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April 30, 2007

Finding Majestia
Majestia Dozier is in Carrollton, Georgia, and doing fine. Eva’s fine, too.

      

Back on August 29, 2005, when Lake Pontchartrain was pouring into New
Orleans and I was in Boulder, feverishly packing to go and cover the
disaster, I got a call from Margaret’s aunt Missy, in Chico, California.
Before marrying Margaret’s uncle, Missy had spent more than thirty
years in New Orleans, as the wife of a broker of commercial insurance.
As I threw socks, disinfectant, and notebooks into my backpack, Missy
told me that, whatever else I did in New Orleans, I should please try to
find Majestia. Majestia had worked for Missy’s family, cooking, taking
care of the house, and practically raising Missy’s two sons and two
daughters. When Missy’s marriage dissolved and the couple sold their
Italianate cottage on St. Charles Avenue, a new owner, who lives in San
Francisco and keeps the place as a second home, kept Majestia on.
“Majestia is not in the best of health,” Missy told me. “She may be stuck
in the city. Please try to find her and get her out.”

      

When I arrived in New Orleans, I was scared silly, unprepared to plunge 
into the Convention Center or set off in the rescue boats. I was glad to 
have a project uptown, which was relatively quiet and safe. Talking my 
way past the roadblocks was the first challenge, and then I had to get 
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rid of my van. Travelling by bicycle, I made my way through the endless
tangle of fallen oak boughs that had overtaken St. Charles Avenue, in
search of Missy’s old house. It turned out to be a charming bungalow
that was painted pale pink and white, with dark-green shutters. It was
set back from the sidewalk and raised eight feet off the ground. No
trees lay across the house, but it was dark and locked shut. Majestia
wasn’t there.

      

The next few days were a blur of heat, filth, heartbreak, and witnessed
misery. I slept on porches and rooftops, and bathed using fistfuls of
baby wipes that I’d bought in Baton Rouge. Every day, I rode my bike
past Missy’s house, looking for signs of life. Five days after the levees
broke, I was pedalling up St. Charles at dusk when I saw a figure sitting
deep in the shadows on Missy’s porch. “Majestia?” I said.

      

“Who is that?” the woman cried, terrified.

      

I stood at the bottom of the steps, hands away from my body, and 
explained who I was and how I knew her name. 

      

“Oh, Lordy Jesus,” she said, waving me up the steps and wrapping me in
a hug.

      

When the storm hit, Majestia and her daughter, Eva, had been at the
house on St. Charles. They’d waded through knee-deep water to check
on their own house, on St. Philip, but only got as far as the Interstate 10
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overpass, where they spent two days among thousands of other people,
with little food or water. Unable to reach their home, they hitched rides
back to Missy’s house. The water, gas, and electricity had been cut off,
and the inside of the house was an oven, but at least they were out of
the sun and safe behind a locked door.

      

As we talked, Eva came out on the porch. Forty-seven years old, six feet
tall, and broad in the shoulders, Eva had been severely handicapped
since being shot by her boyfriend ten years earlier. She kept reaching
for me and declaring, “I’m going to marry you!” Majestia had to
physically restrain her a couple of times. That day, pumped-up
policemen and deputy sheriffs from as far away as Oregon and Maine
had arrived in New Orleans and begun racing around in boxy bulletproof
vests and pointing weapons at everybody they saw. At dusk, as we sat
on the porch, a red laser dot from a gunsight crossed my chest.

      

Majestia told me that she was diabetic and hadn’t had her insulin since
the storm struck. Earlier in my stay, I’d met an emergency-room doctor
named Chris Wormuth who lived nearby, so I rode to his house. He told
me that Majestia was in grave danger. By this time, it was dark—and
I’ve never seen nights as dark as they were that week in New Orleans,
with all the power cut and no cars on the streets. Chris handed me a riot
gun, put a Glock pistol in his waistband, and inched his van gingerly
down St. Charles, weaving to avoid the oak branches. With Majestia and
Eva in the van, we drove to Ochsner Hospital, in Jefferson Parish, which
was operating on generator power. Chris, who works at the hospital,
went inside and came back with a box of insulin and syringes. “This
won’t last long unrefrigerated,” he said.

      

The next morning, I reached Missy’s son in Baton Rouge, and he agreed
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to drive down and collect Majestia and Eva. By nightfall, the two of them
were on a bus to Atlanta, not far from where a grandson and a nephew
of Majestia’s lived.

      

Before she left, Majestia gave me a precious gift: the key to the house. I 
called the owner, in San Francisco, and reached one of his employees, 
who assured me that I was welcome to use the place. (The owner was 
glad to have someone watching it.) The house had a pool out back, and 
though two trees had fallen into it, it made a fine bathtub and a 
serviceable place to wash my clothes. That night, I slept between clean 
sheets. A couple of other New Yorker writers and I used the house for
two weeks, and then, a few weeks later, I lived in it again, when I
returned to cover Hurricane Rita. I left behind a page from my notebook
with the words “In September, 2005, this house served as The New 
Yorker magazine’s Katrina-Rita bureau.”

      

When we spoke on the phone the other day, Majestia told me that she’d
first gone to stay in Oklahoma, where another grandson of hers was
serving in the Air Force. Now she and Eva are in Carrollton, Georgia,
living near her son.

      

I asked if she had any plans to return to New Orleans. 

      

“No,” she said. “Jesus, no.”

Permalink

April 27, 2007
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Life

As Margaret and I have run around conducting interviews for our book,
we’ve come across certain recurring themes. One is the strength of
neighborhood identity in New Orleans; many people here describe lives
lived entirely within a dozen city blocks. “We had everything we needed
right in our neighborhood,” people always tell us. “We didn’t need to go
anywhere.” Another recurring theme is the fortitude of the city’s women,
who, with a switch in one hand and a bread pudding in the other,
dispense a delicate balance of discipline and forgiveness that men here
often credit with keeping them straight. A third theme is how many of
the African-American men we meet have spent some time at the
Louisiana State Penitentiary at Angola. Usually, this fact doesn’t come up
until we’re several hours into a conversation, and there would be no way
to guess at the outset. The soft-spoken builder of furniture, the
spooky-spiritual morgue technician with the elegant gray beard, the
sweet-faced guy who hand-washes cars at a gas station on Carrollton
Avenue—all of them talked about their time in Angola the way other
men might talk about military service, as something that all young men
go through sooner or later. Angola comes up so often in our interviews
that, last weekend, Margaret and I decided to take what might be our
only opportunity to see the place: the annual Angola Prison Rodeo.

      

Casual visitors to Angola might think, from the little they see, that the
whole prison is a farm. True, just inside the gate there was a little
collection of cinder-block buildings surrounded by high concertina-wire
fences, which we assumed were for prisoner intake. (We learned later
that, until a few weeks ago, these were for outtake: death row.) But,
once past that, we drove down a long road lined with flowers and
graceful landscaping, a white split-rail horse fence, and manicured
meadows. Far off in the distance we could see high walls and towers, as
if out of a George Raft movie. That turned out to be a cellblock for
inmates who don’t play well with others. Most of Angola’s fifty-one
hundred inmates live in “camps” of big dormitories. The stadium where
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the rodeo was being held stood right next to one of the camps. The
crowd was enormous; the Angola Rodeo is a major event in Louisiana,
and, judging by the license plates, people come from all over the South.

      

We bought tickets for ten dollars apiece, lined up to have our backpacks
searched (no cameras or cell phones allowed), and found ourselves in a
large flea market. We passed up the Church of God in Christ
fried-pork-chop sandwich and the Men of Integrity funnel cakes (most of
the food is cooked by inmates), and plunged into the vast offerings of
arts and crafts: leather Bible covers, belt buckles, paintings that ranged
from the mawkish to the surreal, acres of wooden furniture, grandfather
clocks, earrings made of stamped tin, and leather key fobs by the
hundred. One tall, skinny old man who built intricate model ships out of
wood told us he’d been in Angola since 1968, and that just seven years
ago he had earned the right to work in the hobby shop, among saws,
chisels, and other potentially dangerous articles. He offered us a
colorful, yard-long reproduction of the Titanic in a glass case for three
hundred and fifty dollars. “That’s my problem,” he said when we
declined. “Most people don’t have room for these.” The boat builder was
a so-called trusty: through long years of good behavior, he had earned
the right to stand with us outside the concertina wire. Other
prisoner-artists, wearing white shirts and perspiring in the heat, called
to us from behind a long chain-link fence. A man with a mouthful of gold
teeth stood talking and laughing with what seemed to be friends from
his old neighborhood—an extra visiting day disguised as a trip to the
rodeo. Margaret bought a painted wooden fish for six dollars, and I fell
into conversation with a man who said that his name was Marcus
Augillard, Prison No. 112564, and that he was forty-eight years old. He
told us that he had been arrested on July 12, 2000. “I was convicted in
October, and I was here by January,” he said. “The charge was
attempted possession of cocaine. I didn’t have any cocaine on me. They
said I was trying to buy it.” The sentence was life in prison, which really
means life; Louisiana is notorious for not granting parole to lifers. More
than half the inmates at Angola are lifers.
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A glance at Augillard’s record online revealed a more complicated story;
he had three prior felony convictions, though none of those in the past
two decades were violent. And his sentence had been reduced from life
to a minimum of twenty years. But Augillard did get decades of prison
time simply for trying to buy cocaine. Going by the figures on the Angola
Web site, and assuming that the cost of imprisonment doesn’t rise, it
will cost the substantially impoverished people of Louisiana three
hundred and eighty-two thousand dollars to punish Marcus Augillard for
that mistake. And that, of course, doesn’t include the waste of
Augillard’s life, or the effect on his wife and children. (I wrote a book
about the vengeful stupidity of the war on drugs.)

      

At the rodeo, the inmates wore black-and-white striped shirts. We
watched bulldogging, which requires two men to grab a steer by the
neck and lay it flat on its back. We watched buddy pickup, in which an
inmate on horseback has to pick up another inmate, who is standing on
a barrel, and ride him back to the starting line. (A lot of the inmates
were presumably from New Orleans; most of the riders looked as if
they’d never been on a horse before, and kept sliding off.) The final and
signature event is “Guts and Glory,” in which all the rodeo contestants
get in the ring with a gigantic, long-horned, ill-tempered bull. Hanging
around the bull’s horn is a red poker chip. The inmate who is able to
grab it earns two hundred dollars. Five men were tossed in the air like
rag dolls trying to get the chip. The crowd loved it.

