
  [image: image]


  letters from new orleans

  rob walker

  

  

  

  


  GARRETT COUNTY PRESS


  Garrett County Press First Edition 2005

  All rights reserved. Printed in the United States of America. No part of

  this book may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without

  written permission from the publisher except in the case of brief

  quotations and embodied in critical articles and reviews.

  For more information address:

  GARRETT COUNTY PRESS

  828 Royal St. #248

  New Orleans, LA 70116

  www.gcpress.com

  PRINTED IN THE U.S.A.

  GARRETT COUNTY PRESS BOOKS ARE PRINTE ON ACID FREE PAPER.

  INTERIOR DESIGN BY KAREN OCKER

  JACKET PHOTO GRAPH BY D.E. GOODFAB

  Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

  Walker, Rob, 1968-

  Letters from New Orleans / by Rob Walker. — Garrett County Press 1st ed.

  p. cm.

  ISBN 1-891053-01-9 (alk. paper)

  1. Walker, Rob, 1968—Homes and haunts—Louisiana—New Orleans—Anecdotes. 2. City and town life—Louisiana—New Orleans—Anecdotes. 3. New Orleans (La.)—Social life and customs—Anecdotes. 4. New Orleans (La.)—Description and travel—Anecdotes. 5. New Orleans (La.)—Biography—Anecdotes. I. Title.

  F379.N55W35 2005

  976.3'35064'0922—dc22


  
    2004021597

  


  letters from new orleans


  dedicated to E


  [image: image]

  A BRIEF INTRODUCTION

  Just before January 1, 2000, I moved from New York City to New Orleans, with my girlfriend, E. I began to write about our new home, eventually distributing The Letter From New Orleans --"pointless, sporadic, and free" --via email, to friends and, later, to strangers who were interested for one reason or another. All fourteen Letters, and some other dispatches concerning New Orleans, follow. They appear chronologically, but can, and maybe should, be read in some other order of your own devising. This is not a memoir, a history, or an exposé. It is a just a modest series of stories about a place that means a lot to me. I never figured the Letters would end up in a book.

  Because the first edition of this book was published a month or two before Hurricane Katrina, Letters from New Orleans is now something else, something it was not really meant to be. Now it's a time capsule, a portrait of the city at a particular time, from one person's perspective. Many things in this book read differently after Katrina than they did before. And when the time came for a second edition we decided that, for better or worse, none of those things should be changed or adjusted or tweaked with the benefit of hindsight. We added this paragraph, and a brief afterword, but otherwise left the letters as they were written when they were written.

  So, here is how it was, for me.

  ROB WALKER
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  to new orleans

  day 1

  Random bullets are a problem in New Orleans, especially on New Year’s Eve. Apparently it’s something of a tradition among certain locals to step outside and pop off a few rounds. I just moved here with E, my girlfriend, and we didn’t know about this. Then she noticed a billboard showing a hand firing a gun into the air and the warning “Falling Bullets Kill.” And I read in the paper that “police officials urge residents…to avoid firing weapons into the air.” Somehow “avoid” seems a little nonchalant to me. I think one avoids fatty foods; one simply does not fire weapons into the air in an urban setting, even on special occasions.

  But maybe that just goes to show that I have a lot to learn about my new home.

  The Time Out Guide to New Orleans notes: “Orleanians are proud of their culture. … Visitors are expected to be as enthusiastic about the city as the natives are. If you like the city, tell everyone; if you’re not happy in New Orleans, keep it to yourself.”
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  In addition to falling bullets, the reasons not to move to New Orleans include: a largely moribund economy (though it’s perkier than it was), a high crime rate (though this, too, has improved), crushing summer heat, and the legitimate possibility of being wiped out by a hurricane or flood. These are good reasons. The population here has fallen from about 628,000 in 1960 to 466,000 in 1998.

  So why are we here? We’re here, actually, because we really are as enthusiastic about the city as the natives are. This is the second time I’ve moved across the country; the first was from Texas, which is where I’m from, to New York City, where I spent the last eight or so years. I had a good job as an editor (at a big-deal magazine), and E had a good job as a graphic designer (at a big-deal design firm). We liked New York and we have many wonderful friends there.

