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    All the information in this guidebook is subject to change. We recommend that you call ahead to obtain current information before traveling.


  




  I dedicate this book to the hard-working men and women of the New Orleans food-service industry, who save us all every day.




  —B. Retz




  This book is dedicated to the indefatigable spirit of the people of New Orleans, who built this city out of a swamp, rebuilt it twice more after conflagrations, and again most recently in the aftermath of Katrina. It must be the food that keeps us all here.




  —J. Gaffney




  About the Authors




  Becky Retz is the coauthor of Insiders’ Guide to New Orleans (Globe Pequot Press) and a contributor to National Geographic Traveler: New Orleans. Becky also spent two decades working for The Times-Picayune newspaper, where she wrote stories on dining, education, health, and entertainment, as well as penning a weekly automotive column. She’s also spent many exhausting but rewarding days working the front of the house in a busy New Orleans restaurant.




  Becky is the proud mom of poet Chris Freeman. She is also a blushing bride. After completion of this current project, Becky plans to finally honeymoon with her new husband, Steve. The two live in the Gentilly neighborhood of New Orleans.




  James Gaffney is a veteran travel journalist and has been a book, magazine, and newspaper writer since 1985. A cultural explorer at heart, he has traveled the world writing about diverse topics ranging from the aboriginals of Far North Queensland and Mayan burial caves in Honduras’s storied Mosquito Jungle to the Byzantine and Ottoman legacies of modern-day Istanbul. Since 1989 he has served as national affairs editor for a syndicated news service covering international travel and aging issues. Television credits include cowriting the thirteen-episode series Quest for Adventure for The Travel Channel. He is the author of Keys to Understanding Medicare, published by Barron’s; coauthor of The National Geographic Traveler New Orleans, published by The National Geographic Traveler; author of Day Trips from New Orleans and coauthor of Insiders’ Guide to New Orleans, both published by Globe Pequot Press. His award-winning photography has been exhibited at professionally juried local and national galleries. He works at New Orleans’ daily newspaper The Times-Picayune as an automotive writer and photographer.




  [image: frn_fig_011.jpg]




  Acknowledgments




  

    [image: frn_fig_012.jpg]




    Living through Hurricane Katrina gave a lot of us here in New Orleans a much deeper appreciation of the people in our lives whom we can count on. And no one in the past five years has fit that description more than my hardworking husband, Steve, who continuously inspires me through his passionate commitment to his work and his loving support of me. I thank him for that, as well as for his superior insights into and his voluminous knowledge of the local food-service industry. Without that, and his uncanny ability to make me laugh, I could never have completed this project.


  




  My son Chris, with his always-churning creative energy, continuously challenges me to examine and reexamine my view of the world rather than simply allowing the inertia of middle age to set in. I really don’t think I’ll ever turn into an old lady with him around.




  My extended family and friends have been so gracious every time I’ve had to cancel or postpone plans because I had to work on this book. I thank them for that and plan to make up for it, when the work is all done, with good meals, cold cocktails, and long leisurely chats.




  I gratefully acknowledge James Gaffney, my old friend and colleague. He’s a true professional and the only person I would have wanted to work with on this project. He is a talented writer, an insightful collaborator, and he always has my back. I couldn’t ask for anything more, either personally or professionally.




  Thanks go also to Amy Lyons and Kevin Sirois of Globe Pequot for thinking of me for this project and for being so easy to work with.




  Finally, I want to thank my fellow New Orleanians who have worked so hard to rebuild our beloved city. Nearly six years ago we returned to mud-caked neighborhoods we couldn’t even recognize and a town on the verge of extinction. But instead of giving up in the face of this almost insurmountable task, they sang out in one clear voice, “Won’t bow down. Don’t know how.” I’m proud to count myself among them and honored to live through this historic time with them. Who Dat!




  —B. Retz




  

    [image: frn_fig_013.jpg]




    To Cathy, my wife, love of my life and traveling companion nonpareil, thank you for keeping my head from exploding during the stress-filled months spent researching and cobbling together this writing venture. And for sacrificing countless nights and weekends for info-gathering prowls and endless dine-a-thons, which included your eating a record five Dreamsicle snowballs in a row one afternoon for a taste comparison of this icy New Orleans tradition. Without you none of this would have been possible.


