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Tradition, Treme, and the
New Orleans Renaissance
Lolis Eric Elie
interviewed by Sara B. Franklin
New Orleans native Lolis Eric Elie
(here) has worked as a journalist for
decades and is now a story editor on the
HBO series Treme. Food is not only
a passion of the palate for him, but a
lens through which the writer approaches
cultural analysis and place-based
storytelling. Food, he says, is synonymous
with identity. Photographs courtesy of
Kevin Sadler.
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ew Orleans native Lolis Eric Elie has worked as a journalist for
decades. A former columnist for the Times-Picayune, writer and
co-producer of the PBS documentary Faubourg Tremé: The Untold
Story of Black New Orleans (2008), and author of Smokestack Lightning: Adventures in the Heart of Barbecue Country (2005), Elie is now
a story editor on the HBO series Treme. His work has appeared in, among others,
the New York Times, Washington Post, Gourmet, and the Oxford American.
A conversation with Elie makes it abundantly clear that his favorite subject,
food, is not only a passion of the palate, but a lens through which the writer approaches cultural analysis and place-based storytelling. Food, he says, is synonymous with identity. This is particularly true in a city with such love of the table as
New Orleans. Elie has been largely responsible for the strong role food plays in
Treme, drawing upon his longtime involvement with the Southern Foodways Alliance and previous journalistic work. In our interview, Elie spoke candidly about
the importance of food after Katrina, New Orleans versus the South, oral history
as vital to reclaiming “vernacular” food traditions, and claimed that his gumbo
could go head to head with that of his hometown’s best chefs.

Lolis Eric Elie, June 2011, New Orleans
Can you tell me about your early food memories? What’s resonant for you when you think about
food as a kid?
I made the best instant grits with margarine!
How old were you when you started doing that?
I don’t know, eight maybe? The deal is that I’ve always gotten up early. So at
a certain point, my mother wasn’t going to jump out of bed to fix breakfast for
me on Saturday morning. So I remember doing the usual sort of instant type,
but always being interested in trying to figure out how to perfect this dish. I was
always curious about how to make stuff better. A lot of it was doing variations on
box cakes. And I gradually got more interested in stuff from scratch, and I learned
recipes. You know, I come from a family of good cooks. Both of my grandmothers
were great. So, the more I got interested in it, the more they taught me, and the
more I learned.
Are both your grandmothers from New Orleans as well?
Neither, but both are from Louisiana. My father’s mother is from New Roads,
which is outside of Baton Rouge. My mother’s mother was from Maringouin,
which is basically next door to New Roads. But the families had no real connection until my mother and father met [at Dillard University].
Interview: Lolis Eric Elie
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Lolis Eric Elie: “You know, I come from a family of good cooks. Both of my grandmothers were great. So, the
more I got interested in it, the more they taught me, and the more I learned.”

