

Northwest Louisiana


Northwest Louisiana (on a map, the top of the back of the boot) boasts the greatest range of temperatures in the state. The all-time high was 114 degrees in Plain Dealing and the low was minus 16 degrees recorded in 1886 in Minden.

Geologically speaking, this is the oldest part of the state. Louisiana’s “hill region” includes the Sabine Uplift, around which curve outcrops of rock strata called “wolds.” The Nacogdoches Wold (named for a town in nearby Texas) includes Driskill Mountain, which rises to 535 feet above sea level in Bienville Parish. The Red River and various tributaries and old channels drain the area.

The close proximity of Texas is readily seen not just in the hot weather but also in the local culture, a nice blend of Southwestern and Louisiana Southern that finds chicken-fried steak on the menu as well as shrimp and crawfish, and Wrangler jeans as proper attire for most local events.

Shreveport, the second-largest city in Louisiana, and Bossier, its across-the-Red-River sister city, constitute the commercial center of this section of the state.
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Ark-La-Tex

Entering Louisiana at its northwest corner, a person can stand in three states at the same time. North of Rodessa, the Three States Marker shows where the borders of Louisiana, Texas, and Arkansas all converge. Shreveport and Bossier City, farther south, serve as the hub for a 200-mile radius known as the Ark-La-Tex. The Shreveport–Bossier area makes a convenient starting point for exploring other portions of Louisiana. From here you can either proceed eastward or you can angle south into the central section. Both regions provide plenty of off-the-beaten-path attractions.

Named for the Native Americans who once lived here, Caddo Parish was created in 1838. The Caddo (or Kadohadacho) Native Americans who occupied the surrounding forests sold one million acres to the United States government on July 1, 1835.

Afterward, with the discovery of oil, the area turned from happy hunting grounds to hootin’ and hollerin’ hysteria almost overnight. In one year land values jumped from 50 cents an acre to $500 an acre. Oil City sprang up to become the first wildcat town in the Ark-La-Tex. The resulting large red-light district and influx of rough characters gave the town an unsavory reputation.


AUTHOR’S FAVORITES IN NORTHWEST LOUISIANA

American Rose Center, Shreveport

Ford Museum, Homer

Germantown Colony Museum, Minden

Kisatchie National Forest, Homer

Harrah’s Louisiana Downs Casino and Racetrack, Bossier City

Louisiana State Oil and Gas Museum, Oil City

Meadows Museum of Art, Shreveport

R. W. Norton Art Gallery, Shreveport

Sci-Port Discovery Center, Shreveport



When you enter today’s Oil City via Route 1 from the state’s northwestern corner, you’ll find a small, quiet hamlet with few reminders of its brawling boomtown days. To learn more, head for the Louisiana State Oil and Gas Museum (318-995-6845; sos.la.gov/historicalresources/visitmuseums/louisianastateoilandgasmuseum) at 200 South Land Ave. (Oil City’s main street). Currently the complex consists of three buildings dating from the early 1900s plus a museum with galleries highlighting the culture and the role of oil and gas in the area’s history.

Start your tour in the new 12,000-square-foot facility. You’ll see an adjacent caboose and displays of early oil field equipment, railroad artifacts, old photographs, Native American relics, a collection of pearls found in mussels from Caddo Lake, and other items relating to the area’s history.

A ten-minute video presentation acquaints you with North Caddo Parish’s history. Take a self-guided tour to learn some of the region’s colorful legends, such as the story of an Indian chief who divided his extensive land holdings between his twin sons. Each brave was told to walk for two and a half days—one toward the rising sun and the other toward the setting sun. The eastward-bound son received Louisiana’s Natchitoches area as his legacy, and the other’s inheritance was the region around Nacogdoches, Texas.

The museum is open Tues through Fri from 10 a.m. until 4 p.m.

After touring the museum, step outside to see the century-old bank and post office, which was moved from nearby Trees City. A security system now protects the small bank, although none was there when the bank did a booming cash business.

Perhaps the closest Oil City comes to its lively past occurs each spring when citizens celebrate the oil industry with their Gusher Days Festival (318-470-3446; gusherdaysfestival.com). On tap are such events as arts-and-crafts exhibits, street dancing, parades, and a beard contest. Previous festivals featured a spirited competition in which local businesspeople vied for the dubious distinction of being named Miss Slush Pit.

Not only was the first oil well in Northwest Louisiana drilled in this area, but the world’s first marine well was drilled in nearby Caddo Lake. Until May 1911, when this original offshore well was completed, underwater drilling remained in the realm of theory.

