Open for Business

Touring Louisiana Post-Katrina 

By Lee Klancher

“You can’t drown an attitude. You can’t blow away jazz. You can’t swamp the bayou-born love of visiting and eating that New Orleanians will bring back to their city when the all-clear finally blows.”

—Steve Hendrix, Washington Post
“It has been said that a Scotchman has not seen the world until he has seen Edinburgh; and I think that I may say that an American has not seen the United States until he has seen Mardi-Gras in New Orleans.”

 - Mark Twain, Letter to Pamela Moffett, March 1859
“Three pounds of crawfish for ten bucks is about the best deal you’ll find,” the server told me as I eyed the menu at a smokey Cajun bar and grill in LaPlace, Louisiana, “At least after Katrina.” 


I gave in and ordered, and she brought out a plate of the bright red crustaceans steamed in butter, garlic and red pepper sauce. 


“The right way to eat them,” she told us as she served them, “is to suck the juice out of the heads.” 

My buddy Mark Frederick—a meat and potatoes man who won’t eat any fish much less those served with legs and antennaes attached—winced as I cracked and ate a plate of about 50 crawdads. And, yes, just to get in the spirit of things, I sucked a few crawdad heads. 

“Dude,” he said, “That’s gross.”

The spicy meal, along with three cups of strong coffee, chased away the chill of a morning cruise on the backroads north of New Orleans in damp, 40-degree weather. 


Frederick and I were in the area to tour the area post-Katrina, to see if the area was back open for business. We found the elegant city and its vibrant people alive and well despite the disaster, and sampled a bit of the bittersweet 2006 Mardis Gras. 


My first view of the city came from the car of Al Gomez, the owner of Eagle Rider tours in New Orleans. Eagle Rider was flooded and shut down by Katrina, but Al had a couple of bikes in his garage to loan us for the story. He picked me up at the airport, and appointed himself an unofficial tour guide for the trip. 


During the ride from the airport to my hotel, Gomez explained that New Orleans post-Katrina refer to the high ground that survived the storm relatively intact as, “The Island” and the parts flooded by the broken levees as “The Dead Zone.” 

Our trip from the airport started by going through The Island. Wind damage is still visible, with homes being rebuilt, the occasional stoplight out of commission, and piles of rubble here and there on the street. But these areas are up and running, filled with businesses with shoe polish script in the windows advertising, “NOW OPEN.” 


The Dead Zone is another story. Gomez took us for a tour of some of the dead zone, the areas that were flooded by the broken levees, and seeing it was a shock to the system. Shopping malls with wind-twisted signs and boarded up windows were backed up by neighborhoods full of crumbling homes and the skeletal remains of apartment complexes. Driving through was like visiting the set of a post-apocalyptic science fiction film. 


“Home Depot was the first thing to reopen,” Gomez told us as we passed it. The parking lot for the home improvement store was an oasis of normality amongst the surreally abandoned area, with the lot choked with contractors trucks and mini-vans loaded down with lumber, paint, and other building supplies. 


At Gomez’ neighborhood in Slidell, a cluster of nice homes on the coast of Lake Pontchartrain, rebuilding is going ahead full force. Driveways are filled with dumpsters and contractor’s pickups, and the sounds of table saws and nail guns echoes down the street. 


As we passed a three-story condominium, Gomez pointed to a 45-foot-long splintered gash on the roof. 


“A sailboat was sitting up there during the storm,” he said. “And I don’t mean just a little boat—I’m talking about a 60-foot yacht.”


An equally large barge sat in the front yard of the condo, resting sadly in a debris-filled sea of ravaged grass. 


Gomez showed us his house, where four feet of muddy ocean water had washed through. The house smelled of new lumber and sheetrock dust. He was living on the second floor while the first was refinished. Others on his block were not so fortunate, and were living out of white travel trailers parked in their front yards. The trailers were provided by FEMA, and could be seen parked all over Louisiana and Mississippi. 

When I was 11, I spent a long summer traveling in a pop-up trailer with my family. Considering that experience, I believe six months of family life in a FEMA trailer would rank somewhere between unpleasant and one of those rooms in hell designed for child molesters and politicians. 


That afternoon, we began our trip with a run north to find some backroads to explore and see how far off the coast Katrina had crept. North of New Orleans, you pass through a mix of rolling countryside and sprawling strip mall towns. A bit off the main highways, you’ll find tight little two-lane roads worthy of exploration. 