And so you grew up in a family where food was vibrant and, would you say, central?
Very much so, but so central as to be beneath discussion. It’s like, these days,
folks are very conscious of food. You have to be, because bad food abounds, and
it’s easy and popular. But in those days, it’s like they didn’t know how to cook but
one way—from scratch and good. Now, I grew up in that transitional phase—
cans and frozen stuff were becoming more popular. My point is, they didn’t sit
around debating what kind of truffle we’re going to use for Christmas dinner.
Same menu every year.
So when would you say food got out of that constant background of your life and moved into something you were interested in investigating?
I was on the road with the Wynton Marsalis Band; I was a road manager. I was
working with Frank Stewart, a photographer. Frank and I got to be good friends,
and there were things about being on the road that we liked, traveling places and
meeting people. We thought about various ideas that would further that. And he
suggested we do a book on barbeque, because he grew up in Memphis and Chicago. Then we went to Memphis in May and did a sample chapter, and that’s when
I understood what the book [Smokestack Lightning] was going to be about. So that
was the first time I really dealt with writing about food.
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But you didn’t go to journalism school thinking, “I’m going to be doing some food writing,” or
“This is something I’m really interested in reporting on.”
No, not at all.
Do you consider yourself a food writer? Or a food historian?
A food writer. My knowledge is a bit shallow for food historian. I’m a food
writer.
I come up against a lot of people who say, “Why do you write about food?” or “It’s just not that
important,” or “It’s elitist.” I imagine you’ve heard some of those things in your time. I’m curious
how you respond to that.
When you talk about a consciousness of food or an interest in food as being
elitist, that assumes that we’re talking only about fine dining restaurants. Part of
the great thing that’s happening in this country in the last ten, twenty years is a
greater interest in regional, vernacular food. And food is a window into a broad
range of other aspects of culture. Food is central to identity. You know, “tell me
what you [eat], I’ll tell you who you are.” And so, therefore, it is as important as any
other . . . topic we look at to understand ourselves, to understand other people.
You’ve worked in the region of the South with the Southern Foodways Alliance. What do you
find so vibrant, as someone who’s left and come back, about southern food culture in particular?
I think in most other regions of the country, people are very aware of where
their ancestors came from, and therefore they’re aware of the food of those countries. And so, if I come to New York, you can take me to a restaurant that will serve
me the food of every country in the world. But you’d have a hard time taking me
to the places that serve New York food. This is arguably the greatest food city in
the world. But it doesn’t have the depth of local food traditions that you have in
other cities. My theory is that, in terms of the South, particularly after the Civil
War, the South became somewhat more insular and focused on itself and resisted
the “outside agitators.” That was not merely an attitude about political change, but
about cultural change as well. So in this kind of insular, some would say incestuous, view of culture, the culture strengthens and gains from within.
New Orleans is interesting and great, because we had some of the best cooks
from West Africa, some of the best cooks from Western Europe, and a constant
influx of folks from the Caribbean and Latin America; so you created a cuisine, a
fusion cuisine, that has simmered for so long that it is no longer possible to delineate the various elements neatly. I’ve written about the extent to which the West
African elements are traceable but have been undervalued, it’s more difficult. In
terms of why I write about these places, I know them to death, I get called upon
to do it, and I’m with the Southern Foodways Alliance. And the Southern Foodways Alliance has made a southerner—a reluctant southerner—out of me.
Interview: Lolis Eric Elie
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“Part of the great thing that’s happening in this country in the last ten, twenty years is a greater interest in
regional, vernacular food. And food is a window into a broad range of other aspects of culture.”

Why do you say reluctant?
I’ve always said that New Orleans was superior. Not merely to the South, but to
the nation. I had no particular interest in seeing myself as aligned with the South
per se. I went to the University of Pennsylvania, then I moved to Atlanta, and I
realized New Orleans is not the South! And again, I wasn’t so much opposed to
the South; it just was not me. Then I joined the Southern Foodways Alliance.
You were a founding member, right?
Yeah. As I began meeting these people, sharing with these people, sharing food
and ideas about food, I found kindred spirits. And that strengthened my sense of
myself as southern.
You talk a lot about the connection between food and narrative. As you’ve gone through your research, both formal and informal, around food, what have you learned about oral history and [its
value to] our culture right now?
Getting back to this question of whether interest in food on this level is esoteric or snobby, because food traditions have not been studied so much or written
about or respected so much, oral history becomes crucial in terms of understanding these things. If you think about Howard Zinn’s book A People’s History of the
United States, I’m interested in that sort of bottom-up approach to understanding
the world in general. Oral history becomes a way of doing that. I’m always inter36
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“I’ve always said that New Orleans was superior. Not merely to the South, but to the nation. We had some of the
best cooks from West Africa, some of the best cooks from Western Europe, and a constant influx of folks from the
Caribbean and Latin America, so you created a cuisine, a fusion cuisine, that has simmered for so long that it is
no longer possible to delineate the various elements neatly.”

