
Les Bons Temps: 
Zydeco! by Rick Olivier and Ben Sandmel 

The word "zydeco" simultaneously refers to the type of music, the style of dance, 

the music venues, the food and the culture of African Americans in Southwestern 

Louisiana. "Zydeco" comes from the French phrase "les haricots" (pronounced in thick 

Creole French as "lay zydeco") meaning "the beans," a staple of Creole cooking, but 

nowadays one can play zydeco music while dancing zydeco at a zydeco. The word 

encompasses an entire culture rich with complexities and diversities which has only 

gotten more complicated after receiving significant national attention in the past few 

decades. However, if one were forced to summarize zydeco in just a few words, one 

might say that zydeco music and culture is essentially about the joy and celebration of 

music and dance in a poor, rural environment. 

Ben Sandmel and Rick Olivier have perfectly represented this joy in their book, 

Zydeco! which avoids academic language to present the reader with an immensely 

accessible celebration of this culture through pictures, anecdotes, quotes, and stories. 

Sandmel and Olivier colorfully chronicle every aspect of zydeco culture, but they do so 

with heart, humor and obvious joy. 

Sandmel, responsible for the text, divides the book into seven chapters which 

chart the various eras and facets of zydeco. Five of these chapters are biographies of 

Zydeco's prime innovators. At first this organization may seem arbitrary, but Sandmel 

manages to bring a world of history and culture into these biographies. Olivier, 
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responsible for the pictures, has composed a beautiful visual component to the book 

which manages to capture both the gritty realism of the area as well as the magical, 

transformative joy of the music. 

The book begins with an introductory chapter that successfully dispels certain 

false public assumptions about zydeco. First, zydeco is not the music of New Orleans, 

but rather the music of Southwest Louisiana, with Lafayette at its locus. Second, zydeco 

music is not Cajun music, but Creole music. The differentiation between Cajun and 

Creole culture is a racial controversy steeped in deep-seated personal convictions, and 

Sandmel covers the various interpretations of the words "Cajun" and "Creole" at length 

in an accessible summary of a complicated history. "Cajun" originally referred to the 

French settlers of Nova Scotia, also known as Acadia, who were unceremoniously 

deported from their homeland Acadia in 1755 when the British seized control of the land. 

These "Acadians" faced a torturous search for a new home before finally settling in 

Southwestern Louisiana, where the name "Acadian" turned into "Cajun." 

"Creole," is a much more vague term which first described white descendents of 

European Colonists, but grew to refer to people of mixed race. Eventually, the blacks of 

Southwestern Louisiana described themselves as Creole, and the name has stuck. For the 

sake of simplicity, the book refers to whites and blacks from southwestern Louisiana as 

Cajuns and Creoles, respectively. Zydeco is exclusively the domain of Creole culture, 

although Cajuns have a rich musical heritage which has influenced and been influenced 

by zydeco. Both Cajuns and Creoles, for example, feature the accordion as the principle 

instrument. Unlike Cajun Music, however, zydeco draws heavily on Afro-Caribbean 

rhythms as well as rhythm and blues. 
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After addressing these common misunderstandings, the book leaps into the next 

chapter, which both charts the career of zydeco's major artist and introduces the major 

components of zydeco music. Clifton Chenier is universally considered the King of 

Zydeco because of his tradition, innovation and stamina. Clifton Chenier's authenticity 

as a folk artist leads the way to discussion of zydeco's folk roots. Although nowadays a 

fair amount of zydeco is in English, authentic 

zydeco is sung only in French. The oldest 

songs are simply repeated phrases from folk- 

lore. Zydeco's namesake song, for example, 

repeats the titular phrase, "les haricots sont pas 

sales," or "the beans are not salty," which 

reflects the Creole people's poverty because 

they could not afford salt. 

Like Chenier, zydeco bandleaders traditionally sing and play the accordian, an 

instrument reflecting the French influence. Two types of accordions are played: piano 

accordions, which feature a traditional piano keyboard, and diatonic accordions, with 

keypads moving by whole-step intervals. The first zydeco bands traditionally used a 

washboard for rhythm, but the washboard was universally displaced by Chenier's 

invention of the fiottoir, a washboard front which hangs from the musician's shoulders 

and is scraped with spoons or bottle openers. The fiottoir's advantage is that the 

musician can stand up and dance around, which reflects the animated performance of any 

zydeco band. 
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The last essential instrument is a drum set which plays repetitive rhythms 

reflecting both Afro-Caribbean and French Cajun influence. Contemporary zydeco bands 

usually have an electric guitar or bass and a trumpet or saxophone. While Chenier does 

not claim to have invented this band structure, it is quite possible that he did. It's likely 

that Chenier even invented zydeco as we know it. When he started playing in the 1940's, 

his music was referred to as "la-la" the name of the traditional rhythm-based Creole 

music. In actuality, la-la is a much more informal, primitive folk music. What Chenier 

had done was infuse la-la with elements of rhythm and blues and jazz music. 