  




  

    [image: frn_fig_014.jpg]




    To Larry and Claire Dejean, my beloved relations, dear friends, and “Katrina evacuation family,” thank you for introducing me to the true Cajun Country fare of Opelousas and St. Landry Parish, from kolaches (with my godchild Tyler James) and deep-fried boudin patties to cayenne-dusted cracklins so fresh and juicy the flavorful, salty fat literally squirts into your mouth at first bite.


  




  To my sister Lynn, thank you for all those evenings in my youth when you cooked your delicious oven-baked, homemade enchiladas and reminded our family that true Mexican fare doesn’t originate from a frozen dinner or drive-thru window. To my still best mate from high school, Larry Cataldo, thank you for showing me in our adolescence how your preparation of a simple, hearty soup for your family is an act of love.




  To Xavier Laurentino, thank you for your friendship and for sharing with me over the years the passion, knowledge, and consummate cooking skills you bring to Catalan food, truly one of the world’s great cuisines, both as a master chef and imaginatively creative human being.




  To the chefs and cooks around the world this travel writer has had the pleasure to meet during the past quarter-century spent as a wide-eyed wanderer with notepad, camera, and fork, thank you for opening my mind, heart, and palate to the stories your cultures have often revealed in a single dish.




  To my longtime coauthor Becky, with whom I am always proud to share a book credit, thank you for selflessly taking the lead role by narrowing down more than 1,200 restaurants metropolitan-wide to a succinct and insightful best-of list.




  To Kevin Sirois and Amy Lyons, thank you for being great team captains and editors who not only stewarded this enterprise but also reminded me just how fond I’ve grown of my Globe Pequot Press “family” over the years.




  To New Orleans, thank you for adopting this Los Angeles ex-pat and teaching him the simple blessing of a dripping-to-your-elbows, roast-beef po-boy enjoyed at City Park on a triumphantly perfect spring day. Outsiders can say what they will about my beloved city and its residents, but when it comes to food, to paraphrase Lou Reed, our week is their year.




  —James Gaffney




  [image: frn_fig_015.jpg]




  [image: Overview 0 5 10 21 40 MILES Bush 25 21 40 Lake Ponicharirain 12 190 Covington 435 22 59 36 Madisonville Mandeville North Shore Lake Pontchartrain 190 Lacombe 10 90 49 West End New Orleans East Bucktown Lakeview Gentilly 90 510 Kenner Metairie 610 Old Metairie 10 Mid-City 90 10 River Ridge 90 Downtown Fauboug Marigny 39 Bywater 47 18 48 Harahan Gretna Carrollton-Riverbend 90 French Quarter Arabi 46 Chalmette 90 Uptown 90 Avondale Mississippi River 45 23 0 2 MILES 4 Violet 46 39]




  Introduction
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  Bienvenue! Welcome to New Orleans. I hope you’re hungry, because this little subtropical metropolis boasts more than 1,200 restaurants ready to feed you. And just to make it easier, in the following pages, we’ve narrowed down that number to the city’s very best dining experiences. Whether you’re in the mood for white tablecloths and superior service or an overstuffed po-boy and a scoop of homemade potato salad, you’re in the right place.
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    It’s truly our pleasure, because, you see, we’re obsessed with food. Of course, who wouldn’t be, when it’s this good? I remember a day almost 20 years ago when I was part of a bus tour for local writers, designed to show off all the new projects around town that were going to push New Orleans forward in the film, arts, and tourism industries. The day was a disaster. Virtually all of the sites we visited were either behind schedule or work had been stopped completely. By midday, I was starting to get depressed. I was sitting on the bus thinking, “Why would anybody even come here?” as I absently bit into a sandwich from the bag lunch I had been handed. Then something remarkable happened. There was an explosion of flavor taking place in my mouth. And with each bite, I discovered added nuance and complexity. It was the most extraordinary sandwich I had ever eaten, and I laughed as it reminded me that, oh yeah, that’s why people come here. It turns out the sandwiches had been made by Susan Spicer, the now nationally renowned chef, then the newest rising star. Nearly two decades later, I couldn’t begin to tell you what was on that sandwich, but I still clearly remember how it made me feel. Tasting that sandwich filled me with nothing less than joy. And that’s why I, like pretty much everybody else who lives here, am obsessed with food.


