Mamou Playboy David Greely keeps his eye on the big picture
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David Greely of Steve Riley & The Mamou Playboys. -- Rick Olivier
It’s been six years since “Dominos,” the last studio record from Cajun-music stalwarts Steve Riley and The Mamou Playboys, but fiddler David Greely says that recent events in the Cajun heartland got the band, who have always infused their music with a big-picture view of Louisiana culture, thinking it was time to say something.
One look at the new disc tells you exactly what those events were: “Grand Isle,” which came out last week, features a photo of a bird drenched in oil and still standing.
The BP oil spill of last April weighed heavily on the minds of accordionist/leader Riley and the rest of the Playboys, who are headlining this weekend’s Mardi Gras Ball at Rhodes-on-the-Pawtuxet. And as Greely saw the devastation, he remembered camping on Grand Isle as a child and fishing off the bridge over the Caminada Pass. “There were dolphins down there, gorging themselves on shrimp!” he remembers. “Maybe we’re spoiled down here, but I always had the feeling that down here in Louisiana I could just pick fruit off the trees if I needed to. And that’s what it’s like — you just throw something in the water and you’ve got supper.”
When he saw “that paradise spoiled, just trashed, by all that oil, to see all those dolphins lolling on the beach dead, it was depressing the hell out of me, and I had to do something about it. So we came up with some music, which is usually the way people down here have always dealt with survival.”

While the straight-up Cajun back-porch feel is well represented by the acoustic “C’Est Ennuyant” and the languid “Valse de Chagrin,” what’s new this time around is a kitchen-sink approach to traditions. There’s the proto-doo-wop of “Non, Je Ne Regrette Rien,” the second-wave ska of “C’Est L’Heure Pour Changer” and the percussion-heavy, nearly a cappella “Pierre.” With producer C.C. Adcock at the helm, Greely says, it could hardly be any other way: “We decided we would get someone to stir things up for us, and he certainly did that.”
On the title track, written by Greely and guitarist Sam Broussard, an old-time shuffle gets a topical update, with Greely’s mournful reminiscences of Grand Isle. And Greely’s “C’Est Trop” is an exuberant example of what the band calls “survivor joy” — an old-school two-step, but with lyrics that translate to “This isn’t the first time they’ve stolen, then abandoned us/ Now it’s all ruined, it’s no use to cry/ This time is enough, and it’s too late to forgive.”
The most glaring departure is the buzz and howl of “Chatterbox,” written by and featuring bizarro New Orleans legend Quintron, known for his space-age organ-based songs and homemade drum machines. It’s a tale of a party girl’s crash and burn, with distorted Riley vocals and a minor-key rumble over the indestructible Cajun four-on-the-floor.
“C.C. led us down this path, and we weren’t sure where we were going,” Greely says. “I wasn’t real familiar with him, and I’m still not, but we had an enjoyable evening working with him. He was playing organ on this track, and he was so into the groove it kind of sharpened my game.”
Unfortunately, Greely’s retiring from the Playboys next month — he suffers from the constant ringing in the ears known as tinnitus, and can’t deal with the volume of the dance hall anymore. “I was told a couple of summers ago that I needed to do something about that, and I just laughed.”
He isn’t laughing now. “After a really loud weekend, sometimes it takes three days to go back down to the normal, everyday ringing level. He’s going to continue playing, touring and recording, making acoustic music that’s more in line with his recent solo albums and “designed for listening to at home, not the dance hall.” And while it may not be the first kind of music people think of when they think of Cajun music, he says, “It’s the prettiest music I’ve ever heard.”
“I’m still going to travel and do shows. I might not be the late-night headliner, because I won’t be that loud. The Louisiana dance halls are what I’m going to miss, with the huge audience entertaining the hell out of the band — that’s really fun. It’s been 23 years, and I’ve had a great time, but I have at least 20 more years to go, and I want to have my hearing.”
Of course, Rhode Island, with events such as the Mardi Gras Ball, the Rhythm and Roots Festival, the dances at the German Club in Pawtucket and local groups such as Magnolia, has been a hotbed of Cajun and zydeco culture for decades — Greely calls the state “a second home for us” and thinks there are several factors behind the music’s popularity in a state far removed from Louisiana.
Greely cites Wentworth’s annual events as creating “an infrastructure” for the music — “people know where to find it.” And, he adds, they know what to do when they hear it. “Those are salt-of-the-earth people,” Greely says. “I think they recognize good music and enjoy it, naturally and without thinking about it a whole lot. And you have a dance culture,” he adds, citing swing-blues locals such Red Prysock, Roomful of Blues, Johnny Nicholas and more. “They just know how to have a good time, that’s all.”
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Cajun pioneer Dewey Balfa in 1965.

The musical pipeline between Louisiana and Rhode Island has had positive effects both ways, according to Cajun fiddler David Greely.
The 1964 Newport Folk Festival appearance by Cajun pioneer Dewey Balfa is widely credited as the first live performance of Cajun music outside of Louisiana. And while that may or may not be true (in a conversation a couple of years ago, musician Steve Riley disputed that), Greely, who knew and learned from Balfa, says that the effects of that performance had repercussions not only in Rhode Island but in Louisiana.
“Dewey Balfa returned here from that, having heard a standing ovation from thousands of people, and he’d never been applauded in his life,” Greely says. “He came back fired up.”
At that time, Louisianans and Cajuns looked at their native traditions as backward, unsophisticated and embarrassing. But on returning from Newport, Greely says, Balfa went straight to the city fathers in Lafayette and said, “We gotta make some changes.” He was the driving force behind the Festival Acadien, a Cajun-music festival in Louisiana modeled after the Newport Folk Festival and which continues to this day.
“Dewey saw that people didn’t take it for granted up there; they put it on a pedestal. And he said, ‘We’ve got to do that here.’ It created the renaissance for Cajun music here.”
Greely is determined to continue the flowering of the musical culture.
“Louisiana’s been a major crossroads of cultures since the early 1700s. This is where Africa and Europe and North America all meet and get along. And that combination of cultural factors created an environment that’s very rich and really rewarded quality music. 
“It’s a distillation, like you’re making whiskey out of pop culture — it’s just the good stuff. Where all those traditions met is very compelling music.”

