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In New Orleans, Knives, Forks and Hammers

By KIM SEVERSON

NEW ORLEANS

EVERY morning Leah Chase hobbles out of her FEMA trailer and crosses the street to check on the tortuous

effort to rebuild her historic restaurant, Dooky Chase.

Mrs. Chase, 83, is the nation’s most revered Creole chef. Since Hurricane Katrina soaked her restaurant

with five feet of water, people with the best intentions have held gumbo fund-raisers for her. Volunteers

from Viking, the stove company, sanitized every pot and spoon. Insurance checks, such as they were, have

been cashed.

Mrs. Chase is picking out fabric for her chairs and plotting the menu, but the truth is, she has months to go.

Things like removing mold and rewiring a kitchen take a long time in this new New Orleans.

Even if Mrs. Chase gets the doors open, there is no telling where she will find waiters, cooks or customers.

The housing project across the street is sealed with steel plates, and most of the houses in her neighborhood

are empty, still bearing spray paint from the search for bodies.

“I know people say, ‘My God, a year later and you’re not any further than this?’ ” Mrs. Chase said. “They just

don’t understand. We’re all taking a whipping down here.”

It’s been almost a year since Katrina closed every kitchen in New Orleans. Three weeks after the storm, I

made it past the National Guard checkpoints and took a grim culinary inventory of a city that has the most

distinctive and historic food culture of any in the nation. Aside from military feeding stations and an ad-hoc

buffet for rescue workers at a Sheraton hotel, only one little cafe was open.

I went back early in August to measure a year’s worth of progress in the city’s haggard march back. From

the first post-Katrina bowl of red beans and rice ladled out on the streets of the French Quarter, it was clear

that food would be a rallying point for those trying to save the city. Anyone who ate or cooked in New

Orleans after the storm became a player in its rebirth.

There are some lovely post-Katrina food developments. Chefs are cooking with a new dedication and using

more local products. The city has its first taco trucks, set up to feed workers from Mexico and elsewhere in

Latin America who are in town to help rebuild it.

But the overarching theme is one of struggle. The Louisiana Restaurant Association estimates that fewer

than half the restaurants are back in business. Many of the best little po’ boy shops and seafood shacks are

lost forever. The renovation of Commander’s Palace, which didn’t flood but took on damage from wind, rain

and mold, might be done by fall.
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Restaurants lucky enough to be open are working in a city whose infrastructure, work force and population

can barely support them. Basic services are still so fragile that early in August, French Quarter chefs like

Susan Spicer found that water had leaked into their natural-gas lines, threatening permanent damage to

their equipment.

All through the Quarter, fliers taped to restaurant doors beg bartenders, cooks and waiters to apply for jobs.

And even those with a steady cash flow and a national customer base are suffering. Emeril Lagasse, who has

two of his three restaurants here running, is making half the money he did before Katrina. Mr. Lagasse,

whose foundation has raised $1.5 million for hurricane relief, summed up the city’s struggle this way: “It’s

not fixed, and it’s not pretty.”

The Times-Picayune, which won two Pulitzer Prizes for its coverage of Katrina, has yet to resume formally

reviewing restaurants. The restaurant staff shortages are one reason, but so is a sense of propriety. It would

simply be unkind to judge restaurants so early in the comeback, said Brett Anderson, the food critic.

The cumulative effect is depressing chefs, said John Besh of Restaurant August near the French Quarter.

Like a dozen other chefs interviewed recently, he spoke of a sagging spirit. “You think, ‘When is this going to

straighten out?’ ” he said.

Like much of the city’s best, his post-Katrina food is imbued with a renewed sense of purpose and an

appreciation for Cajun and Creole cooking that many say was starting to lag before the storms. His oysters

might be served in three matching porcelain boxes, with a bit of foam, but old-line Creole influences are

evident in the béchamel and the rémoulade coating them.

“We’re taking old recipes and bringing them back to life,” he said.

One such dish is pan-fried speckled trout, a Louisiana standard. He crusts his with a thin sheet made from

pressed semolina bread, enhances the fish with butter and thyme and finishes it with citrus hollandaise and

brown butter. A small salad of fennel and Louisiana shrimp sits on top.

In the way that Mr. Besh — who has won both an Iron Chef America competition and a James Beard award

in 2006 — is finding new purpose in his cooking, so are New Orleans home cooks. They have become

passionate about family dishes, desperate to replace recipes and cookbooks lost in the flood. The Kitchen

Witch, a store that opened in the Quarter after Katrina and its vicious chaser, Hurricane Rita, does a good

business selling Junior League-style cookbooks and classic Creole collections.

The food pages of The Times-Picayune are filled weekly with exchanges among readers who lost recipes for

dishes like stuffed mirlitons and crab soup and readers who can provide them. The effort is going to become

a cookbook, said Judy Walker, the newspaper’s food editor.