Water sports enthusiasts will appreciate Caddo Lake for other reasons. The large cypress-studded lake, which can be reached via Route 1, offers opportunities for boating, skiing, fishing, hunting, and camping. Consulting your map you’ll see that the lake also spills over into Texas.

Continue to 8012 Blanchard-Furrh Road, where you’ll find the Walter B. Jacobs Memorial Nature Park (318-929-2806)—2.9 miles east of Longwood (Route 169) and 2.8 miles west of Blanchard (Route 173). Dedicated to nature’s preservation, the park invites those who want to use it for walking, hiking, photography, painting, writing, bird-watching, or simply the pure enjoyment of being outdoors.

At the interpretive building you’ll see an exhibit on predators and prey, coiled live snakes in glass cages, and a colony of bees in action. Other displays feature mounted specimens of native wildlife such as a Louisiana black bear, coyotes, and river otters. One of the building’s classrooms contains “feel” boxes, helpful for using a hands-on approach with students. Youngsters can reach inside a box, guess what object they’re touching, and then describe it for their classmates. This leads to follow-up discussions on different aspects of nature. (I was relieved that my box contained an antler instead of something squirmy.)

Trail and terrain maps are given to visitors who want to hike through the 160-acre park of pine, oak, and hickory forest. Markers identify natural features and animal habitats along the trails. Local woods are populated by deer, snakes, lizards, turtles, rabbits, squirrels, opossums, raccoons, armadillos, and other animals. Plant lovers will want to check out the medicinal and herb garden and the wildflower trail.

The park provides a picnic area with pavilion for people who want to pack a lunch and spend the day. Also two full-time and two part-time naturalists are available to arrange guided tours, present programs, teach sessions, and, in general, share expertise.

You can visit from 8 a.m. to 5 p.m. Wed through Sat and from 1 to 5 p.m. on Sun. The park is closed New Year’s Day, Easter, Thanksgiving, and Christmas Day. Admission is free. Check out caddo.org for more information.

Don’t miss the American Rose Center (318-938-5402; rose.org) at 8877 Jefferson-Paige Road, Shreveport. Located just off I-20, the American Rose Center is 5 miles east of the Texas state line and about 10 miles west of downtown Shreveport. Take exit 5 and follow the signs.

Now America’s national flower (Congress made it official in 1986), the rose reigns supreme here at America’s largest rose garden. The American Rose Society, established in 1892, also makes its headquarters at the center. The center includes Klima Rose Hall, an education and visitor’s facility, as well as a gift shop with great items for your favorite gardener. You can stroll along pathways edged by split-rail fences to see more than sixty-five individual gardens spreading over the site’s currently developed fifty-seven acres. You don’t have to be a rose expert to appreciate the beauty of this place. A label next to each planting provides such pertinent information as the rose’s name, type, and heritage. Like the flowers themselves, the names are intriguing: White Masterpiece, New Year, Show Biz, French Lace, Angel Face, Touch of Class, Double Delight, and Sweet Surrender are among the rose varieties you can see here. While sampling this buffet of blossoms, be careful when you sniff—bees like the roses, too.

The Windsounds Carillon Tower rises impressively from plantings of award-winning roses in reds, pinks, yellows, mauves, and a medley of other colors. You’ll also find a picturesque log cabin chapel, a gift shop, sundials, gazebos, inviting benches, and picnicking facilities. The gardens and chapel serve as a beautiful backdrop for more than one hundred weddings a year.

Christmas in Roseland makes the place more magical than ever with such entertainment as choral groups, soloists, dancers, and storytellers. Displays include illuminated wire sculptures depicting the Nativity scene, Eiffel Tower, Statue of Liberty, a spotlighted group of large wooden Christmas card panels designed and painted by area students, and other festive displays.


rosamonstrosa

A personal favorite: By far the oddest flower at the American Rose Center is the Rosa monstrosa, an all-green flower with petals the same color as its leaves. It has a certain creepy charm and must look rather like roses do to the color-blind.



You can visit the Rose Center from Apr through Oct between 9 a.m. and 5 p.m. Mon through Sat, and 1 to 5 p.m. Sun. Holiday hours, from Thanksgiving through New Year’s Eve (except for Christmas Day), change to 5:30 to 10 p.m. daily. Admission.

