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    How to Use this Rough Guide ePub

   
   
   This Rough Guide is one of a new generation of informative and easy-to-use travel-guide eBooks that guarantees you make the most of your visit – before, during and after your stay. Use this eBook both to plan your trip and explore your destination when visiting. So, before you depart, check out the illustrated Introduction, plan your itinerary using the wealth of suggestions on offer, or simply browse the guide and be inspired.

   
   The best way to explore this guide is to begin at the main table of contents. The first section of the eBook gives you a flavour of the destination, with must-see sights and suggested itineraries. This is followed by: the Basics – essential practical information; the best sights, area by area; listings on everything from hotels and restaurants to festivals; and Contexts, the history of the destination and its presence in popular culture. 

   
   Shorter contents lists appear at the start of every section in the guide, and are designed to make chapter navigation quick and easy. You can jump back to these by tapping the chapter-heading links that sit with an arrow icon at the end of every article. 

   
   Every area of the destination has a clear and beautifully presented map. Depending on your hardware, you will be able to double-tap on the maps to see larger-scale versions fill your screen. 

   
    As you use this guide, you’ll notice that some entries are marked by a small Rough Guides “running man” icon; this denotes the “authors’ picks”. You can select your own favourites and create a personalized itinerary by bookmarking the sights, venues and activities that are of most interest, giving you the quickest possible access to everything you’ll need for your time away. 
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Introduction to New Orleans
As it enters its fifth century, New Orleans remains proudly apart from the rest of the United States. The product of a dizzying jumble of cultures and influences, it’s a place where people dance at funerals and hold parties during hurricanes, where some of the world’s finest musicians make ends meet busking on street corners, and fabulous Creole cuisine is dished up in hole-in-the-wall dives.
There’s a wistfulness here too, along with its famed joie de vivre – not only in the ghostly devastation of the flood-wracked Ninth Ward, but also in the peeling facades of the old French Quarter, in its filigree cast-iron balconies overgrown with ferns and fragrant jasmine, and in the cemeteries lined with crumbling above-ground marble tombs. New Orleans’ melancholy beauty – along with its ebullient spirit – has always come with an awareness of the fragility of life, due at least in part to its perilous geography. Founded by the French in 1718 on the swampy flood plain of the lower Mississippi River, and today spreading back as far as the enormous Lake Pontchartrain, New Orleans is almost entirely surrounded by water, which since its earliest days has both isolated it from the interior and connected it to the outside world. By the time the Americans bought it, in the Louisiana Purchase of 1803, this was a cosmopolitan city whose ethnically diverse population had mingled to create a distinctive Creole culture. In the nineteenth century its importance as a port brought in the smugglers, gamblers, prostitutes and pirates that gave it the decadent “sin city” notoriety that it still has today. Ever since then visitors, among them an inordinate number of artists, writers and sundry bohemians, have poured in to see what the fuss was about; many found themselves staying, unable to shake this dreamy, steamy place out of their system.
After the Civil War, which brought the city to its knees, New Orleans trailed financially in the wake of its more dynamic Southern rivals. The economy soon became dependent on tourism, with millions of visitors seduced by the allure of its authentic jazz, fine food, vibrant festivals and free-flowing alcohol. Perversely, New Orleans’ second-league status, in commercial terms, has long protected it from the modernization that ripped out the old hearts of wealthier cities, and allowed it to hold on to its distinctive character. Being poor, however, is not always easy. Even before Katrina, there was a side to the city that the tourist literature chose determinedly to ignore: just footsteps away from the feted French Quarter and Garden District – themselves touched by decrepitude and decay – lay woefully neglected housing projects and poverty-scarred neighbourhoods that, since the floods, have yet to fully recover.
New Orleans, however, will never give up on itself. A city defined by tradition, ceremony and ritual – from the devout celebration of Catholic saints’ days and the offerings left at voodoo shrines, to the Second Line parades in which umbrella-twirling dancers and blasting brass bands lead crowds of thousands through poor black neighbourhoods just as they have since the 1890s – much of its vitality and sheer panache comes from a heartfelt belief that what has gone before is worth keeping. As anyone who has witnessed a jazz funeral knows, mourning in New Orleans can also be joyful; the memory of what is lost sustains those who remain.
Spread across a patchwork of distinctive neighbourhoods, New Orleans has always felt surprisingly small – even before some of those neighbourhoods were wiped out by the floods. Simple to get around and easy to get to know, it’s one of the best places in the US to kick back and unwind for a few days. Above all, it is less a city of major sights than of sensual pleasures. Many of its most lingering delights come after dark, when the streets fill with people eating in the hundreds of restaurants, drinking at its venerable bars, and enjoying a live music scene to rival any in the world. With its subtropical climate, Latin-influenced architecture and black majority population, its voodoo worshippers, street culture and long-held carnival traditions, New Orelans is often called the northernmost Caribbean city. Sybaritic vices are relished here – no more so than during the many festivals, especially, of course, the world-famous Mardi Gras, when real life is put on hold as businessmen and bus-boys alike are swept along by an increasingly frenzied season of parties, street parades and masquerade balls.
Whatever time of year you come, you’ll slip easily into the indolent way of life, rejecting an itinerary of museum-hopping in favour of a stroll around the French Quarter, where the quirky street life and elegant crumbling buildings provide feasts for the eye; a leisurely steamboat cruise on the Mississippi River; or simply a long cool drink in a hidden courtyard. Perhaps the most taxing thing you’ll do is head out on the slow-moving old streetcar to the Garden District, where dark green shrubs weighed down by fat magnolia blossoms squat in the shadow of centuries-old live oaks tangled with ragged grey streamers of Spanish moss. Wherever you find yourself, you will soon come to know that this beautiful and beleaguered place – and every person who calls it home – matters. That the world nearly lost New Orleans is a tragedy. That it didn’t is testament to its people. The mélange of cultures and races that built the city still gives it its heart; not “easy,” exactly, but quite unlike anywhere else in the world.
Visiting New Orleans post-Katrina >
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Visiting New Orleans post-Katrina
It has been horribly clear, since the events of August 2005, that there’s a lot more to the Big Easy than its image as a nonstop party town. And while this very special place has lost none of its power to beguile, visiting New Orleans after the floods still requires sensitivity and compassion. Even at the best of times this was a contradictory city, repeatedly striking you with the stark divisions between rich and poor (and, more explicitly, between white and black); years after Katrina, with the emotional and physical scars still running deep, those contradictions remain, writ large. While you can party in the French Quarter and the Faubourg Marigny till the early hours, dancing to great jazz and gorging on delicious Creole food, just ten minutes away entire neighbourhoods struggle to rebuild, blanketed, despite the immense efforts of their pioneering returnees, by a ghostly silence.
That’s not to say that enjoying life is inappropriate in today’s New Orleans – while it was dealt a crippling blow, let down not only by nature but also by federal and local governments, the vitality, courage and sheer stubborn loyalty of its citizens remain strong. The city is still rebuilding, not only its communities but its culture, and needs the support of visitors more than ever. Whether that support takes the shape of dancing in the streets to a noisy brass band or donning overalls and helping rebuild the Ninth Ward, it will be repaid to you tenfold.



