
Bonfires On The Bayou  

Feux de la St. Jean, Dr. John and Marie Laveau  

 

 
 

From a 1927 article caption in the New Orleans States 
 

André Lafargue (1878 – 1949), attorney, civic leader, cultural 

preservationist and one-time editor of L’Abeille de la Nouvelle Orléans, 
Louisiana’s last French-language newspaper, penned these words in an 

article in the New Orleans States, dated December 18, 1927: 
 

“Some places are named haphazardly, others in most illogical, 
arbitrary or unreasonable fashion.  Not so with Bayou St. John.  It was 

fitting and proper, eminently just and fair, that the name of the 
founder of the Crescent City, Jean Baptiste Lemoyne de Bienville, 

should be linked with the historic stream.” 
 

“From the very first he became an outspoken champion of the ‘bayou’ 
and of its importance in connection with the large trading post which 

he contemplated building on the banks of the Mississippi river.  In his 
honor, therefore, the bayou was named “St. Jean” (St. John), the 

name of his patron saint.” 

 
The connections between Bayou St. John, Lake Pontchartrain and the 

River were key factors in the founding of New Orleans and why it is 
located where it is today.  Bayou St. John was a vital link to a special 

pathway known as a portage, or a route where items are regularly 
carried between bodies of water.  Portage, in addition to being such a 



pathway, is also defined as the practice of carrying one’s watercraft 

(such as canoes or pirogues) or cargo over land, either around an 
obstacle in a river or stream, or between one navigable body of water 

and another. 
 

Portage, pronounced [pawr-tahzh’] in New Orleans and Canada, or 
[pawr’-tij] in the rest of the United States, comes from the French 

word meaning “to carry”.  And that’s just what the Indians had been 
doing before the arrival of the French:  taking their boats up the bayou 

from the lake, disembarking near where Bell Street meets Moss Street 
today and “carrying” their boats on their backs (along with their 

bundles of goods) and traveling along that slightly higher natural 
topographical ridge (along Bayou Road) to reach the Mississippi River 

without actually having to go up the river. 
 

 
 

Bayou St. John and “The Old Portage” 

 
Bienville truly understood the importance of the “Old Portage” after  

native guides pointed all this out to him in 1699.  In addition to 
building New Orleans in this advantageous location in 1718, the French 

erected a small fort (Fort St. Jean) on the bayou in 1701, seventeen 
years earlier, to protect this important trade route along Bayou St. 

John.  When Louisiana came under Spanish colonial rule, a larger brick 



fort was constructed at the site of the older French fortification and is 

known as Spanish Fort, or Old Spanish Fort, today. 
 

Seldom celebrated in France as it once was, the Fête de la Saint-Jean 
(Catholic Feast Day of Saint John the Baptist) is one of the very few 

saints’ days that commemorate the birthday, rather than the death, of 
the saint being revered.  It was traditionally celebrated with bonfires 

(Feux de la St. Jean) reminiscent of the pagan rituals of Midsummer, 
or the June solstice, with which it closely coincides.  That is due to the 

fact that, according to the Gospel of St. Luke, Saint John the Baptist 
was born six months before Jesus, fixing his feast day on June 24th, 

six months before Christmas according to the old Roman method of 
calculation.  

 

 



 

All over Europe “Saint John's fires” were set ablaze atop mountains 
and hilltops starting on Saint John’s Eve at sunset June 23rd.  But New 

Orleans doesn’t have hilltops, much less mountaintops. This did 
nothing to stop the practice in the Crescent City. 

 
Historically, Saint John’s Eve, as well as the night of the feast day, has 

been venerated in the practice of voudou (or voodoo) in Louisiana.  
The word voudou is Creole French, of West African origin, meaning 

“spirit” or “god” and is the name of an animist, spiritual folkway 
practiced in the Caribbean and the southern United States (primarily 

Haiti and Louisiana), which features elements of traditional African 
magical and spiritual practices combined with Roman Catholic ritual. 

 
Famous 19th century names in the practice of New Orleans voudou are 

the original Doctor John and Marie Laveau, the famous voudou 

priestess who is said to have held ceremonies at the lake end of Bayou 
St. John, commemorating St. John’s Eve.  Quite a few New Orleans 

residents keep these traditions alive today.  In fact, present-day 
voudou priestess Sallie Ann Glassman performs a cleansing ritual on 

St. John’s Eve on the bayou’s Magnolia footbridge with participants all 
wearing white and invoking the spirit of Marie Laveau as the sun goes 

down.  Drumbeats and dancing continue late into the evening. 
 