Like The Island portion of New Orleans, the area is definitely open for business, but you can find plenty of wind-damaged roofs protected only by the distinctive blue tarps provided by FEMA. Winds of nearly 100 mph were recorded as far north as Jackson, Mississippi, and nearly everyone you talk to has a story about weeks without power or water, and rebuilding. 


Restaurants, gas stations, and roads are all open, however. About the only drawback of traveling the areas away from the coast was finding hotel rooms. In February 2006, the hotels were still full of workers in town clearing rubble and rebuilding the city, and displaced people waiting for their homes to be ready. 


After our ride, we came back to New Orleans and visited The French Quarter for a taste of Mardis Gras. With Katrina’s impact six months in the past, the people of New Orleans needed Mardis Gras for financial, promotional, and emotional reasons. The 2006 version attracted a lot of press attention, so much so that the New Orleans Convention and Visitor’s Bureau hosted daily press conferences for visiting journalists where people key to Mardis Gras spoke about what the event meant to them and to the city. 


“We need the rest of the world to know we’re not under water,” said Arthur Hardy, the publisher of Arthur Hardy’s Mardis Gras Guide. The economic impact of Mardis Gras is estimated at $600 million, and even a greatly reduced event would bring $200 million to a city desperately in need of resources. 

Down on Bourbon Street, the crowds for Mardis Gras were reduced but hardly demure. The smoky street was packed with throngs of beer-lubricated people draped in beads, feathered masks, and glittery paint. The street is lined with clubs, most of them hosting cover bands with good-looking singers that belt out reliable rock anthems—Van Halen, AC/DC, Guns N’ Roses and Ozzy  Osbourne are alive and well on Bourbon Street. I think I heard “Highway to Hell” five times in three hours on the street. 

The purient interest is also well-served on that beer-soaked stretch of Bourbon Street, with plenty of strip clubs and the expected bevy of young women earning their beads from the throngs of people packing the second-floor balconies above the street. At the Mardis Gras press conference, Blaine Kern told us that Mardis Gras is about more than bare breasts, but you’d never know that down on Bourbon Street. 

The impact of Katrina on the Bourbon Street scene was, according to those who had been there before, mainly positive for visitors. The crowds were down, and lines to buy a beer, get in a club, or go to the bathroom were nearly non-existent. I won’t be going back to that scene any time soon, but if a college frat party is your idea of a perfect evening, by all means get down to Bourbon Street. 


For residents, Mardis Gras is not to be found on Bourbon Street. The celebration is city-wide, and involves nearly two weeks of parties with family and friends as well as a non-stop stream of parades. It’s the party of the year in a town whose people love to party, a celebration of a celebrated life. 

“Mardis Gras is a way of life. It’s sewn into the very fabric of who we are.”

Said Blaine Kern, the owner of Mardis Gras World. 

Last year’s Mardis Gras had 34 parades in the New Orleans parish (Louisiana-speak for a county), and the 2006 version had 28. These parades feature themes that range from African culture to dogs, and vast quantities of trinkets ranging from beads and medals to stuffed animals and Frisbees are thrown from the floats to the throngs of people gathered on the streets. Families have spent the afternoon or evening on the same street corner for years, visiting with neighbors, drinking beer, and grilling out while the parades go by. 

These community-based celebrations were something that the people of New Orleans welcomed in 2006. In a town where having a good time is a way of life, the six months after Katrina had been consumed by rubble hauling, insurance settlements, and rebuilding damaged homes and businesses. 

“You cannot put a price tag on doing something that is normal again,” said Kim Priez of the New Orleans Convention and Visitors Bureau. “If you cancel Mardis Gras, my family is still going to be on that street corner.” 

We attended one of the parades, and easily found space on a corner between a family grilling brats and hot dogs, and another settled into lawn chairs while their kids played Frisbee in the grass median. 

The parade featured a stream of floats loaded with people throwing trinkets, street vendors, high school bands, and even a colorfully costumed blues band. People clamor for goodies, and the crowd is nearly as decked out in feathers, beads, and masks as the people on the floats. 

After the parade, we loaded up the Harleys and headed south down the coast for a ride. We intended to ride the coast between Gulfport and Biloxi, which is a favored route with bikers in the area. It also was one of the areas hardest hit by Katrina. 


