




In this issue—the beginning of 
year 17 for your ANTIGRAVITY 
Magazine—our friends at 
Trystereo, New Orleans Harm 
Reduction Network, describe 
the conditions people who 
use drugs have faced over the 
past year. Our column “For the 
Record” shares public testimony 
from the meeting where our 
City councilmembers voted 
unanimously to decriminalize 
fentanyl test strips, and 
congratulated themselves on 
doing something they ought 
to have done years ago (or 
even just a year ago, when the 
opioid overdose epidemic was 
worsened by the pandemic). We 
think they ought to do a whole 
lot more, because no matter 
what they say, they can do more. 
Of the plight facing tenants—but 
this applies generally—our law 
columnist Morris Blart, Esq. 
(he’s on hiatus but will be back 
don’t worry) explained this best 
in last September’s issue:

We’ve watched as every 
single one of our city’s 
politicians equivocate about 
being powerless or having 
no authority to do anything 
under the law. But they’re 
wrong; the law is only as 
rigid as their imaginations. 
Here’s what people who 
understand power do: they 
act however they want and 
wait for the law to catch up to 
them; and by the time it does, 
they’ve already surrounded 
themselves with a team of 
lawyers and then keep bluffing 
until the law concedes.

Never forget that. If you sit with 
it you’ll realize the implications 
extend far, including to the 
role of grassroots movements. 
We can, and should, pressure 
elected officials without 
campaigning for them. Investing 
in politicians in no way ensures 
that you’ll have their ear if 
elected or any influence over 
them if elected. History shows 
us that pressuring from outside 
the establishment is more 
effective and more sustainable.

We recommend that city 
officials take two actions 
immediately. First: fully 
abolish, without replacing, our 
incoherent drug paraphernalia 
ordinance. Second, extend 
the District Attorney’s new 
policy of declining to prosecute 
possession charges to include all 
opioid charges.

The drug paraphernalia 
ordinance criminalizes 
possession of bowls, blenders, 
spoons and envelopes—items 
decades of etiquette books 
say it’s crucial to have on 
hand—if the police determine 
these items are going to 
be used with the wrong 
ingredients. Lactose is banned 
if it’s “intended for use or 
designed for use in cutting 
controlled substances,” but 
it’s obviously A-OK for wine 
and cheese events designed 
for cutting checks. Possession 
of drugs like methadone and 
Suboxone, which people 
use to wean themselves off 
stronger opioids (sometimes 
by choice to address chaotic 
drug use, sometimes under 
court order), are still subject 
to criminalization. Hyper-

criminalized populations, 
particularly unhoused people, 
are the most vulnerable to 
these laws. Police seize safer 
drug use supplies (clean works 
like syringes and needles, 
along with the opioid overdose 
reversal drug naloxone) during 
their cruel sweeps of homeless 
encampments.

The New Orleans Police 
Department (NOPD) acts 
with impunity, as though 
accountable to no elected body, 
including the Independent 
Police Monitor. Despite 
any policy or change in 
ordinance, they have vowed 
to continue arresting people 
even if they know they won’t 
be charged. Instead of just 
warmly chastising NOPD for 
their harmful actions (see: 

tear gassing and shooting 
“less than lethal” projectiles 
at protestors) resulting in 
toothless policy changes (see: 
don’t use teargas, unless they 
really really want to), the 
City Council could take more 
serious action.

District Attorney Jason 
Williams’ announcement that 
his office would decline to 
prosecute drugs other than 
opioids was received with 
praise as a big step forward in 
confronting the devastating 
damage inflicted by the War 
on Drugs (which has always 
been a war against people 
who use or are perceived to 
be using drugs, which most 
likely is either you or someone 
you love). Dividing drugs and 
people who use them in this 

manner materially worsens 
conditions for people using 
opioids. Excluding opioids 
reinforces the idea that people 
who use those drugs are best 
treated by being placed in cages. 
Every bit of data shows us that 
this practice results in harm or 
even death. There is also little 
clarity on whether a person 
using heroin, for example, 
would be treated differently 
than a middle class person 
using Oxycontin—but the entire 
history of policing tells us that 
institutional racist classism will 
continue to define who is caged 
and who is not. That drug use 
ought to be treated as a public 
health issue independent of any 
correctional funding is less and 
less controversial. It’s a talking 
point politicians use but usually 
fail to act on.