Permalink

April 26, 2007

Beat Walkers

After getting a surprise tax bill that read like a defense appropriation, 
we have sworn off restaurants for a while and have eaten our last seven 
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meals at home. We resisted waddling down to La Spiga Bakery for
savory blue-cheese-and-walnut biscuits that make me beg like a dog;
eschewed the crab-cake eggs Benedict at the Bywater Barbecue, half a
block away; and ate no fried-seafood po’boys. Instead, I cooked a pot of
crowder peas with okra (and plenty of chaurice sausage and tasso) that
served for a couple of dinners, used Passover leftovers in matzo brei,
and got several good lunches out of a big red, shimmering block of
Laurent’s hogshead cheese. Lest this frighten the lactose-intolerant, it’s
dairy-free: the ingredients are water, pork snouts, pork tongues, pork
skins, shallots, salt, red pepper, and black pepper. A couple of thick
slices on cheap bread, with Zatarain’s Creole mustard and some ribbons
of green onion, and you’re set. If nothing else, it’s an excellent reason to
drink a cold beer.

      

I was sitting on our little front porch, tucking into a snout sandwich and 
a bottle of Abita Amber, when who should walk by but a couple of
uniformed New Orleans police officers. I was so dumbfounded, and
delighted, that I set down my sandwich and stood up to shake their
hands. One hardly ever sees N.O.P.D. officers walking a beat. Usually,
they’re sealed inside their air-conditioned cruisers, so, even if they
weren’t talking constantly on their cell phones, they couldn’t hear what’s
going on around them.

      

Getting cops to walk a beat is a low-level political issue in New Orleans,
and the Bywater in particular has been agitating for them; our landlord
has a sign on the outside of his house that reads, “Cops Out of Cars.” A
high-ranking commander told me recently that cops on foot can’t
respond to a crime while it’s in progress, so they don’t really make the
neighborhood safer. But another commander explained that, even for
cops in cars, thwarting a crime while it’s happening is a matter of
luck—and foot patrols develop the kind of police-civilian relationships
that solve crimes.
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The two officers walking past our house seemed to be enjoying
themselves. They were polite, eager to know the neighborhood, and full
of advice about trimming our hedges to deny muggers a place to hide.
One said that he’d spent the eleven years before Hurricane Katrina as a
foot patrolman in two different New Orleans housing projects. As in a lot
of cities, the housing projects here have a reputation as havens for
indolence, welfare dependency, drugs, and violence, but this officer said
that the reputation was largely undeserved. “When I’d start patrolling at
eight in the morning, I’d see most people going out to work,” he said.
“Ninety per cent of the people in the projects were good people, and I
knew who the other ten per cent were. If I got a call about something
going down, I already knew who it was and where.” Also, he said, even
the bad guys wanted to be liked in the neighborhood. They wanted to be
able to sit on the stoop with everybody else and feel like a part of the
community. So they’d do their drug dealing in someone else’s project.
“That’s how you get all this killing,” he said.

      

The New Orleans Housing Authority has not reopened the projects since 
the storm, which is the source of much bitterness among former
residents. “Just today I got a call from a sweet elderly lady in Houston
who wants to come home—‘but they won’t let me in,’ she says,” the
officer told me. “That project was her whole world. Everybody she knew
lived there. She probably didn’t even lock her door. Those were
villages.”

      

The two officers had to move along. They couldn’t accept bottles of beer,
of course, and they didn’t even want glasses of water. But I think I
caught the taller one eyeballing my sandwich.

Permalink

April 25, 2007
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The Main Nerve

One night about eighteen months ago, when I was in New Orleans 
working on an article for The New Yorker, I wandered into the Spotted 
Cat. The Cat is one of a half-dozen clubs on Frenchmen Street between 
Royal and Dauphine Streets. The music is almost always free. As for the 
beer, you can buy a to-go cup in one club and carry it into the others; so 
the block is like a miniature version of JazzFest, seven nights a week. 
Etiquette, however, dictates that you buy at least one drink in each bar, 
and I am nothing if not polite. 

      

The Cat may have been the second or third bar I visited that night.
Wailing on the tiny stage was a magical trio. Its centerpiece was a man
singing the blues and doing things with a washboard and thimbles which
I didn’t know could be done. Particularly enchanting was a hotel-desk
bell, affixed to one side of his washboard, which added bright silver
tones to his rasping, rhythmic strumming. Beside him sat a skinny man
working the guts out of an old National guitar, and another honking on a
harmonica.

      

As sometimes happens when drinking, I had a moment of 
transcendence. I thought, This is it! I have found it! I have my hand on 
the main nerve of New Orleans! Right here at this moment, Abita Amber 
sloshing out of my plastic cup and porkpie on my head, I am standing at 
the funnel tip of two centuries of New Orleans cultural history! I felt 
utterly transformed.

      

Returning to tranquil, immaculate Boulder, Colorado, was quite a 
comedown. The food was tasteless, and the long-haired folksingers 
droning sanctimonious dirges on Pearl Street, Boulder’s spotless
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downtown pedestrian mall, made me want to scream. My mind kept
returning to that magical evening at the Spotted Cat. Finally, I told a
friend about the incredible act I’d seen. I said, “I really think that I was
plugged straight into the taproot of New Orleans culture.”

      

“Uh,” my friend said. “That was Washboard Chaz you were listening to.
He’s from Boulder.”

      

I was mortified—and crushed. But I’ve since done some research.
Washboard Chaz is not, as my friend insisted, from Boulder. He just
lived there for twenty-two years.

Permalink

April 24, 2007

Romance

Margaret and I were sprawled out on the grassy bank of the Mississippi 
River, taking a break from the French Quarter Festival, when I noticed, a 
few feet away, a familiar, homeless-looking guy with an eight-inch red 
beard and a piratical soldier rag tied around his head. It was Sean. 

      

For several days during the Katrina crisis, I had holed up at Kajun’s, a
bar that stayed open thanks to a noisy gas-powered generator, and
that’s where I met Sean. This is a picture I took during that wild time;
Sean is the third from the right.
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Sean drank as much as anyone in that bar, which is saying something,
and he could whoop and holler with the best of them. But there was also
a courtliness about him. Almost despite himself, he would occasionally
address me as “sir.” From time to time, he’d emerge from the gloom to
make sure I was okay, or to see if I needed anything. At one point, he
took out his guitar. From his appearance, I expected him to play
something by Megadeth or Black Sabbath. Instead, with the guitar
cocked upright on his left knee and his filthy fingers dancing over the
strings, he played a lilting Spanish classical tune.

      

I ran into Sean again in Knoxville, Tennessee, during the evacuation,
and, a year later, in New Orleans’s Jackson Square. I imagine Sean will
reappear periodically for the rest of my natural life.

      

This time, when I gently ventured, “Sean?” he jumped up, shouted,
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“Dan!,” threw his arms around me, then held me at arm’s length and
shouted my name again. He offered Margaret and me the last few
swallows from his pint of Evan Williams bourbon, and told me about the
past year, which, for him, had been filled with adventure, serendipitous
encounters, and the kindness of many strangers. “I’m just like Hugh
Hefner!” Sean said with a laugh. “One day he said, ‘I’m not taking off my
pajamas.’ Well, I’m going to be a street musician and not do laundry!”

      

He reached down under his greasy T-shirt and pulled out a
nine-millimetre cartridge that was attached to a string around his neck.
“This guy last night took seven shots at me! Seven! I dodged them all! I
was like Keanu Reeves in ‘The Matrix!’” Sean did a couple of lithe
twisting backbends. “Whoosh!” he yelled. “Whoosh!”

      

Sean started excitedly telling us a story about a man who, in return for
Sean’s editing some video, let him stay in a loft above Canal Street and
gave him a supply of Spaghetti-Os, when Margaret, in her rimless
glasses, asked him, “What does your mother think of your life style?”

      

Sean froze, instantly transforming from jolly swagman into chastened
schoolboy. “Well, uh, Ma’am, my mother and I don’t speak very often,”
he said. “But hey! I want to play you something!”

      

He rummaged around in his bundle and pulled out a small,
battery-operated Craig amplifier, then plugged a lead into an acoustic
guitar that was broken in front and had pieces of wood rattling around
inside it. “In 1858, two eleven-year-old orphans in a Spanish orphanage
wrote this tune,” he said. “Some guy passing by heard it, and published
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it under his own name. If I’m lying, I’m dying.” Sean drained the
bourbon bottle, poured himself a plastic cup of King Cobra malt liquor
from a quart bottle wrapped in a paper bag, and downed that, too. “He
called it ‘Romance.’ He claimed it was his, but, really, those two little
kids wrote it.” Sean pulled out a bag of Bugler tobacco, rolled himself a
cigarette, and put it between his lips without lighting it. “There have
been fifteen hundred renditions of ‘Romance.’ And this,” Sean said, “is
mine.”

      

Permalink

April 23, 2007

Coat of Many Colors

The mayor of my adopted city, C. Ray Nagin, made a speech the other
day that had many in the city scratching their heads in wonder—or
scratching out their eyes in frustration.

 

Block
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This sound clip spread quickly through the New Orleans e-mail world.
“This is very weird,” one person wrote. “Please help me understand the
attached speech by Nagin,” another said. “Have you ever heard this
story?”

 

It sounded as though Nagin had been conflating the Biblical story of
Joseph with the animated mops in “Fantasia.” I don’t know. I do know
that Nagin has a tough job, and I can only assume that he’s working
diligently in his office twenty-four hours a day. I assume this because he
is virtually invisible. Margaret and I go to a lot of public events. The only
time I’ve laid eyes on the man since returning to New Orleans in January
was one February morning when I was passing by City Hall and he was
climbing out of his black limousine, with a burly security officer all but
blocking my view. (For the record, Nagin was wearing a well-tailored
khaki suit and looked tired.) And we’re not the only ones who’ve noticed
his absence; one T-shirt for sale here puts Nagin’s face on the side of a
milk carton.

 

Nevertheless, Nagin is my mayor, so I went out and bought myself a 
coat of many colors.