  But to make a long story short, we just like it here more right now. We’re in this great big duplex — or “half double,” as the local parlance has it — instead of our awful little Greenwich Village railroad apartment. We live in a quiet, pretty neighborhood. It’s been about 75 degrees and sunny every day so far. We like the food, the music, the way people talk. And, maybe more to the point, it’s been such a short time that it still feels like we’re on vacation. What we have is a big, huge crush on New Orleans. We’re walking around thinking, “Oh, falling bullets, that’s not such a bad thing, I’m sure it’s just a phase.”
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  When you move a long way, to a place you don’t know very well, life is a weird mix of quotidian tasks and we’re-new-tothese-parts wandering. Yesterday, Sunday, we hunted down a New York Times, stopped at Ace Hardware for some paint, and bought some coffee filters. Then we shifted to tourist mode and drove around to various points on the levee that keeps the Mississippi from flowing across New Orleans’ streets, some of which, I gather, are as many as 18 feet below sea level. Eighteen feet! I just finished John Barry’s excellent book about the 1927 Mississippi flood, Rising Tide — which a New Orleans acquaintance insisted I read before crossing her threshold again — and I wanted to look at the river.
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  I can’t say I feel quite at home yet, although I came close on New Year’s Eve. First we went down to the French Quarter, but it was choked with foolish young drunkards from the four corners of the New South, so we scurried back to our new neighborhood — Bayou St. John, or Faubourg St. John, or simply Over by the Whole Foods — and went to the local bar. Liuzza’s by the Track, this place is called, and there were four people there at 11:20. We ordered drinks. E is a little obsessed with Liuzza’s, because it seems like a real neighborhood place, it’s very unpretentious, the gumbo is good, there is Abita on tap, the clientele is friendly and so is the bartender. At 11:35 or so people started showing up. Regulars. Everyone in the bar knew everyone else, I think, except us. Some brought their own bottles of champagne; some brought their own champagne glasses; one woman literally danced through the door with both. With maybe 20 people, the place felt full by 11:45. A guy bought a round for the house. Janis Joplin sang “Bobby McGee” on the jukebox. We all looked at the TVs for the big countdown. It was a wonderful moment.

  The next morning I walked over to the Circle K and bought the paper, which said that five people had been hit by random bullets, fallen from the sky.

  day 2

  Before we moved here, I figure I had spent a total of 20 days in New Orleans, over a period of 12 years; I guess E had spent about 15 days here over two years or so. So it’s silly to claim we have “favorite” local spots, but there’s a bar called Donna’s where we’ve spent a couple of great evenings, and we are going again tonight. Donna’s is known for traditional brass-band music, and one of the cool things is the number of young musicians we have seen there.

  It’s interesting to think about traditional music. We took a trip to Ireland over the summer, and one of the best experiences we had there was seeing a little “traditional” band play a set-dancing gig in a big barn in Kilfenora. I grew up in a small town in Texas (but not as small as Kilfenora). And it occurred to me that many of the people I basically looked down on there — the kickers (as we called them) who wore Wranglers and chewed tobacco and listened to KIKK, the big country music station out of Houston — those people were traditional. (Of course, many of them didn’t think very highly of me, either, but that’s another story.) The point is that I now have a little more respect for young people who cleave to the local traditions, whatever they might be. In a lot of ways, it’s far easier to rebel against or reject the local thing and copy whatever they’re doing on MTV.

  On the other hand, the music on KIKK was really awful.
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  Anyway, the music at Donna’s doesn’t start until 10. So that leaves the day open for Tasks. As a result I spent a lot of time driving around. The good news is that I am enjoying driving, which I obviously didn’t do much of while living in Manhattan. The bad news is I’m driving a rental and I’m essentially in denial about the fact that it’s due back Friday and I have to buy a car. I haven’t owned one since 1992, when I sold mine to a used-car dealer in Dallas named Ronnie Diamond. For the past eight years the car experience for me has meant: You get to the airport in wherever, you go to the Avis counter, they give you the keys to some late-model sedan with about 800 miles on it, you zip around without ever wondering about whether it needs oil, and then you give it back.
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  I’m going to miss that.