< Back to Introduction to New Orleans

Where to go
Most tourists head first for the battered old French Quarter (or Vieux Carré), the compact, thirteen-block-wide site of the original grid settlement. Centering on lively Jackson Square and bordering the Mississippi, the Quarter’s combination of Creole architecture, fabulous restaurants and eccentric street life proves irresistible. Downriver, oak-shaded Esplanade Avenue, lined with crumbling Italianate mansions, separates the Quarter from the funky Faubourg Marigny, a low-rent district of ramshackle Creole cottages. Though predominantly residential, the Faubourg features a handful of excellent bars, clubs and restaurants, especially along Frenchmen Street, which shoots off at an angle from Esplanade. There’s another rash of good bars and restaurants in the neighbouring Bywater. A residential area of brightly painted shotgun houses, warehouses and storage lots, there’s little to actually see here, but as the focus of a hip arts scene, it’s a prime place to hang out. The Quarter’s lakeside boundary, North Rampart Street, separates it from the historic African-American neighbourhood of Tremé. Music permeates everything here, from the brass bands playing festivals at Louis Armstrong Park and in a handful of neighbourhood jazz clubs, to the lively Second Line parades.
On the other side of the Quarter, across Canal Street, the CBD (Central Business District), bounded by the river and I-10 (Claiborne Avenue), spreads upriver to the elevated Pontchartrain Expressway. This was the early “American sector”, settled by Anglo-Americans after the Louisiana Purchase in 1803. Today, dominated by offices, hotels and banks, it also incorporates the Warehouse District, studded with galleries and museums and, towards the lake, the gargantuan Superdome. It’s an easy journey upriver from the CBD to the rarefied Garden District, an area of gorgeous old mansions covering the thirteen or so blocks between Jackson and Louisiana avenues. Don’t confuse it with the Lower Garden District; creeping between the expressway and Jackson, this is quite a different creature, its run-down old houses home to a mixed population of young creatives and old-timers. The best way to get to the Garden District is on the historic streetcar along toney St Charles Avenue, the district’s lakeside boundary; you can also approach it from Magazine Street, a six-mile stretch of galleries, restaurants and antique stores that runs parallel to St Charles riverside. Entering the Garden District you’re officially uptown, which spreads upriver to encompass Audubon Park and Zoo, Loyola and Tulane universities and, where the streetcar takes a sharp turn inland, the studenty Riverbend district. If you’re here for Jazz Fest or Voodoo Fest, you’ll be spending a lot of time in Mid-City, the huge sweep of land fanning out beyond Tremé and the CBD up to Lake Pontchartrain. Esplanade Avenue slices through the heart of the district, passing the Fair Grounds racetrack, site of the festivals, before ending up at City Park with its impressive Museum of Art.
Though New Orleans has enough to keep you in its thrall for a few laid-back days, it also offers a couple of intriguing side-trips. Hire a car and you can head out to the alligator-infested swamps that soak the land south of the city and be back in time for a slap-up feed. If you fancy spending a night away, on the other hand, check out the restored plantation homes along the River Road, many of which offer luxurious and reasonably priced B&B rooms. Anyone in town in October or April, meanwhile, should head out to see the extraordinary Angola Prison Rodeo – a long, lonely drive, but one that rewards you with an unsettling, bizarrely compelling experience.
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When to go
New Orleans has a subtropical climate, with warm temperatures, high humidity and heavy rainfall. The peak tourist seasons are Mardi Gras – which starts on Twelfth Night and builds up in intensity until Mardi Gras itself, the day before Ash Wednesday – and Jazz Fest, which spreads across a fortnight at the end of April and the start of May. Both, along with the increasingly popular French Quarter Festival, occur in spring, which is a pleasant, sunny time to visit. However, the humidity is already building up by then, and Jazz Fest especially can be plagued by heavy rain.
The torpid months between June and September, when the blistering heat and intense humidity prove debilitating, count as off-season; prices tend to be lower and crowds thinner at this time. From May to November the city is at risk from the hurricanes that sweep through the Gulf of Mexico.
Climate-wise, autumn is one of the best times to visit: October especially tends to be sunny, warm and relatively dry, though the nights can be chilly. Even winter days don’t usually get too cold; the nights, however, are another matter, cursed by the bone-bitingly damp air that creeps in from the river.
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17 things not to miss
It’s not possible to see everything that New Orleans has to offer in one trip – and we don’t suggest you try. What follows is a selective taste of the city’s highlights, from its street parades and world-famous festivals to its quirky bars and intriguing museums.