 

It’s a smashing seersucker blazer that, from
a distance, appears to be the color of brick,
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but up close you see fine stripes of pink,
red, lavender, and yellow. It hovers on the
line between yacht club and Liberace, which
is where I like to position myself,
sartorially. It does not go with my pink lid,
alas, but that’s both a problem and an
opportunity; I get to go hat shopping again.

 

In fact, it’s almost impossible for me to
match the jacket to anything. In
desperation, I took myself to a fine men’s
store of a type I don’t usually
patronize—because usually I feel patronized
in such stores. I’d tried shopping at the New Orleans branch of this store
before, when I was in search of a pink seersucker suit, and it seemed
even snootier than the branches in other cities, perhaps because every
other business in New Orleans is so down-home and warm-hearted.

 

But I needed something to go with my coat of many colors, so I
ventured inside again. A man of about sixty approached and asked if he
could be of service. At first, I thought he sounded annoyed with me. I
looked as rumpled and sweaty as I usually do when travelling by
bicycle, and I figured that I wasn’t wanted in his store. But, on closer
inspection, he wasn’t impatient; he was infinitely sad. His eyes were dull
and drooped at the corners. His shoulders were rounded, and there was
an Eeyore whine in his voice. He was very helpful, unfolding endless
combinations of shirts and holding them against my new jacket, and he
turned out to have excellent taste. He steered me toward some shirts
that I would never have tried, and, behold, they worked. But the man
seemed to be going through the motions, his eyes as flat as nickels.
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As I studied the two shirts that I held in my hands, I asked the salesman
if he thought I was a medium or a large. There was a longer than usual
pause, and, when I looked up, he was staring into the middle distance.
“Yep,” he said. “I’m on some powerful antidepressants, so now I’m O.K.”

 

“Excuse me?”

 

“At first, I thought it was just that I wasn’t sleeping, so I got some pills
for that,” he said in a thin monotone. “I slept, all right, but I was waking
up feeling as lousy as before. I finally realized I was depressed. I mean,
really depressed.”

 

“Did you get a lot of damage?” I asked. He waved his hand in front of
him as though sweeping crockery off a table.

 

“Everything. Gone.”

 

“Where was your house?”
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“Lakeview,” he said. Lakeview was the site of the Seventeenth Street
Canal breach. To say you lived in Lakeview is like saying you served at
Little Bighorn. The very word makes people shudder. Lakeview was a
well-to-do neighborhood, so people tend to deny it the sympathy they
might show to, say, the Lower Ninth Ward. But destroyed is destroyed.

 

“Are you going to stay in New Orleans?” I asked.

 

“My family has been here since my great-grandfather,” he said. He
didn’t continue, and in the silence that hung between us I think we both
knew that he hadn’t answered my question. The salesman let out a long
sigh.

 

“I think the city will come back,” he said. “It may take ten years, but it
will come back.” He looked at the floor for a long moment, then raised
his chin, looked sharply into my eyes for the first time, and smiled. “Will
that be cash or charge, Mr. Baum?”

Permalink

April 20, 2007

Pie Throwing

The people who throw beads at Mardi Gras parades are a select bunch, 
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though not as select as in the old days, when you had to be white, 
Christian, and known to the right people for several generations. (The 
exception was Zulu, the black Mardi Gras krewe. They began parading in
1909, and in the years since have worn grass skirts, thrown coconuts in
addition to beads, and, in a stroke of genius, put on blackface. If this is
what you think of us, their act shrieks, we’ll shove it right down your
throat.) Not until 1992 did the New Orleans City Council, led by Dorothy 
Mae Taylor, a councilwoman at large, require the old-line Mardi Gras
krewes to integrate or forfeit the use of the public streets. As one can
imagine, white New Orleans blew a gasket; two of the oldest krewes,
Momus and Comus, stopped parading, and Taylor was pilloried as “The
Grinch Who Stole Mardi Gras.” But when a black pollster named Silas
Lee surveyed the city’s African Americans, he found that forty-five per
cent supported the new ordinance and fifty-five per cent opposed it.

      

Andrew Ramsey, the son of one of the two owners of Hubig’s Pies, hopes
one day to toss his pies to the masses at the Mardi Gras parades. But
for that, he says, “we’d need an eighteen-wheeler, and even that
probably wouldn’t do it.” Instead, Hubig’s sends a van to the parades to
hand out pies to the police officers who keep order during Carnival; for
all the faults of the department, they do a remarkable job. Andrew is
never sure how good this plan is for the family business; he has to turn
away civilians. “I worry that some people say, ‘Ah, what
cheapskates—I’ll never eat their pies again,’” he said.

      

The French Quarter Festival, which took place last week, is not exactly 
Mardi Gras; some New Orleanians describe it as a free dress rehearsal 
for the gargantuan New Orleans Jazz and Heritage Festival, which 
happens in May. But the small size of the French Quarter Festival meant 
that Andrew could realize his dream of throwing pies to an adoring 
crowd. 
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I got to be a thrower, too. At 10 A.M., I took the shotgun seat in his van, 
and we slid into position between a group of dancing elderly ladies, 
wearing T-shirts painted with young sexy bodies, and a purple fire 
engine owned by a beloved local potato-chip maker. Evolution has given 
me only two ears, so I had a hard time coping with the brass band 
ahead of us, the brass band behind, and the calliope wailing atop the 
purple fire engine. As we set off, I tried throwing pies in high arcs, but 
people seemed unable to catch them without spilling their drinks. 

      

      

I finally realized that it’s one thing to pick a string of beads up off the
ground, but a dropped pie is a mess. So, rather than flinging the pies, I
adopted a more regal approach.

      

Block
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It would be hard to overstate New Orleans’s affection for the Hubig’s pie.
The French Quarter Festival parade lasted fewer than a dozen blocks,
but we ran through the cases Andrew had packed before we made it
halfway.

      

Permalink

Block
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April 19, 2007

The Black Star

The origins of the po’boy sandwich may be a little more complicated
than I thought. The other day, I met with Michael Mizell-Nelson, an
assistant professor of history at the University of New Orleans, who
studies the city’s streetcar workers. When I told him the story I’d heard
from Jay Nix, Mizell-Nelson confirmed that the Martin brothers created
the oversize sandwich during the 1929 strike by streetcar conductors
and motormen, who were also known as “poor boys.”

      

“The Martin brothers had been streetcar conductors themselves, and
they offered the strikers free meals, ” Mizell-Nelson said. “But the
fried-potato sandwich came later. The first printed mention I find is in
the late forties.” In a follow-up e-mail, Mizell-Nelson quoted from a
pictorial essay that had appeared in the now defunct newspaper the New
Orleans Item, titled “Poor Boy Gets Rich.” Bennie Martin, one of the
original Martin brothers, said he made a “ten-cent fried-potato sandwich
but sells it only to school kids at noon lunch hour.” At the time,
“fifteen-inch standard” po’boys cost thirty cents and twenty-inch ones
were sixty cents. The Item added, “Most unusual poor boy on record was
made for customer who insisted he wanted sliced bananas with ketchup
and mayonnaise.”

      

I was particularly interested in what Mizell-Nelson had to say about the
complex racial politics of New Orleans streetcars and what that reveals
about New Orleans today. In the mid-nineteenth century, he said, every
third or fourth streetcar had a black star on it, and was reserved for
what were then known as colored riders. But whites could travel in any
car, and if they were in a hurry they’d board a black-star car.
Sometimes blacks would get on and couldn’t find seats.
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“From 1867 to 1902, there was no racial segregation at all on New
Orleans transit, and when the state reintroduced segregation the
streetcar companies fought it because it would cost them money,”
Mizell-Nelson said. “A white businessman got on one day, saw there
were no seats in the ‘white’ part of the car, and took a seat behind the
screen. The screen didn’t say ‘Whites Only’ on the front, as in other
cities; it said, ‘For Colored Patrons Only’ on the back. When the
conductor told the white man to move, he replied, ‘I’m a nigger!’ and
refused.” Mizell-Nelson thought that the man, an ironic precursor of
Rosa Parks, might even have been arrested, but couldn’t prove it; the
file containing that information was lost in Hurricane Katrina. The
historian was sure that the fine for such a violation would have been
twenty-five dollars—a lot of money in those days.

      

“Almost at once, race became something that had to be negotiated on
every ride,” Mizell-Nelson went on. “The screen was mobile. It could be
moved forward or back, depending on how many passengers of each
race were on the car. On some cars, the conductors insisted on moving
the screen. On others, the conductors knew the black and white
passengers who rode every day, and they let the passengers move it.
And this is New Orleans, where it isn’t always easy to tell.”

      

The delicate racial dance that was performed on the streetcars was
further complicated by the 1929 strike, Mizell-Nelson said. “Most of the
‘poor boys’ never came back, so the transit company went out and hired
country boys to be conductors. They had very un-New Orleans ideas
about race. Everything really got tested during the Second World War,
when the city filled up with people from elsewhere. There’s one recorded
incident of a guy screaming at a conductor, ‘I’m from Atlanta, and we
know how to segregate! Conductors there know how to do their jobs!’”
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Recently, I interviewed a retired streetcar-maintenance man who told
me that when segregation on New Orleans’s streetcars ended, in 1958,
he was summoned in the middle of the night to the repair shop on Canal
Street, where he found his supervisor, a nervous policeman, and a band
saw. “We took all the race screens and cut them up right there,” he
said. “Cut them up and threw them away in the dark of night. The
policeman was there in case anybody gave us trouble.”

      

Ask any African-American New Orleanian of a certain age about not
being allowed to try on clothes in the department stores on Canal Street,
or about attending separate and unequal schools, and it’s clear that Jim
Crow had a long, healthy life in New Orleans. But the streetcar stories
shed light on how much more ambiguous race relations have always
been here, going back to the French policy of encouraging intermarriage
in order to create a mixed-race foreman class between master and
slave. As Mizell-Nelson and I were talking, it occurred to me that this
might explain why New Orleanians are so friendly and polite to one
another. More than in any other city I’ve visited, New Orleanians tend to
greet strangers in an open-handed manner, smiling and joking. Maybe
New Orleanians treat people they don’t know so kindly because they’re
never sure exactly with whom they’re dealing. Someone who looks white
may identify himself as African-American; someone who looks black
may think of herself as white, or as Creole—and no two people seem to
agree upon the definition of “Creole.” Certainly, no one you’re
encountering for the first time can be relied on to share your attitudes
about race. So the smart approach is to open every encounter in as
neutral and pleasant a manner as possible.