ested in the people who don’t get interviewed. And so, food is also a window into
that. The other thing is that, there are ways of talking about the politics of food,
or the ways of talking about politics through food, that’s not political. “What was
it like working for the white folks?” or “What was it like working in this kitchen
when the chef was white and everybody else was black?” Or there is a range of
those things, not necessarily based on the politics of racism. But looking at the
ways in which people socialized around food—in many ways, their guards are
down.
I want to go back to New Orleans, specifically because you’re working on Treme these days. It’s
pretty clear that food plays a real role in that series. You have a chef character, Janette, who’s one
of the prominent characters, but it’s also just around, it’s that kind of constant. Was that always
going to be the case?
(laughs) If you’d ever seen David Simon eat, you would know that food was
always going to be a central part of the narrative. Eric [Overmyer, co-creator]
is not quite as obsessed, but he understands the importance of food in telling the
New Orleans story. I always say that the three definitive elements of New Orleans
are food, music, and architecture. Long before they asked me to be a part of the
show, these were building blocks of the show. Music was the genesis of this show.
Interview: Lolis Eric Elie
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“Looking at the ways in which people socialized around food—in many ways, their guards are down.”

Eric and David both realized they love New Orleans R&B, so how can we make
a show about that? But this idea of multiple narratives working simultaneously,
something that was in Homicide, where the two of them worked together, and they
did the same thing with The Wire. And so, we got two things going on: One is, we
want to talk about food. The other is that we see the structure of the show is of
multiple narratives playing into each other, and therefore, while food might have
been a minor element in someone else’s show, in our show it’s major, because we
got this character whose life is cut from it.
Has working on Treme offered you an opportunity to talk about elements of food culture in New
Orleans that you think were simmering below the surface?
One way to look at a TV show and understand it is in the lines or paragraphs
that are not major plot lines but that are very specific, and therefore you realize
they meant something to someone. In the writer’s room we talk about, literally,
what’s going to happen scene by scene. When you get to write your scenes, there’s
stuff that you changed either based on your taste or based on, “Wait a minute, that
stuff we came up with in the writer’s room will not work.” Your thing might be,
Janette is in the restaurant, when all of a sudden the purveyor comes in and says,
you know, “You owe me money, you’re behind on your bills, we’re going to have
to foreclose.” Well, leading into that scene, I could sit there having us talk about
some dish that’s interesting to me. Or she could say, “You know what would be
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“I always say that the three definitive elements of New Orleans are food, music, and architecture. Long before they
asked me to be a part of [ Treme], these were building blocks of the show.”

great, is to put Ya Ka Mein on the menu.” Well, that’s totally me, as license that I
get, as long as we then have the purveyor come in and say we need some money.
We have a scene in my episode, the Christmas episode, where Delmond and
Albert Lambreaux are having dinner at Dickie Brennan’s. So Delmond is taking
his dad out to dinner on Christmas at a fancy restaurant, and his father says, “Man,
times like this I really miss your Auntie Odette and the things she cooked,” or “I
miss your mama and the things she made.” Well, Odette was my father’s aunt, my
great aunt, and the dishes he talks about are things that came up from New Roads
and from Maringouin and from these relatives of mine.
What about the storyline with Janette? She’s now got this push and pull with New York and this
desire to stay but also the sense that New Orleans is suffocating and that there’s not a customer
base. As an outsider who’s only visited New Orleans, I see New Orleans restaurant culture as, I
don’t want to say booming, but definitely growing and very exciting. Is that just naïve?
Tom Fitzmorris has a radio show and a website, and he has a list of the restaurants open, and he says there are more restaurants now than there were before
the Storm. My theory is that, while everyone is not coming back, the percentage
of people who would do fine dining, more of them have come back than other
people. Roughly ten percent of our population now is people who did not live here
prior to the Flood. That being the case, these people also are attracted to the City
Interview: Lolis Eric Elie
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because of its culture; they like to go out to eat and so forth. What I cannot tell
you is if an owner should be earning 50 grand, and they’re earning more like 30. I
can’t speak to that. I can say that many of these restaurants have remained open;
they’ve remained good.
What about the non-fine dining, the kind of hole-in-the-wall vernacular food?
Well, they have several problems. I think the main thing that killed a lot of them
was the automobile more than the hurricanes or the floods. The other problem is
that those restaurants often existed and flourished in neighborhoods that were
not as well served by bigger, fancier, or even chain restaurants, and those neighborhoods have been slow to come back. And also, the restaurant business can be
a taxing and not-so-profitable business.
Sure, anywhere.
So maybe it’s like, “Wait a minute, man, this stuff was hard before, why even
try now?”
I read a quote by you where you said, “There’s much that is great and wonderful about New
Orleans, but nothing is more impressive than the fact that the richest elements of this city’s culture
are participatory.” Is perhaps food—and, today, with the catastrophes that have happened in the
past bunch of years—is food the foremost example of that?
I see the participatory nature of food in New Orleans as being in the dishes.
They’re popular both in high cuisine and vernacular cuisine. So, you go to Commander’s Palace, you to go Galatoires, you go to Herbsaint, there’s gumbo on the
menu. You come into somebody’s home, there’s gumbo on the menu. And in that
sense, there’s a dialogue around this dish, around jambalaya, around étouffée.
John Besh, Leah Chase . . . I go home, and I can make that dish as well as they
can. All that fancy stuff—they know more than me, they’ve got more skills than
me—but I would put my gumbo against the finest chefs in town. My guess is that
none of the fine chefs in town would accept the challenge of putting their gumbo
against somebody’s mother’s gumbo.
What about food as a way of participating in collective memory?
Here’s an example: Creole Cream Cheese, which is sort of our soft cheese, sort
of like ricotta. As the dairies that were making it either folded or got bought up
by bigger and bigger plants, you got to the point where no one was making it anymore. It was possible that folks were making it at home. But the point is, unless
folks fought to keep that tradition alive, it would have died. Well, as small-scale
creameries have come up, they’ve adopted that tradition. But that aspect of food
and memory, we’ve become very active in trying to keep it alive. The other thing
is that we’ve been blessed by this national / international renaissance of interest
40
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“We have a scene in the Christmas episode [of Treme], where Delmond and Albert Lambreaux are having dinner
at Dickie Brennan’s. So Delmond is taking his dad out, and his father says, ‘Man, times like this I really miss
your Auntie Odette and the things she cooked.’ Well, Odette was my father’s aunt, my great aunt, and the dishes
he talks about are things that came up from New Roads and from Maringouin and from these relatives of mine.”