  




  That’s why it’s common for our lunch conversation to center around dinner. And it’s why, if you ask anyone who has relocated here how they ended up in New Orleans, their answer will undoubtedly sound something like: “I came for a visit, started eating, and never left.” And it’s why, when many parts of the city are still struggling to rebound from Hurricane Katrina and we’re in the midst of a national economic recession, New Orleans now has 50 percent more restaurants than it did before the storm. (What can I say? For us, when in doubt, eat.)




  So, thank you for coming to New Orleans and giving us the chance to share our gastronomic glee with you. All you have to do is relax and stroll through these pages until you come across something that piques your interest.




  How to Use This Book




  New Orleans has always been a city of distinctive neighborhoods, so that’s how we’ve organized this book. The vast majority of restaurants are within the city limits. Those are divided into neighborhoods. Additionally, there are a handful of suburban eateries to round out the coverage. Because there are fewer of those, they are generally grouped by larger geographic areas than the city restaurants.




  Each chapter features a Neighborhood Map showing where the restaurants are located. Within each chapter, you’ll find listings organized alphabetically under the following categories:
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  Foodie Faves




  This section focuses on restaurants that have perhaps not been long-standing establishments in their respective communities but still manage to serve a good meal.
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  Landmarks




  The restaurants in this category are institutions in the local culture either due to their longevity or contribution. They deserve much recognition for helping put New Orleans on the culinary map.
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  Specialty Stores, Markets & Producers




  Helping you navigate all of the artisan bakeries, butcher shops, and specialty markets, we give you a list of must-visit food shops.
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  Learn to Cook




  New Orleans is home to a respected group of nationally acclaimed chefs, and we explain how, and where, you can hone your skills. If you want your love affair with New Orleans food to go on after your trip is over, check out these opportunities to learn to cook like a local.




  




  Recipes




  At the back of this book, we give new meaning to the phrase “continuing education” and help you create some of our favorite local dishes at home.




  Price Code




  Each listing uses a simple price code to indicate the cost of a single entrée. (Some of you may be pleasantly surprised to discover how inexpensive a lot of food in New Orleans is.) The code works as follows:




  

    

      	$



      	Less than $10

    




    

      	$$



      	$10 to $20

    




    

      	$$$



      	$20 to $30

    




    

      	$$$$



      	$30 to $40

    




    

      	$$$$$



      	More than $40

    


  




  Keeping Up with Food News




  Because New Orleans is such an established food town, there are a number of reliable sources writing about and reporting on the state of eating. Following are some of the best.




  Gambit Weekly (www.bestofneworleans.com): Gambit is the city’s free alternative newspaper. Ian McNulty writes about food and drink. His articles can be found by searching the site.
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  The Times-Picayune (www.nola.com): Picayune reporters have covered New Orleans and its happenings since the 1830s. Brett Anderson is the newspaper’s restaurant critic. His reviews appear in the Friday Lagniappe entertainment section. On Thursday, food editor Judy Walker writes about local food in general and prints lots of recipes. She also appears in weekly nola.com videos demonstrating cooking tips and kitchen tricks. Both writers’ work generally can be found on the nola.com home page on the publication day or by searching the site. As of this writing, all nola.com content is free.




  Tom Fitzmorris (www.nomenu.com): Tom Fitzmorris is the local godfather of food writing. He has penned a weekly restaurant review column since 1972, making it the longest-running restaurant review column written by one person in America. He’s also been hosting a three-hour-a-day food and drink radio show since 1975. The broadcast airs weekdays from 3 to 6 p.m. and Sat noon to 3 p.m. CST. You can listen live at wwl.com. His website features the most reliable and comprehensive list of New Orleans restaurants, as well as his personal blog posts of eating experiences and formal restaurant reviews. The website is searchable and very user-friendly. Generally, the only knock people have against Fitzmorris is a distaste for what some see as a know-it-all attitude. But if you read his reviews and listen to his broadcasts, it’s hard to argue that he doesn’t know a hell of a lot about the local restaurant scene and cooking in general.




  WWOZ 90.7 FM (www.wwoz.org): WWOZ is New Orleans’ nonprofit jazz radio station. On Saturday mornings, 7 to 8 a.m. CST, George Ingmire hosts a show about local food, festivals, and culture called “New Orleans All the Way Live.” The hour features local music interspersed with features on New Orleans events and cuisine. Listen live online.