Continue into Shreveport, now big and bustling. The city truly qualified as an off-the-beaten-path kind of place before Captain Henry Miller Shreve appeared on the scene in 1833 to unclog the Red River. Using snag boats, Shreve and his crews divested the river of a logjam known as the “Great Raft,” which extended some 180 miles—a project that took five years and cost $300,000. Later the town that sprang up on the banks of the Red River was named in honor of Captain Shreve. It’s a safe bet to say that today the captain would not recognize his riverfront, which has taken on a Las Vegas look with dockside riverboat gaming, specialty shops, lounges, live music, and crowds courting Lady Luck via video poker, blackjack, craps, roulette, slots, and similar pursuits.

The Louisiana legislature officially recognized Shreveport as a town in 1839. During the Civil War Shreveport served as the state’s capital for a short time. The last place in Louisiana to concede defeat, its official Confederate flag was not lowered until Federal troops arrived to occupy the city.

Start your visit to Shreveport with a drive through the historical Highland–Fairfield area, a setting for many of the city’s elegant mansions. Fairfield Avenue, one of Shreveport’s most attractive streets, features grand houses in a diversity of architectural styles.

Afterward, continue your journey by taking in Spring Street Historical Museum (318-424-0964; springstreetmuseum.org). Here at 525 Spring Street, you’ll get a real feel for the city’s history. Built as a bank in 1865 and recently restored, this fine structure with its cast-iron balcony is one of the town’s oldest existing buildings. An eight-minute video presentation acquaints you with the city’s early history. Rotating exhibits allow the museum to showcase its historical collections of furniture, clothing, jewelry, firearms, books, and newspapers.


TOP ANNUAL EVENTS IN NORTHWEST LOUISIANA

Holiday in Dixie

Shreveport, Apr

(318) 865-5555

arklatexambassadors.com

Mayhaw Festival

Marion, Mother’s Day weekend

(318) 292-4715

townofmarionla.com/mayhaw-festival

Mudbug Madness

Shreveport, Memorial Day weekend

(318) 225-5641

mudbugmadness.com

Louisiana Peach Festival

Ruston, June

(318) 255-2031

louisianapeachfestival.org

Red River Revel Arts Festival

Shreveport, Oct

(318) 424-4000

redriverrevel.com

Louisiana State Fair

Shreveport, Oct

(318) 635-1361

statefairoflouisiana.com

Christmas in Roseland

Shreveport, Fri after Thanksgiving through Dec

(318) 938-5402

rose.org/Christmas-in-roseland



Don’t miss seeing the upstairs with its permanent collection of Victorian furnishings. Beautiful period pieces include American Chippendale chairs that date from 1760 to 1775, paintings from the 1800s, various pieces of carved rosewood furniture, an 1878 cherry and walnut organ that has been restored to playing condition, a child’s harp, a melodeon, and a Persian carpet. You’ll also see a chair that belonged to Shreveport’s famous madam (who received a three-month bank loan for her business and repaid it within two weeks). Hours are from 10 a.m. to 4 p.m. Tues through Sat. Modest admission.

While in the area you can stop for a meal at the Blind Tiger (318-226-8747) on the corner of Spring and Texas streets at 120 Texas Street in historic Shreve Square. Harking back to the time of Prohibition and speakeasies, when saloons operated behind facades or “blinds” such as museums with wild animal displays to mask back rooms where alcoholic beverages were sold, the restaurant’s name serves as a reminder of the town’s past.

Erected in 1848, the building burned in 1854 and was rebuilt later to house several businesses, including the Buckelew Hardware Company. The interior echoes the nostalgic theme with stained glass, dark wood paneling, brass rails, and Tiffany chandeliers.


Back to Nature

One pleasant way to dawdle away a Shreveport afternoon is on the paths and by the fountains of Riverview Park (601 Clyde Fant Pkwy.; 318-673-7727). This art gallery and plant-and-flower-exhibit facility is free and open daily. Stroll through the sculpture garden and a specially scented garden, or simply enjoy the quiet greenery you’ll find along the walkways. Before some recent landscaping you could find bonus vegetation: Pokeweed growing on the slopes of the nearby Red River levee attracted lots of busy gatherers each spring for poke salad.



“Our menu offers plenty of variety, although the emphasis is on seafood,” says Rick Sloan, who with Glenn Brannan owns the Blind Tiger. Consider an appetizer of tiger wings or pigskins for starters, then try one of the snapper specialties. The restaurant also serves a Cajun sampler of five different entrees as well as great steaks and hamburgers. Prices are moderate. Hours are from 11 a.m. to 9:30 p.m. Mon through Thurs; 11 a.m. to 10:30 Fri and Sat; noon to 8:30 p.m. Sun. The bar is open all night—until 6 a.m. daily, except Sun when it closes at 2 a.m.