The first Dr. John, from whom Mac Rebennack adopted his stage name 
and colorful persona, was a voudou conjurer born in Senegal who 

claimed to be a prince’s son (according to Lafcadio Hearn).  Freed from 
slavery by his West-Indian master, he came to the Crescent City by 

way of Cuba and lived on Bayou Road (near Prieur Street) working as 
an herb doctor and spiritual healer.  The New Orleans Daily Crescent in 

1861 referred to him as “Dr. Jean Montane, a coal black Voudou dealer 

in African necromancy” and one “whose humbuggeries are so 
extensively known in the city.” 

 
Hearn wrote that Dr. John “was a seer of no small powers, and that he 

could tell the future by the marks upon bales of cotton.”  Because of 
this so-called gift, thousands “flocked to him for predictions and 

counsel”.  Practicing “creole medicine, and of arts still more 
mysterious,” Dr. John’s reputation as a healer and fortune-teller 

“became so great that he was able to demand and obtain immense 
fees.”   

 
Dr. John’s “office furniture consisted of a table, a chair, a picture of the 

Virgin Mary, an elephant’s tusk, some shells which he said were 



African shells and enabled him to read the future, and a pack of cards 

in each of which a small hole had been burned.”  He sold gris-gris and 
voudou amulets and kept a harem of “at least fifteen wives”, who 

“bore him children in great multitude.” 
 

Not only did Hearn write that Jean was “in many respects a humbug” 
he was also known for his charity.  “On grand occasions Jean used to 

distribute largess among the colored population of his neighborhood in 
the shape of food-bowls of gombo or dishes of jimbalaya.”  The 

spellings may be slightly different, but New Orleanians enjoy their 
gumbo and jambalaya to this day. 

 

 
 

Mac Rebennack as Dr. John at the Montreux Jazz Festival, 1973 

 

As for the voudou amulet known as gris-gris, used to ward of evil 
spirits or bad luck, its etymology is unknown, although some historians 

trace the word back to West Africa and the Yoruba word juju, meaning 
“fetish”.  An alternative theory is that the word comes from the French 

joujou meaning “doll or plaything”.  And, of course, anyone can buy a 
souvenir voodoo doll in the French Quarter today.  Other scholarly 

sources attribute gris-gris to the Mandingo word meaning “magic”. 
 

In June of 1881, newspapers in New Orleans and around the country 
announced the death of “Marie Laveau, the ‘Queen of the Voudous,’ at 

the advanced age of 98 years.”  Research in recent years by LSU 
professor Ina Fandrich, however, has led to the discovery of Marie’s 

actual birth date in New Orleans on September 10, 1801.  A free 



person of color of African and French descent born to Marguerite 

Darcantal and Charles Laveau, Marie Laveau, in addition to being a 
famous voudou priestess, healer and herbalist, was also a lifetime 

Roman Catholic who nursed the sick and took care of those in need.  
The newspapers described her as a “woman of great beauty, intellect, 

and charisma who was also pious” and “charitable”.  Working as a 
hairdresser helped her discover all sorts of hidden secrets about 

people in town, which she used to her advantage as a “clairvoyant”. 
 

 
 
 Voudou rituals on the bayou       Marie Laveau, the Voudou Queen 

 
The above likeness of Marie Laveau is a 1920 painting by Frank 

Schneider of an earlier 1835 portrait (now lost) by George Catlin. 

 
In 1819, Marie married a quadroon carpenter from Saint-Domingue 

named Jacques Paris and had two daughters.  She later entered into a 
domestic partnership with a white man named Louis Christophe 

Dominique Duminy de Glapion.  Living in a cottage on St. Ann Street 
near North Rampart Street, the couple had at least five children 

together, until Christophe’s death in 1855.  One of Marie’s surviving 
daughters, known as Marie Laveau II, is said to have carried on in her 

mother’s footsteps, also practicing voudou ceremonies along the bayou 



or near the lakefront (although the activities of Marie II may have 

been largely a creation of 20th century writers). 
 

The great “Queen of the Voudous” also had a pet snake named Zombi, 
not so unusual since the word zombie comes from Nzambi a Mpungu, 

the Congolese name for the great spirit or high creator god. 
 