01 The French Quarter  • The spiritual heart of the city – its gorgeous lacy balconies captured on countless postcards – is where New Orleans all began. That it still manages to captivate all who come here is testament to its history, its spirit, and its haunting, faded beauty.
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02 Mother-in-Law Lounge  • Hang out in this Tremé lounge to pay respects to “Emperor of the World” R&B star Ernie K-Doe and his wife Antoinette. They may have both passed on, but New Orleans will not let them die.
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03 Steamboating on the Mississippi  • Sit back and enjoy the cool river breezes as the lovely old Natchez steamboat – calliope and all – churns its way through the Big Muddy, providing great views and a true sense of the river’s awesome power.
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04 Kermit Ruffins  • Whether at his legendary Thursday night gigs at Vaughan’s, at a festival, or cooking up barbecue at a Tremé bar, the hardest-working musician in town all but defines the spirit and joy of the city.

[image: ]

05 Louisiana Music Factory  • Splendid French Quarter music store, with regular live gigs, that marks ground zero for anyone interested in New Orleans and roots music.
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06 Garden District  • In marked contrast to the hustle and buzz of the French Quarter, the grand old Garden District is a peaceful oasis lined with wonderful old piles and lush, jungly gardens.

[image: ]

07 Mardi Gras Indians  • Witnessing the Indians showing off their meticulously hand-sewn suits, and competing with each other in song and dance, is a rare and sacred experience.
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08 NOMA Sculpture Garden  • A peaceful garden attached to the superb art museum in City Park, its sculptures – from artists including Louise Bourgeois and Henry Moore – seem to grow out of the lush, fertile land.
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09 Volunteering in the Ninth Ward  • Though the flood-devastated Ninth Ward still has an enormous way to go, the commitment shown by the volunteers who have helped rebuild it is a heartening sign that its streets will ring with life once more.
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10 Frenchmen Street  • There is always something going on in the bars and clubs of Frenchmen Street, the city’s hippest nightlife stretch, from tea dances to brass band blowouts to electro DJs and swing nights. See also Faubourg Marigny and Bywater and Faubourg Marigny.
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11 Ogden Museum of Southern Art  • New Orleans’ classiest museum, offering a cornucopia of work that defines this evocative, distinctive and other-worldy region.
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12 Preservation Hall  • Trad jazz at its joyful best, played in a battered old venue that’s been here for generations.
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13 Second Lines  • New Orleans marks anything of any significance with a street parade led by brass bands – the ragtag Second Liners who follow, dancing in the streets, are integral. Feel free to join in – that’s the whole point.
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14 Trashy Diva  • Feminine, elegant and utterly gorgeous, Trashy Diva’s own-line frocks combine A Streetcar Named Desire decadence with old-school Hollywood glamour to create something totally New Orleans.
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15 Festivals  • With its European, Caribbean and African roots, New Orleans is a superb festival city. Marching bands, masking, music and food abound, as do the crazy street parades that just shout for you to join in.
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16 Backstreet Cultural Museum  • Tremé’s love letter to New Orleans street culture, from its Second Line parades to its Mardi Gras Indians to its jazz funerals.
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17 Mid-city Lanes Rock’n’Bowl  • Authentic swamp pop and zydeco, bowling lanes and cold beer: it’s an irresistible, only-in-New Orleans combination.
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Getting there
Driving to New Orleans, while convenient and easy enough, is not necessarily the best option unless you are on a road trip – you won’t be using a car much during your stay, and, in the French Quarter at least, it costs a lot to park. You can get to the city by train or bus, but most people arrive by air. Air fares to New Orleans fluctuate depending on the big events, and will increase around Mardi Gras and Jazz Fest, for example. Flying on weekends, whatever time of year, usually adds a premium to the cost; price ranges quoted below assume midweek travel. As there are no direct, non-stop flights from the UK, Ireland, Australia, New Zealand or South Africa to New Orleans, overseas travellers will have to fly into some other US city, and pick up a connecting flight from there. See details of entry requirements for overseas visitors.