      

It’s a theory, anyway.

Permalink

April 18, 2007
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The Greek Muse

New Orleanians go on and on about how much they love music, and will
practically genuflect before a saxophone, but most hate the calliope atop
the riverboat Natchez. Maybe if I lived here longer, or if I worked in
closer proximity to its whooping shrieks, I’d come to hate it, too. It’s
hard to imagine an instrument more wrong for New Orleans than the
calliope: it’s too childish, too lighthearted, and impossible to play while
one is wearing a porkpie hat and shades.

      

Except, of course, that calliopes are intimately associated with
riverboats, and New Orleans was once the mother of all riverboat ports.
The Natchez, which was built in 1975, is moored in front of the French
Quarter, and takes passengers, mostly visitors, on morning and
afternoon cruises. It is made of steel, and its engines are diesel, not
coal-fired, so there’s no black cloud when it’s on the river, but in most
other respects it is authentic. The captain in the bridge calls commands
to the pilot, who signals the engine room with an intricate brass device
that is read by the engineer.

      

And mounted on the top deck is the demonic calliope. Debbie Fagnano,
the music director for a local Catholic church, is the Natchez’s calliope
player. She’s from Bergen County, New Jersey, where people speak with
an accent similar to that of New Orleanians. The other day, Margaret
and I went to see her play. She turned a big valve in a thick pipe that
ran to the machine, then took the cover off a small keyboard that stood
nearby. “This was made by the Frisbee Engine and Machine Company, in
Cincinnati,” she said. “It was originally built for a church in Worcester,
Massachusetts, but the villagers complained.”
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The calliope gleamed in the sun, its dozens of thick brass and copper
tubes pointing at the sky. “The steam whistle up there,” Debbie said,
pointing up at the riverboat’s stack, “is two hundred pounds of pressure.
The calliope is sixteen”—three to five times the pressure of a
molar-rattling pipe organ, I’ve since learned. Before starting to play,
Debbie handed Margaret and me a pair of spongy earplugs. “You’d go
deaf without them,” she said. The thing came to life with a sighing
wheeze, and then Fagnano burst into “Basin Street Blues.”

      

      

Calliope was the Greek Muse of epic poetry. The first calliopes were
operated by a keyboard connected to cables that physically opened the
valves, and required a huge amount of pressure on the keys. The
calliope on the Natchez opens the valves electrically. It also has colored
light bulbs that glow and light up the steam that’s emitted when a key is
hit. “At night, people think the boat’s on fire,” Debbie said. “I get
mesmerized by it.”

      

Riverboats once used calliopes to advertise, and the one on the Natchez

Block
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works in a similar way, she said. “Some days we’ve sold twenty tickets,
and then I play for twenty minutes and we’ve sold another hundred.”

      

The Natchez was moved north before Katrina to keep it out of harm’s
way. It steamed south in early October, about five weeks after the
disaster. “I played the last hour, the whole length of the city,” she said.
“People—probably some who didn’t like it before—told me that when
they heard the calliope they knew everything would be all right.”

Permalink

April 17, 2007

Reptile Cuisine

When Ronald W. Lewis was growing up in the Lower Ninth Ward, a white
family lived around the corner, and the lady of the house, known to
everybody in the neighborhood as Miss Duckie, told the young Ronald
that she was Jewish. Turns out she wasn’t, though her son, now fifty-six
years old, told me it’s something she might have said.

      

Lewis’s warm relationship with Miss Duckie left him with two legacies:
an ability to deal with white folks, which served him well when he
organized his fellow streetcar-track repairmen into a union in the
nineteen-seventies, and a lifelong affinity for the Jews. A few years ago,
Lewis befriended a local character named L. J. Goldstein and became a
member of the satirical Mardi Gras parading society that Goldstein
founded, the Krewe du Jieux.

      

“In the 2003 parade, I was the Big Macher!” Lewis told me, with perfect
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Yiddish inflection as routed through a southern-Louisiana accent. “I have
been to several of L.J.’s seders,” Lewis went on. “But the one thing I
cannot understand is gefilte fish. I told L.J. I’d make a deal with him: I
won’t ask him to eat chitlins if he doesn’t ask me to eat gefilte fish.”

      

I thought of Ronald Lewis the other day when Margaret and I paid a visit 
to a New Orleans institution that is about as far from Antoine’s as you 
can get, in more than one sense. It is an old, fenced house tucked into a 
grim and remote corner of the city. Dogs barked like crazy as Margaret 
and I passed through the gate, alerting the proprietor to customers. 

      

“What do you need?” the man asked. “Cowan?”

      

He pronounced it “cow-wayne,” though other people we know say it in
the French manner, “cow-wah.” Then he tipped back a piece of plastic
covering a small tank, and we stared down into the Mesozoic era. Rising
from and disappearing into murky water were black turtles about
eighteen inches long. They had heads as big as bratwurst, long claws,
and thick, spiny tails. “How many you feeding?” the man asked, using a
piece of bent rebar to hook a turtle and inspect it. He grabbed another
turtle by the tail and held it up wriggling. “This one’ll feed four.” The
turtle’s parrotlike mouth opened wide. “Take your finger right off,” he
said, and I thought, finger schminger; no skinny-dipping in Louisiana. At
that moment, he was prepared, for about fifty bucks, to drop the turtle
into boiling water for a couple of minutes to soften its shell, then cut the
shell around the legs, slice up the meat inside, and present the cleaned
pieces in a plastic bag.
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Among Margaret’s many virtues is that there isn’t a whiff of girlie-girl
about her. Twenty-one years ago, when we were courting, my first
present to her was a .30-30 rifle, which she used a few weeks later to
kill her first deer. Then she insisted on doing all the butchering, with no
help from me. Two years ago, she shot a big doe between the eyes at
forty yards with open sights.

      

But I digress. Margaret was ready to deny the turtle clemency on the 
spot, but, upon learning that cowan need all-day cooking, I decided this
wasn’t the day. “O.K.,” the shopkeeper said, dropping the lucky turtle
back in the tank and letting the lid fall with a bang. “What else do you
need?”

      

He led us into a shed and opened a freezer that looked like the morgue
at the Bronx Zoo. Inside, encased in plastic, were raccoons, rabbits, and
muskrats, all of them flayed but easily identifiable and looking surprised
in their wrapping. “How about this?” he said, holding up something about
two feet long that looked exactly like a whole skinned alligator. “Whole
skinned alligator,” he said. “Marinate that and put it right on the grill.”

      

A whole skinned alligator seemed a bit much for just the two of us, so
we bought a couple of packets of alligator meat. (“Tail? Body meat?
Both?” he asked, dropping the packets on the scale.) We also brought
home a quartet of frozen soft-shell crabs for ten dollars, a jar of Cajun 
Land Fish Fry, an unlabelled bottle of homemade strawberry wine that 
turned out to be delicious but produced an instantaneous headache, and 
a stack of flyers to give to our friends.
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When I asked the proprietor if I could identify him in this column, he
wrinkled his nose and shook his head. “I don’t need the commotion,” he
said. It may also be that he doesn’t need a visit from the Louisiana 
Department of Wildlife and Fisheries. On the other hand, he was careful 
to tell us that his cowan are common snappers, not endangered alligator
snappers. I’m pretty sure his operation is legal; he’s been in business
since 1959.



New Orleans Journal: The New Yorker http://www.newyorker.com/online/blogs/neworleansj...

31 of 64 5/24/07 10:25 PM

      

Back on Dauphine Street, I pounded the alligator pieces with a rolling
pin to tenderize them. Ask Louisianans how to prepare any kind of wild
meat, and their answers are so alike in content and wording that I
suspect they were reciting this in school when I was pledging allegiance
to the flag: “Get some Wish Bone Italian dressing, and put it up in that
with your spices, some onion powder, some garlic and some green
onions. Serve that with hot rice and”—they clap their hands.

      

Yankee food snobs that we are, we didn’t have any Wishbone Italian
dressing on hand, so I made a marinade with imported extra-virgin olive
oil, red-wine vinegar, dried thyme, onion powder, crushed garlic,
Zatarain’s Creole seasoning, and some cayenne pepper. Then I added
more cayenne pepper. And then a little more. I left the alligator
marinating in the refrigerator overnight, and then thought up excuses to
eat out, hoping the alligator would disappear. When it didn’t, I lit the
burners in our stove’s Jenn-Air grill and laid the slices atop it. “How do
you like your gator?” I asked Margaret.

      

“I think you should cook it a very long time,” she said.

      

It was chewy and mild, like a cross between chicken and veal. It
seemed lean and healthful, the kind of thing that will soon show up in a
Jane Brody column. (No antibiotics! No trans fats!) Its flavor was faintly
nutty and not fishy at all; if I had to put an adjective on it, I’d say,
“Reptilian.”

      

I called Ronald Lewis, to see if he liked gator any more than he liked
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gefilte fish. “Oh, yes,” he said. “I’ve been eating it all my life. I like it
fried or smothered.”

      

I told him I didn’t think it had much flavor.

      

“Well, that may be because it was frozen,” he said. “I think it probably
tastes better when it’s fresh. What you really want to try, though, is
coon. My mama used to boil that in seafood boil and then bake it with
sweet potatoes. Now that’s good.”

Permalink

April 16, 2007

The Pie Men

Hubig’s pies cost eighty-nine cents apiece, and can be found at almost
every cash register in southeast Louisiana. New Orleanians adore these
packaged, deep-fried pies, endlessly debating the merits of the lemon
filling versus the apple, or whether the pies should be eaten microwaved
or cold. Some locals even dress up as Hubig’s pies for Mardi Gras.

      

During our first two months here, Margaret and I ignored the Hubig’s
pie. We wrote off its popularity as the irrationality of hometown
allegiance; we never understood Atlantans’ affection for the Varsity
hot-dog stand, or Cincinnati’s love of Skyline chili, either. We assumed
that Hubig’s pies were made in some vast, soulless factory from the
cheapest imaginable ingredients. The building on Dauphine Street that
we rode our bikes past every day, the one with a big neon sign, was, we
figured, a distribution point, a downtown office, or a cute condo complex
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that retained the old insignia.