in vernacular food. So our attempt to recover our memories [is] parallel to the Ark
of Taste [a catalog of over 200 foods in danger of extinction] that the Slow Food
Movement has created.
What do you think that sort of resurgence or groundswell of interest in vernacular food stems from?
That culture is cyclical, and we’ve reached a point where—on one hand, I cannot imagine how my grandmothers cooked Christmas dinner! Small houses, small
stoves, small ovens, small refrigerators, multiple dishes, multiple kids, no men
to help with the kids. So I know why they were so thrilled at canned and frozen
things. But now I think we’re increasingly more interested in quality rather than
convenience. I know that at a point trying to feed a family with little money was
difficult. I mean, fast food tastes good, and so we get to the point where we’re in
love with these possibilities, and in places where there might not have been many
good restaurants, all of a sudden you’ve got a Houston’s, or a T.G.I. Friday’s, or
some casual fine dining, it’s great. And so I’m sympathetic with this enthusiasm
for these kinds of places. But then I see the pendulum as having to come back.
Saying, wait a minute, the embrace of these places is in essence a release of these
traditions we would not want to release.
Interview: Lolis Eric Elie
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I’m thinking in particular about the Oil Spill, which was out of the hands of the fishing community on the Gulf Coast. What do you think happens to that desire to pay attention to those ways
of doing, those ways of eating, or the ways of feeding ourselves, when we realize how fragile that is?
In those circumstances, you get a real confluence of interest. In the BP Oil
Spill, we’ve got a governor who didn’t give a damn about fishermen, who suddenly has some people he can champion as saying they’ve been hurt by this. So it
becomes a political issue legitimately and illegitimately. Sort of like the canary in
the coalmine, but we ignore them until something like this comes up. We would
not have listened to them talking about the oil leak that takes place constantly,
even in the absence of a big spill. We didn’t care about that. We’re trying to make
money off the oil, the oil people pay the politicians; we didn’t care about it! But in
retrospect, it’s time to assess the importance of this; so many of these people become an important barometer. But even in this kind of recognition of their value,
none of these people have any real money or power in this game.
In the essay that you wrote for Gourmet in February 2006, you’ve got this great quote from John
Besh: “I don’t want to serve a damn thing here unless it has roots that stem from all those crazy
bloodlines that built New Orleans.” Post-Katrina, post–Oil Spill, has that sentiment become
fiercer?
On the one hand, for Besh to say that is a brave statement. On the other hand,
it’s like, there are so many bloodlines, so many traditions, you can do damn near
anything! Where New Orleans is so much better off than the rest of the country is
that we always had a fine dining and vernacular dining tradition side by side, and
we’ve always taken it seriously. Other parts of the country, right now, any part of
the country where there’s money, where they’ve got expense accounts, they’ve got
fine dining. But can you go somewhere and be wowed for ten dollars? And that’s
part of the greatness of New Orleans. And that’s also part of why the immigrant
restaurants are so important in other parts of the country. It would be great if we
could go get a great hamburger or hotdog in the middle of America where there’s
not much food happening, but the great thing is that immigrants from Mexico or
from Haiti or from Ethiopia or from wherever, Kazakhstan, will be doing it at a
price point that makes it attractive to explore.
It’s a little bit of that kitchen table democracy going on there, people putting in their two cents.
In that same essay, you wrote, “We’re not fully ourselves unless we’re serving and eating the food
that defines us.” You made the point that the food that defines us here in New Orleans is many,
many, many things. But do you have particular foods now, today, that you feel like define your
New Orleans food culture?
If I was talking about my last meal, it would be my mother’s gumbo. All of the
totemic foods of New Orleans—red beans and rice, boiled crawfish, gumbo, jambalaya, all of these are among my favorites. Because these are not like only on Christ42
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“I see the participatory nature of food in New Orleans as being in the dishes. They’re popular both in high cuisine
and vernacular cuisine. So, you go to Commander’s Palace, you to go Galatoires, you go to Herbsaint, there’s
gumbo on the menu. You come into somebody’s home, there’s gumbo on the menu. My guess is that none of the fine
chefs in town would accept the challenge of putting their gumbo against somebody’s mother’s gumbo.”