Flights from the US and Canada >
Flights from the UK and Ireland >
Flights from Australia, New Zealand and South Africa >
Trains >
Buses >


Flights from the US and Canada
New Orleans is served by a number of domestic airlines, including American, Continental, Delta, Jetblue, Northwest, Southwest, United and US Airways. It’s usually possible to find round-trip fares for around $200 from New York, $275 from Los Angeles, and Can$500 from Toronto.
< Back to Getting there
Flights from the UK and Ireland
No UK airline serves New Orleans, so it works out cheapest to fly with a US carrier. Typical routings include travelling via New York’s JFK airport with Delta; via Chicago or Washington DC with United; or via Houston with Continental. Thanks to the time change, it’s perfectly possible to fly out of London in the morning and reach New Orleans that same day; the return journey, however, will almost certainly involve an overnight flight. Typical round-trip fares range from around £400.
From Ireland, Aer Lingus flies from Dublin or Shannon to Boston, Chicago, New York, Orlando, and Washington, and Delta from Dublin and Shannon to Atlanta and New York. Alternatively, you can fly to London and take your pick of transatlantic routes.
< Back to Getting there
Flights from Australia, New Zealand and South Africa
There are no direct flights from Australia or New Zealand or South Africa to New Orleans, so you’ll have to fly to one of the main US gateway airports and pick up onward connections from there. The cheapest route, and the one with the most frequent services from Australia and New Zealand, is to Los Angeles, which also has plenty of onward flights to New Orleans. Air New Zealand and Qantas/American fly to LA at least twice daily, while United flies once a day; other airlines that serve LA include Japan Airlines and Singapore Airlines. From South Africa, by far the cheapest route is usually to fly with Virgin Atlantic from Johannesburg to London, and then from London to the US.
< Back to Getting there
Trains
Three Amtrak routes (1-800/872-7245; www.amtrak.com) stop in New Orleans. The daily City of New Orleans leaves Chicago and travels via Memphis and Jackson, Mississippi, arriving in New Orleans at around 3.30pm; the full single fare from Chicago is $110, and the journey time around twenty hours. The Crescent also runs daily, starting in New York City and stopping in Philadelphia, Baltimore, Washington DC, and Atlanta before finishing its journey at New Orleans some 29 hours later, at around 7.30pm; to travel the entire route costs around $130 one-way. New Orleans is also a stop on the Sunset Limited, which runs three times a week; it sets off from LA on Sundays, Wednesdays and Fridays, with stops in Palm Springs, Tucson, San Antonio and Houston, and arrives just under 48 hours later (at around 3pm) in New Orleans on Tuesdays, Fridays and Sundays. The full single fare from LA is around $300. Amtrak offers a range of passes that can cut costs; check their website for details.
Six steps to a better kind of travel
At Rough Guides we are passionately committed to travel. We feel strongly that only through travelling do we truly come to understand the world we live in and the people we share it with – plus tourism has brought a great deal of benefit to developing economies around the world over the last few decades. But the extraordinary growth in tourism has also damaged some places irreparably, and of course climate change is exacerbated by most forms of transport, especially flying. This means that now more than ever it’s important to travel thoughtfully and responsibly, with respect for the cultures you’re visiting – not only to derive the most benefit from your trip but also to preserve the best bits of the planet for everyone to enjoy. At Rough Guides we feel there are six main areas in which you can make a difference:
• Consider what you’re contributing to the local economy, and how much the services you use do the same, whether it’s through employing local workers and guides or sourcing locally grown produce and local services.
• Consider the environment on holiday as well as at home. Water is scarce in many developing destinations, and the biodiversity of local flora and fauna can be adversely affected by tourism. Try to patronize businesses that take account of this.
• Travel with a purpose, not just to tick off experiences. Consider spending longer in a place, and getting to know it and its people.
• Give thought to how often you fly. Try to avoid short hops by air and more harmful night flights.
• Consider alternatives to flying, travelling instead by bus, train, boat and even by bike or on foot where possible.
• Make your trips “climate neutral” via a reputable carbon offset scheme. All Rough Guide flights are offset, and every year we donate money to a variety of charities devoted to combating the effects of climate change.