      

      

Gradually, it dawned on us that this was the
actual factory, and we grew intrigued.
Commerce has been largely banished from
American residential areas, and industry
almost completely. It’s the rare American
factory worker who can walk to work.

      

Otto Ramsey, one of the owners, gave us a
tour of the cement-block bakery, which
Simon Hubig opened in 1927. (The company

is owned by the son and the nephew of the men who bought into the
company in the nineteen-forties and fifties.) Hubig’s cooks all its fillings,
mostly from actual produce—evaporated apples, fresh-frozen
strawberries and cherries, whole raw sweet potatoes in the fall—and
buys locally as much as it can. (Much to Ramsey’s regret, Hubig’s makes
do with canned peaches and pineapples.) The company now uses liquid
corn sugar in addition to cane, but otherwise its recipes haven’t
changed. Hubig’s dough is made with ninety-nine-per-cent animal fat.
“We’ve got the trans fats down to 0.65 per cent,” Ramsey said proudly.

      

A single, clankety machine turns out all the pies—between seventy-five
and seventy-eight a minute. A wizened man hand-loaded balls of dough
into a hopper. A long sheet emerged onto a conveyor underneath, and
the machine folded these around dollops of filling and then cut and
pressed them into pies. Lined up in echelons of ten, the pies entered a
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fryer for four minutes before passing under a curtain of icing.

      

      

After cooling on a 
towering multi-level 
carrousel, they slid 
down a ramp, and a 
worker fed them 
onto a belt.

      

      

“Time from fill to
bag, two hours,”
Ramsey said. The
wrappers are
stamped with a date
one week hence, at
which point they are
retrieved from
stores and
destroyed.

      

Ramsey has
invested more than
the family fortune in

these high-calorie snacks. He started telling us about the cold-storage
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company that had warehoused the ingredients before Katrina, and had
done so for generations; overwhelmed with sadness, he had to stop.
“I’m sorry,” he muttered, as he struggled to collect himself. When we
asked later how his employees had gotten back to work after the storm,
his voice caught again and tears ran down from under his glasses. “I
don’t know how they did it,” he said quietly. “Some of them had lost
everything. Yet when we needed them they were here.” Ramsey
lightened the mood by giving us a Hubig’s lemon pie from the carrousel;
it was still warm. We told several locals about this, and their eyes grew
wide with envy.

      

After the tour, Ramsey’s son Andrew came down from the upstairs office
to meet us. Andrew is a burly young man who attended the New Orleans
Police Academy so he could volunteer as a reserve cop. (The night
before, he said, he’d arrested a man wanted for beating his wife.) Seven
Hubig’s vans—nearly half the fleet—were lost in the flood, Andrew said.
One van, which had arrived a week before Katrina and hadn’t been paid
for yet, ended up five miles away in St. Bernard Parish, overturned and
caked in mud. Hubig’s has been buying vans from the same dealer for
the past twenty-five years, Andrew explained. “I called him up when we
were getting ready to reopen and had to say, ‘Not only can’t we pay you
for the brand-new van you just delivered to us but we need two more
and can’t pay for those, either.’” He stopped, an odd smile frozen on his
face, trying not to burst into tears. “And you know what he said?” He
paused again, lip quivering. “He said, ‘What color?’”

Permalink
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Sharing Dauphine

Forget federal housing money and FEMA; the true engines of New
Orleans’s recovery are caffeine and wireless Internet. As we noticed the 
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day we arrived, back in January, the dozens of non-profit and advocacy 
groups that are trying to re-create New Orleans operate out of an 
archipelago of little cafés across the city. Few of these organizations
have an office beyond the Sound Café on Chartres, Coffea on Dauphine, 
EnVie on Decatur, Rue de la Course on Magazine, and other spots, 
which, with the rows of people staring at screens and talking into 
Bluetooth headsets, sometimes look more like air-traffic-control centers 
than cafés.

      

When Margaret and I moved to the Bywater and ordered cable Internet
service, we set up our wireless network so that any neighbor could
share it. I’m always a little offended when I stumble upon a wireless
network that requires a password. (Don’t get me started about
Starbucks and other companies that charge for wireless access.)
Especially in New Orleans, where resources are scarce and there’s so
much good work to be done, failing to share our Internet penumbra
seemed cruel.

      

Little by little, though, our Internet connection slowed down. I don’t
know how many neighbors were piggybacking onto it, but there must
have been a quite a few, because the Internet came to a near-standstill.
So, the other evening, I reset our wireless router with a password that
only Margaret and I knew. I felt like a rat, but if I kept my mouth shut
the neighbors wouldn’t know whom to blame, since our network had
shown up on their computers under the anonymous name “Dauphine.”

      

The next morning, I walked down the street to Coffea to fuel up and to 
interview a sixty-year-old female impersonator for my book. Sitting at a 
nearby table was Ken Foster, one of my neighbors, wearing hip,
rectangular glasses. He has written, among other things, a delightful
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book called “The Dogs Who Found Me,” about pets he has adopted over
the years. Ken has a gentle, supportive manner, and always has
something nice to say. This morning, though, he looked up, and, with a
sternness that seemed only partly put on, said, “I hear you put a
password on your wireless network.”

      

My mouth opened and closed like that of a beached bass. “How did you
know?” I asked.

      

“One of your neighbors told me. He’s a social worker, by the way. He’s
got people freaking out all over the place, threatening to kill
themselves. Yesterday, he spent all day on the phone, trying to find
places to take them. But, of course, there were no places to take them.
Then he got home last night and found his Internet was cut off.”

      

“So if these people kill themselves,” I said, “I’ll have blood on my
hands.”

      

“Well, I wouldn’t go that far,” Ken said.

      

“But how did he know it was me?”

      

“The network appeared right after you moved in.”
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Welcome to life in New Orleans, where anonymity isn’t even remotely
an option.

      

By now it was 9 a.m. I went straight to the social worker’s house and
banged on the door, which had an X spray-painted on it—the search
mark that still adorns many homes in New Orleans. A sleep-tousled,
bearded young man opened an upstairs window and, with remarkable
kindness considering I’d woken him up, asked what I wanted. When I
told him I was there to share my wireless-network password, his face
brightened, and a moment later he opened the door. My mysteriously
observant neighbor came to New Orleans after Katrina and worked as a
plumber, until crawling under moldy houses gave him such severe sinus
pain he had to give it up.

      

I asked him about the people he counsels. “Man, people here are so
freaked out, stressed out, wigged out,” he said. “They got no home;
they can’t even remember what ‘home’ means anymore.”

      

I asked if he had a master’s in social work. “Hell, no,” he said, rearing
back as though I were nuts. “You want to be a social worker in this town
now, they give you the mirror test. They hold a mirror under your nose
and, if you’re breathing, you’re hired. People are breaking down all over
this city, and there’s hardly anybody to take care of them. People say
they’re surprised at how much violence there is. Well, seeing the people
I see every day, I’m surprised at how little violence there is.”

      

I asked him where he was from, and he lapsed into that long pause 
which indicates a childhood either among the unstable or in the military. 
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To let him out of having to tell a long story, I asked where he went to 
high school. 

      

“Arizona,” he said. “But I dropped out of high school.”

      

“They’ve got high-school dropouts looking after the mental health of New
Orleans?” I asked.

      

“Oh, no,” he said. “I got with the program. I have a master’s in English.”

Permalink
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God’s Creatures

Last week, I got an e-mail from my friend Malcolm, in Baton Rouge.
“The pecan trees began to bud last week, so winter is officially over,” he
wrote. “Button your collars, wear your hats, and avoid the stinging
caterpillars. If you are lucky, there will be a dearth of oak trees in the
Bywater, therefore, a dearth of stinging caterpillars.” Within an hour of
my reading that, Margaret walked in and said, “Have you seen all the
caterpillars on our street? They appeared today. Millions of them.”

      

They had indeed—innocuous-seeming brown things, falling from the oak
trees like a soft spring drizzle. The caterpillars are actually buck-moth
larvae, and are covered with minute stingers. They can deliver a painful,
venomous sting that leaves a persistent welt. Having a buck-moth
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caterpillar drop inside one’s shirt collar is said to be particularly
unpleasant. The appearance of the caterpillars was occasion for note in
print and on the radio; local bloggers weighed in as well: “I will not be
leaving the house until mid-May,” Kelly Leahy wrote. Two years ago, in
a post titled “Evil Fucking Caterpillars!,” a blogger who goes by Loki, on
Humid City, wrote, “It is a banner day when you can walk outside and
only step on two or three between your front door and the car. A week
ago it was at least thirty. The passing of the little bastards is a
wonderful thing.”

      

I was taught that all God’s children got a place in the choir, so I went
outside to look for myself. On closer inspection, they were indeed
evil-looking little bastards, with what appeared to be tiny pine trees
growing out of their backs. “DO NOT cavalierly rearrange your porch
furniture without inspecting it from every angle,” Malcolm wrote in a
follow-up e-mail. “If you don’t outright grab one of the buggers it will
find your clothes and surprise you later when you least expect it. Merely
brushing against one is all it takes.” 

      

Malcolm’s sister-in-law Lynn joined the chorus, too. She now lives in
Colorado, but revealed her Louisiana roots by writing, “Funny you should
ask about stinging caterpillars, but I have another story to tell you
first”—plunging temperatures and thick ice in Boulder. “I’ve been stung
many times,” Lynn continued. “My memory is of stepping on them, since
we were always barefoot. I remember it hurting a lot, but I don’t
remember it ruining most of the day, or I probably would have put on
shoes.” Once stung, she wrote, you never lose the springtide wariness.
“I’ve been in Colorado for twenty-seven years, and every year there are
spring days when the air smells really sweet, and I always think:
stinging caterpillars.”

      



New Orleans Journal: The New Yorker http://www.newyorker.com/online/blogs/neworleansj...

41 of 64 5/24/07 10:25 PM

With good reason, apparently. “I think I saw my first one ever in
Colorado a couple of days ago,” she said. “Climate change, maybe.”