  So: Tasks. You don’t want to hear about the tasks. We had to buy some stuff. It was a big hassle. There was traffic. E’s comment: “You mean you’re not going to write about us fighting about the furniture?”
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  Donna’s is at the edge of the Quarter, right across Rampart from the gaudily lit entrance to Louis Armstrong Park. Five-dollar cover. The place has a lived-in feel. It’s not a theme park; it’s divey in a good way. Disconcertingly, there’s carpet over much of the floor. Also, there is a parked motorcycle in here that I don’t remember. The bathroom is behind the performance area, so you have to walk through the band to get there. Donna herself is behind the bar tonight. There’s a good crowd, probably helped by the fact that the Sugar Bowl — you know, the Nokia Sugar Bowl — is tomorrow.

  10:30 p.m.: The band starts — trumpet, trombone, piano, bass, guitar, drums. A mostly traditional set list; funny, gravelly voiced leader who knows how to work a crowd.

  11:15 p.m.: At about this time of the night, I start thinking about traditional-ness again. Is it the sincerity that’s attractive? That seems like such a cliché.

  11:35 p.m.: Red beans, rice, and barbecued chicken are made available, for free. I get a plate. Tasty.

  12:45 a.m.: We’re into the second set by now. Donna is dancing away behind the bar, doing that shimmy -bop stomp that works with New Orleans rhythm. I decide it’s not sincerity, it’s unselfconsciousness. That’s what I like about Donna’s, and about the way certain musicians play traditional, and about this city: I like the unselfconsciousness.

  1:15 a.m.: A woman at the bar next to E gives her a tiny bag with a string attached, like a necklace. She puts this around E’s neck and says: Close your eyes and make a wish, then look inside for your fortune. She does the same with me. I wish for an idea about how to end the diary I have to write when I get home. I open up the bag and there’s a tiny painting, and some lines from Lao-Tzu, including: “Care about other people’s approval and you will be their prisoner.”

  As we leave, the band is still playing.

  day 3

  We don’t have any plans tonight. It’s a little unsettling. Neither of us has family here, and only a couple of friends. At this point I would say we know six people in New Orleans, one of whom I’ve actually only met via phone.

  Moving to a new city is not all fun and games, even if the new city is New Orleans. This morning we waited for the dishwasher repair guy to arrive. Then I spent a long time on the phone with BellSouth arranging for an additional phone line. After that there was shopping to be done at the Winn-Dixie. Hovering in the background: a hangover.

  We are about 70 percent unpacked, I think. I’ve been saying this for days. That’s because once you’re 70 percent unpacked, you can stop. You’ve got all the useful stuff out, and you know where to find all the un-useful stuff — a big tangle of extra stereo wire; a 1986 paperback called The Making of Miami Vice, by Trish Janeshutz and Rob MacGregor; that sort of thing — if you happen to need it, which you never will. So on a day like today I really ought to just finish unpacking. I think I’ll go for a walk.

  I’ve been walking around our neighborhood a lot, just wandering back and forth to the grocery store or taking the dog out for a stroll. There’s no logic to the architectural styles. But you notice two things. One is that the houses are built high, and often there’s a big, massive, marvelous staircase of some sort leading up to a porch and a front door that might be three feet or even six feet off theground. This, of course, is because it can flood here in a really serious way. The second thing you notice is that the yards, the steps, the porches, the areas in front of the house are often just covered with plants in big pots, and statues, and chairs, and things. Just strewn all over, as if they were indoors and protected, as if nothing could ever threaten them, not man or nature. These yards and porches are often incredibly beautiful. And in their way, they seem to me a pretty convincing manifestation of pure denial.
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  Now it’s about 6 in the evening and it’s clear that I’m not really getting any unpacking done. We’re leafing through the paper instead. Says here two men arrested for firing weapons into the air on New Year’s Eve are now out on bond. Meanwhile, one of the five people hit by falling bullets that night remains in Charity Hospital.