The atypical opioid herb 
kratom—currently legal in 
most of the U.S. but not very 
regulated—is now in the FDA’s 
crosshairs, signaling that old 
War-on-Drugs tactics are still 
very much the playbook. The 
state of Louisiana as a whole 
and Orleans Parish in particular 
is seeing a surge in liberal 
interest in further normalizing 
marijuana consumption, backed 
by Councilmember Helena 
Moreno (who referred to her 
position as being mavericky 
or “out of the box,” although 
it is behind the times by 
many standards). That we 
prefer decriminalization to 
legalization, across the board 
for every drug, ought to come 
as no surprise for those familiar 
with the material we publish. 
But have you thought about it 
this way? The argument that 
the revenue from regulating 
marijuana sales would help 
the city is covertly a pro-
police funding argument: why 
scrounge for hypothetical sales 
taxes when there’s an entire 
bloated police department 
whose budget could be 
reapportioned to roads, schools, 
health care—all the things 
people tell us again and again 
they want?

We would love to see harm 
reduction approaches 
embraced on a state and 
national level, including 
safe supply and supervised 
consumption sites—a position 
essentially shared by the 
American Medical Association 
and Yale School of Medicine. 
We would love to see all drugs 
decriminalized completely. 
But until that happens, local 
elected officials should utilize 
their full power and discretion. 
They don’t need to use taxpayer 
money to conduct studies. They 
need to remove funding from 
the purview of corrections 
entirely, fund groups who have 
been doing harm reduction 
work, and let them lead. These 
recommendations are borne 
out in these pages by the 
testimony of the public and 
the frontline reports from 
harm reduction workers. No 
more preventative, premature 
deaths. No more preventative 
infections. No more caging 
people who use drugs or sell 
them—research shows us that 
doesn’t work. That research is 
on our side—and so is history.
—ANTIGRAVITY Editorial Staff
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illustration by Artemesia Trapeze

by Taylor Balkissoon
WILD WAVES

ARIES
Last month’s transits asked you to 
bring your focus inward. This month 
is the time to reap the rewards of 
loving yourself by allowing time to 
play and let your inner child shine. 
As the youngest sign of the zodiac 
you are very closely connected to 
the spirit realm, embodying the 
unbridled beauty of simply existing 
and acting. As your ruling planet 
Mars moves into fellow fire sign Leo 
on June 11th, you may experience a 
shift in your environmental factors 
or public image. If you are offered 
opportunities as a leader or warrior 
for what is right, take them! But also 
watch your fiery mouth—Mercury 
retrograde might bite you in the ass!

TAURUS
You might be hard-pressed to find 
two signs more different than 
Taurus and Gemini. Taurus is stable 
and grounded; Gemini is impulsive 
and flighty. Taurus is cautious; 
Gemini doesn’t know what that word 
means. Both signs can learn a great 
deal from one another, and as the 
sun transits your 2nd house you are 
being asked to see how stability can 
be achieved by embracing change. 
You can attract beauty by embodying 
Gemini’s open and mutable nature. 
Show love in ways that make you 
feel free, and stability will naturally 
manifest in your life.

GEMINI
Happy You season, Gemini! This 
month the sun transits your 1st 
house, bringing a renewed sense 
of personal potential. Gemini 
loves potential—you see the 
fractals of what could be and make 
decisions despite seeing the endless 
possibilities. Mercury retrograde is 
difficult for everyone, but as your 
ruling planet you are intimately 
connected to the ups and downs 
that come with mercurial shifts. 
The new moon in Gemini on June 
10th will be an excellent time to 
release communication styles 
that do not serve you, as well as to 
set intentions for the next year. 