Riding the coast near Gulfport proved to be the most sobering part of the trip. As soon as you exit off Interstate 10, the ravages of the storm are evident. The coast roads look like the aftermath of a post-nuclear blast. Rubble is everywhere, and many of the homes have been reduced to flattened piles of bricks, shingles, and siding. Some relatively intact homes sit off-kilter or teeter on the edge of falling, remains of a torrent of water that turned a thriving coastal community into a wasteland. Houses were picked up and dropped on the house next door, and others were stripped of all but bare studs and a ravaged roof. Boats are scattered around the area at random, picked up and deposited inland by Katrina. One boat perched forlornly in the trees was spray-painted with a phone number and a message pleading, “CALL BEFORE YOU MOVE MY BOAT.” 


Among the rubble, we saw a few clusters of tent communities. The thought of living for six months amongst this in a nylon tent was simply unfathomable. At the remains of what appeared to be a large coastal home, an elderly man wandered around the lot, picking up the occasional useful item from the rubble that remained of his home. 


The devastation hits at gut level, a visceral reminder that our world is a fragile place. One minute a house on the coast, the next a nylon tent blown over in the wind. 


The ride back to New Orleans was the longest 100-mile ride I can remember. The damp 40-degree February air cutting through my riding jacket was as chilling as the images of devastation on my mind. 


We took a tour through the Garden District on the way back to the hotel, happy for the comfort of the arching oaks over the boulevards and the graceful homes lining them. New Orleans has the rumpled elegance of a deposed dignitary, with elegantly detailed architectural details on stunning homes in various states of repair. Cruising the broad boulevards, the signs on lawns reading “We’re Home” reassured me that parts of the city were still alive and well. 


On a stretch of Magazine Street packed with battered shotguns (duplexes), tattoo parlors, and music shops, a sign for live music and hot food drew us into Le Bon Temps Roulé. A small crowd filled the bar, with a guy in pajama bottoms with shorts over the top playing pool with a bandana-wearing 50-something. The kind of place where two guys disheveled from a day of riding fit right in. 

We met some of the regulars over the course of the night, ranging from a guy who told us he could build us a chopper but it would have to be on the sly because his business wasn’t totally legal to Julie, a vocalist pursuing a solo career and Amanda, an art photographer from Santa Fe. 

The thump of a drum set drew us back to a small stage and dance floor in the back of the bar, where we found a band playing a catchy mix of folk-rock and the small room packed with people dancing. 

In between sets, Julie and Amanda introduced us to some of their friends, all of whom had a Story. JR was a pitcher for the Oakland As farm club, taking a break from a summer job painting a fence in Texas with his pro football buddy to catch the band. Michael Hornsby was a local musician who was the son of Paul Hornsby. Lucky was, well, a small man with a quick wit who avoided straight answers. He did say that vampires turned him on, and that he thought Mark’s Harley leathers were a bit too “Village People” for his taste. We could only speculate about his life. Was he a comic? An actor? Maybe a small-time coke dealer? Everyone in New Orleans has a Story, or so it seemed that night. 

As the band pounded out tracks, the local bike builder periodically appeared at my shoulder to shout random snippets of advice about the town in my ear. “The Maple Leaf. Best fucking music in town. You gotta go,” he’d yell, and then he’d vanish into a dank corner of the bar.  

The next day, we rode north of New Orleans and out towards Breaux Bridge, a place near Lafayette known as the crawdad capital of the world that had an afternoon zydeco show we wanted to catch. The day was cold and rainy and our choice of roads was poor—it took us most of the day to get about 50 miles north of New Orleans. The day was saved by a curvy stretch of Hwy 61 and the plate full of crawfish mentioned previously, but we didn’t make it to Breaux Bridge.  

That night, Julie and Amanda made themselves our unofficial tour guides for the night and took us to two of the Uptown area’s signature places. We had dinner at Jacquimo’s, a long narrow little restaurant with a cozy bar out front. We ordered a bottle of wine and sat at the bar while we waited for dinner. 

As the wine flowed freely, I chatted with Amanda. We agreed that Sebastiao Salgado is a great photographer but too pretentious, and that Diane Arbus is a genius. She also told me that she loved New Orleans, that it was one of the few truly interesting cities in America. I heard that line from most of the people who live there. Like San Francisco, the town’s character and complexity earn it a dedicated following 

Our table ready, we made our way to the warm dining area in the back with colorfully painted window frames set in bright walls. The food was outstanding, from the shrimp and sausage cheesecake and fried oysters to the barbeque shrimp and stuffed redfish. 

