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Introduction

New Orleans is so much more than the Bourbon Street scenes you see on the national news once a year on Mardi Gras. It’s a 300-year-old city made up of vibrant neighborhoods, diverse populations, and traditions layered upon each other.

World-class food is available not only in our famous restaurants, but also in corner restaurants throughout the city. Mardi Gras is the party we throw for ourselves, but invite the world to take part in. If partying with millions of friends is not your style, there are festivals nearly every week of the year to suit your taste and interests.

The challenge? There is much more to New Orleans than meets the eye.

If you’re not careful, you’ll spend too much of your time on Bourbon Street, or in the nearby run-of-the-mill tourist shops. Sure, you’ll have a good time, but you’ll miss the essence of New Orleans. It’s not hard to have a completely different experience, if you know where to go and what to eat, see, and do. What you need is a local, a New Orleanian, who can point you in the right direction, explain how to pronounce our street names, and save you time.

It’s easy to come to the Crescent City and never venture far from Bourbon Street. That’s a mistake. While our famous street deserves your attention, there is far more to explore, and none of it is far away.

For instance, you can hear good music on Bourbon Street, or you can walk over to Preservation Hall and hear the best traditional jazz musicians in the world playing together with the newer generation. Or you can walk over to Buffa’s Bar at the downtown edge of the French Quarter and enjoy a cheap meal, a good drink, and music that will soothe your soul. Your choice.

In this book, we’ll help you explore New Orleans based on the advice of insiders, locals like me. You’ll learn how to make the most of your time, how best to experience the city, and what to do when you’re torn between this or that. We’ll point out the things we’d show you if you came to visit us for a weekend, a week, or a month! We’ve done this for more than 30 years for our friends, and for the last several years through the Beyond Bourbon Street podcast. Sit back, relax, and get ready to have the time of your life.

Laissez les bons temps rouler!

—Mark Bologna




Planning Your Trip and Getting Around

When someone decides to visit a place like New Orleans, there is something special about being able to refer to a book—to mark it up, to immerse yourself in it, and to make the destination your own.

I have lived most of my life in this city and can tell visitors what is most important at Mardi Gras (answer: a place to pee) and where to find it (answer: churches along the parade route are often open and allow visitors free access to restrooms; schools also open up and offer a clean restroom in exchange for a nominal fee).

I can explain how to avoid the crowds at Jazz Fest, where to get out of the sun, and which stages are the best for their interests. I could go on, but the point is I have a depth of knowledge not often found in those other guides.
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I do not intend this guide to be a complete list of everything. Instead, it will be curated to save you from being overwhelmed.

I want this guide to be a reference, as if you were getting information from your friend who is a local. I want the writing to be simple, fun, and engaging. I want most people to be able to read the text without reading glasses, and to easily find what they need when they need it.

My original intent was to write this book with sections titles, “Eat,” “See,” “Do.” As I went about writing, I realized New Orleans is about neighborhoods. I decided to shift and tell the story of New Orleans through its neighborhoods, and within those help you find the places to eat, the things to do, and what you should see. Most of all I came to realize that my goal is to help you experience New Orleans.

We’ll explore New Orleans in the way I would take you around.

WHEN SHOULD I VISIT?

Deciding when to visit New Orleans is often a reflection of where you live. Sure, vacation schedules, the school year, and other factors play a role, but the weather you are accustomed to and prefer should influence when to come.

WEATHER

New Orleans doesn’t have much of a winter or fall. We basically have summer and some combination of fall and spring without the changing colors found in many other places. When it is cooler the dampness can make it feel much colder than the thermometer might indicate. Locals refer to it as a damp cold.

Beginning in May the weather is typically hot and humid. This combination reaches its peak in August or September, but early October is often still warm. November through February are the coldest months, though it is not unusual for the temperatures to jump into the upper 70s or even to reach 80. It feels like we have two to four weeks of spring at best before the heat and humidity return.

Hurricane season runs from June through November. I would not let this scare you away, but just be aware when planning your visit. The major issue with hurricanes in New Orleans tends to be street flooding. Since half of the city sits below sea level, our streets can only drain when the pumps are working and can pull the water down the drains and out into the canals that snake through the city. If the rain falls too quickly or in too much volume, the pumps cannot keep up and the streets will flood until they do.


