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DR.
J O H N

B Y  A S H L E Y  K A H N

m T S A CHALLENGE

to choose which 
Dr. John to cel­
ebrate first. He hm 
been active since 
the rise o f rods: &  
roll, and many are 

the coats he has worn: r iff master, R & B  
g u ita rist, and boogie-w oogie piano 
professor. Psyched elic-vood oo-rock  
shaman and stately New Orleans musi­
cal ambassador. Bandleader o f top-tier 
talent and A -list sessionm an/pre­
ducer. Player o f
downhom e blues 
and singer o f up­
town jazz stan­
dards- ‘A in ’t no 
d ifferen ce,” D r.
John said o f him­
self a few  years
back. “It’s all one sucka in there, however
you want to break it down___”

He’s also the inventor o f his own per­
sonal brand o f funkified street-parade 
rhythms he calls “fonk” and the creator o f an 
individual, rhymingvocabulary that borrows 
liberally from the street slang o f his New 
Orleans youth. “We don’t speak French, 
we don’t speak Spanish. We just speak mu­
sic. And that’s real true. When I was a kid, 
they used to sing a greeting, W here you at, 
m’darling... . ’ You tell me another city where 
people sing hello,” asks Dr. John.

H E  A B S O R B E D

N E W  O R L E A N S

M I X  O F  S O U N D S

A N D  S T Y L E S

The Ph.D. may be self-endowed, 
bift-^to put it as he would—ain’t nobody 
disputin’ the title. Legal documents list him 
as Malcolm John Rebennack Jr., and his 
friends call him Mac, but to a much larger 
circle that stretches around the globe, he’s 
known simply, reverently as Dr. John, To 
fully grasp his stature today—and his his­
torical importance-^J| to understand how 
Rebennack’s entire career is an ongoing 
tribute to the city o f his birth.

Like the M ississippi R iver that first 
gave N ew  O rleans its crescent shape, 

the city  harbors a 
free-flow ing mu­
sic scene awash 
in its own h istory 
and ever-open to 
outside stream s o f 
influence. T im e 
is flu id  there as 

w ell—past and future styles flow com­
fortably together. An inordinately high 
percentage o f music makers live there; re­
gardless o f instrument, age, or professional 
status, each commands the kind o f admira­
tion other municipalities reserve for civic 
leaders and sports heroes. The city’s top 
piano players have long been called profes­
sors. To this day, high school boys carrying 
a trombone or trum pet—-¿ot a footballeas 
get the girls.

Rebennack explains it this way in his^ 
autobiography, Under a Hoodoo M oon: The
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L ife  o f the N ig h  Tripper. “In NewOrleans, everything—food, music, 
religion, even the way people talk and act—has deep, deep roots; 
and, like the tangled veins o f cypress roots that meander this way 
and that in the swamp, everything in New Orleans is interrelated, 
wrapped around itself in ways that aren’t always obvious.”

From the get-go, Rebennack was “mos’ precocious,” to 
paraphrase a Dr. John lyric. He was born in New Orleans’ polyglot 
Third Ward in 1940, and picked up the guitar at age 7. Before 
reaching puberty, he had already taken lessons from Fats Domino’s 
guitarist, played in revival meetings with a local gospel evangelist, 
and snuck into all-night R & B  jams at French Quarter juke joints 
like the Brass Rail and Texas Lounge. B y junior high school, he 
was attuned to the separate-but-absurd Jim  Crow regulations 
that sought to divide the music scene along racial lines. He began 
hanging out at Cosimo Matassa’s recording studio on Rampart 
Street, witnessing Little Richard, Ray Charles, Fats Domino, 
Guitar Slim, and other pioneers in action as they laid down the 
tracks that changed the world o f music.

It was a wonderful period to be on the New Orleans music 
scene, and Rebennack made the most o f it. Through hands- 
on training or simple osmosis, he took what he could from p-,; 
variety o f singular musical sources: bandleaders Paul Gayten 
and Dave Bartholomew, guitarists Roy M ontrell and “Papoose” 
Nelson, piano masters Professor Longhair and Fats Domino. He 
absorbed the city’s rich mix o f sounds and styles: jump blues and 
boogie-woogie piano, M ardi Gras chants, and the zydeco music 
o f western Louisiana. Flowing through it all was the irresistible, 

syncopated tug rising up from the city’s 
street parades—the celebrated second-line 
rhythms—that proved to be the foundation 
o f the funk revolution (just ask George 
Clinton or Bootsy Collins).

During his teen years, Rebennack 
began his career in earnest. He led or 
coded a variety o f proto-rock &  roll 
groups like the Spades, the Night Trains, 
and the Skyliners. He played with local 
stars like Frankie Ford, joined recording 
sessions, and backed up national touring 
artists. He wrote songs and served in an 
A & R , capacity for regional independent 
labels like Ace as well as Ric and Ron. A  
few o f his tunes—“Lights O ut,” recorded 
by Je rry  Byrne in 1958 for Specialty, and 
his own Bo Diddley-esque instrumental, 
“Storm  Warning,” in 1959 on R e x -  
achieved moderate success in sales and 
radio play.

It was an exciting time filled with 
constant gigging, during which Rebennack 
became all too fam iliar with the hustles and 
habits—even dangers—o f a rock lifestyle. 

W A T C H E D  T H E  He developed a fixation with narcotics that
dogged him for decades. A  song he failed 
tQ copyright became the huge hit “Lady 
Luck” for Lloyd Price in i960. A  year later, 
while he was trying to stop an altercation 

M U S I C  between his singer and a hotel manager, a 
gun discharged, seriously injuring a fretting 
finger. He soon made the difficult decision 
to shift his focus from guitar to bass, and 
eventually to piano and organ.

