and I ain’t coming back no more.” He’d go on around Carencro, Arnaudville, up in there and play. And then if others had to pass by the road where we stayed, they’d be doing the same thing, and boy, you’d hear that music.

Food and Drink

WILBERT GUILLORY: People would pay twenty-five cents to hear the band, fifteen cents for a plate of gumbo, and they would also gamble, they would also play for chip. You would win so many chip, you would be able to go back with a duck. You had the gumbo, gambling for the duck, and homemade beer.

FRANK ANDRUS: They would pour maybe two gallons of wine, and some candy, and sell that gumbo. But they’d make their money, though. I charge to play a dance. Every time I play a dance, six dollars.

BOIS SEC ARDOIN: That time, all the time you’d drink whiskey. Friday night, Saturday, and Sunday. Sometimes you get some free, sometime you have to buy.

HIRAM SAMPY: My father told me, if I wanted to play music, to make sure that I know what I’m going to do. Don’t mess up the people, there, if you don’t want to play, stay at the house. After you’re drunk, you think you’re playing good, but you ain’t doing nothing. Said, “Whatever you do, give the people a satisfaction.”

FRANK ANDRUS: My brother-in-law told me good, he said, “Andrus, don’t quit dancing.” “Dance all you can dance,” he said, “and always drink.” He said, “A good drink for you is good for you all times.”

What It Was Called

CANRAY FONTENOT: Now they’re talking about zydeco music. They never had that. I never known that. They don’t even know what it means. If you was black, you was playing Creole. If you was white you was playing Cajun.

MAMA LENA PITRE: They can call it la-la. We all going to la-la. Oh, are you going to the la-la tonight? Oh yeah, we’re going to go to the la-la. They’re going to the la-la au soir. O, nous allons bal au soir.

BOIS SEC ARDOIN: For me, I don’t know much for the zydeco music, I never played that. I was born with Creole music, and I heard about Cajun music. But so far for me, Creole music is just blues music and Cajun music. Creole music is my music.

BOOZOO CHAVIS: I heard about la-la, but we never used that. In them days they’d call it a house dance. They didn’t have no clubs, they’d go to a house dance. That’s the name for it, right there, a house dance.

The Players

ROY CARRIER: They had a lot of the old accordion players, you know, used to play them double-notes, from around Cecilia, back over there, Breaux Bridge. They had one they call Boulet, he could play accordion. He had a double-note. They used to come out there and stir that up.

WALTER POLITE: I was hearing some other older guys that used to play, and I tried to play like them, that’s how I learned. Their name was Claude Faulk, Ernest Faulk, and Bidon, and Boulet. And I learned how to play just like they was playing, that’s how I came up. Oh yeah, Boulet, that was another Cliff. I don’t hear them play his songs.

WILLIAM HAMILTON: And there was my mama’s brother too, they used to call him Machin, he was the rubbing board. And they had another, older guy, they used to call him Boulet. He had just one eye, and he played accordion. Oh, he was good.

FRANK ANDRUS: There’s Jesse, there’s Zo Zo, all brothers. Reynolds. I tell you one, living now, still playing, going strong. Boozoo Chavis.

BOOZOO CHAVIS: I was just a little rat. But in them days here Tee Ma Pet and Lenny P. and Henry Martin and Elridge Davis. Shit. God darn, Joe Jackson. That’s the man I forgot. Sidney Babineaux is my grandmother’s brother. And I didn’t even know that. That little man could play.

THOMAS FIELDS: The music I heard was played mostly on triple-notes, music like Mr. Claude Faulk, Mr. Sidney Babineaux, and Mr. Paul Harris, we all called him Nonc Paul Papillon. We used to call Sidney “Blind,” that was just a nickname. They drank a little bit and would tell them long tales because they was all music players.

AL RAPONE: My daddy and my uncles played them small accordions, then there came old Sidney Babineaux from Rayne, he had a triple-note accordion, him, and it was a different song. Joe Jackson played “Paper in My Shoe.”

HERBERT SAM: My father was a single-note accordion. They were popular in their time, but it wasn’t too many. They had Amédé, and they had Alfred Macy and Maurice Sam, and another guy by the name of Pierre Jolivette. That’s all the accordion players that I knew in my daddy’s time.

ANDERSON MOSS: They had a fellow named Bidon. That Mr. Bidon, he was tough, son. He played his music, and played it right. He played that music level. Anything he played you could dance on. I’d tell the world he’s good. But Amédé was the king.

CANRAY FONTENOT: Oh yeah, they liked my daddy’s music a whole lot better than Amédé. Amédé was good, and was a good singer. My daddy didn’t sing good, him — but to dance to Amédé’s music was kind of bad. His music was jumpy, and my daddy played smooth. He’s the only accordion that I ever heard playing the “Arkansas Traveler.”

ANDERSON MOSS: And then they had another one, they called him Sou-Pop. And they had one, his foot was long. His name was Belizaire Johnson. Big foot, tall man, but get out of the way, boy. He could play.

FRANK ANDRUS: I played when I was around eleven. Another guy used to play accordion, he’s from Orange, Texas. I used to call him Slim. Slim Jordan, he’s an old, slim guy. But he had an old, old double-note he used to play. After a while, he bought him a new one, and I bought the old one he had for five dollars. They were cheap this time, yeah. And I kept on trying, and I start playing dances.

HERBERT SAM: This Ledet guy, they had one by the name of Alphonse. They had Claude Faulk, they had one by the name of Sou-Pop. He was a fine fellow. He could play good. He lived in Lafayette. Now the accordion player that I admired, it was Ernest Faulk, Claude’s brother. My daddy and them would go get him to play their dances, and he could play.

HIRAM SAMPY: The one called Sou-Pop used to play accordion, too. It was a nickname. When you’re drunk, they call that soûl. He liked to drink, so they called him Sou-Pop.

HERBERT SAM: Another man could play, people don’t know. Nanel Reynolds. People don’t talk about them guys, but that guy there, Nanel Reynolds, could play some accordion. He was kind of a little brown-skin guy, he wore a big black hat. And let me tell you, he played a triple-note accordion, and he could play it. He could play that “Hold That Tiger.” It was the way he would kick it off, and come in and play it, he had a good-sounding accordion. You don’t hear nobody talk about that man. He’s been dead years ago. Now he had other brothers that would play, they had Jesse Reynolds and Zo Zo Reynolds, but Nanel was the man.
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