AVERAGE WEATHER BY MONTH



	MONTH
	HIGH/LOW TEMPERATURE
	RAIN





	Jan
	64°F/45°F
	7 days



	Feb
	66°F/47°F
	6 days



	Mar
	73°F/54°F
	5 days



	Apr
	79°F/61°F
	4 days



	May
	85°F/68°F
	4 days



	June
	90°F/74°F
	10 days



	July
	92°F/76°F
	11 days



	Aug
	92°F/76°F
	12 days



	Sept
	88°F/72°F
	8 days



	Oct
	81°F/65°F
	5 days



	Nov
	72°F/53°F
	5 days



	Dec
	65°F/46°F
	6 days





When it does rain, you can usually expect afternoon showers that sometimes turn into thunderstorms. Often the rain is limited to a light shower and won’t impact your exploration too much.

NEW ORLEANS SEASONS: CRAWFISH, FESTIVALS, SUMMER, AND SAINTS

New Orleanians like to say our seasons are Crawfish, Festivals, Summer, and Saints. Crawfish season begins right around Christmas but doesn’t really kick into gear until March or so depending on how the weather has been in the late months of the previous year. Temperature and rainfall have a big impact on the crop.

Festival season kicks off with the French Quarter Festival in April followed by Jazz Fest. As we head into summer, there is a steady stream of events both small and large. The calendar is full through October. Summer is hot and humid but brings with it smaller crowds and plenty of sun. If you can stand the heat, it can be a nice time to visit, especially if you can match your trip to one of the smaller festivals.
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Rooms rates are cheaper in the summer months, with August being a traditionally slow time of year.

By the time September rolls around, talk turns to the Saints. New Orleans loves the Saints, and you’ll notice the difference when they win or lose on Mondays after game days.

ARRIVAL AND DEPARTURE

AIRPORT

Louis Armstrong New Orleans International Airport (MSY) is the main airport in New Orleans. Lakefront is mostly used by private planes. The next nearest airport is in Gulfport, Mississippi, which may be an option if you plan to rent a car and visit the Gulf Coast.

In November 2019, MSY opened a new set of terminals that completely replaced the old structure. The “new airport” features modern amenities, including local restaurants and shops. The rental car counters and long-term parking are a bit farther away than before. If this is your first trip to New Orleans since November 2019, allow more time than you did in the past. On the positive side, the process of going through security is quicker than before. CLEAR and TSA PreCheck are both available at the terminal.

GETTING FROM THE AIRPORT

In most cases, you’ll be staying in or near the French Quarter. The ride from MSY is 15 to 30 minutes depending on traffic. Your options include taxi, rideshare, shuttle, or rental car. In our experience, a rideshare will be the quickest and most pleasant. If you are on a budget or staying at one of the large hotels, a shuttle may be the way to go.

Uber and Lyft operate in New Orleans. After you exit the plane, look for the baggage claim signs. You’ll go down to the first floor, then look for the rideshare signs. The door you need should be on your left.

PRE-TRIP CHECKLIST

Before you leave home, there are some things you want to keep in mind to make your trip a success.

First on my list is reservations. If you plan on taking a tour, dining at one of our more popular restaurants, attending a special event, or booking a balcony on Bourbon Street for a night of revelry, make sure you take care of those reservations ahead of time. The same goes for anything you truly have your heart set on doing.

With more than 1,400 restaurants in New Orleans, there are always alternative options and often the concierge at your hotel will be able to make last-minute reservations for you, but why chance it? The same goes for event tickets like Saints and Pelicans games, concerts, etc. You might get lucky and score tickets on the resale market, but popular events are often sold out.

WHAT SHOULD I PACK?

Some things are universal for any trip, but the following items are essential for a visit to New Orleans. (Note: Mardi Gras comes with its own special list of things you’ll need. If you are visiting during that time of year, you’ll find a checklist in the Mardi Gras chapter.)

Comfortable walking shoes. New Orleans is best explored on foot, so comfortable shoes are a must. The French Quarter is often less than spotless, so it is also a good idea to have a closed shoe option that you don’t mind getting dirty. For Jazz Fest you can get away with flipflops, but these are not a good idea for general sightseeing.

A brimmed hat. The sun can be scorching even if the temperatures are mild. Nothing can ruin your visit faster than a sunburn.