< Back to Getting there
Buses
New Orleans is also served by Greyhound buses, which are the cheapest, though not the most convenient way to get to town, with a range of fares and online deals available via their website (1-800/229-9424; www.greyhound.com).
Airlines and online search engines
Aer Lingus www.aerlingus.com. 

Air New Zealand www.airnz.co.nz. 

American Airlines www.aa.com. 

Cheapo Air www.cheapoair.com. 

Continental Airlines www.continental.com. 

Delta www.delta.com. 

JAL (Japan Airlines) www.jal.com. 

Jetblue www.jetblue.com. 

Kayak www.kayak.com. 

Northwest www.nwa.com. 

One Travel www.onetravel.com. 

Orbitz www.orbitz.com. 

Qantas Airways www.qantas.com. 

Singapore Airlines www.singaporeair.com. 

Southwest www.southwest.com. 

United Airlines www.united.com. 

US Airways www.usairways.com. 

Virgin Atlantic www.virgin-atlantic.com. 

Agents and operators
North South Travel UK 01245/608 291, www.northsouthtravel.co.uk. Friendly, competitive travel agency, offering discounted fares worldwide. Profits are used to support projects in the developing world, especially the promotion of sustainable tourism.


STA Travel US 1-800/781-4040, UK 0871/2300 040, Australia 134 782, New Zealand 0800/474 400, South Africa 0861/781 781; www.statravel.com. Worldwide specialists in independent travel; also student IDs, travel insurance, car rental, rail passes, and more. Good discounts for students and under-26s.


Trailfinders UK 0845/058 5858, Ireland 01/677 7888, Australia 1300/780 212; www.trailfinders.com. One of the best-informed and most efficient agents for independent travellers.


Travel CUTS Canada 1-866/246-9762, US 1-800/592-2887; www.travelcuts.com. Canadian youth and student travel firm.


USIT Ireland 01/602 1906, Northern Ireland 028/9032 7111; www.usit.ie. Ireland’s main student and youth travel specialists.


< Back to Getting there

Arrival
Millions of visitors arrive in New Orleans each year, most of them on one of the many domestic flights from the major US hubs. Note that the bus and train stations are next to each other in a sketchy part of town.
By air >
By car >
By bus or train >


By air
Louis Armstrong New Orleans Inter-national Airport (MSY; www.flymsy.com), some eighteen miles northwest of downtown on I-10, is relatively small and easy to navigate, with an information booth (daily 8am–6pm) in the baggage claim area, along with hotel courtesy phones.
The best way to get into town is by taxi. Flat-rate fares to downtown – a twenty- to thirty-minute journey – are $33 for up to two people, or $14 each for three or more. Simply join the line outside baggage claim and wait for the controller to usher you into a cab. If you’re travelling alone, it’s cheaper to take the airport shuttle (every 10min; $20 one-way to downtown hotels, $38 round-trip; 522-3500, www.airportshuttleneworleans.com), but because it stops frequently to drop people off, the journey can take as long as an hour. One-way and return tickets are available from 8am to 11pm in the baggage claim area; outside those times you can buy a ticket (one-way only) from the driver.
< Back to Arrival
By car
New Orleans is traversed by I-10, which runs east–west between Florida and California. You can get onto it from I-59 (east of the city) and I-55 (west). Taking I-12, which runs east–west north of Lake Pontchartrain, hooks you up with the Lake Pontchartrain Causeway – at 23 miles, the longest bridge in the world – which enters the city from the northwest and connects with I-10.
Approaching from either direction on I-10 you’re confronted with the usual bewildering choice of lanes and lack of signs: make sure not to stray onto I-610, which bypasses downtown altogether. For the CBD take exit 234C, following signs for the Superdome; for the French Quarter take 235B, following signs for Vieux Carré, and for the Garden District take the St Charles Street exit.
< Back to Arrival
By bus or train
The Union Passenger Terminal, 1001 Loyola Ave, near the Superdome, serves Greyhound buses (station usually open daily 7am–9.15am, 11am–1pm & 2.30–4.30pm; 525-6075 station info only) and Amtrak trains (station open daily 24hr; ticket office daily 5.45am–11pm). This area, in the no-man’s-land beneath the elevated Pontchartrain Expressway, is not great; book a cab in advance to take you to your lodgings. United Cabs is the best firm (522-9771).
< Back to Arrival