I mentioned that between our foray to Bourbon Street, the night at Le Bon Temps Rolle, and long days of riding and making photographs, I was getting a bit worn out.

“Sleep deprivation is a way of life in New Orleans,” Julie said, laughing. “Especially during Mardis Gras. And we still have to see the Maple Leaf.”

So our sleep-deprived selves went next door to the Maple Leaf to catch a funk band. Another long old New Orleans venue, this place had gold-leaf ceilings and a band packed with talent. The guitarist was the star of the group, a 40-something Aisan with a face that carried lines beyond his years. When he played, he lit up the room with powerful riffs and a joyful smile that made him look 15 years younger. 

We made our way to the dance floor, which was packed with a young, energetic crowd shaking their bodies to the booming funk. Amongst this gyrating throng was a seventy-year-old man impeccably decked out in a black topcoat over a grey vest and black and white-striped tie, nodding his head to the music and taking in a Saturday night in Uptown.

During a break between sets, Amanda turned to me and said, “Austin.”

“What?” I said.

“I’m thinking of moving to Austin.”

I asked her why and she just raised her eyebrows, shot me the look of a person who spent half a lifetime with an interesting but difficult lover, and went back to her drink.  

We later moved from the dance floor to the bar and I found myself sitting next to the man in the black topcoat. He told me that he owned a local automotive repair shop and had been coming to the Maple Leaf for more than 30 years to see bands. He also said he had his business open shortly after the storm, as he hired a crew to fix the damage. Business stayed steady enough for him to still find time to slip away for a weekend or so each month to his place in Mississippi, where he raised hogs and enjoyed the peace and quiet.  

He looked around as we sat there, and I commented that, at least in this little club, the people of New Orleans seemed to be dealing with the aftermath with surprising life and energy. 


He smiled at that, and said, “New Orleans loves to party.”


My flight left the next day. I sat in a window seat and the city slipped out of sight under the cover of a bank of low-lying clouds. The town’s long-awaited week of sleep deprivation was just getting started, but it was time for me to go home. 

MoreQuotes 

Can be scattered throughout layout as pull-quotes. 

“Anything goes in New Orleans, and all are invited, even—especially?—rascals, scamps and those generally well short on their Eagle badge requirements.”

—Steve Hendrix, Washington Post
“You can take away my house, but you can’t take away my Mardis Gras.”

—Arthur Hardy, publisher of Arthur Hardy’s Mardis Gras Guide

“Mardis Gras is a way of life. It’s sewn into the very fabric of who we are.”

—Blaine Kern, owner of Mardis Gras World

“Mardis Gras saved New Orleans.”

—Blaine Kern, describing how he fed 775,000 people from the Mardis Gras World warehouses and used the generators for the parades to power much of the town post-Katrina 

“He bought himself a one-ton trailer and a Dodge truck. He’s making a thousand dollars a day hauling trash.”


—Al Gomez, talking about his son, Chris, who quit managing Al’s motorcycle rental business to drive a truck 

“911—Help Us America!”

—Spray-painted message on garage door of storm-ravaged house near Gulfport, Mississippi 

Captions

013, 023

Bourbon Street is the center of the tourist world in New Orleans. During Mardis Gras, crowds of people fill the bars and restaurants on the strip. Balconies above the street are packed with people who throw beads. 

055

The crowds were manageable at the 2006 Mardis Gras. Most who attended felt it was an improvement, as parking, lines, and entry to clubs was much simpler than in past years, when crowds made all three nearly impossible.  

064

Masks are part of Mardis Gras, and this shop on Bourbon Street was well-stocked. 

0103

In the clubs on Bourbon Street, anthem rock is alive and well. 

114, 121, 128, 130, 131, 136, 143

[The sights on on Bourbon Street.] 

146 or 147

The coast near Gulfport, where Katrina hit the hardest. The road along the coast is open, but the homes and businesses were devastated by the storm. 

160

The remains of a home near Gulfport, Mississippi. 

174 to 192

More shots near Gulfport. 

195

Oaks and historic homes line Carrolton Street. The streetcar that runs down the middle of the boulevard was not running in February 2006. 

215 & 218

Le Bon Temps Roule on Magazine Street in the Uptown area of New Orleans has good food and great bands. The name of the place is French for “Let the good times roll.”

219, 222

The streets of New Orleans are filled with eclectic places like this little tattoo shop on Magazine Street. 