Permalink

April 11, 2007

Those Poor Boys

A couple of weeks ago, the city of New Orleans decided to boost the 
fees that social aid and pleasure clubs have to pay for a parade permit,
but then quickly decided against it. Providing traffic control and police
protection is undoubtedly expensive, but the police asked for such a big
increase in the fees—from twelve hundred dollars, in 2005, to more than
seventy-five hundred dollars for the Pigeontown Steppers, a club from a
particularly hard-hit part of town—that the American Civil Liberties
Union filed a First Amendment lawsuit. A crowd gathered at the federal
courthouse last week to watch the first evidentiary hearing, but the city
had backed down late the night before. The Steppers’ fee was cut back
by two-thirds because, as Joe DiRosa, the deputy city attorney, told a
small group of reporters, when the city took a closer look at its rules,
the police overtime pay wasn’t as onerous a burden as it thought. We all
wanted to know: couldn’t this whole brouhaha have been avoided if the
city had done its homework before raising the fees? A rather sheepish
DiRosa said, “That’s for someone else to answer.” In any case, the
Pigeontown Steppers paraded in fine form on Sunday.
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Margaret and I followed them for a while, but had a hard time getting
into the joyful spirit, because we were troubled by our own recent
conduct: we’ve been spending too much money in restaurants, and
eating too heavily. It was hard to talk with the Hot 8 Brass Band
thundering in our ears, so we went over to the Parkway Bakery & 
Tavern to discuss our gluttony over a fried-oyster po’boy the size of a
rolled beach towel.

      

The Parkway’s owner, Jay Nix, sat with us.
He’s a solid, sandy-haired guy, with
wide-set sky-blue eyes and the meaty
stevedore accent of white working-class
New Orleans. Margaret’s mouth and mine
were full of hot, crunchy, runny-inside
oysters and warm toasted bread, so Nix
could tell his story at leisure. In 1994, he
was a contractor living next door to the
Parkway, and he bought the longstanding
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neighborhood po’boy shop to keep it from
becoming a sleazy hangout. He didn’t reopen it until December of 2003,
so he had about twenty good months before Hurricane Katrina brought in
five feet of water and wiped out the surrounding neighborhood. As Nix
talked, a young man put before him a plate with a piece of grilled tuna.
“That’s my nephew Justin,” he said when the boy stepped away. “He
wants to do a special every day, and he has this idea to do a
grilled-tuna po’boy. Me, I’m a traditionalist: roast beef, catfish, smoked
sausage.” We all tasted the tuna, which was pink inside, seared outside,
and tangy with marinade. I got up to kiss Justin on the forehead, but Nix
pulled me back into my seat to tell me how sandwiches on French bread
came to be called po’boys.

      

“There was a streetcar conductors’ strike during the Depression, and
there was a grocery store on St. Claude Avenue called Martin Brothers.
Someone said, ‘What are we going to feed those poor boys?,’ and they
came up with the idea of a potato sandwich. You could buy a three-foot
loaf of bread for a quarter in those days. They put potatoes on the
bread—I’m guessing boiled, or maybe fried—and then a little drizzle of
roast-beef dripping with little bits of debris in it. You could taste that
meat and talk yourself into thinking you were eating roast beef and
potatoes.”

      

Nix’s cell phone rang. “Yeah, we’re open,” he said. “You can wear
whatever. Wear your pajamas if you want.” He hung up. “Must be from
out of town. They wanted to know our dress code.

      

“Anyway, we still make a potato sandwich, but we use French fries. And
we used to automatically put a little roast-beef gravy and debris on it.
But then it became popular with vegetarians, and they’d bring it back
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howling, like we’d poisoned them. So now we ask, ‘Do you want the
roast-beef gravy or don’t you?’”

      

Yes, he said, he could have been making lots of money as a contractor
after Katrina—he still wears a chrome measuring tape on his belt—“but
sandwiches are a lot more popular now than contractors.” So many
contractors have been accused of fraud since the storm that today many
New Orleanians see them as carpetbaggers.

      

Nix considers himself a tough and resilient guy, but Hurricane Katrina
almost beat him. “At fifty-five, I was whipped,” he said. “I was just lying
on my bed in my little FEMA trailer here, beside the restaurant. I didn’t
want to get up. I didn’t want to do anything. Justin was at college up in
Hammond, and he called and said, ‘All I’m doing is thinking about the
Parkway.’ He came down and started shovelling out the muck. I’m lying
in my trailer listening to him for two days. He’s working all by himself
over here. I got to be careful as I tell this so I don’t well up. After two or
three days, I finally said to myself, ‘I got to go help him.’ I came over
and it was, like, where do we even begin? But after a day or two I got
my spirit back. So if Justin wants to be a little creative with the menu, if
he wants to cook his tuna or whatever, it’s fine with me.”

      

Nix knew he was going to make it when a truck from Entergy, the
electric utility, emerged from the surrounding wasteland in early
December, 2005, as he and Justin were finishing the repairs. “The guy
got out and ordered a po’boy,” Nix said. “I said to him, ‘A po’boy? I don’t
even have power here.’ That minute, he went up on the pole and hooked
me up. I had my grand reopening on December 18, 2005, almost two
years to the day since I first opened.”

Permalink
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April 10, 2007

Manhood

In an earlier missive, I referred to the case of a bar owner named “Papa
Joe” Glasper, who, in 2004, shot a legless man dead outside his bar—for
reasons, I wrote, “that nobody could explain.” A few days ago, I got an
e-mail from one of the jurors at Papa Joe’s trial, who offered an
explanation.

      

Papa Joe was not just another bartender. He was a caretaker for the
neighborhood. At dawn, he would patrol the Sixth Ward on foot,
checking for evidence of the previous night’s mayhem. His bar was a
meeting place for the social aid and pleasure clubs that hold parades
called second lines. When people bemoan a lack of community, they’re
longing for places like Papa Joe’s.

      

In January, 2004, a man named Richard Gullette, who had no legs, was
selling beer from a cooler outside Papa Joe’s bar during a second line.
After exchanging harsh words with Gullette, Papa Joe emerged from his
bar and shot Gullette dead. This is what the juror, who asked not to be
named, wrote to me:

      

After having the evidence presented to us and deliberating for hours, we found Mr.
Glasper guilty of manslaughter, because there wasn’t a way to find him guilty of
“doing something dumb” instead. In fact, the jury as a body took the unusual (I
would suppose) step of all signing a note asking that in spite of our coming back
with a guilty verdict it would be the jury’s desire that the judge consider being as
lenient as possible at sentencing.
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The shooting, the juror added, “was a case of both men letting their fear
control their actions.”

      

The night of the shooting was not the first time Glasper had had trouble
with sidewalk beer salesman. There’s a natural tension between the
cold-drink venders who show up at all parades and the owners of bars
along the way; a four-dollar beer inside has a hard time competing with
a two-dollar beer outdoors. Papa Joe would chase the venders away,
jurors learned, and they’d drift back. The day of the shooting, this
“dance” had gone on several times, the juror wrote:

      

Mr. Glasper’s entreaties to move along were apparently answered rather derisively
by Mr. Gullette, who reportedly told Glasper to “get back in the bar where you
belong, old man.”

      

As for Gullette being legless, that was strictly true, the juror explained,
but it was “somewhat amazingly not readily apparent to everyone,”
because he wore two prosthetic legs and “had followed the second line
for most of its route, hauling an ice chest with him.”

      

Gullette was also a rather large and somewhat menacing-looking man, and we were
fairly sure that along with feeling “disrespected” in front of his customers, Mr.
Glasper was probably fairly intimidated, given his relatively small stature.

      

The bar’s security camera picked up Glasper walking back inside, putting
his pistol into his waistband, and then walking back outside.
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What happened next is speculation. I argued that Glasper’s putting the weapon in his
waistband meant he had no specific intention of going back out to use it; Mr.
Gullette was pretty much right outside the door, and it would have made little sense
to stuff the gun away and take several steps if he already planned on immediately
using it. My feeling was that he didn’t feel secure enough after the verbal assault to
go back out unarmed.

      

At the same time, the juror wrote, Gullette probably knew that Glasper 
had gone inside for his gun, and was frightened.

      

Witnesses pretty much agreed that Gullette immediately initiated the physical
assault as Glasper neared him; my thoughts were that Gullette wasn’t going to give
Glasper a chance to pull the gun he “knew” Glasper had just gone to get, and in his
mind he was already fighting in self-defense.

      

None of the witnesses seemed to notice that Gullette was standing on 
prosthetic legs when he struck Glasper, the juror wrote. As Gullette 
lunged at him again, Glasper fired. 

      

There is little doubt in my mind that Mr. Glasper felt he was acting in self-defense 
when he shot Mr. Gullette.

      

Why, then, the manslaughter verdict? 

      

Well, it was pointed out by both the prosecution and the judge that the Louisiana
statute on self-defense specifically says that if you find yourself in some kind of
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danger, but are able to remove yourself from that immediate danger, you cannot
then go back into the danger and claim “self-defense” while using deadly force.
Once you extricate yourself, you’re no longer considered to be “endangered” such
that you need to defend yourself. In Mr. Glasper’s case, we as the jury felt that
after being verbally attacked and going into the safety of his bar, Mr. Glasper could
not come back out into the same confrontation and claim self-defense.

      

There was an element of self-defense to Glasper’s pulling out the gun
and firing, the juror wrote, but it was also clear that it was the need to
“protect his manhood” that brought Mr. Glasper right back out and into
the confrontation.

      

The juror concluded:

      

I don’t mind telling you that there were more than one sleepless night afterward, as
I contemplated having sent an essentially good man to prison, even though I’m
satisfied that both legally and morally that was what the evidence compelled me to
do.

Permalink

April 9, 2007

Take a Number

At the funeral of Damon and Ivan Brooks, teen-age brothers shot dead 
one night in February, Margaret and I noticed that almost all the 
teen-age mourners were wearing custom T-shirts. Each shirt had a 
different picture of the boys and a message. Some had heart-shaped 
pictures of the boys smiling. On others, the pictures showed the boys 
scowling. 
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It turns out that memorializing the slain with T-shirts has been a New
Orleans tradition for more than a decade. A few days ago, I found one of
the shops that makes the shirts, near the busy corner of Elysian Fields
and St. Claude Avenues, where there’s a Walgreen’s and lots of small,
burglar-barred businesses catering to a neighborhood that, during the
flood, sat right at the water’s edge. It’s an intersection out of a Tom
Waits song, the kind of corner where you hear automatic door locks
click shut as cars pull up for red lights.