Manifest a version of yourself that 
plays to your highest potential as 
somebody eternally connected to 
their inner child.

CANCER
This season the sun and Mercury 
will transit your 12th house before 
moving into your sign on June 22nd. 
During the Gemini period of this 
month you are being asked to go as 
deep as possible into your shadows 
and uproot insecurity, pain, and fear. 
It’s not the cutest transit, but it can 
be incredibly rewarding. Much like 
weeding your garden, this is a good 
time to straighten up your emotional 
awareness and health. Venus’ transit 
through your sign from June 2nd 
till June 27th will have you feeling 
extra sweet and wanting to smother 
folks with love—but combined with 
an erratic Mercury retrograde in 
Gemini, it might be best to think 
before you act.

LEO
Gemini and Leo are classic best 
friends. Geminis (and Gemini 
season) will gas you up. They love 
your playfulness, passion, and 
generosity, and they benefit from the 
constant inspiration to not just flow 
through the world but to make an 
impact. The sun’s transit of your 11th 
and 12th houses this month signals 
the end of your year-long cycle. You 
will be feeling lit up and ready to 
follow your passions, particularly 
once Mars enters your sign on the 
11th. However, the transit of the sun 
into Cancer on the 22nd will ask you 

to get in touch with your intuitive 
side. Finding a balance between this 
inner investigation and the ways you 
navigate your power in relationships 
will be rewarding if you can be both 
subjective and objective.

VIRGO
This month the sun will transit your 
10th and 11th houses, highlighting 
a time to focus on your career 
and position in your community. 
You are naturally nurturing and 
giving, perhaps sometimes to your 
detriment. The Gemini portion of 
this month is dominated by Mercury 
retrograde. You and Gemini share 
Mercury as a planetary ruler, and 
thus are both more impacted and 
more prepared when this cycle 
hits. If you are finding it difficult to 
manifest your intentions, remember 
that among the signs you are the 
most adept at clear communication. 
Listen carefully, take time during the 
new moon to clear out self-critical 
thought patterns, and open up to 
Gemini-esque play and discovery.

LIBRA
Gemini is a fellow air sign, and as 
such this month is bound to have 
you feeling “in your element.” 
Combined with the fact that the sun 
is transiting your 9th house until the 
22nd, the first portion of the month 
will have you feeling incredibly 
free. Honestly, maybe too free—you 
might at times feel ungrounded 
and unstable. Remember that you 
are the manifestation of balance. 
The transits of Venus and Mars 
through the sign of fellow cardinal 
sign Cancer will have you searching 
for balance between this happy-go-
lucky freedom and feeling high-key 
emotional. If anyone is capable it’s 
you: trust yourself and your loved 
ones, and this will shape up to be a 
very fun, growth-oriented month.

SCORPIO
This month the sun and Mercury 
will transit your 8th house for 
the first 22 days of the month. 
The 8th house is associated with 
deep subconscious emotions and 
committed partnerships. You might 
find Gemini season a little superficial 
or unsatisfying, but sometimes being 
lighthearted can be a good balance 
for you. Take a walk on the wild side. 
Mars, your traditional ruler, will be 
in Cancer until June 11th. This might 
feel like a period of rapid, untethered 
emotional growth until the sun 
moves into Cancer on the 22nd and 
you can breathe in the salty beauty 
of a fresh, summery water season.