Located at 619 Louisiana Avenue in Shreveport, the Strand Theatre (318-226-1481; thestrandtheatre.com) is a must-see, although parking can present a problem. Be sure to notice the dome and the exterior’s decorative details as you approach. Now restored to its previous grandeur, the neobaroque theater originally opened in 1925 with the operetta The Chocolate Soldier. Listed on the National Register of Historic Places, the 1,636-seat theater boasts an organ of 939 pipes, ornate box seats, and gilt-edged mirrors. The interior features a color scheme of rich burgundy with gold accents. Don’t forget to look up at the magnificent ceiling and dazzling chandeliers.

Reopened in 1984, this downtown landmark again attracts crowds for performances that range from ballet and musical extravaganzas on ice to touring Broadway hits. The Strand box office is open Mon through Fri from 9 a.m. to 5 p.m. Modest admission.

Continue to the Meadows Museum of Art (318-869-5169; themeadowsmuseum.com), located at 2911 Centenary Boulevard in Shreveport on the Centenary College campus. The museum’s permanent collection includes works by such artists as Mary Cassatt, Diego Rivera, Alfred Maurer, and George Grosz. Also, you’ll see the work of Louisiana artists such as Clyde Connell, John Scott, Maria Lopez, Clementine Hunter, Lucille Reed, Langston McEachern, and Jack Barham. The museum hosts from three to six temporary exhibitions throughout the year.


OTHER ATTRACTIONS WORTH SEEING IN NORTHWEST LOUISIANA

Lake Bistineau State Park

Doyline

(318) 745-3503 or (888) 677-2478

crt.state.la.us/Louisiana-state-parks/parks/lake-bistineau-state-park

This park has facilities for camping and cabin and boat rentals. State parks make a welcome break in a driving vacation, even if you don’t stay overnight. For information on camping and rentals, write to Lake Bistineau State Park, 103 State Park Rd., Doyline 71023, or call (877) 226-7652, the reservations number for all Louisiana state parks.

Louisiana State Fairgrounds

Shreveport

(318) 635-1361

statefairoflouisiana.com

Even when it’s not fair week (last week in Oct) the Louisiana State Fairgrounds are worth visiting for the Louisiana State Exhibit Museum. Inside the marble rotunda, a long, circular corridor leads past dioramas of Louisiana industry and life. You’ll find an oil refinery, a sulfur mine, a salt dome, an Indian village… in short, a wealth of small tableaux that explain Louisiana, along with murals, other exhibits, and an art gallery.

Sci-Port Discovery Center

Shreveport

(318) 424-3466 or (877) Sci-Port

sciport.org

This hands-on science museum on Shreveport’s riverfront offers some 200 programs and interactive exhibits. Here you might lie on a bed of nails and learn why and how you can do this without flinching or screaming. Besides participating in Sci-Port’s interactive discovery areas, you can take in an engrossing IMAX production on a 60-foot dome screen. Open Thurs through Sat from 9 a.m. to 5 p.m., and Sun from noon to 5 p.m.



The Meadows Museum showcases the work of French academic artist Jean Despujols. On request, visitors can view the museum’s award-winning film Indochina Revisited: A Portrait of Jean Despujols. This twenty-eight minute documentary will provide some glimpses into the life and work of an extraordinary artist. A seven-minute slide presentation also offers an overview of the Despujols collection.

From December 1936 to August 1938, French artist Jean Despujols made his way through French Indochina’s interior, capturing its people and landscapes with pencil, ink, oil, charcoal, and watercolor. This rare collection of 360 works is personalized by excerpts from a diary he kept while traveling through the remote areas of Vietnam, Laos, and Cambodia. Despujols moved to Shreveport in 1941 and became an American citizen in 1945. His collection (hidden at his parents’ home in France) survived World War II only to disappear in transit later when the artist requested that it be shipped to him in America. Lost for seven months during the trip from France, the valuable collection surfaced in Guadeloupe, where it had mistakenly been unloaded. The treasure finally arrived in Shreveport in December 1948.


courthousecopycat

President Harry S. Truman liked Shreveport’s Caddo Parish Courthouse (500 Texas Street) so much that he used part of its design for his presidential library in Independence, Missouri.