      

The T-shirt shop is called It’s Marvelous. It’s in a big, white wooden
building that still has a spray-painted Katrina memento—“Dog Food LA
SPCA H20”—put there by animal rescuers. I entered through the Tropical
Beauty and Barber Salon, where a couple of middle-aged barbers in
hairnets sprawled in the chairs. Up a short wooden staircase, on a kind
of half-story balcony, there was a tiny room plastered with T-shirts and
paper printouts of personalized designs. A red ticket dispenser hung on
the wall, under a sign that said, “Take a Number.” A gorgeous young
woman sat at a computer; she directed me to a no-nonsense older
woman named Mona. Mona’s eyes narrowed, as if she were wondering,
Cop? Tax man? City licensing agent? “You’ll have to talk to Lloyd,” she
said, extending a slip of paper with an out-of-town phone number on it.

      

Lloyd McMaster, a polite gentleman with a sweet rumbling voice, has
been stranded since the storm in Burleson, Texas, running an online
store, so he gave me a tour of his store by cell phone. McMaster said
that he’d owned It’s Marvelous for nine years. People bring in photos,
the shop scans them, and then the clients choose fonts, colors, and the
text they want to have silk-screened on their shirts. A printed shirt costs
twelve dollars; on Tuesdays, he said, it’s two-for-one.
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As we talked, I ran my eyes over the designs displayed on the walls.
“James Tapp,” one said, above a photo of a handsome, laughing young
man, along with the words “Third Ward Magnolia Gone Home. Thugged
In 09.09.77, Thugged Out 11.26.03.” It’s Marvelous also makes dogtags,
and the ones displayed in the case were printed with the faces of young
men: “Davonte RIP 1996-2005,” “Kyron RIP 1988-2005,” “Kamala RIP
1982-2004,” “Patrick 1980-2006.” I had to scour the walls for T-shirts
that didn’t commemorate a young death. “Happy 20th Birthday K-Dow:
I’m Telling You,” one said. A pink sample with the words “Paletha Happy
2nd Birthday” hung next to a sheet covered with images of hand guns,
AK-47s, and shotguns, designed for inclusion on T-shirts.

      

“When we first started out, the ones who did the killing would come in;
you could tell,” McMaster said. “But we control what they put on the
shirt. They want something like, ‘F the police’—no, we don’t put up with
that.”

Permalink

April 6, 2007

Port Saint Malo

The state of Louisiana is about to do a really dumb thing, and a small 
group of New Orleanians, with the help of academics from as far away 
as Colorado and Wisconsin, have an elegant alternative to suggest.

      

The state is getting ready to spend three hundred and fifty-eight million 
dollars on a gigantic automobile overpass along the northern edge of the
Lower Ninth Ward, to connect downtown New Orleans with neighboring
St. Bernard Parish. St. Bernard was home to sixty-seven thousand
people before Katrina and to maybe a little more than a third of that
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now. Opponents call the overpass “the bridge to nowhere.”

      

Spending hundreds of millions of dollars to increase any city’s
dependence on the automobile when we should be thinking about less
climate-changing alternatives would be retrograde, to say the least.
Doing so in New Orleans is especially wrongheaded, let alone in the
Lower Ninth Ward. In the nineteen-sixties, the Interstate 10 overpass cut
through the heart of Treme, the cradle of Creole New Orleans, turning
Claiborne Avenue, an oak-lined boulevard where African-Americans
celebrated Mardi Gras, into a dark, smoky, clanging corridor of cement.
Forty years later, people are still angry. To do this to the Lower Nine
now, of all times, is especially cruel.

      

A few days ago, Margaret and I drove to Florida Avenue, on the northern 
edge of the Lower Nine. Waiting for us were several professors and 
about a dozen students from the landscape-architecture department of 
the University of Colorado at Denver. They walked us through a mess of 
weeds and cattails and over a railroad bed to a triangular expanse of 
water. Hundreds of bleached tree stumps poked through the surface.

      

“This is Bayou Bienvenue,” Austin Allen, one of the C.U. professors,
said. “Thirty years ago, this was a cypress forest. Kids from the Lower
Ninth Ward used to play in here. It was full of birds, feral pigs, anything
you can think of.” Logging, the sinking landscape, and the building of a
ship channel let salt water into Bayou Bienvenue and killed the trees.
New Orleans now understands that proximity to open water is deadly
and that land serves as a buffer against storms.
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“That,” Allen said, pointing to a huge complex of blue buildings across
the water, “is New Orleans’s sewage-treatment plant. It now pipes
treated sewage into the Mississippi River.” Allen, his students, and a
loose coalition of local activists support the installation of a tertiary
wastewater system at the plant, which would pump its essentially clean
water into Bayou Bienvenue. If the little-used ship channel, which is
believed to have carried Katrina’s storm surge into New Orleans, were
to be closed, the fresh water from the treatment plant would eventually
desalinate the bayou. With some seeding and patience, the cypress
forest would return, they say.

      

But that is only part of the plan. The rail bed we’d stepped over carries
only three or four freight trains a day. New Orleans streetcars downtown
already share tracks with freight trains, so the city’s transit system
could be extended here. The students unrolled plans and drawings
imagining how a system of light rail would revitalize the Lower Ninth
Ward: cute stations surrounded by shops and businesses, a park where
the cattails now grow, and a network of boardwalks and shelters around
a revived Bayou Bienvenue. Allen and his students maintain that this
development would cost, at most, less than half the budget of the
“bridge to nowhere.” The rest, they said, should be given to St. Bernard
Parish. They’d come to call the spot on which we stood Port Saint Malo,
which honors Jean Saint Malo, leader of a community of 
self-emancipated slaves who hid out in Bayou Bienvenue and the 
surrounding marshes in the late eighteenth century.

      

Time is running out. The state plans to start constructing the overpass 
within a year. Allen and his allies have little time to convince legislators 
and other civic leaders that their vision for neighborhood-sensitive 
development and storm protection in the Lower Ninth Ward makes more 
sense than a highway overpass almost certain to be delayed by court 
challenges. This is shaping up to be an emblematic battle of conflicting 
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visions: twentieth-century fealty to the automobile, or a more humane 
concern for community that is at once old-fashioned and 
forward-thinking.

Permalink

April 5, 2007

DB

On Dauphine Street, a block down from our house, is the Bargain 
Center, a kind of coöperative of seven junk dealers and one of Bywater’s
most beloved institutions. On a typical day, I found this: Bakelite radios,
multicolored clay figurines from Mexico, empty Nehi bottles, thousands
of orphaned drinking glasses, broken and unbroken furniture of no
particular distinction, a rubber stamp that said “SILBERNAGEL,” one water
ski, a cookie jar shaped like the Liberty Bell, rotary telephones, an
electric sign from the House of DeCor, Inc. (“Home of Maison de Cor
greeting cards”), of 526 Bourbon Street, a nineteen-sixties-vintage
beauty-shop hair dryer that looked as if it had been made by Pratt &
Whitney, a bowl of dismembered-ceramic-doll parts, and rack after rack
of gaudy used clothing suitable for the many costume occasions on the
Bywater calendar.

      

I needed a money clip. Carrying my leather wallet in a climate of crime
seemed unwise, and I wanted to pare down to a driver’s license, one
credit card, a slip telling the morgue attendant how to reach Margaret,
and just enough cash to satisfy a mugger. One of the Bargain Center’s
dealers, a slender man with elegant manners and waist-length dreads,
who asked to be identified only as Wesley, waved me toward a
punchbowl filled with junk and told me to try my luck. I rooted through
broken brooches, busted bracelets, battered buttons—Bywater
bling-bling—and, at the bottom, found exactly what I was looking for. It
was made of brass, or brass-coated tin, and had the weightlessness of
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the truly worthless. Something was etched on its face. I scraped away
some grime with my thumbnail and held it to the light: “DB.”

      

I carried it up to Wesley. “Two dollars,” he said.

      

“But it has my initials on it,” I said. “A million to one!” (Six hundred and
seventy-six to one, actually.)

      

“O.K.,” he said. “Three dollars. It’s personalized.”

      

“But it’s also karmic,” I said. He considered that a moment. “You’re
right,” he said. “One dollar.”

      

For days, I told this story to every stranger within earshot whenever I
had occasion to take the clip from my pocket. Here’s another reason I
love New Orleans: not a single one of those strangers said, “Who
cares?” or failed to be delighted by my story. This city has always had a
warm relationship with the spooky. And these days everybody loves a
good omen.

Permalink

April 4, 2007

Domination
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Those of us who rely on bicycles to get around share a fervent belief
that our vehicles ought to be considered the equals of automobiles. Even
big arterials should be designed with bicycles in mind. Ideally, we would
be able to ride our bikes from the center of the city to the airport in as
much safety and comfort as any automobile driver. In return, we accept
that bike riding, like driving a car, comes with certain responsibilities.
So we chide one another to use proper safety equipment—helmets,
reflective clothing, lights—and to follow the rules of the road, and the
sight of a bike messenger speeding the wrong way down a one-way
street or blowing through a red light horrifies us. The path to
acceptance, we believe, is to demonstrate that we are sober users of
the public thoroughfare.

      

That said, I’m rather enjoying the New Orleans way of doing things,
which is: anything goes. Here Margaret and I often ride against traffic
on narrow side streets, because, if the driver approaching us is drunk,
we want to see him weaving before he gets close. If there is no cross
traffic at a boulevard with a red light, we frequently dart across,
because everybody else on bicycles does. We often ride on sidewalks,
through office-tower plazas, and through parking lots the wrong way.
One of my greatest joys here is riding between the streetcar tracks on
Canal Street’s wide cement median—or neutral ground, in the local
argot. Often, there is a New Orleans Police Department cruiser parked
somewhere along the median, and I always expect to be pulled over. (In
Davis, California, whose municipal emblem is an old-fashioned
big-wheel bicycle, I once failed to put my foot on the ground at a stop
sign; a minute later, a police officer on a bicycle was beside me, softly
blowing a whistle. The fine was twenty-seven bucks—today it would be a
hundred thirty-four.) But even when the New Orleans cop is awake and
not talking on a cell phone, I am left alone. It’s as though bikes are
invisible in New Orleans. Cops don’t see us, drivers don’t see us,
parking-lot attendants don’t see us. Margaret and I have become
genuine bike savages, just the kind of riders we’ve long abhorred.
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Riding in New Orleans isn’t for the faint of heart. The city got rid of
almost all its streetcars in the nineteen-sixties, and the tracks’ ghosts
are seen—and felt—in the long bumpy seams that run down the middle
of many streets. Sitting underwater for three weeks didn’t do the streets
any good, either. Commuting through New Orleans is often akin to
off-road riding; you want a mountain bike with shock absorbers. And
some streets look as though they’ve been shelled; we occasionally have
to swerve around potholes that would swallow us whole if given the
chance.