  Festivals & Events
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  In a nationally renowned food city like New Orleans, it’s only to be expected that we would celebrate food at the drop of a hat—er, oyster. At times it seems there is a festival to celebrate virtually every kind of favorite food under the sun. And, in fact, there is. But there are also fetes celebrating our devotion (Dr. Drew might say “addiction”) to refreshing arboreal alcoholic beverages, plus one festival that celebrates the nation’s reportedly oldest neighborhood of free African Americans, which naturally touts food—in this case, “some of the best gumbo to be found anywhere.” For a current list of events in New Orleans, contact the New Orleans Convention and Visitors Bureau at www.neworleanscvb.com (800-672-6124).




  March
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  Louisiana Oyster Jubilee, http://oysterjubilee.com. This daylong event, held in the 300 block of Bourbon Street in the French Quarter, features live music and food with a special emphasis on the state’s favorite bivalve. Several French Quarter restaurants come together to create the Longest Oyster Po-boy.




  Treme Creole Gumbo Festival, Treme, www.jazzandheritage.org/treme-gumbo. Beginning in 2012 this two-day festival moves to March but will still celebrate what is widely believed to be the oldest neighborhood of free people of color in the United States, with live music and food, including some of the best gumbo to be found anywhere.




  April




  French Quarter Festival, various French Quarter locations, www.fqfi.org. One of the city’s biggest festivals, this weekend-long event showcases the city’s proud heritage with live music and food from some of the best restaurants in New Orleans.




  New Orleans Jazz & Heritage Festival, New Orleans Fair Grounds Race Course and various locations, www.nojazzfest.com. Spread out over two consecutive weekends, the city’s premier festival celebrates the food and musical heritage of New Orleans and Louisiana with a tour de force of nonstop live music on numerous stages, a plethora of food booths serving up local delicacies, and one-of-a-kind handmade arts and crafts.




  May




  [image: frn_fig_026.jpg]




  Greek Fest, www.greekfestnola.com. If you can say “Opa!” you’ll fit right in at this weekend-long celebration at Holy Trinity Greek Orthodox Cathedral of all things Greek including the music, food, and art of the Mediterranean country.




  Mid-City Bayou Boogaloo, Bayou St. John, www.thebayouboogaloo.com. This weekend-long community-building event celebrates the unique and historic neighborhood of St. John with music, food, and creative art. Music runs the gamut from blues, jazz, funk, and Cajun to zydeco, Latin, and brass bands.




  New Orleans Wine and Food Experience, various locations, www.nowfe.com. Among the most popular annual fetes in town is this prestigious five-day event that sees food and wine lovers from all over the region gather to celebrate and enjoy some of the city’s legendary restaurants—not to mention their fine wines as well as vintners from around the world—with a packed roster of indoor and outdoor activities.




  June




  Oyster Festival, www.neworleansoysterfestival.org. Shuck, slurp, and enjoy is the pastime enjoyed most by festival-goers attending this weekend-long celebration of music and, of course, Louisiana’s most popular (and tasty!) bivalve, held in a spot between the Hard Rock Cafe and Jackson Brewery Building.




  Vieux-To-Do, various French Quarter locations. Only a city like New Orleans could pull off combining three festivals into a single weekend of music, food, cooking demonstrations, parades, arts and crafts, book signings, and other fun. But such is the case when three organizations got together: the French Markets Creole Tomato Festival, www.frenchmarket.org; the Cajun-Zydeco Festival, www.jazzandheritage.org/Cajun-zydeco; and the Louisiana Seafood Festival, www.louisianaseafood.com.




  

    NEW ORLEANS FOOD GLOSSARY




    New Orleans has a tendency to have its own name for lots of things. The following “translation” of terms you may not be familiar with on local menus is designed to help you get the most out of every meal while you’re in New Orleans. That’s certainly what locals always try to do.




    Andouille—A smoked Cajun sausage made primarily with pork and traditionally used as an ingredient in red beans and rice. Today, this flavorful and slightly spicy sausage can be found everywhere—even on fine dining menus.




    Beignet—A square, hole-less donut, usually drenched in powdered sugar and the perfect complement to a steaming cup of cafe au lait.