The Smithsonian Institution exhibited Despujols’s works in 1950, and National Geographic borrowed twenty-one of his paintings to illustrate a 1951 article on Indochina. Despujols died in 1965, and his works were kept in a Shreveport bank vault. In 1969 Centenary College alumnus Algur H. Meadows purchased the collection, presented it to the college, and also provided funds for a museum to house the rare body of work.

The Meadows Museum is open to the public from 10 a.m. to 6 p.m. Mon through Sat. Admission is free.

Multiple treasures await at the R. W. Norton Art Gallery (318-865-4201; rwnaf.org), surrounded by forty landscaped acres that showcase masses of azaleas each spring. Designed in a contemporary style, the gallery at 4747 Cre-swell Avenue, Shreveport, houses twenty-five exhibition rooms. Here is one of the three largest collections in the country of American Western paintings and sculptures by Frederic Remington and Charles M. Russell, as well as Flemish tapestries (ca. 1540) and works by Corot, Auge Rodin, Sir Joshua Reynolds, and other masters. In addition to its collections of decorative arts, sculptures, and paintings spanning four centuries, the Norton Gallery offers a reference/research library. Except for national holidays, the museum is open from 10 a.m. to 5 p.m. Wed and Thurs; 10 a.m. to 7 p.m. Fri and Sat; and 1 to 5 p.m. Sun. Admission is free.

After a visit to the art gallery, take Route 1 to the campus of Louisiana State University in Shreveport. Near the northeast corner of the campus you’ll find the Pioneer Heritage Center (318-797-5339; lsus.edu/offices-and-services/community-outreach/pioneer-heritage-center). The complex is composed of several authentic plantation structures that give you a picture—outside the pages of a history book—of how the area’s early settlers lived.

The Webb and Webb Commissary serves as a visitor center where you’ll get an overview of the operation and an interesting history lesson about the pioneers who settled the northwest corner of Louisiana. The building itself is typical of a company store in an agricultural community, where purchases could be made on credit before a crop was harvested and paid off later when the crop was sold.

You’ll come away with a new appreciation for modern dentistry after seeing the dental drill displayed in the doctor’s office at the Pioneer Heritage Center. There’s also a collection of medical and surgical instruments from the “olden days.” One room contains displays of various herbal home remedies.

You’ll see the restored 1856 “Big House,” a frame antebellum cottage from Caspiana Plantation, and an outside kitchen. A nearby structure, the Thrasher log house, illustrates the dogtrot style. The dogtrot (an open passage supposedly favored by the family dogs) provided a cool covered area for performing household chores during hot weather. The complex also features an equipped blacksmith’s shop and a small church.

The Pioneer Heritage Center serves as a “history laboratory” for area schools and visitors. The complex closes for major holidays and from mid-December through February. Admission is modest, and children get in free.

Before continuing east, you may want to sweep south a short distance for a look at a charming little town called Keachi (KEY-chi—the second syllable sounds like the chi in “child”).

To reach Keachi, about 25 miles southwest of Shreveport, take US 171 south (the Mansfield Road), then turn west on Route 5. Incorporated in 1858 as Keachi, the town takes its name from a Native American tribe of Caddo ancestry. You will see a sign that says WELCOME TO HISTORIC KEACHI because members of the local heritage foundation worked hard to get the original spelling restored. At one time, Keachi was known as Keatchie.

Predominantly Greek Revival, described as “kind of a Parthenon temple style,” much of the town’s architecture dates from the 1840s and 1850s and is on the National Register of Historic Places. A short drive takes visitors by three Greek Revival–style churches, the Masonic Hall, and a Confederate cemetery. On Highway 172 west of downtown stands the 1852 Keachi Baptist Church, originally the chapel for a women’s college (no longer in existence). Future plans call for a cultural center on what was once the campus. Another popular event, which takes place the third Sunday of December, features a program of classical and seasonal music performed by a string quartet at the Presbyterian Church with a home tour scheduled afterward.

Next, you can head southeast to historic Natchitoches (described in the section on Central Louisiana) via I-49 or return to Shreveport for an eastward thrust.

Traveling east, Bossier City begins where Shreveport ends. Bossier boasts a well-beaten path, Harrah’s Louisiana Downs, one of the country’s top racetracks for Thoroughbreds. The track is located at 8000 East Texas Street (318-742-5555; caesars.com/harrahs-louisiana-downs).