Others have discovered that the rest of the country, too, is now more interested in the food that comes from

Louisiana. One shrimping family, Ray and Kay Brandhurst and their four children, lost everything. Their

house in Chalmette, a fishing community southeast of New Orleans, was destroyed in a wall of seawater.

Their handmade 50-foot shrimper sank in a bayou.

The Brandhursts, whom I spent a couple of days with for an article that appeared in the Dining section in
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December, repaired their boat and started pulling out more shrimp than they had ever seen. In June they

took coolers-full to New York chefs as part of a White Boot Brigade, named after the stubby rubber boots

shrimpers wear.

In New York and other cities, they can get five times as much for the catch as at the docks in southern

Louisiana. The shrimp retail at places like the Lobster Place in Chelsea Market for $8.95 with their heads

on, $11.95 with them off. They also star at restaurants like Savoy in Manhattan and Café Boulud in Palm

Beach, Fla.

The Brandhursts learned a little something about national marketing, too. Before the storm, their business

was called Rebel Seafood. Now the Confederate flags are gone and they use the name Four Winds Seafood,

inspired by their boat.

New ideas and culinary trends are showing up in the city, too. The Crescent City Meat Company, a small

family-run andouille and alligator sausage maker, has added chorizo to its repertory to catch the emerging

Latino market.

And Alice Waters, of Chez Panisse in Berkeley, Calif., is introducing her Edible Schoolyard concept to New

Orleans, the first time she is exporting the program, which ties together formal class work, gardening and

the school kitchen. She envisions feeding all the city’s schoolchildren with food grown in Louisiana.

The idea has proven popular. Fund-raising efforts for the project, which would include rewriting an entire

curriculum, have already brought in $185,000 of the $500,000 goal. “There’s an urgency in New Orleans

and a painfully clean slate that might allow this to happen,” Ms. Waters said.

That sounds good to Mrs. Chase, who has agreed to help teach children about real Creole cooking in the

program. But first she has to get back into her own kitchen.

Dooky Chase — the restaurant she ran with her husband, Dooky Jr., in the heavily Creole Tremé

neighborhood for years — was a gathering point for every notable African-American musician, actor and

politician who passed through town. When the flood hit, she had 60 gallons of gumbo in the freezer and a

cooler full of seafood. When the city was evacuated, people broke into the 200-seat restaurant and took all

the liquor, the payroll, the cash registers — everything but her art collection.

Rebuilding Dooky Chase might cost half a million dollars, according to John Currence, a New Orleans-

raised chef who now runs City Grocery in Oxford, Miss. He has reached out to help the Chases, and he is

also the hero of a project around the corner from them, where Willie Mae Seaton is waiting patiently for her

home and the adjoining Scotch House, a much more humble home-cooking restaurant, to be rebuilt.

“Willie Mae and Leah Chase, they both represent the roots of what we do,” Mr. Currence said. “They are the

grandmasters and our dear friends.”

He, like many others who have pitched in to help the two women rebuild, agrees that it might seem folly to

put so much effort into restaurants whose futures are so uncertain. But people in New Orleans, both black

and white, cook and customer, say that if these two women get back behind the stove it will offer a kind of

hope that no other restaurant opening in New Orleans could.
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“Giving up on them would be like giving up on New Orleans,” said Brooks Hamaker, a New Orleans writer.

“We committed. We’ll finish. And then, ultimately, we’ll all stand around and hope for the best. It’s what we

do here these days.”

Driven by that sentiment, leaders at the Southern Foodways Alliance have raised more than $53,000 for

Scotch House, with another fund-raiser planned for Sept. 6 in Washington, with a goal of $125,000.

Fund-raisers have been good to the Chases, too, bringing in about $100,000 so far. Kitchen equipment and

some labor have been donated. But the work has been slow, a reflection of the realities of rebuilding in New

Orleans and their small budget, and because the couple, being somewhat old-fashioned, prefer not to take

out loans.

And as Mrs. Chase points out regularly, she and her husband disagree on the direction the project should

take — whether, for example, to open the takeout window before the main dining room. Not only that, he

just doesn’t like to spend money.

“He wouldn’t give a crippled crab a crutch to get to a gumbo party,” Mrs. Chase said.

“I don’t have a message until I have something positive to say,” Mr. Chase countered.

The Chases have children and grandchildren who are helping. They will move in with one daughter nearby,

once her house is done. But no one in the younger generations wants to run the restaurant.

“You educate your children, and you educate them right out of your business,” Mrs. Chase said.

So why does an 83-year-old chef, who already has fame, along with a bad leg and no clear heir to the

kitchen, want to work so hard?

For one thing, she doesn’t see her situation as all that bad. “I went through the Depression, lady, and that is

not pretty,” she said.

And she feels obligated. To her neighborhood. To the people who have raised money for her. To New

Orleans.

“Everybody on this earth is obligated to do something to make it better,” she said. “This is what I’m doing.”
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