Incorporating horns and guitars were crucial elements to his success. Zydeco's namesake 

song, "les haricots" was popularized first by Chenier. 

Thus zydeco is explained through Chenier's lens as the King of Zydeco: he is 

rooted in tradition but created zydeco through innovation. Lastly, Chenier possesses 

stamina, not just in maintaining a career over the years but in physical stamina: When 

booked, Chenier insisted on playing one continuous four-hour set with no breaks. 

Chenier himself cannot represent an entire culture, however, and the more rural, 

folk-influenced Boozoo Chavis represents a more rustic alternative to Chenier. The next 

chapter of Zydeco! covers Chavis' colorful career and reflects the less-mainstream side of 

zydeco. Unlike Chenier, Chavis plays the diatonic accordion. Chavis is also a skilled 

outdoorsman and horse trainer, experience which is reflected in the rustic themes of his 

songs and in his omnipresent cowboy hat. The main difference in Chavis' music, 

however, is the relative abscense of rhythm and blues. Chavis uses Afro-Caribbean 

rhythms and few lyrics. Most of his famous songs consist of repeated phrases with 
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almost no melody vamping on one single chord. His lyrics are steeped in folk-lore and 

nature. 

At the other end of the spectrum is Buckwheat Zydeco, zydeco's most popular 

mainstream talent and the subject of the next chapter. In opposition to BOOZOO, 

Buckwheat draws on R&B, blues and even rock and roll moreso than Chenier ever 

would. However, like all the bandleaders profiled in 

Zydeco! Buckwheat comes from a poor family in 

Southwest Louisiana, and he learned traditional zydeco 

as a child. Buckwheat is the most Nationally 

recognized zydeco artist, but is by no means a sell out. 

On the contrary: Buckwheat is a supporter of 

numerous Creole organizations that promote Creole 

culture, and he is a strong Civil Rights activist. 

Buckwheat has played with Eric Clapton and Keith Richards, but his set is filled with 

traditional zydeco favorites. At the height of his popularity, Buckwheat's producer added 

a crucial clause to his contract at any live venue, stating that Buckwheat's contract was 

invalid if the venue ignorantly promoted zydeco as either "Cajun" or from New Orleans. 

Sandmel's organization of the book so far has provided the reader with an 

excellent and multi-faceted view of traditional zydeco music as it originated, developed, 

and as it is today. When Sandmel continues in his vein of profiling two other zydeco 

bandleaders in the next two chapters, however, the formula gets tired. While interesting 

artists, Warren Caesar and Lynn August add little to the soundscape of zydeco that has 

not already been better said by the previous artists. The author's relative disinterest in 
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these accomplished musicians is suggested by the fact that, rather than write about them, 

Sandmel relies almost exclusively on extended quotes from the artists themselves. It's 

interesting to hear the artists in their own words, but it implies that they have not 

influenced anyone else worth saying something. 

In place of these two chapters, Sandmel could have successfully discussed the 

technical aspects of the music, which are largely lacking in other sections. A more 

detailed investigation of accordions, song structure or performance practice would have 

enhanced the overflowing discussion of genre and the culture surrounding the music. 

If the book loses some steam in the middle, it picks it back up in the final chapter, 

where zydeco nouveau is discussed. Much like new-school go-go, zydeco nouveau 

incorporates rap and hip-hop into the traditional music. While a few old-timers see 

zydeco nouveau as an insult to the tradition, it remains intensely popular with the 

younger generation and most zydeco uouveau groups preserve the folk culture in their 

music. 

Zydeco! ends on an upbeat note, focusing on the artists' support of one another as 

zydeco remains hugely popular with a rich stylistic variety. Because it still speaks to the 

Southwest Louisiana people in their own language, it remains a subject of local pride as 

well as National acclaim. Zydeco! manages to capture the spirit of Creole culture thanks 

to Olivier's pictures which show the music's joyous transformative power for a poor 

community. Sandmel's text provides a wonderful, spirited commentaly as long as it is 

not taken as the definitive text on the music. Zydeco! achieves that rare hybrid of being a 

coffee-table book which you will actually want to read front-to-back right away. 
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