Also in Bossier City, just across the Red River from downtown Shreveport, you’ll find the Louisiana Boardwalk (318-752-1455; louisianaboardwalk.com), an enticing shopping and entertainment destination. As the state’s first lifestyle center, this venue offers outlet shopping, an entertainment district, and riverfront dining. Visitors can hop aboard the Magnolia Belle Trolley, a breezer-style trolley patterned after those of the 1920s and 1930s.

The state’s first Bass Pro Shops Outdoor World here lures more than fishermen and hunters. The facility offers equipment for hiking, backpacking, wild-life viewing, camping, outdoor cooking, and more. Look for the Alligator Pit at the front of the store, popular with both tourists and shoppers.

If shopping’s not your favorite sport, the Boardwalk offers lots more—a movie theater, bowling alley, carousel rides, live entertainment, riverfront dining, dancing water fountains, and gaming.

The Touchstone Wildlife and Art Museum (318-949-2323; touchstone museum.com) is located 2.2 miles east of the Louisiana Downs racetrack at 3386 US 80 East, near Bossier City. Founded by professional taxidermists Lura and the late Sam Touchstone, this natural history museum features hand-painted dioramas as backdrops for mounted mammals, birds, and reptiles from all over the world. The collection contains more than 1,000 specimens of wild-life displayed in habitats simulating their natural environments. Sam practiced “taxidermy in action,” and all his animals are engaged in lifelike pursuits. Be sure to notice the giraffe and the family of red foxes as well as the 310-pound gorilla that died at age twenty-seven in a zoo.

Also on display are collections of insects, Native American artifacts, war relics, and antique tools. The museum is open Tues through Sat from 10 a.m. to 4:30 p.m. Winter hours from Oct through Feb run Thurs through Sat, 10 a.m. to 4:30 p.m. Parking is free, and admission is modest.

Continue east from Bossier City, by way of either I-20 or U.S. Highways 79–80, and you’ll arrive in Minden. Take time to drive along Minden’s brick streets to see the downtown area with antiques shops and several homes on the National Register of Historic Places.

Located 7 miles northeast of Minden (and some 30 miles east of Shreveport), you’ll find the Germantown Colony Museum (318-377-6061; sos.la.gov/HistoricalResources/VisitMuseums/GermantownColonyMuseum) at 120 Museum Road off Germantown Road. Watch for signs. Several German families established a village here in 1835, and their furniture, documents, letters, tools, and other artifacts are exhibited both in replica buildings and in original cabins made of hand-hewn logs.

On display is a copy of an 1826 document signed by an archduke ordering Count von Leon (who became the group’s leader) to leave Germany. In Pennsylvania the count and his wife met other German families who shared similar religious beliefs. They joined forces and began a journey south to the Minden area, the site they selected to establish a community. During the trip the count died of yellow fever at Grand Encore, Louisiana. Undaunted, the countess carried on and saw the group’s goal of establishing a self-sufficient religious colony fulfilled. Germantown functioned as a communal system for more than three and a half decades. The countess earned money by giving music lessons. (Her pupils came from Minden.) Other colonists performed work according to their talents and interests. The group grew grape and mulberry trees for making jellies and wine.


treefacts

Forestry is an important factor in Louisiana’s economy because paper mills demand vast quantities of wood pulp pine trees. New varieties of the loblolly pine can be brought to market in just nine years.



You’ll see the cabin where the countess lived and the kitchen–dining hall where the colonists gathered for meals, as well as reproductions of a smoke-house (on the site of the original), a doctor’s cottage, and a blacksmith shop with authentic equipment. All the buildings contain items that the Germantown settlers used, and a map shows where other structures, such as barns and workhouses, once stood.


minden’sindianaties

Minden’s founder, War of 1812 veteran Charles Veeder, purchased 160 acres of land for his new hometown and moved here from Rushville, Indiana, in 1835.



On the walls of the countess’s cabin, you can see remnants of the original wallpaper that she ordered from New Orleans. Among the interest ing items on display are the countess’s piano, Count von Leon’s coronet, the colony’s book of laws, German Bibles, ledgers, and slave passes. The museum is open Thurs through Sat from 10 a.m. to 4 p.m. and also by appointment. Admission is modest.