    Bisque—A traditional thick Cajun soup served over rice and usually containing seafood, primarily crawfish.




    Boudin—Like andouille, this spicy Cajun sausage, generally made of pork and cooked rice, is (rightly) experiencing a renaissance. Look for and enjoy it in all kinds of dishes.




    [image: frn_fig_027.jpg]




    Cafe au lait—In New Orleans, chicory coffee and steamed milk, traditionally mixed in equal measures.




    Cafe brûlot—An after-dinner hot coffee drink mixed with spices, orange peel, and liqueurs, mixed in a chafing dish, flamed, and served in special cups.




    Chicory—A dried, ground, and roasted herb root used to flavor coffee.




    Crawfish—Like a tiny lobster, but more flavorful.




    En papillote—A fish baked in a paper bag to seal in the natural flavors. But you only need to know this to win a really weird bar bet. It’s not even on Antoine’s menu anymore.




    Étouffée (ay-too-FAY)—Depending on who you ask, a roux-based or roux-less sauce used to smother Cajun seafood dishes. Good examples include crawfish or shrimp étouffée.




    Filé (FEE-lay)—Powdered dried root bark of the sassafras tree used mostly to flavor and/or thicken gumbo, as in filé gumbo.




    Grillades (GREE-yads)—A tomato-and gravy-based dish of thinly cut and browned veal or beef round. Grillades and grits is a popular New Orleans breakfast dish.




    Gumbo—A roux-thickened soup prepared any number of ways but typically with one or more of the following: seafood (oysters, shrimp, and/or crab), sausage (such as andouille), chicken, okra, and z’herbes (mustard greens).




    Jambalaya—A seasoned rice-and-tomato-based “sweep-up-the-kitchen” dish prepared with virtually endless combinations of beef, chicken, crawfish, pork, sausage, and shrimp.




    Meunière—A New Orleans seafood butter sauce framed by freshly ground black pepper, lemon juice, and finely minced fresh parsley—usually served with fish, traditionally trout.




    Mirliton—A locally popular green squash, called chayote or vegetable pear elsewhere, used both as an accent vegetable and an edible container for stuffing with ham or shrimp.




    Po-boy—The classic New Orleans fresh French bread sandwich, which can be found stuffed with virtually everything under the sun—from fried shrimp, oysters, soft-shell crabs, and catfish to roast beef, meatballs, deli meats, rib-eye, pork chops, and even french fries.




    Red beans and rice—A New Orleans staple of slow-cooked until creamy, seasoned kidney beans served over rice, often with hot or smoked sausage, a pork chop, or a piece of chicken. Traditionally served on Monday.




    Remoulade—A tangy, salmon-colored sauce with Creole mustard, horseradish, vinegar, and other flavorings, first served in New Orleans with shrimp.




    Roux—A reddish-brown base of flour and fat (butter, lard, or oil), plus the so-called holy trinity of chopped onions, bell peppers, and celery, for many New Orleans sauces and food preparations.


  




  July




  Tales of the Cocktail, various French Quarter locations, www.talesofthecocktail.com. It only made sense for a city like New Orleans that is responsible for creating so many well-known and beloved cocktails to host a five-day festival dedicated to imbibing refreshing adult beverages as well as “Spirited Dinners,” lectures, demonstrations, and special cocktail luncheons and parties.




  September




  New Orleans Seafood Festival, Lafayette Square, www.neworleansseafoodfestival.com. This popular event features live entertainment, celebrity chef cooking demonstrations, local arts and crafts, and world-famous cuisine from top New Orleans restaurants and caterers.




  October




  Crescent City Blues & BBQ Festival, Central Business District, www.jazzandheritage.org/blues-fest. Live music, arts and crafts, and, of course, great barbecue highlight this popular weekend-long annual event.




  November




  Mirliton Festival, Markey Park, www.mirlitonfestival.com. The spotlight turns on the beloved mirliton at this popular Bywater park with daylong festivities that include live music, arts and crafts, and food prepared by some of the best restaurants in the community.
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  New Orleans Coffee Festival, Freret Market, http://neworleanscoffeefestival.com. This relatively new kid on the block flies its java freak flag with this daylong event featuring live music, food vendors, and opportunities to taste the beverage for which New Orleans is famous.