  I haven’t said anything about food, and of course everyone knows that New Orleans is a great food town. I don’t really have anything new to say on the subject of excellent local food, but I can offer this: The other night, one of our half-dozen New Orleans acquaintances discoursed for us on some local bake shop or other that’s well known for poundcake and advertises that it ain’t called poundcake for nothing ’cos there’s a pound of butter in there, and further advertises that it might be good to Try It Fried!

  There you go. Fried poundcake.
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  The actor Philip Michael Thomas played Ricardo Tubbs, sidekick of Don Johnson’s character, Sonny Crockett, on the popular television drama Miami Vice. The show was so popular that Thomas managed to convince someone to let him record an album. But that album, Trish Janeshutz and Rob MacGregor reported in 1986, “ is just one facet of Thomas’s five -year plan, EGOT. That stands for Emmy, Grammy, Oscar and Tony, the awards he has set out to win for his performances in TV, on record, on film, and on stage. He wears a gold medallion emblazoned with the letters as a reminder of his goals.”

  Can you imagine? Do you think that’s true — he wore a medallion that said EGOT? Does he still have it? I don’t think he won any of those awards; in fact I’d be surprised if he was even nominated for any.

  I should return this book to the guy who loaned it to me. I think this is the third time I’ve moved it.

  Well, anyway, it sure is getting late. E and I have made some plans after all. We’re going out to eat, then heading over to a bar uptown to see some jazz.

  Tomorrow will be more productive.

  Today’s theme has been: denial.

  day 4

  I forgot to mention the stolen car. E drove down here before me with our dog, Rey, and on her first or second night in New Orleans, her rental car was stolen from the street right in front of the house. We actually have a gated driveway, but the landlord hadn’t yet given E the combination to the lock on it. We’d both heard quite a bit about New Orleans’ storied problems with crime, but this happened so quickly that it kind of stunned us; grand theft auto focuses the mind wonderfully.

  E told this story to a car salesman today. (I test drove four cars, ranging from a new VW Beetle to a Jeep Cherokee; I obviously have no idea what I’m doing.) The car salesman had just told us how, shortly before Christmas, two guys had somehow broken into this dealership in the middle of the night and driven a car off the showroom floor, through a plate-glass window. Just smashed right on through. Ha ha! Everybody here has a crime story. Sometimes the teller just seems intent on scaring the hell out of you. Other times the teller simply wraps it up with a laugh.

  In this case the two guys who ripped off the dealership were caught a few hours later; apparently they’d smashed both mirrors off the vehicle, so they were somewhat easily spotted. I guess that’s funny.

  The Times-Picayune editorial page came out strongly against “celebratory gunfire” today. There’s been some confusion as to how stiff a penalty can be laid on someone convicted of illegal discharge of a weapon: The mayor had threatened up to seven years in prison, but the DA has since pointed out that the actual maximum is two years. The paper argued that city leaders need to get this stuff straight and work together against the problem. “There’s no excuse for negligent gunowners to go out and randomly fire their weapons into the sky.”
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  Sorry to keep coming back to this topic, but the random bullet problem really seems like something out of a Don DeLillo novel to me. And maybe it says something about the character of New Orleans; I’m not sure. Is it worth trying to pin down the character of a city in a few sentences? It’s a dicey business, especially with a city like New Orleans that’s been written about so often. Listen to an attempt to capture the French Quarter: “Outside the window New Orleans, the vieux carré, brooded in a faintly tarnished languor like an aging yet still beautiful courtesan in a smokefilled room, avid yet weary too of ardent ways.” Feh! You know who that is? That’s William Faulkner, from a novel called Mosquitos. If that’s what Faulkner comes up with, maybe I shouldn’t try.
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  So, back to idiotic criminal acts: Someone made the case a couple of months ago that a brisk economy siphons off a certain percentage of the criminal class who are smart enough to see that in times like these it’s easier to make money legitimately than by, say, driving cars through plate-glass windows. As these people pass into the regular economy, only the dopiest and least competent criminals are left behind, and thus crime falls.