H I S  V I S U A L

I M P A C T

H E R W O R L D L Y  

F E C T  O F  T H E



In 1967, following the twin disruptions o f a drug bust in 
Texas and the closing o f many French Q uarter nightclubs by 
New Orleans district attorney Jim  Garrison, Rebennack joined a 
musical exodus to Los Angeles with the likes o f singer-songwriter 
Jessie H ill and producer/arranger Harold Battiste. He quickly 
became a mainstay on the city’s busy studio scene, and Battiste 
put him to work recording on various Sonny and Cher dates. 
As the music began to shift in a harder, more rock-oriented 
direction over the next few  years, Rebennack recorded with a 
wide variety o f artists—from  Frank Zappa and Iron Butterfly 
to Johnny “G uitar” Watson and the British R & B  bandleader 
Graham Bond.

All the while, Rebennack could not stifle a mounting desire 
to return to the sound o f his New Orleans and to play music 
that challenged his musicianship more than simple pop numbers 
could. He had long had a project in mind, one that drew from  the 
rich, spiritual folklore o f his hometown. “Known variously as John 
Montaigne, Bayou John, and, most often, as Dr. John, he was. . .  a 
medicine man who claimed to have been a prince in Senegal {and} 
eventually settled in New Orleans,” Rebennack says, describing 
the birth, in 1968, o f one o f the most colorful characters in rock 
history: Dr. John Creaux, the Night Tripper.

“For many years, I had nurtured the idea o f forming a musical 
group around the personality o f Dr. Jo h n . . . .  A t a certain point, 
our little group o f New Orleans exiles in L.A . managed to grab 
some open-studio time through our Sonny and Cher connection. 
{Battiste} sweet-talked a deal for us with Atlantic, though neither 
Ahmet Ertegun nor Jerry  Wexler were aware at that timé what 
we were cooking up . . .  the tracks that turned into the G ris-G ris 
album.” W hat Rebennack and his crew had concocted was an 
unusually swampy brew o f sparse rhythms, catchy, melodies, and 
mumbled lyrics dealing in supernatural forces and vague spiritual 
references, all centered on an obscure, bearded figure who 
introduced him self on the album s opening track: “They call me

O P P O S I T E  P A G E  Axe-m aster, 19 59 ; in the studio; 

with producer A llen  Toussaint, 1973*

t h i s  p a g e  In fu ll regalia, M ontreux Ja z z  Festival, 19 73; in 

Europe in the mid-seventies.



“ T H E  F O N K  G O T  

A  M I N D  O F  I T S  

O W N . ”  S O  S A I T H  

D R .  J O H N

Dr. John/Known as the Night Tripper/Got my satchel o f gris-gris 
in my hand__ ”

That Dr. John was a mystic and an herbalist was not lost on a 
growing youth audience then searching for more expansive, mind- 
altering experiences. “It turned out that G ris-G ris, without any 
hand-hustle on our part, fell into the hippie groove o f the moment 
and became a kind o f underground hit,” Rebennack recalls, “It 
became a cult phenom by being played on what were at the time 
called ‘ffee-form ’ radio stations.”

It also launched a one-of-a-kind, sensuous stage act perfectly 
fitted to the growing rock circuit. The band members wore flowing 
robes, a dancer gyrated, incense burned, and Dr. John him self 
appeared in full regalia—face paint, feathered headdress, and a 

kind o f voodoo walking stick. It mattered 
little that few concertgoers at the time 
were hip to the fact that Rebennack’s get- 
up drew from  the elaborate costumes worn 
by the M ardi Gras Indian tribes. The visual 
impact matched the otherworldly effect o f 
the music: loose, swaying jams that invited 
listeners to lose themselves in the magic o f 
the second-line beat.

“Because nobody knew anything about 
New Orleans, everybody thought it was 
just some psychedelic thing,” Rebennack 
told M ojo magazine in 1995. “But it wasn’t. 
We thought G ris-G ris was just keepin 
a little o f the New Orleans scene alive; 
it didn’t sound that freaky to me. Man, 
we didn’t have a clue about hippies. We 
thought anyone who smoked a joint in 
public was outta they minds!”

It must be mentioned that in an 
age when music was easily distracted by 
gimmicky trends, Rebennack’s interest in 
the spiritual legacy o f New Orleans was 
unquestioningly sincere and enduring. 
Dr. John was—and continues to be—the 
accurate personification o f a deeply held 
belief in the social and personal benefits o f a 
spiritual way o f understanding the world.

A  string o f groundbreaking albums 
followed—Babylon, Remedies, The Sun 
Moon ¿ r  Herbs. In <972, Rebennack 
released Gumbo, a homecoming o f sorts: 
a collection o f New Orleans R & B  classics 
recorded with many o f the studio vets 
who had cut the original versions. Inspired 
by a conversation with Wexler, Gumbo, 
despite initially poor sales, remains one 
o f Rebennack’s most-loved recordings, 
featuring a much clearer approach in his 
vocals, and in the album’s intent, as he 
revealed in its liner notes.

“This album could very well be called 
M ore Gumbo, Less G ris-G ris. There isn’t 
any what you might call voodoo rock 
or gris-gris, because my producers and 
I thought that the people might enjoy 
hearing the root music from New Orleans, 
which was maybe the chief ingredient in 
what we know today as rock &  roll.”