  New Orleans Po-boy Preservation Festival, Oak Street, www.poboyfest.com. The popular Oak Street thoroughfare of restaurants, coffee shops, boutiques, and galleries turns the day over to the city’s favorite sandwich with daylong events that see some of the city’s best restaurants preparing their favorite versions of the French bread-based tour de force of yummy ingredients, plus a po-boy judging contest.




  French Quarter
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  Perhaps no neighborhood so embodies the infinitely rich color and character of New Orleans’ distinct personality as this one. As the city’s original settlement and bordered by Canal Street and Esplanade Avenue, Rampart Street, and the Mississippi River, this storied enclave of rollicking Bourbon Street bars and noisy jazz joints, Royal Street art galleries, boutiques, museums, and, of course, legendary Jackson Square and historic St. Louis Cathedral in many ways embodies the essence of the City that Care Forgot. What this section of the city didn’t forget, however, was how to wine and dine locals and international visitors alike with its mix of restaurants that at times boggles the imagination. From centuries-old Creole fine-dining dens and swank hotel chophouses to hole-in-the-wall burger joints, European-style bistros, and cutting-edge venues serving globally inspired cuisine, most anyone would be hard-pressed to find another part of town boasting such a kaleidoscopic, near-dizzying array of culinary favors.
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  Foodie Faves




  




  Bennachin, 1212 Royal St., New Orleans, LA 70116; (504) 522-1230; African; $$. The city counts among its culinary blessings the presence of this purveyor of West African dishes born in Cameroon and Gambia, the native countries of co-owners Alyse Njenge and Fanta Tambajang, respectively. Meals are simple and usually accompanied by a combination of makdowa (fried ripe plantains), mbondo cone (coconut-rice), couscous, steamed mandowa (broccoli), cassava, and jama-jama (sautéed spinach), depending on the dish. Among the best ways to taste the significant culinary role the African diaspora has played in local cooking traditions is with the nsouki ioppa, the traditional (and original) West African version of gumbo (which arrives at your table with beef sausage and smoked turkey strips), doh-doh (fried ripe plantains), and akara (black-eyed pea fritters). Entrees featuring poultry, fish, and lamb are prepared as spicy as guests request. Try the kembel-ioppa, sautéed lamb strips and bell peppers in a curry-accented ginger sauce. Some dishes can be ordered vegetarian style.




  The Bistro at Maison de Ville, 727 Toulouse St., New Orleans, LA 70130; (504) 528-9206; www.bistromaisondeville.com; Creole French; $$$. Any frequent traveler to Paris will attest that there is nothing quite like the setting and atmosphere of a bona fide bistro in which to enjoy a traditional rosemary-crusted chicken au jus. Fortunately for Francophiles there is this little oasis of ooh-la-la whose Parisian-style bistro ambience, complete with red-leather banquettes, ceiling fans, and beveled-glass mirrors, sets the table for Chef Greg Picolo’s succinct and thoughtfully crafted menu of French and nouvelle-Creole dishes served with a Louisiana twist. Among the best examples of his Paris-meets-New Orleans creations are the frog legs served with apple-smoked bacon and cheddar grits, escargot with Louisiana crawfish bordelaise gnocchi, and pan-seared jumbo scallops served with truffle-scented mashed potatoes, roasted corn, tarragon, and crawfish cream.
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    Cafe Amelie, 912 Royal St., New Orleans, LA 70116; (504) 412-8965; www.neworleansrestaurants.com/cafe_amelie; Contemporary Creole; $–$$$. The courtyard at Cafe Amelie is one of the most romantic places to spend time in New Orleans, attested to by the large number of weddings held here. But you don’t have to wait for the big day to experience it. Cafe Amelie serves lunch, dinner, and Sunday brunch. And a perfect complement to the lush surroundings is the traditional Creole food brilliantly prepared with a very untraditional light touch. Try the Louisiana crab cake with citrus drizzle, pan fried over mixed greens; or the Amelie Muffaletta with layers of warm Genoa salami, mortadella, Black Forest ham, provolone, and cold olive salad on ciabatta. Interesting entrees include jumbo Gulf shrimp tossed in a mushroom brandy cream sauce with linguine and fresh grated Parmesan, as well as the blackened rack of lamb with mango scotch bonnet pepper jelly, creamy mashed potatoes, and haricots verts. There are also two air-conditioned indoor dining rooms. Reservations are recommended, but not required.