Getting around
Though New Orleans’ most-visited neighbourhoods are a dream to walk around – the French Quarter and Garden District, in particular, are best enjoyed by a leisurely stroll – getting from one to another is not always easy on foot. Sadly the streetcar named Desire that inspired Tennessee Williams is long defunct, but streetcars do still run along the river, up Canal Street, and along St Charles Avenue. They’re useful, but with the exception of these and a couple of buses you’ll get little mileage out of the city’s public transport system. To make the most of your time, budget for quite a few taxi rides, and always count on taking a cab if you’re travelling anywhere outside the French Quarter at night. For more on staying safe when walking around New Orleans, see Crime and personal safety.
Buses and streetcars >
Taxis >
Driving >
Cycling >
Sightseeing tours >


Buses and streetcars
The Regional Transit Authority (RTA) runs a network of buses and streetcars (all $1.25, exact fare required, 25c for transfers; 248-3900, www.norta.com); routes are numbered and named. The most useful buses include “Magazine” (#11), which runs along Magazine Street between Canal Street in the CBD and Audubon Park uptown, and “Jackson-Esplanade” (#91), from Rampart Street on the edge of the Quarter up Esplanade Avenue to City Park.
You’re far more likely, however, to use the handsome and historic sage green St Charles streetcar, which rumbles a thirteen-mile loop from Canal Street at Carondelet, along the “neutral ground” (median) of St Charles Avenue in the Garden District, past Audubon Park and the Riverbend, to Carrollton uptown. The cars (#12) trundle along at an average speed of 9mph; it takes about 45 minutes for a full one-way trip. Services taper off considerably after dark, when you’re better taking a cab than hanging around in an unfamiliar neighbourhood. For more on its history see The St Charles streetcar.
There is also a Riverfront streetcar (#2; 7am–10pm, every 15–35min) line, with red trolleys running the two short miles between Esplanade Avenue and the Convention Center. More useful are the two Canal Street streetcars, and in particular the City Park service (#48, “City Park/Museum”; 7am–1am, every 35min on average), which starts by Harrah’s casino on Canal Street, turning off at Carrollton Avenue and heading to City Park. The Carrollton Avenue line (#47, “Cemeteries”; 5am–1am, every 35min on average) travels the length of Canal Street to where it meets City Park Avenue; if you’re heading to City Park, make sure to get off at Carrollton Avenue and transfer onto the #48 trolley.
VisiTOUR passes, which provide unlimited rides for a set number of days can be used on the bus and the streetcar ($5 for one day, $12 for three, or $20 for five). The RTA website lists the various banks, hotels and grocery stores that sell the pass; note that the three-day pass is most widely sold.
Incidentally, though it is legal to drink a cocktail on the streets of New Orleans, you can’t carry it – or any drink – onto the bus or streetcar. Nor can you eat or smoke on board.
< Back to Getting around
Taxis
The most convenient way of travelling any distance in New Orleans, especially after dark, is by taxi. United is by far the best firm, with the most reliable drivers and the safest cars. You can call them (522-9771), hail them from the street (try along Canal or Decatur), or pick them up in the French Quarter outside the Omni Royal Orleans Hotel on St Louis Street at Chartres, or the Bourbon-Orleans on Orleans Street.
< Back to Getting around
Driving
It’s not a particularly good idea to drive in New Orleans, especially around the French Quarter, where sections of the narrow, one-way streets are regularly closed off to create pedestrianized enclaves, plodding mule-drawn buggies cause traffic snarl-ups and parking, except in expensive lots, is all but impossible. Citywide, the brutal parking restrictions are something of a local joke, with a host of impenetrable regulations that lead to regular impoundments and steep fines. If your car is towed, call 525-0088 or log onto www.cityofno.com. The pound is at 400 N Claiborne Ave.
You may, however, want to rent a car to head out of the city. Though all the major chains have booths at the airport, it may be cheaper to arrange rental from a downtown branch. Be aware that rates vary widely according to season, the day of the week and special deals.
Getting your bearings in New Orleans
One of New Orleans’ many nicknames is “the Crescent City”, because of the way it nestles between the southern shore of Lake Pontchartrain and a dramatic horseshoe bend in the Mississippi River. This unique location makes the city’s layout confusing, with streets curving to follow the river and shooting off at odd angles to head inland. In the face of such dizzying geography, compass points are of little use – locals refer instead to lakeside (toward the lake) and riverside (toward the river), and, using Canal Street as the dividing line, uptown (or upriver) and downtown (downriver). In a sense, everything begins at Canal Street, the broad thoroughfare that sweeps in one dead straight line from the river up to the lake. Streets crossing Canal, which in the 1800s divided the old Creole city from the new American suburbs, change their names on either side of it – thus Royal Street in the French Quarter becomes St Charles uptown, Bourbon becomes Carondelet and so on, while downriver of Canal Street any street name prefixed with “North” simply swaps it for “South” uptown. Building numbers also restart at 100 on either side of Canal.