SAGITTARIUS
Sagittarius and Gemini are sister 
signs, so this season might have you 
feeling both invigorated and turned 
upside down. Where Gemini seeks 
to think and experience, Sagittarius 
seeks to know and understand. Both 
are bright, chaotic, and arguably 
the most fun signs in the zodiac. 
This season is a great time for you 

to move towards a more playful 
intellect. Venus and Mars will be 
transiting your 8th house, making 
what would otherwise be a very 
lighthearted season something 
more—if you don’t examine your 
relationships to their depths, how 
can you have enough trust to truly 
let loose? The new moon in Gemini 
on the 10th is an excellent time to 
release possible fears of intimacy 
and embrace a curiosity about 
everyone you love and care about.

CAPRICORN
The first half of this month is bound 
to have you feeling a bit untethered 
as the sun transits your 6th house 
in the sign of Gemini. Mercury 
retrograde will also be occurring 
in this house for you, and so it is a 
good time to go inward and examine 
the ways you might be a tad too 
hedonistic (or conversely, too 
regimented). Once you make these 
Gemini season adjustments, Cancer 
(your sister sign) season beginning 
on the 22nd will bring welcome 
relief. The full moon in your sign on 
the 24th is an excellent time to take 
stock of your emotional realities and 
look at what (perhaps who?) you are 
ready to release in order to make 
room for a life that is both physically 
and emotionally healthier.

AQUARIUS
This month is bound to be ruled 
by binaries for you. Fellow air sign 
Gemini’s energy can feel chaotic, 
but there is also limitless potential. 
You move like lightning and Gemini 
moves like a strong breeze. This can 
manifest as an unpleasant storm or 
as something absolutely electrifying, 
depending on your attitude. The sun 
will be transiting your 5th house, 
which is ruled by your sister sign 
Leo. In addition, both Venus and 
Mars move into Leo this month. You 
might be navigating ego concerns 
more heavily than usual, which is 
perhaps particularly uncomfortable 
for Aquarius. However these 
concerns end up manifesting, know 
that your individuality is a strength 
when applied to collective action.

PISCES
Welcome to the first mutable season 
of the year! If Aries and Taurus 
seasons have felt particularly 
intense or demanding, Gemini 
season will hopefully provide a 
welcome reprieve from the demands 
of the physical realm. The sun will 
be transiting your 4th house, which 
is ruled by Cancer, your fellow water 
sign. This will be a fairly emotional 
time, but the relational planets of 
Mars and Venus transiting your 5th 
house will equip you to express your 
individual needs in relationships. 
If this feels difficult due to Mercury 
retrograde (and/or just being a 
Pisces) be sure to take your time and 
think about what you want to say 
before saying it.

Welcome to Gemini season! Play! Investigate! Ask too many questions! Connect 
the dots into some rudimentary form of meaning and purpose! Or not! Gemini is 
the mutable air sign and therefore highly impressionable. Some may see this as 
duplicitous, which may be the case at Gemini’s lowest vibration. But at its best 
this trait represents a meeting of spirit and matter and a willingness to change 
behavior and opinions when presented with new information. This month starts 
off with a bang as the north node and the sun conjunct in Gemini on June 1st. 
The sun’s conjunction with this astrological point will illuminate the ways 
our ego concerns may be detrimental to joyful exploration of our potential. 
Gemini’s ruling planet Mercury will be retrograde for most of the month until 
June 22nd, and as such we are being asked to be mindful of our interactions 
despite the frenzied excitement that comes with spring turning into summer. 
Both Mars and Venus will be transiting the sign of Cancer (archetypal mother) 
before entering Leo (archetypal father)—an invitation to re-parent ourselves 
specifically in the ways we give and receive love. The more you can do to be 
honest with yourself, the better.
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debarked to make a whistle? I 
say pick which explanation you 
like the most, and run with it. 
Now, on to how one cleans one’s 
whistle. As you can imagine, 
whistles get pretty gross. Your 
lips and spit are all over the 
mouthpiece, which I like to call 
the blowhole, and your germ-
laden breath and expectorant 
are pin-balling the cork ball all 
over the inside of the whistle 
to create that familiar trilling 
sound. So yeah, Bacteria Festival 
2021. Decontaminating your 
whistle is pretty easy. Place the 
whistle in a bowl of mouthwash 
and cover it. Let it soak in the 
bowl for about 30 minutes. 
Remove the whistle from the 
bowl and run water over it 
for about a minute. Let it dry 
overnight. Blow. Boiling your 
whistle, if metal, in a pot with a 
half teaspoon of baking soda for 
about a minute will also do the 
trick. Happy blowing!
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Isabel Ryan Theriot