Piney Hills

Travel south on Route 154 for about 3 miles to Gibsland. Each year on the weekend closest to May 23, the town stages its Authentic Bonnie and Clyde Festival with robbery reenactments and more civilized events such as an antique car parade and a street dance. May 23, 1934, is when Bonnie Parker and Clyde Barrow were ambushed in a stolen 1934 Ford by lawmen on Route 154, just a few miles outside Gibsland. The two outlaws were killed in a hail of bullets. Gibsland’s Authentic Bonnie and Clyde Museum at 1293 S. Second Street contains newspaper accounts and photos relating to the criminal careers of the gun-slinging couple. Check with the town hall at 2463 Main Street (318-843-6141) for more information. For another recounting of the story, visit the Bonnie & Clyde Ambush Museum (318-843-1934; bonnieandclydeambushmuseum.com) at 2419 Main Street in Gibsland. The museum is located in the old Rosa’s Café where Bonnie and Clyde dined for the last time before speeding down the road to their deaths.

Afterward, continue south on Route 154 to Mount Lebanon. Located on a downtown corner, the Stagecoach Museum (318-286-6926) offers a glimpse of yesteryear; hours vary.

From Mount Lebanon continue south for 5 miles. Here under Ambrose Mountain’s shady pines stands a simple marker denoting the Bonnie and Clyde Ambush Site. The notorious couple had vowed never to be taken alive. At this spot a surprise attack by Texas Rangers brought the fugitives’ spree of bank robberies to a screeching halt. The stone marker, erected by the Bienville Parish Police Jury, reads: “At this site May 23, 1934, Clyde Barrow and Bonnie Parker were killed by law enforcement officials.”

One local legend has it that during an attempted robbery of a Ruston bank, the couple took an undertaker as hostage. Clyde’s bargain: the man’s life for his future services. He was released in Arkansas when Clyde extracted a promise from the mortician to make him “look good” after the inevitable occurred. Later, upon learning the couple had been killed, the undertaker traveled to the Arcadia funeral home (where the bodies had been taken), determined to keep his end of the bargain. Although he found the two corpses beyond salvaging, he was allowed to restore one of Clyde’s hands.

After your visit return to Mount Lebanon and continue north to the intersection of US 80. Travel east on this road until you reach Arcadia. This small town, along with nearby Homer, Athens, and Sparta, took its name from ancient Greece.

In Arcadia you can stop by the Bienville Depot Museum at 2440 Hazel Street to see a permanent exhibit of memorabilia related to Bonnie and Clyde as well as other items of local history. Located downtown, the ca. 1884 depot stands across from City Hall and is also home to the Bienville Chamber of Commerce (318-263-9897; bienvillechamber.org). Arcadia also hosts Bonnie and Clyde Trade Days (318-263-2437; bonnieandclydetradedays.com) on Route 9


‘Wash Day Meal’ Still a Tradition

Before the advent of modern washing machines, many women set aside Monday for the weekly chore of washing and drying the family laundry. At the same time, they would need to plan a hearty supper.

What they did was cook something that wouldn’t need a lot of attention, something they could put on the stove and it would be ready at the end of the day.

A favorite washday meal in Louisiana was red beans and rice. It was traditional on Monday and you can still see it being served in homes and restaurants today. Back then, it was also a good way to use pork bones left over from Sunday dinner.

As in many New Orleans recipes, the dish always includes the “holy trinity” of onions, celery, and bell peppers. There are a lot of tomatoes, too, and roux—a mixture of fat and flour that becomes like a paste and is used as a thickening agent.

In addition to being an easy one-pot dinner, red beans and rice was a way of feeding a family economically. Rice and beans is a cheap way to stretch meals, to make the meat go farther. Rice was plentiful in Louisiana so you’ll see it in a lot of recipes.

And there are many versions of red beans and rice. Some cooks sauté the celery, bell pepper, and onion before adding it to the beans. Others use more meat. The recipe I’m sharing is basic but you can change it up a bit. A lot of people have their own family recipes for red beans and rice.

Red Beans and Rice

1 pound red beans

3 ribs celery, chopped

1 medium green bell pepper, chopped

1 large onion, chopped

1 clove garlic, minced

1 bay leaf

2 tablespoons dried parsley flakes

12 to 16 ounces smoked sausage, diced Ham bone or salt pork, optional

Salt and pepper to taste

Boiled white rice

Sort and wash beans. Place beans in 2 quarts of water or chicken stock and soak overnight. Rinse and drain beans. Place in a 5-or 6-quart Dutch oven and add about 6 cups of fresh water or chicken stock. Bring to a boil, then reduce heat to simmer. Cook for about 90 minutes, stirring occasionally. Add remaining ingredients to beans and continue simmering for about an hour. Add additional water if necessary. Serve red beans over cooked white rice. Makes 8 to 10 servings.



about 2.5 miles south of town at 20550 Highway 9. This monthly event takes place the weekend prior to the third Monday.