< Back to Getting around
Cycling
Cycling is a quick and cheap way of getting from one neighbourhood to another, though the faint of heart may want to avoid the cut-throat drivers on the main roads. However, for anyone who wants to join a Second Line in the depths of the back streets, say, or simply to nip between the Quarter and Bywater, a bike can be really useful – most Faubourg and Bywater residents get around on two wheels. To rent a bike, try Bicycle Michael’s, in Faubourg Marigny at 622 Frenchmen St, which has road and mountain bikes (hourly $10, daily $25, five days $100, weekly $130), along with baskets and helmets (Mon, Tues & Thurs–Sat 10am–7pm, Sun 10am–5pm; 945-9505; bicyclemichaels.com). Based in the Bywater, Confederacy of Cruisers (400-5468, confederacyofcruisers.com), charges similar rates, though only by the day or the week, and will drop off a bike and pick it up again from your hotel. They also offer good bike tours.
< Back to Getting around
Sightseeing tours
Tours of New Orleans range from overpriced whistle-stop jaunts in air-conditioned buses to tongue-in-cheek moonlit ghost-hunts. Walking or cycling tours are the best way to see the city, providing intimate insights into gorgeous hidden courtyards and fine architectural details – in summer, though, remember that the heat and humidity can be debilitating. The list below features the best options; the Welcome Center on Jackson Square has leaflets detailing others. Some of the tour operators listed below can also take you to the River Road plantations.
Many visitors take a narrated trot through the Quarter, and sometimes the Faubourg in one of the mule-drawn carriages that wait in line behind Jackson Square on Decatur Street. These can be fun, especially as the sun sets, though in most cases you should take the “historic” running commentary with a pinch of salt – and the sight of the mules, decked out in funny hats, puts some people off. Rates are generally negotiable; expect to pay around $13–16 per person for a trip of between thirty and forty-five minutes.
Many visitors take a narrated trot through the Quarter, and sometimes the Faubourg in one of the mule-drawn carriages that wait in line behind Jackson Square on Decatur Street. These can be fun, especially as the sun sets, though in most cases you should take the “historic” running commentary with a pinch of salt – and the sight of the mules, decked out in funny hats, puts some people off. Rates are generally negotiable; expect to pay around $13–16 per person for a trip of between thirty and forty-five minutes.
One lazy way to while away a steamy afternoon is to take a cruise along the Mississippi. For details of the Natchez steamboat, which offers narrated river cruises with a live jazz band, see River cruises.
Walking and cycling tours
Confederacy of Cruisers 400-5468, confederacyofcruisers.com. Call to arrange a time; 3hr; $45. If you want to get a feel for the neighbourhoods of New Orleans, its street culture and its quirks, join the small-group (min 2, max 8) cycle tours offered by this laid-back, one-man operation. Jeff Shyman provides an informative overview and lots of juicy anecdotes as you ride through the Faubourg and the Bywater, St. Roch and Tremé, stopping off for the best street food along the way and more than likely taking a drink at Ernie K-Doe’s Mother In Law Lounge. You can also rent bikes by the day or the week.


Friends of the Cabildo 523-3939. Tues–Sun 10am & 1.30pm; 2hr; $15; no reservations required; arrive 15min before the tour starts. Reliable historical overviews, concentrating on the French Quarter. Tours set off from the shop at the 1850 House, 523 St Ann St on Jackson Square.


Historic New Orleans Walking Tours 947-2120, www.tourneworleans.com. A range of lively tours, among them a “Hurricane/Rebirth” option which buses you out to areas not covered by other tours, including the Ninth Ward (daily 1.30pm; 3hr; $40; meet at CC’s Community Coffeehouse, 505 Decatur St); a jazz tour (Sat & Sun 2.30pm; 2hr; $20, meet at the Café Beignet, 311 Bourbon St); a “Cemetery and Voodoo” tour, covering St Louis No. 1 cemetery, Congo Square, priestess Marie Laveau’s home and a voodoo temple (Mon–Sat 10am & 1pm, Sun 10am; 2hr; $20; meet at Café Beignet, 334 Royal St), and the anecdotal “Garden District and Cemetery” tour, which also emphasizes architecture and plant life (daily 11am & 1.45pm; 2hr; $20; meet at the Garden District Bookshop in The Rink mall at Washington and Prytania). There’s also a rather tongue-in-cheek “Haunted French Quarter” option (nightly 7.30pm; $20; meet at Bourbon-Oh! in the Bourbon-Orleans hotel at Bourbon St and Orleans). None but the Hurricane tour requires reservations, though you can book online. Otherwise, simply arrive at the relevant meeting point 15min before the scheduled departure time.