Sunscreen. See above. Sunscreen is especially needed when attending outdoor festivals like the French Quarter Festival and Jazz Fest. The latter offers little shade, which means hours basking/baking in the sun. Be prepared.

A rain jacket and/or umbrella. Rain showers tend to pop up suddenly. Lots of New Orleans is best enjoyed outdoors. These items will ensure you can still explore even on wet days.


SHOULD I RENT A CAR?

In most cases, there will be no need for you to rent a car. New Orleans is best experienced on foot or by riding on the streetcar. If you do not want to walk or have physical challenges, a rideshare or taxi can get you where you need to go for $5 to $15 in most cases.

Hotel parking is expensive. Meters have two-hour limits and are active until 8 p.m. in some places. During peak tourist seasons and special events, you’ll have more hassles than you need for a vehicle that will likely only be used to get to and from the airport, and perhaps to dinner. Save the dollars and your time. Exceptions to this point are if you plan to visit the Gulf Coast or a plantation. Even then, I would rent a car for only the days you need it. Rental cars are available at several downtown locations and through some hotels.



GEOGRAPHY MATTERS: GETTING AROUND NEW ORLEANS

Let’s head in a different direction and talk about geography. I didn’t know it when I started the Beyond Bourbon Street podcast, but giving directions on how to get somewhere in New Orleans has been one of my greatest challenges.

The problem is that New Orleanians don’t use compass directions. Instead, everything is downtown, uptown, by the lake, or by the river. To make it even more confusing, downtown to a New Orleanian really means downriver, so downtown can mean “past” what you would think of as downtown, or in our case the Central Business District. You still with me? In case that isn’t confusing enough, you might’ve noticed the river curves, so towards the river does not imply north, west, east, or south.

Ask a New Orleanian for directions and you’ll often get this: Go down Magazine Street towards Uptown. The place you want is on the lake side of the street, in the Lower Garden District, just past the Jackson Avenue.

I just described how to get to Stein’s Deli from the Central Business District. If you had asked me if that was west or south, I would have given you a blank stare and a shrug.

Some New Orleanians add “backatown” as a direction. To get your head around this, think of the French Quarter, the original footprint of the city. The streets closest to the river are the front of town. The French Quarter ends at Rampart Street in one direction. This is headed towards Lake Pontchartrain. Back of Rampart Street is the Tremé—one of the oldest neighborhoods outside the French Quarter. This was considered backatown. Trombone Shorty even named one of his albums Backatown since that is where he grew up: in the Tremé, behind the city, the French Quarter.


Managing Expectations

Match your plan and your expectations with the interests of your group and you’ll have a great time!

If someone is interested in history, the WWII Museum would be a great choice. Foodies will have their pick of hole-in-the-wall eateries to fine dining. Outdoor enthusiasts might enjoy City Park.

I believe this is the key for all adventures, whether you are by yourself, with that special someone, or with the entire family. Spend a little time discussing or thinking about each member of your party, then try to match what you do with their preferences.

I think this is especially true in New Orleans: this is a place where people, young and old, can get easily overwhelmed—with the crowds, the sights, the sounds. True sensory overload.

Take, for example, my own daughters. Olivia loves to be in the thick of things: when we go to festivals, we have to watch because she’ll dart between people to get right up close to the performers. One year, she begged to go on stage while the Mardi Gras Indians were performing. Sophia, however, once asked me if I could take Olivia to Jazz Fest, but not her, because of the crowds. She simply doesn’t like them—well, except at Mardi Gras, then she’s fine. In any event, my advice is to try to find the things that best match each person. Hopefully, you’ll find enough overlap!
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Of course, as the city expanded, backatown did, too. It eventually also absorbed Midcity and Gentilly. It gets confusing because at some point the intersection of Uptown and Downtown runs into backatown. For our purposes, backatown commonly means the Tremé and can include Midcity.

All of this gets me back to my point about giving you directions. I try to translate in my head, as best I can, the directions I’ve grown up with into north, south, east, and west for you. Post-Katrina we have more transplants, so I hear some people using compass directions, but it is an immediate giveaway you didn’t grow up here. The reverse is also true: when I moved from New Orleans to Minnesota years ago, I had no idea what direction north was when people would tell me to head north to get here or there. I have the same problem with my car’s GPS.