TIPS FROM THERIOT

Got cleaning questions? Email me:
isabel@antigravitymagazine.com

illustrations by Ben Claassen III | @dirtfarm

How do I get silicone lubricant 
off  of my hardwood fl oors?
Ah, I see, so you were “trying to 
loosen that too-tight screw” in 
your bedroom, as one does with 
silicone lubricant? Not to worry, 
there are a few ways to remove 
this slickness with the quickness 
(I’m silly). Murphy Oil Soap is 
one solution. Pour a few cap-fulls 
of Murphy’s into a half-fi lled 
bucket of hot water. Dip a rag into 
the solution and wipe the lube 
spot. Don’t use too much water 
on the fl oor; too much water 
can damage wood fl oors. If this 
doesn’t do the trick, you can use 
a mixture of half white vinegar 
and half water on the spot. Dip a 
rag into this solution, and then 
rub the spot. If the lube is still 
there after trying the fi rst two 
remedies, try pouring a little bit 
of isopropyl alcohol onto a rag 
and applying this to the spot.

There is food burned onto my 
stainless steel pan. I think the 
pan is ruined. Help!
We’ve all done this. You’re 
making a roux, step away from 
the pan for a minute, and return 
to fi nd your smoke alarm going 
off  and a layer of sludge cooked 
into your pan. Don’t worry, your 
pan may live to see another day. 
You’re gonna enlist your old pals 
white vinegar and baking soda 
to tag-team this crud. You’ll 
start by covering the bottom of 
the pan with a mixture of equal 
parts white vinegar and water. 
Place the pan onto the stove and 
let the mixture come to a boil. 
After it boils for a minute or 
two, you can pour the mixture 
down the sink. Let the pan cool, 
then sprinkle a tablespoon of 
baking soda into the empty 
pan. Use a rubber spatula to 
loosen the baking soda-laden 

One Year ago — jots what?
God — spell the word! I — can’t —
Was’t Grace? Not that —
Was’t Glory? That — will do —
Spell slower — Glory —

Hey y’all! Above is the fi rst stanza of “One Year ago — jots what?” (one of my 
favorite poems), by Emily Dickinson (one of my favorite poets). Guess why I’m 
quoting it here? No idea? OK, I’ll tell you. I’ve been writing this column for one 
year! I can’t believe it! I hope that reading these tips has helped you as much 
as writing them has helped me. As you know, 2020 was a tough year, and this 
column gave me something rad to focus on during that doo-doo show. For one-
year anniversaries, the tradition is to give your love a gold piece of jewelry. Well, 
my lovely readers, I’d love to give you all a big, gold dookie chain, but alas, I 
can’t aff ord that. Hopefully, the following cleaning nuggets will suffi  ce.

crust and scrape it into the 
garbage. Follow this up by using 
a scouring pad, dish soap, and 
more baking soda to scrub any 
remaining burn marks off  of the 
bottom of the pan. Finally, wash 
the pan one more time with dish 
soap and water, then let it dry.