Jean Lafitte National Historical Park Service 589-2636. Daily 9.30am; 45min; free. Led by National Park rangers, these daily tours offer scholarly and accessible overviews of the Quarter and the role of the Mississippi River in the development of the city. Space is limited, and it’s first-come, first-served, so turn up at 9am at the visitor center, 419 Decatur St, to collect your ticket. For more on this exemplary visitor centre, see Jean Lafitte National Historical Park Visitor Center.


New Orleans Ghost & Vampire Tour 861-2727, www.neworleansghosttour.com. New Orleans offers an inordinate number of tours dealing in magic, voodoo, vampires and ghosts. Among the high-camp, the overpriced and the just plain silly, these French Quarter tours – featuring magic tricks and “psychic demonstrations” – are an entertaining option. Ghost tours leave from Rev Zombie’s Voodoo Shop, 723 St Peter St in the French Quarter (daily 6pm & 8pm; around 2hr; $20); vampire tours from St Louis Cathedral on Jackson Square (daily 8.30pm; around 2hr; $20). Make reservations via the website.


Save Our Cemeteries 525-3377, www.saveourcemeteries.org. Non-profit restoration organization that leads fascinating tours around two of New Orleans’ above-ground cemeteries: Lafayette #1 in the Garden District (Mon, Wed, Fri & Sat 10.30am; 1hr; $10; meet at the Washington Avenue Gate, 1400 block of Washington Ave), and St Louis #1, across Rampart Street from the French Quarter (Fri, Sat & Sun 10am; 1hr; $12; meet at the Basin Street Station Visitor Center, 501 Basin St). No reservations are required, but call to double-check that tours are running.


Swamp tours
In many ways, the popular fantasy of the misty, mysterious Louisiana swamp as an eerie place, flickering with ghostly grey Spanish moss, is not so very far from the truth. New Orleans’ local swamps – many of them protected wilderness areas just thirty minutes’ drive from downtown – are otherworldly enclaves, brought to life by informed guides eager to share their knowledge of local flora and fauna. The closer you get to the coast, however, to tour the Barataria swamp, for example, you will inevitably come face to face with some harsh realities. Louisiana’s coastal wetlands are eroding at a horrifying rate and even despite valiant restoration efforts, these swamps – and the communities that exist around them – are under intense pressure. Tour guides emphasize the difficulties faced by the wetland communities while pointing out the swamps’ beauty and ecological importance.
Bear in mind too that although the swamp ecosystem supports a wide range of wildlife, including bald eagles, deer, snapping turtles, bears, alligators and bobcats, what you actually get to see will depend upon the season and sheer luck. Wildlife is most visible in April and May and September to November. Your best chances of seeing an alligator, however, are in the summer, when they bask sleepily in the sun. Whatever time of the year you come, bring a hat, sunscreen and – most importantly – bug repellent.
In addition to the operators listed below, Historic New Orleans Walking Tours offer a tour of the Barataria-Terrebonne estuary, picking up from La Boucherie coffee house at 339 Chartres St (daily 8.30am; 4hr; $49 adults/$30 children; reservations essential). If you prefer to explore the swamps independently, turn to the account of the Barataria Preserve in Out of the city.
Dr Wagner’s Honey Island Swamp Tours 985/641-1769, www.honeyislandswamp.com. Based outside suburban Slidell, north of Lake Pontchartrain, these tours use small boats to venture onto the delta of the Pearl River, a wilderness occupied by raccoons, nutrias, bobcats, black bears, and alligators, as well as ibis, great blue herons, and snowy egrets (2hr; $23 adults, $15 children, plus $22/$17 for transport from downtown). Reservations required.


Louisiana Swamp Tours 689-3599, www.louisianaswamp.com. This tour company, on Hwy-301, south of the Lafitte National Park visitor center, offers a number of tours, including daily boat trips through the nearby Barataria swamps (with transportation 8am, 10.20am, 12.30pm & 3pm; $49, children $25; without transportation 9.30am, 12.10pm, 2.10pm, 4.15pm; $29, children $15). They also offer a plantation-swamp combination, visiting either Oak Alley or Laura, with transportation included (pick up 8.30am, return 4.45pm; $89, children $58). Reservations essential.


< Back to Getting around
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