Imagine sitting on a park bench on the Moonwalk, the promenade next to the Mississippi River across from Jackson Square. You’re gazing at the river traffic, and you notice a point of land out there, just a bit to the left. That’s Algiers Point. Pronounced al-JEERS. It’s over there on the West Bank. What? The west bank of the river. The French Quarter is on the East Bank. Pull out your phone and see what compass direction that is. It’s east!

In New Orleans, everything south of Lake Pontchartrain is considered to be on the east bank of the river, while the other side of the river is considered to be the west bank.

My family would tell you no matter what that I have no sense of direction, whether I am using a compass, New Orleans directions, or even my phone’s GPS. They’re right. As a result of all this, giving you directions is the hardest part of the podcast and was a challenge in writing this book, but I did it anyway. You’re welcome. I love you.
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Let’s Talk Language, Y’all

If you’ve been to New Orleans, you might’ve noticed we talk differently. This chapter will help you get a flavor of the city, learn a little about the history, and know what you’re getting into when you come to visit!

New Orleans owes its colorful language to the mix of cultures that make the city what it is: French, Spanish, African, Creole, Cajun, and the people of Nova Scotia, Haiti, and the Caribbean as a whole. We’re influenced by our colonial roots, the slave trade, our food, and our music.

As I put this chapter together, I realized the uniqueness of the language of New Orleans crosses many different topics, including places, food, terms of endearment, everyday items, Mardi Gras, and even colors.

We’ll cover some of the terms that hit the intersection of commonly used in New Orleans and unique and interesting. You’ll hear these things frequently in New Orleans and maybe not have heard them in other places. Or you might’ve heard them but weren’t quite sure what they meant or why they were used.

There are enough unique words and colloquialisms for more than one chapter. In fact, this topic could probably be a small book. This chapter will at least cover the items you are most likely to hear from locals during your visit.

Enough of a preface. Let’s jump into the language of New Orleans.

The word lagniappe (lan-YAPP) is a good starting point on our journey through the verbal landscape of New Orleans. It’s one of my favorite words, not only because of what it means but because of its origin and specifically that it brings together so many New Orleans influences, all in one word.

In New Orleans lagniappe means “a little something extra.” Mark Twain refers to lagniappe as “a word worth traveling to New Orleans to get” in his book Life on the Mississippi.

The word entered English from the Louisiana French, who adapted a Quechua (catch-wah) word brought to New Orleans by the Spanish Creoles. It derived from the South American Spanish term la yapa or ñapa (referring to a free extra item, usually a very cheap one). And, just to tie it into New Orleans’s Catholic heritage, Quechua was the language used by the Roman Catholic missionaries in Central America after the Spanish conquest in the 16th century.

The term has been traced back to the Quechua word yapay (“to increase; to add”). In Andean markets it is still customary to ask for a yapa (translates as “a little extra”) when making a purchase. The seller usually responds by throwing in a little extra.

In this guide, lagniappe means an extra tip, historical note, or additional piece of information: something you weren’t expecting but hopefully will appreciate and enjoy. At dinner, it is the New Orleans equivalent of an amuse-bouche, though it might be offered at the end of the meal.

As a kid I would frequently go to the French Market with my mom or dad to purchase cases of fresh vegetables for our restaurant. The vendors would almost always offer an extra piece of fruit for me to eat or sometimes another few tomatoes, a few heads of lettuce . . . lagniappe.

New Orleans used to have a daily newspaper named the Times Picayune. On Fridays, the Picayune would have a pullout section called Lagniappe, which was a guide to the events of the upcoming weekend.

Now, let’s talk about New Orleans itself.

New Orleans is pronounced New Or-LUNS or New Or-LEE-UNS by locals. Almost never New or-LEANS and definitely not N’AW-LINS. One exception: the late Frank Davis, a local TV personality, sportsman, cook, and all-around great guy, used to have a segment on the local news called “Naturally N’Awlins.” Frank could get away with it. You (and I) shouldn’t.

We have several nicknames for the city. Big Easy refers to the laid-back vibe of the city. Crescent City is a nod to the bend in the river against which the city of New Orleans was established in 1718.

New Orleans is also referred to as the City That Care Forgot. The meaning appears to be lost to history, but the term was first used in the 1930s. And, of course, New Orleans is often referred to as NOLA, short for New Orleans, Louisiana.