  




  Camellia Grill, 540 Chartres St., New Orleans, LA 70130; (504) 522-1800; www.camelliagrill.net; Diner; $. What a great idea this is. It’s always been fun to visit the Camellia Grill diner, where waiters in crisp white uniforms raise simple counter service to an art form and you get to watch your meal being adeptly prepared on a grill just a few feet away. But a lot of visitors had a hard time making it to the original location Uptown. And if they did, there was usually a long line to get in. But now there’s a Camellia Grill in the French Quarter! So every day until 1 a.m. diners can easily enjoy juicy hamburgers or omelets stuffed with ham and oozing with cheese (and don’t forget the fresh pie, heated up on the grill). And the new location has actually made a couple of improvements: It’s bigger, so no long lines, and it’s on a corner with two walls of windows that flood the room with lots of light. Don’t miss it.




  Clover Grill, 900 Bourbon St., New Orleans, LA 70130; (504) 598-1010; www.clovergrill.com; Sandwiches; $. On its website this diner, open 24/7, boasts one of the more welcoming phrases seen in quite a while: “Enjoy Clover Grill or else!” For as long as anyone can remember, this quirky den of campy fun has been serving up plenty of attitude alongside such popular late-night, post-party favorites as triple-egg omelets “first concocted in a trailer in Chalmette, Louisiana,” prepared to order and served with hash browns, grits, or fries. Transform your plain-jane Geaux Girl waffles into luscious vamps with the optional banana, pecans, and ice cream. Burgers made to order, club and deli sandwiches, as well as chicken-fried steak and grilled chicken breast platters are served. House rules include “Please keep your date seated to avoid accidents” and “We don’t eat in your bed, so please don’t sleep at our tables.” Though fun ’round the clock, the witching hours at this venue, opened in 1950, are the best times to soak up the vibes of this colorful, off-beat, and marvelously funky venue.




  

    CREOLE CUISINE




    Admittedly, one of the most confusing cuisine descriptions can be “Creole.” Believe it or not, people have been fighting for literally hundreds of years over that word’s exact definition, and the truth is it means a lot of different things. For our purposes, Creole refers to cooking associated with New Orleans. That can encompass cuisine, ingredients, techniques, or all of these. So, both an upscale, white tablecloth restaurant and a little hole-in-the-wall neighborhood cafe could call themselves Creole, and they’d both be right. The chef at the high-end restaurant may use the term to reflect his use of classical technique and the expert employment of local ingredients to create a truly sophisticated gastronomic experience. Likewise, the chef at the neighborhood cafe, who makes killer red beans and rice or a rich, flavorful gumbo, calls his food Creole because he does it exactly the way his mama, his mawmaw, and his great-granny all made it. The first chef creates fine art, the second folk art. The point is—they’re both art.




    And then again, things can get even more confusing when additional words are used in conjunction with Creole—which happens every day in New Orleans. So, it also happens in this book. Here’s a quick rundown of the different versions of Creole, to help you understand:




    Creole—As already stated, this could mean pretty much any level of restaurant serving any number of traditional New Orleans foods, from the city’s oldest restaurant, Antoine’s, and its pompano Pontchartrain with sautéed lump crabmeat to Fury’s Monday red beans and rice. Look at the price point as well as the description of the dishes and atmosphere to figure out whether you’ll be wearing shorts or a tie.




    

      [image: chpt_fig_006.jpg]




      Creole French—This is always going to be an upscale restaurant serving such dishes as Broussard’s Louisiana-style bouillabaisse with oysters, shrimp, and Gulf fish. (And yes, it’s sometimes impossible to tell the difference between a Creole-French and an upscale Creole restaurant.)


    




    Contemporary Creole—This would be a place where the chef puts a new twist on an old dish, like Brigtsen’s shrimp remoulade with guacamole, deviled egg, and mirliton corn relish.




    Creole Italian—This is an example of very early fusion. It’s usually a traditional New Orleans restaurant with Italian influences, as seen in Mandina’s breaded veal cutlet po-boy.




    Creole Soul Food—Another fusion, like the Praline Connection’s stuffed crab with greens and corn bread.