Marie Laveau died June 15, 1881, just before her 80th birthday, and 
her funeral was conducted by a Catholic priest in St. Louis Cathedral.  

There was even an obit in the New York Times.  She lives on in history 
as a larger-than-life figure, remembered in literature as well as song.  

Tourists flock to see the resting place of “This Notorious ‘Voodoo 
Queen’” who is buried in the Widow Paris tomb in St. Louis Cemetery 

Number 1.  
 

    

 
       Marie Laveau’s Tomb         The Voudou Queen’s 1881 obituary 

 
French customs and celebrations associated with St. John’s feast day 

followed the first colonists to New France from the earliest days.  The 

Fête de la Saint-Jean was observed in Québec, Canada, where great 
fires were lit at night, just as they later were along Bayou St. John.  

Women traditionally collected a variety of plant species on Saint John’s 
Eve.  These often included fennel, rosemary, lemon verbena, mallows, 

laburnum and elder flowers.  Last, but not least, it was customary to 



gather the perennial herb known as St. John’s wort, hung over doors 

and windows since medieval times to ward off evil spirits and witches.  
So named because it commonly blossoms around the time of Saint 

John’s feast day, this herb was also used medicinally by the Knights 
Hospitaller or the Order of Saint John (founded circa 1099 to provide 

care for sick, poor or injured pilgrims journeying to the Holy Land 
during the Crusades).  Today France has banned its use since the herb 

can interfere with the effects of many prescription medicines.  In 1908, 
Pope Pius X designated John the Baptist as the French-Canadians’ 

patron saint. 
 

 
  

Historic marker on Marie Laveau’s tomb, all the more interesting in 
that Marie was born in New Orleans and not Haiti (Santo Domingo) 

 

André Lafargue’s 1927 article on “Cupid’s Bonfires” and “Swains” along 
Bayou St. Jean also mentioned the romantic traditions associated with 

Saint John’s feast day.  In France, in days gone by, it was always a 



means “of bringing together the younger people,” a great “trysting 

day” to help them overcome their “usual reticence and bashfulness.”  
By the way, a “swain” is an old-fashioned word for a young man in 

love. 
 

“The ‘feux de la St. Jean’ the ‘St. John’s bonfires,’ played a 
conspicuous part in the celebrations,” Lafargue wrote. 

 

 
 
An 1875 article in the Picayune (with its headline shown above) 

described the Voudous’ activities on St. John’s Eve as “A Night in 
Heathenness”.  A century later in July 1975, The Meters released their 

sixth studio album, entitled Fire On The Bayou.  This was at a time 
when the pioneering funk band from New Orleans was the opening act 

for The Rolling Stones on their U.S. Tour.  The Meters (consisting of 
Art Neville on keyboards, drummer Joseph “Zigaboo” Modeliste, Leo 

Nocentelli and George Porter, Jr.) had just picked up Cyril Neville as an 
added member for this album. 

 

 
 

       The Neville Brothers, Aaron, Charles, Cyril and Art 
       We lost Charles in 2018 and Art the following year. 



 

In 1981, it was the Neville Brothers who released their Fiyo On The 
Bayou album.  One would think by the titles of the two albums that the 

artists were conjuring up some century-old memories of Voudou nights 
along Bayou St. John, or one of those evenings when “That Old Black 

Magic” casts its spell on young lovers.  But there is nothing in the 
lyrics of Fire On The Bayou to suggest that connection. 

  

       
 
1985 “Fiyo on The Bayou” album by The Neville Brothers 

 
Other famous songwriters have injected “voodoo” or “black magic” into 

their lyrics, such as Cole Porter in You Do Something To Me (1929): 
 

“Do do that voodoo that you do so well”.  
 

And don’t forget Johnny Mercer’s “Old Black Magic” lyrics (1942) 
delivered so beautifully by the duet of Louis Prima and Keely Smith 

(1958): 

 
“I should stay away, but what can I do?  

I hear your name, and I'm aflame  
Aflame with such a burning desire  

That only your kiss can put out the fire” 
 



So the next time you drive along picturesque Bayou St. John, think of 

the fabled waterway’s romantic past and rich history.  You may even 
hear distant drums and rhythmic incantations from a bygone time 

when bonfires blazed brightly on St. John’s Eve. 
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