mas . . . every major holiday we have gumbo, and you only do crawfish when they’re
in season, but still, it’s not uncommon. Okra has become particularly important to
me because of its African roots and the politics of okra, and also the politics in the
sense that people outside the South tend not to like it. They have okra throughout
the Middle East, throughout Africa, throughout India, and throughout the South of
the United States, but other areas of the U.S. and certainly Europe, this is a strange
thing they don’t particularly like. So I like it in part because other people don’t.
When you go to read about food or learn about food, are there any particular authors or commentators that you gravitate toward, either for information or their style, something you try to emulate?
For style, definitely A. J. Liebling. Also for style, Jeffrey Steingarten, because
he goes into the food a lot more deeply than Liebling. He brings a scholar’s approach and a writer’s turn of phrase. He’s a favorite in terms of that. I’ve done
two TV interviews recently, one for Andrew Zimmer’s Bizarre Foods and one with
my Treme colleague Anthony Bourdain, for his show. Both of them are interested
in food and culture. And both of them, perhaps Bourdain a little more than Zimmer, are interested in the politics of this. So I like Anthony’s books in that way.
Then I’ve got my colleagues at the Southern Foodways Alliance. I was just keeping
quiet because they’re also close friends. But Jessica Harris. They’re like, “Oh, she
Interview: Lolis Eric Elie
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“We’re not fully ourselves unless
we’re serving and eating the food
that defines us.”

knows all this stuff about black folks.” But she also knows more about European
food than you! She speaks more languages than you do! She’s knows a whole lot
about the South, not to mention Latin America. And she’s from New York!
She’s a force indeed!
You know, John Egerton, of course, is the philosophical father of the Southern
Foodways Alliance. But he’s also the literary and scholarly father of John T. Edge,
whose work I enjoy thoroughly. So these are the folks whose work excites me these
days.
Yeah, and a lot of it’s converging at the Southern Foodways Alliance, which, I imagine, makes it
a pretty exciting organization to be a part of.
What we’ve managed to do is combine serious scholarship with serious fun.
And quite honestly, a lot of the people we have are informed by serious scholarship, but they’re not presented as serious scholarship, meaning it’s not a lecture
about the footnotes. So it’s a joy to be a part of that organization.
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