Homer, located 23 miles north of Arcadia, can be reached by taking Route 9 north, which runs into US 79 just outside town.

Proceed to Homer’s town square. On the square’s south side, you’ll see the Herbert S. Ford Memorial Museum (318-927-9190; hfordmuseum.com), located at 519 South Main Street. This museum owes its existence to a German infantry officer’s helmet, which inspired the museum’s collection. When Herbert S. Ford’s sons retrieved the helmet from the town dump, he embarked on a personal campaign to preserve for posterity other items of historical significance.

In 1918 Ford started his collection, and as he accumulated additional artifacts, storage became a problem. At various times the collection occupied a room at the local high school, a railroad car, and the town hall. This remarkable assemblage now has a permanent home in the handsome Hotel Claiborne, a building that dates from 1890.

Downstairs you will see interpretive exhibits for each of the area’s major development stages, starting with a dugout canoe and other Native American artifacts. Illustrating Claiborne Parish’s pioneer period is an authentic log cabin moved from nearby Haynesville. The structure had to be dismantled and then reassembled inside the museum. Other items of interest at the Ford Museum include a moonshiner’s still for making corn whiskey, a scale for weighing cotton bales, an 1830 loom, a collection of handwoven overshot coverlets, and an 1868 Grover and Baker sewing machine. You’ll also see a ca. 1832 piano brought by barge and oxcart from New Orleans to nearby Minden. The museum also features a collection of thirty plantation bells, which came from schools and farms throughout the parish.

Don’t miss the upstairs area, where individual rooms focus on various themes. You’ll see a series of historical settings featuring a doctor’s office, chapel, school, general store, hotel room, military room, and the like. Also on display are antique firearms (including Confederate weapons) and a doctor’s buggy that was used in a John Wayne movie, The Horse Soldiers, filmed in nearby Natchitoches.

Even though the Ford Museum could be considered off the beaten path, about 2,000 persons find their way to this fascinating facility each year. Community volunteers play a major role in the museum’s operation. Mon, Wed, and Fri hours are from 9 a.m. to 4 p.m. To see the museum on other days, call for an appointment. There is a modest admission charge.

From the Ford Museum you can walk across the street to the Claiborne Parish Courthouse, in the middle of Homer’s town square. A classic example of Greek Revival architecture, the structure was completed in 1861 and is still in use. The courthouse served as the departure point for area soldiers mustering for the Confederate cause and remains one of only four pre–Civil War courthouses in Louisiana. Some artifacts from the courthouse are displayed at the Ford Museum.

From Homer, take State Route 2 east to Bernice, a distance of about 25 miles.

You will enjoy a stop at the Bernice Depot Museum (318-285-2433; tourunionparish.org/destinations/Bernice-depot-museum) and adjacent park. Located at Louisiana and Main streets at 426 E. Fourth Street, the restored 1899 railroad depot features exhibits on railroading, such as its Rock Island memorabilia and a 1938 wooden caboose called The Captain Henderson. You’ll also see material on local “Big Woods” history. Open Mon through Fri from 10 a.m. to noon and 1 to 3 p.m., or by appointment.

Afterward, take US 167 to Ruston, about 20 miles south.




Peach Country

You are now in Lincoln Parish, in the heart of peach country. From mid-March through early April, this region becomes a landscape of blooming peach trees. Mitcham Farms (318-255-3409; michamfarms.com), located just outside Ruston north of I-20 off Highway 544 at 1007 Woods Road, offers fresh peaches for sale from mid-May through mid-August; a retail store with peach products stays open all year.

Ruston hosts the annual Louisiana Peach Festival (318-255-2031; loui siana peachfestival.org), which has been chosen one of the Southeast Tourism Society’s top twenty events for June. Besides eating lots of peach ice cream, festival-goers can enjoy a parade, treasure hunt, cooking contests, craft exhibits, and musical entertainment. The festival is held at 2111 North Trenton Street.

Founded in 1884 as Russ Town, the city of Ruston was named for Robert E. Russ, who gave the Vicksburg, Shreveport, and Pacific Railroad some acreage to build a railroad and town site on his property. An early center of culture, Ruston was the site of the Louisiana Chautauqua, a summer program providing opportunities for citizens to immerse themselves in music, drama, art, and the like. The parish is now home to two universities, Grambling and Louisiana Tech.
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Places to Stay in Northwest Louisiana
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Places to Eat in Northwest Louisiana
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