My wooden kitchen cabinets 
are coated with grease. How 
do I get it off ?
When I moved into my new pad, 
cleaning the kitchen cabinets was 
one of the most annoying tasks. 
There is no vented range hood 
above my stove and, apparently, 
the people that lived in the house 
before me LOVED to fry food. So 
yeah, grease-o-rama. As a cleaner 
of homes by profession, I’ve 
encountered this sticky situation 
many times. My all-time favorite 
tool for tackling this problem is 
dish soap! I am a green cleaner, 
but I have to say, I really like 
Dawn dish soap for this job; I 
fi nd its grease-cutting powers to 
reign supreme. It cuts grease so 
well, in fact, that it is used almost 
exclusively by the International 
Bird Rescue Research Center to 
remove oil from birds after oil 
spills! Warms my heart. For this 
job, grab a bucket, warm water, 
a sponge, and two microfi ber 
rags. Squirt some Dawn into a 
half-fi lled bucket of warm water. 
Dip your sponge into the bubbly 
water, squeeze the excess water 
from the sponge, and lightly wipe 
the cabinet. Periodically wipe 
away the bubbles with a wet rag 
and rub the cabinet with your 
fi nger. Is the cabinet still greasy? 
If so, keep rubbing with the soapy 
sponge. When all of the grease 
is gone, wipe away the dish soap 
with your wet rag and, fi nally, dry 
the cabinet thoroughly with a 
microfi ber rag. Cheers!

Where does the term “clean 
as a whistle” come from, and 
how do I clean my whistle?
Wow. I love this question. 
I didn’t realize how much I 
needed to know this, until you 
asked. I’ve always assumed that 
“clean as a whistle” referred to 
how clean, not dirty a surface 
was. I fi gured that the idiom 
was comparing the clean, clear 
notes of a whistle sound to a 
clean counter or some such 
clean object. Turns out that the 
word “clean” used in this phrase 
is interchangeable with the 
word “complete.” And while in 
some explanations of the phrase 
the clear pitch that the whistle 
makes is referenced, most 
scholars agree that the phrase 
describes the sound that a sword 
makes as it slices through the 
air and cuts someone’s head 
“clean” off , as in this quote by 
an unknown author, from 1849: 
“A fi rst rate shot. [His] head 
taken-off  clean as a whistle.” 
Gruesome. Some say that the 
original phrase was “clean 
as a whittle,” referring to the 
smooth feeling of wood after it 
is whittled. Neat. Or maybe it’s 
a little bit of both: the slippery, 
smooth surface of a willow stick 

You’re making a roux, step away from 
the pan for a minute, and return to 
fi nd your smoke alarm going off and 
a layer of sludge cooked into your 
pan. Don’t worry, your pan may live 
to see another day.
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RAISING LOUISIANA
by Tamara Prosper

illustrations by Victoria Allen | @vs_illlustration

for academic programs, athletic 
activities, and things that I thought 
would pique their interests. They 
showed no interest. I hoped to pack 
this summer with as much activity 
as possible to make up for last year’s 
restrictions. I was sure they would 
be ready to do almost anything to 
get out of the house. One day my 
younger daughter asked, “Why do we 
have to do something? Why can’t we 
just relax and enjoy our time off ?” I 
was stunned, but her question was 
logical. Although she’s been at home, 
she has still been attending school 
remotely. She has straight A’s and a 
great GPA at one of the best schools 
in the state. She has been working 
hard to maintain her own academic 
standards, albeit while wearing 
her most comfortable clothes. She 
doesn’t want to do anything that 
requires anything close to the mental 
eff ort she exerts every day during the 
school year. I get it.

My son started the school year 
remotely, then attended school twice 
a week, and now goes to school four 

As they grew older they generally 
wanted to spend time with their 
friends, regardless of the location. 
That’s what they complained about 
while we were quarantined. “I miss 
my friends,” they said. “I want to 
hang out with people I don’t live 
with,” they said. They wanted 
basketball games and homecoming 
dances and birthday parties where 
they could do more than wave from 
the car. Interaction with peers was 
their main focus and the lack thereof 
was their primary complaint. Now 
that plans can more safely be made, 
they seem content to sit at home 
with no plans at all. Well that’s fi ne 
with me!