  I don’t know whether that’s true or not. But here’s how the story of E’s rental car getting stolen turned out. About a day after the car disappeared — after she had called the cops, and the rental-car people, and her credit-card company — she was walking to a nearby convenience store. And she spotted the stolen rental car, being pushed into the convenience store’s parking lot by three kids. Apparently they had stolen the car and driven it around the neighborhood, until they ran out of gas.

  Obviously, she didn’t confront them herself but hailed a cop, and the long and the short of it is that the kids got away but the rental company got its car back, and we have since learned the combination to the lock on our little gated driveway. The point is that E has told this story a bunch of times, and so have I, and when the car salesman heard it, he laughed, and we laughed right along with him. Ha ha!

  day 5

  Ahem. Now that we’re at the end of this diary, I thought I would answer the most Frequently Asked Questions about the move that E and I made, from New York City to New Orleans.

  
    Q: Why did you choose New Orleans?

    A: In Manhattan, I found, one tends to think in terms of What’s New. For example, I can remember when Balthazar was the new Bowery Bar, when Moomba was the new Spy Bar, and when Orchard Street became the new Ludlow Street and Thursday was the new Friday. Right before I left, I realized that Smith Street (in Brooklyn!) had become the new Elizabeth Street. Last year people said gray was the new black. For a minute or two, sincerity was supposed to be the new irony. I saw on a magazine cover that brown was the new blond. About two years ago someone told me that Beat poetry was the new broccoli rabe. Certainly I remember Avenue B becoming the new Avenue A, and I think by now Avenue C is the new Avenue B. The idea is to have spotted the It Idea five minutes before whoever you’re talking to. I’m not really criticizing this game. It was sort of fun. So…What’s New? Is Dave Eggers the new Kurt Andersen? Is Pastis the new Balthazar and the meatpacking district the new SoHo? Well: Maybe New Orleans is the new Avenue C!

    Q: Why did you choose New Orleans?

    A: There’s a place, about five minutes from our house by way of Carrollton Avenue, called Rock n’ Bowl. That’s where we went last night. Wednesday and Thursday nights are zydeco nights, and there is usually a first-rate zydeco band (we once saw Beau Jacques here on a 1998 visit) and a crowd that’s black and white, and young and old. We made a trip out to the dance floor, but mostly we watch, because everyone else seems to dance so well. Also, if you don’t want to dance at all, there is bowling. Eighteen lanes. Who wouldn’t want to live in a city that has Rock ’n’ Bowl? We stayed for only one set this time, but it ended well after midnight.

    Q: Why did you choose New Orleans?

    A: Once “Page Six” was available online, it became possible to live anywhere. There’s no reason that the new Avenue C might not be beyond the East Village, beyond Williamsburg or Long Island City. It could be anywhere. Right?

    Q: Why did you choose New Orleans?

    A: Some cities really do have personalities, good or bad. One of the themes in the background of the very fine David Shields book Black Planet, about a season spent obsessing over the Seattle Supersonics, is the insecurity that is apparently fundamental to the character of Seattle. That’s a city personality that I would dislike. I lived in Dallas, and the place seemed to tremble with insecurity, always wondering what the coasts think. Houston, on the other hand, is authentically uninterested in the opinions of outsiders. Austin is smug, still convinced that it’s Paris in the ’20s. New York is New York. Boston isn’t. Denver has no personality. Neither does Orlando. San Francisco is all about convincing anyone who listens that it is the future — it’s the new New York! Miami is a bit like that, too. And in a way so is Atlanta. Anyway, I like a city that doesn’t waste time trying to convince anyone of anything — I like a city that’s chauvinistic.

    Q: Why did you choose New Orleans?

    A: New Orleans is not the new Avenue C. This was once the richest city in the South. It is not that anymore, but it is also not the new anything; it is still New Orleans. What does that mean? I think random bullets are a clue. I think unselfconsciousness is a clue. Denial is a clue. Laughing at trouble seems like a clue, and so does dancing at Rock n’ Bowl. Of course, I’ll look back on all this in a a year or two, or more, and be amazed at how badly I read the clues, at how little I understood, early on, about the mysteries of this place. It will all seem clearer then, I hope. Because that’s why we chose New Orleans.

    JANUARY 3-7, 2000
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