    Of course, there are the Creoles’ country cousins, the Cajuns, whose cuisine historically mirrored Acadiana’s more rural lifestyle. Typical meals were hearty, one-pot dishes often made with rice, sausage, and/or wild game—and flavored with spices that created that now-famous Cajun heat. However, Creole and Cajun foods have been so intermingled over the years that K-Paul’s Chef Paul Prudhomme, the man who brought Cajun cooking to America, has postulated that the two have melded into a hybrid “Louisiana food.”




    (Just remember, it doesn’t matter what it’s called. It only matters how it tastes.)
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    Coop’s Place, 1109 Decatur St., New Orleans, LA 70116; www.coopsplace.net; Creole & Cajun; $–$$. Coop’s is known as the Cheers of the French Quarter, a fun bar where locals hang out and everybody knows each other. But what could be easy to miss is that it is also a terrific restaurant. If you want to experience real New Orleans food made the way it’s supposed to be, including the best jambalaya in town, Coop’s is the place. And the prices are really good, too. Coop’s Taste Plate is an excellent introduction to traditional local fare. It includes a cup of seafood gumbo, shrimp Creole, Cajun fried chicken, red beans and rice with sausage, and rabbit and sausage jambalaya. The Bayou Appetizer is a good sampler of fried seafood—crawfish, oysters, shrimp, and crab claws. If you want to go local but a little lighter, try the shrimp remoulade salad with Creole mustard sauce. And have the smoked duck quesadilla, served with sour cream and Coop’s own salsa, just because it’s delicious.


  




  Deanie’s Seafood, 841 Iberville St., New Orleans, LA 70112; (504) 581-1316; Seafood; $–$$$. Nearly half a century ago, Deanie’s was the first seafood market in the Lake Pontchartrain fishing village of Bucktown. The market and adjacent restaurant are still there, but now diners can enjoy that same fresh seafood in the French Quarter. The meal starts off on the right track with hot, steamy new potatoes, which are served instead of bread in this casual, bright, and airy family-friendly eatery. Try the barbecue shrimp, crawfish étouffée, crabmeat au gratin, stuffed flounder, and the stuffed shrimp dinner. A kid’s menu is also available. Deanie’s can get really busy for dinner, especially on weekends. Lunch is the least crowded time to go. The original location is at 1713 Lake Ave. in Bucktown, (504) 831-4141.




  Dickie Brennan’s Steakhouse, 716 Iberville St., New Orleans, LA 70130; (504) 522-2467; www.dickiebrennanssteakhouse.com; Steak; $$$$. Launched by Dickie Brennan of the city’s legendary Brennan restaurant family, this fine-dining venue offers die-hard carnivores some of the most succulent filets, porterhouse, and prime rib, cooked to order, available anywhere in town. But for some of us the best steak on the menu is the 14-ounce barbecue rib eye, grilled over an open flame, that arrives at the table topped with Abita Beer barbecue shrimp and with roasted garlic mashed potatoes. All steaks come with a choice of optional homemade steak sauces—béarnaise, hollandaise, pepper-cream Bourbon, or Worcestershire. Also available are a few seafood entrees including Maine lobster. Don’t miss the sautéed jumbo shrimp and jalapeñoand-cheddar grits appetizer.
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    El Gato Negro, 81 French Market Place, New Orleans, LA 70116; (504) 525-9752; http://elgatonegronola.com; Mexican; $$. El Gato Negro offers authentic Mexican food (with a few interesting twists) and exotic cocktails at a terrific location—overlooking the French Market. You could almost make a meal of chips and dip. There’s a sampler with four types of homemade salsa, and guacamole doesn’t get any fresher than this. It’s made tableside. For lunch or dinner daily, you can choose to fill your tacos, quesadillas, or burritos with chicken breast, pulled pork, chorizo, shrimp, crawfish, or even lobster claw. Or try Coyito’s Pan Seared Wild Salmon topped with sautéed jumbo shrimp in a wine, cilantro, tomato, onion, corn, and buttery garlic-lime salsa and accompanied with sautéed squash, zucchini, poblano peppers, Vidalia onions, and mushrooms. And don’t forget the margaritas and mojitos, made to order with hand-squeezed juices and top-shelf tequila, lovely to drink while sitting at one of the outside tables. El Gato Negro also carries hard-to-find Mexican beers and spirits.
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