9512

Al Gomez owns Eagle Rider New Orleans. The business was flooded by Katrina, and Gomez is focusing his efforts on opening a new Eagle Rider branch in Atlanta. The New Orleans branch will re-open, but the date was not set at press time. 

9993

[Great detail to use with opening spread; don’t think a caption is needed.]

Adventurometer

Roads


New Orleans’ one-way streets and off-the-grid layout is a bit tough to drive but the music, food, and sights are worth the hassle plus small post-Katrina crowds made parking easy to find and traffic manageable; roads outside New Orleans offer coastline rides and nice network of twisting sideroads through Cajun countryside

Scenery



Eats

Crawfish, etouffe, jambalaya, gumbo, mufalettas, beignets, alligator pie . . . this is food heaven

Digs


Accommodations in New Orleans are pricey and (at press time) scarce. Rooms outside of town are a bit more reasonable, but can be booked up, as well. Reserve rooms in advance and be prepared to pay a premium. 

Bikes

Eaglerider offers late-model Harley-Davidsons. Bags and windscreens available. 

RATING
 
Louisiana has plenty to offer the touring rider post-Katrina, whether you want to visit New Orleans or ride Cajun country. 
If You Go

Location

New Orleans, Louisiana

Tour Company
Eagle Rider Tours (see below)

Riding Season
Year-round

Critters

Alligators, eagles, egrets, deer

Gear & Goodies
rain gear, hot weather jacket, GPS, maps, 


Other Activities
Amazing music, great dining, historical places of interest, swamp tours

Best Local Beer
Abita Fleur-de-Lis Restoration Ale 

Open for Business: Louisiana Travel Tips

Although Katrina’s effects are still evident anywhere you travel in the south, New Orleans and Louisiana is ready for visitors. The road along the coast east of town, between Gulfport and Biloxi, is in fine shape but the homes are heavily damaged and only a limited number of businesses are open. As you go west and north, however, most businesses are operating and open. Finding gas is not a problem, and prices were about the same as the Midwest when we visited in February 2006. 

Rental Motorcycles

The only motorcycle rental in New Orleans is offered by Eagle Rider, and they were closed at press time. The owner anticipated opening in the next year. Check status at www.eagleriderneworleans.com. 

You can also rent motorcycles in Baton Rouge at the dealer listed below. 

Harley-Davidson/Buell of Baton Rouge

5853 Seigen Lane

Baton Rouge, LA 70809-4175

225.292.9632

www.harleybr.com

Hotels

Booking hotels in advance is one of the most important parts of traveling in Louisiana post-Katrina. In spring of 2006, hotels were full of workers and displaced residents as far north as Jackson, Mississippi. Book early and be sure and confirm your reservation. Don’t expect world-class service, as staffing of hotels has been difficult post-Katrina and employees are often new and not necessarily perfectly trained. 

Road Conditions

Nearly all roads in Louisiana and Mississippi were open as of Spring 2006. In the New Orleans area, the Lake Pontchartrain bridge on Hwy. 90 was out, but could easily be bypassed by taking Hwy. 10. Roads were in fine condition, and even heavily damaged areas such as Gulfport had clear roads. Do bring some fix-a-flat, as the heavy construction going on means picking up a nail or screw in the tire is not out of the question. 

Louisiana Travel Information

www.louisianatravel.com

Good general travel information about Louisiana. Also has a listing of “Rebirth Rewards,” which are special deals offered to urge travelers to come to Louisiana. 

New Orleans Convention and Visitors Bureau

2020 St. Charles Avenue 

New Orleans, LA 70130  

800.672.6124 

www.neworleanscvb.com 

Loads of good information about events, lodging, and activities in New Orleans

www.neworleans.com 

Travel information about New Orleans

Gray Line of New Orleans, Inc.

2 Canal Street, Suite 2500

New Orleans, LA 70130-1857

504.569.1401 

800.535.7786

www.GrayLineNewOrleans.com  

Gray Line offers all kinds of tours in the area, offering bus tours of area plantations, bayous, haunted places, and the French Quarter and Garden Distrcti. They also offer a Katrina tour that visits the levee and offers plenty of information on how the catastrophe develops and the progress of the rebuilding of the town. 

Suggested Routes to Ride 

www.swampscooters.net

Motorcycle club Web site. Lots of good information here, including good section on Louisiana backroad routes. Click “Articles” and scroll down to “Favorite Roads” by Clint Adcock. 