      

Then, there are the thugs, whom New Orleanians call, with a sort of
good-natured affection, knuckleheads. The distance between our house
and Frenchmen Street, our favorite evening hanging-out zone, is about a
mile. Most of our friends advise us never to ride that mile at night. We
think their alarmism is a bit over the top. But we do ride fast and
straight up the middle of the street to avoid getting “doored,”
accidentally or deliberately. And we have adopted what wildlife
biologists might call aggressive camouflage: headlamps on our helmets,
red flashers on the seat posts, and sometimes fluorescent-yellow
windbreakers. Turns out we look like cops, which is fine by us.

      

Also, I am ashamed to admit, I have begun carrying a weapon at night.
It’s an ASP telescoping steel police baton, which rides in my back pocket 
like a skinny flashlight but, with a snap of the arm, extends to two feet, 
making a satisfying slick-clack that I hope will discourage attackers. I 
shudder at the thought of having to wield the thing. 

      

You may wonder why, with all these hazards, we depend on our bicycles
in New Orleans. It’s because we see a lot more when we’re riding our
bikes than we would from behind a windshield. I have driven the length



New Orleans Journal: The New Yorker http://www.newyorker.com/online/blogs/neworleansj...

57 of 64 5/24/07 10:25 PM

of North Rampart Street many times, and it’s always been just a long
avenue to get through. The other day, I was tootling along on my
bicycle, and something caught my eye. Rampart Street forms the
lakeside border of the French Quarter, and for half its length, from Canal
to Dumaine Streets, its neutral ground is adorned with ornate,
two-pronged lampposts.
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For the first time, I noticed that the base of each post was decorated,
and being on the bike made it easy to stop and take a closer look. It
turned out that each of the four sides of the base had an embossed
medallion. The first, with a fleur-de-lis coat of arms, read, “French
Domination 1718-1769”; the second, with a castle and lion rampant,
“Spanish Domination 1769-1803”; the third, with the motto Deo Vindice
(“With God as Our Defender”), “Confederate Domination 1861-1865.”
And this was the last:
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Actually, I’d take issue with that. This city is in no way dominated by the
workaholic, profit-obsessed, efficiency-worshipping United States. That’s
in large part why it’s having so much trouble recovering from Hurricane
Katrina. But it’s also why it’s such a wonderful, indispensable place.
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Combative Service

Burgundy Street (accent on the second syllable) starts at Canal Street
and runs the length of the French Quarter. It’s home to several elegant
hotels. Once it leaves the Quarter at Esplanade (rhymes with
“lemonade”), it gets progressively less swank. By the time it crosses the
railroad tracks (standard pronunciation) and reaches the Bywater, where
we’re living, it’s just another narrow, badly paved residential street. So I
was delighted to find, on Burgundy’s distinctly funky end, way down by
Alvar Street, a monumental arch festooned with eagles, shields, and
martial filigree. Etched into the top of this miniature Arc de Triomphe
was this legend:

      

ERECTED A.D. 1919 BY THE PEOPLE OF THIS THE NINTH WARD IN HONOR OF ITS CITIZENS 

WHO WERE ENLISTED IN COMBATIVE SERVICE AND IN MEMORY OF THOSE WHO MADE THE 

SUPREME SACRIFICE FOR THE TRIUMPH OF RIGHT OVER MIGHT IN THE GREAT WORLD WAR.

      

I love the phrase “this the Ninth Ward”; it reminded me that the Ninth
Ward wasn’t always a synonym for poverty, neglect, and flooded
houses. And it reminded me that this the Ninth Ward, today, is not about
to roll over for those who would plan it out of existence. It made me
proud to have an address there.

      

Affixed to each side of the arch’s pillars were huge bronze plaques,
etched with hundreds of names. The first plaque read “WHITE MEN IN ACTIVE 

SERVICE”; those names covered the first two and a half plaques. Then
came “WHITE MEN WHO DIED IN SERVICE,” and another long list followed. Then
came “COLORED MEN WHO DIED IN SERVICE”—five names—and then most of
one plaque with names of “COLORED MEN IN ACTIVE SERVICE.” I was
dumbstruck. It made me wonder once again how people in New Orleans
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even know who’s white and who’s colored. I get fooled all the time.

      

At that moment, a young, unmistakably African-American man came
walking by, and, exercising the right of a New Orleanian to intrude on
anybody else’s day at any time, I called him over. “Have you seen this?”
I asked him.

      

“I walk by it every day,” he said.

      

“But have you read it? Come look.” I pulled his sleeve around to the
back, where the colored soldiers are listed, pointed upward, and waited
for the scowl. His eyebrows shot up, and his face brightened into a
beaming smile.

      

“Well, hey!” he said with a laugh. “They named the colored soldiers!”

Permalink
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Yakkety-Yak

For my first book, about the war on drugs, I conducted most of the
interviews in Washington, D.C., which is a talking town. There, however,
people talk about their agendas, not themselves. They’ll brief you for
hours about the Law Enforcement Assistance Act of 1965 or the
oil-depletion allowance, but ask them about their lives—as husbands,
wives, parents, lovers—and they look at you like you’re speaking Thai.
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I didn’t know how good I’d had it in Washington until I got to Colorado.
My second book, a biography of the Coors family, turned out to be a
gruelling book to research. Bad enough that the family refused to
coöperate and also put out the word that they wanted friends and
employees to do likewise. But even those who were willing to talk didn’t
know how. I once asked an old friend of the family how Bill Coors took it
when his daughter jumped off a building in New York. “Bad,” the man
said, and looked at his watch. I’d sit with someone for two hours and
come away with half a page of notes. It’s not that they didn’t want to
talk; they didn’t know how. They were like the Rocky Mountain stream
at the center of the Coors story: crystal clear, ankle deep, and cold.

      

In New Orleans, talking is what people do, their reason for getting up in
the morning. You never have to feel bad about asking for someone’s
time here if what you want to do is talk. New Orleanians aren’t just in
love with conversation; they are excellent at it. The crooked-politician
tales alone are like dense little O. Henry pieces, with arcs and surprising
climaxes. Also, New Orleanians speak in an engaging cadence;
sometimes I pick up iambic pentameter, and sometimes trochaic
tetrameter. But mostly it’s a Louisiana cadence all its own, as though
jazz is being funnelled through their talk-bone. When my ears aren’t full
of the city’s music, they’re bathed in its bouncing bebop yakkety-yak.

      

Of course, one has to be discriminating. A week into the Katrina crisis, I 
spent half a day with a public official from a nearby parish. For the first 
hour or so, I watched him receive reports, issue orders, and make 
decisions like a battleship commander under fire. Anyone bemoaning the 
lack of leadership during the crisis should have seen this guy; he 
inspired confidence. Then we sat down and had a two-hour interview full 
of rapes, gun battles, and summary justice, and I thought, Oh, boy, do I 
have a story. But, as I started checking around, I found that not a word 
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of what the man had told me was true. It was all hooey. It took me a 
while to catch on; the poor guy had spent two hours telling me stories to 
unwind a little, the way someone else might duck out for a couple of 
sets of tennis.

      

Twenty-first-century people elsewhere have other things to do, and I’m
lucky to get them for ninety minutes. Back in what increasingly, from
this distance, looks like the real world, I pack my interviewing schedule
tightly: one interview over breakfast, another in midmorning, a lunch
interview, a midafternoon, an after-work-beer interview, and the last
over dinner. I tried that in New Orleans when I first arrived, but I’d start
a lunch interview and the next thing I knew it would be getting dark.
One recent evening, at about eight-thirty, Margaret and I drove home a
seventy-six-year-old woman after a church meeting. She invited us
inside for a minute, and started telling us wonderfully complete,
sweeping, emotional stories about Mardi Gras Indians, Creole in-laws,
police riots, and Seventh Ward second lines. Four hours later, as
Margaret and I were nodding off, our hostess was just getting warmed
up. Leaving felt rude.

      

This goes on all day, not just in interviews. I leave the house to walk a
few blocks for some coffee, and end up in six conversations along the
way. The wise-guy postal worker remembers I once sent a certified
letter and wants to know what ever happened with it. The neighbor with
the small dog asks where I got my hat and then tells me at length about
the hat her brother bought her. An elderly gentleman asks for
assistance, and then, extending a long bony finger, tells me the name of
every family that lived in every visible house back in the
nineteen-forties. And on it goes. Stop for gas; gab for twenty minutes
with the guy at the next pump. Line up for a po’boy, and the woman
behind you will bring you up to date on her struggle with State Farm.
And no New Orleanian can really get down without touching you for
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emphasis—loving little taps of fingertips against your forearm, back of
the fingers against your belly, elbow against elbow. (This is not a place
for people with a need for personal space.) It’s as if everybody in this
city spends his day circulating in search of a more entertaining
conversation with a stranger than the last. Sometimes I feel like I’ve
wandered into one huge, very good cocktail party. Conversation and
storytelling fill up time that might otherwise be spent, say, building a
viable business culture, properly educating children, or recovering from
a hurricane.

      

Only once have I seen a New Orleanian meet his match. It was about
two weeks after the storm, when the city was full of policemen from
places like Springboro, Ohio; deputy sheriffs from Sacramento; and
federal agents of every variety. I was riding around with a couple of
N.O.P.D. cops, one of whom had spent the previous day with a Bureau
of Land Management officer from Nevada. “This guy patrols something
like a million square miles all by himself back home,” the New Orleans
cop said. “He was so eager to talk to someone that I had to ring my own
phone to get away from him!”
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