Another essential and unique New Orleans term is neutral ground: it’s the median in most parts of the United States, but not here in New Orleans.

Any discussion of the neutral ground must first start with Canal Street. Its name refers to plans for a canal that would connect the Mississippi River with Lake Pontchartrain. The plans were abandoned and the canal was never dug.

Today, Canal Street is a major thoroughfare in the city and is one boundary of the French Quarter. It has three lanes in each direction and a wide space in the middle where the streetcar tracks and buses run today.

Canal Street separates the French Quarter from the Central Business District, or the area of the city known as the American Sector in the early 1800s. Back then the French Quarter was populated by the Creoles, while Americans, largely from the Midwest, moved to the city and lived Uptown.

Since the street and the canal were going to be in between the two distinct populations, the middle became known as the neutral ground, almost certainly a nod to the cultural divide. While the canal never came to be, the phrase stuck, and eventually neutral ground became the accepted term for any median in New Orleans.

Here’s a little lagniappe! During Mardi Gras you will hear sides of the parade referred to as either the sidewalk side or the neutral ground side. As in, “I am riding in Endymion, 16th float, neutral ground side.” Or, “I’ll see you at the parades tonight, on the corner of Napoleon and St. Charles, neutral ground side.” You can even get T-shirts that say “sidewalk side” or “neutral ground side.”

Next up, let’s talk about counties that aren’t. In Louisiana we don’t have counties, we have parishes. Ever wonder why?

Louisiana was officially Roman Catholic under both Spanish and French rule. Boundaries separating territories generally matched church parishes. In 1807 the Louisiana legislature formally adopted the term “parish” and it’s been that way ever since.

In 1816 the first official map of the state used the term “parish,” as did the 1845 constitution. Since then the official term for Louisiana’s primary civil divisions has been “parish.” We have 64 of them today including Orleans, which encompasses New Orleans and was named after the Duke of Orléans, the Regent of France.

We have one parish, Chalmette, that is also lovingly referred to as da’ parish. People who grew up in Chalmette, just downriver from the French Quarter by a couple of miles, have a unique dialect and are known locally as Yats. As in, “Where y’at, dawlin’?” They are honored and imitated in song, in speech, and even in cartoon.

My favorite parish name is Evangeline, named for the Acadian heroine of Henry Longfellow Wadsworth’s poem “Evangeline.” I tried to get my wife to name one of our girls Evangeline, but I was unsuccessful.

Next up are shotgun houses. These are part of the architectural identity of New Orleans. The term refers to a narrow rectangular house, with rooms one behind the other and doors at either end of the structure. They are usually no more than 12 feet wide. The name “shotgun” refers to the idea of being able to fire a shotgun blast from the front door and have the shot travel all the way through the building without hitting a wall.

The shotgun was the most popular style of house in the southern United States from the end of the Civil War until the 1920s. One variation, at least in New Orleans, is the camelback, which has a sec-ond-story addition near the back half of the house.

The origins of shotgun houses are somewhat murky: some suggest they originated in the Creole faubourgs (neighborhoods) of New Orleans in the early 1800s. Others suggest the shotgun house has its origins in Haiti. In any event, there were definitely shotgun houses present in New Orleans by the 1830s, if not earlier.
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Usually the front room is a living room or parlor, followed by one or two bedrooms. The kitchen is typically the last room in the house. Since the style predates indoor plumbing, bathrooms were added on later, usually as an offset to the kitchen or sometimes just in front of the kitchen. Today, if you look for it, you can often see the addition attached to the kitchen.

Shotgun houses have small front porches and are close to the street, with little or no front yard. This setup allows good airflow, which is another reason the doorways going from room to room are all lined up. Additionally, shotgun houses in New Orleans are raised slightly, usually 3 or 4 feet off the ground. This feature also helps with air circulation.

Another variation is the double shotgun, which is essentially two houses under one roof that share a center wall. You’ll also see double shotguns that have been renovated and are now the residence of a single family.

You can find examples of shotgun houses throughout New Orleans, ranging from the very small and simple to fairly elaborate and quite large, especially if doubles have been converted into one residence and have a camelback.

Faubourg is a word I used a few paragraphs earlier. It is an old French word that loosely means “suburb.” In New Orleans the term is used to describe the neighborhoods beyond the French Quarter, so not really suburbs in the sense you would think of them today. There are 73 areas in the city recognized as neighborhoods, or faubourgs, though many of them have names locals do not recognize as “official.”

Two of the oldest New Orleans neighborhoods outside the French Quarter are the Faubourg Marigny and the Faubourg Tremé. The Marigny is one of the oldest parts of the city outside the French Quarter. It is just downriver of the French Quarter and was founded in 1805.

The Marigny is a popular destination within the city for both entertainment and as a place to live. It includes Frenchmen Street, which is lined with live music venues and restaurants. The Marigny also has a unique and colorful architectural style, combining elements of our French, Spanish, and Caribbean, predominantly Haitian, heritage. You will find cottages and shotgun houses in bright colors with lots of architectural details.

The Tremé is one of the oldest neighborhoods in New Orleans and is considered the oldest African-American neighborhood in the United States. It is located just behind the French Quarter, once you cross Rampart Street.

You can often see second line parades and jazz funerals in the Tremé. It also includes Armstrong Park, a tribute to the great Louis Armstrong. Within the park is Congo Square.

Congo Square was considered the town center of the Tremé, and was a gathering place for slaves in the 18th and 19th centuries. It was a place they could go on Sundays to dance, play music, and trade. Congo Square was also the original home of the New Orleans Jazz Festival in 1970.

Within the confines of Armstrong Park is the Mahalia Jackson Performing Arts Theater, home of the New Orleans Philharmonic and the Opera Association and host to numerous Broadway shows and traveling music acts throughout the year.

Let’s shift from places to a discussion of the terms Cajun and Creole. These are both used to refer to people and to styles of food. Cajun refers to the French Acadians who were exiled from Nova Scotia by the British for their Catholic beliefs during the French and Indian War. Many settled in Louisiana, and more specifically along the bayous southwest of New Orleans. This area encompasses 22 parishes today, in an area referred to as Acadiana.

The Cajuns were relatively isolated in their new home, but this worked out OK because they were able to use the trapping, hunting, fishing, and pig farming skills they brought with them. Those influences are definitely noticeable in Cajun food today: it tends to be hearty and a bit rustic. That’s not to say it isn’t good—it’s great, in fact, just not typically fancy.

Creole, however, is more complicated. The word is derived from the Spanish criollo (cre-ol-YO), which means “native to a place.” The term “Creole” usually refers to city people, and traditionally in New Orleans, those of French, Spanish, African, or Caribbean ancestry. It is also sometimes used in New Orleans to refer to those of mixed race and/or to those of African descent who were born here as opposed to those who came here as slaves.

In terms of food, Creole tends to mean French in heritage, but it typically includes influences from several cultures, all part of our heritage. From Spanish cooking, the bell peppers, onions, and celery known as the holy trinity. A close cousin is the French mirepoix: onions, carrots, and celery.

Sicilian immigrants contributed tomatoes, which are integral to so many sauces in New Orleans cuisine. Filé comes from the Native Americans, and okra is African: both are used as thickeners in our beloved gumbo. Cayenne pepper, ubiquitous to so many New Orleans dishes, is Caribbean. Again, native to a place or a people. You blend this together and you get native to New Orleans. If Creole seems a little fuzzier than Cajun, that’s because it is.

The differences in the food might seem subtle if you’re not from New Orleans. For instance, many Cajun and Creole dishes start with a roux: a blend of fat, usually oil or butter, and flour. However, Cajun roux tends to be darker and more intense. It takes longer to prepare. When I make a dark roux for a gumbo, it can take 45 minutes of constant stirring to get just the right color and depth.

In contrast, Creole roux tends to be lighter, though there are exceptions to everything. A Creole roux is sometimes almost blond, like what you would make as a base for étouffée.

You can see and taste the difference in jambalaya, too. Cajun jambalaya is typically brown; the color comes from the bits that are scraped up from the bottom of the cast-iron pot while you are cooking. Jambalaya made in the Creole tradition is typically red, thanks to the introduction of the tomato.

For the most part Cajun food was not common in New Orleans until Paul Prudhomme brought it to the city in the 1970s. Today, many chefs carry on the tradition, including Donald Link at Cochon, his restaurant in the Warehouse District.

Two of my favorite cookbooks help illustrate the
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