I like knowing they’re safe at home. 
Even the one who lives on her own 
is a homebody, so I’m glad when 
she’s safe at her home. Although the 
pandemic appears to be subsiding, 
there is a history of another danger 
that concerns me. There’s no vaccine 
for police violence and the mask of 
presenting ourselves in a way that is 
acceptable to the mainstream culture 

Tamara Prosper is an author, blogger, entrepreneur, and aging services 
professional. Born and raised in a Philadelphia suburb, she moved to New 
Orleans to attend Tulane and has lived here most of her adult life. If she isn’t 
involved in community advocacy or working to plant the earth and feed the 
world with her husband (via Sheaux Fresh Sustainable Foods), she’s probably 
sitting on her patio with books and tea (or wine). Tamara, her husband, their 
two youngest children (ages 16 and 12), and two dogs live in Algiers.

It’s May and I don’t know what my 
children are doing this summer. In 
previous years they were registered 
for STEAM camps, summer book 
clubs, swimming classes, soccer, 
volleyball, church programs, and 
other events to keep them busy. 
Last May, planning was easy. 
They would go nowhere and do 
nothing that required them to 
leave our property, and we could 
shield them from a strange new 
disease and a familiar old one. It 
was odd but comfortable—for me. 
Throughout the spring we played 
board games, watched movies, 
binged television series, painted, 
planted, and harvested. After rare 
trips to the grocery store we formed 
an assembly line to disinfect 
everything in plastic, glass, or cans. 
For adventures away from home 
we wore masks and carried hand 
sanitizer. As soon as we returned, 
we washed our hands like surgeons.

Recent Past

Last May we had a modifi ed party 
for our oldest child’s high school 
graduation. A few family members 
visited our home while most joined 
us via Zoom. We enjoyed a brief but 
joyous reprieve after six weeks of 
near-complete isolation. We ate, 
laughed, and enjoyed each other’s 
company, even if we could only 
interact with most of our guests 
through a screen. The weather was 
exactly what we hoped for—sunny 
with a breeze and not too hot. It 
was a perfect day for optimism. Our 
academically talented and creative 
daughter was taking a step into 
adulthood, we fi nally got to see a 
few loved ones in-person, and it 
seemed like the strange new disease 
might be under control in time for 
a normal summer. The next day 
George Floyd was killed.

AN UNDETERMINED SEASON

I’m used to the familiar old disease. 
It’s been on these shores for centuries. 
Much like the strange new one, it’s 
a plague to all of us but it’s uniquely 
dangerous—and often deadly—for 
Black and Brown people, as well as 
poor people. Last year as summer 
drew near, the world mourned for 
George, then Breonna, Ahmaud, and 
more. The COVID-19 pandemic didn’t 
subside, but as far as the cavalier 
killing of Black people by police (or 
those who imagine themselves as 
police) is concerned, last summer 
was fairly normal. After a few weeks 
I stopped watching the news reports 
and fi ltered my social media intake. 
I knew it but I didn’t want to see it. 
While cases of COVID-19 increased 
and I recognized that many of my 
fellow citizens refused to adhere to the 
suggested precautions, I was happy to 
have a legitimate reason to keep my 
children safe at home throughout the 
entire summer.

They were understanding and 
patient. They were cautious, always 
careful to wear a mask and wash 
or sanitize their hands. They were 
creative, coming up with new games, 
recipes, and artwork to entertain 
themselves. But they were not happy 
and they made it known. My son 
missed walking to the library for 
the Lego club, game day, the newest 
graphic novel, and occasionally, to 
check out regular old books. My 
daughters missed being with their 
friends, going shopping, attending 
dances and school activities, and 
hanging out with other teenagers. 

Near Future

This summer I will have three 
teenagers. One is making her own 
summer plans that include a full-time 
job, preparing to be a full-time college 
student in the fall, and joining us 
for a family vacation. The youngest 
recently joined a community track 
team. He’s getting the hang of the fi eld 
events and is looking forward to a 
summer of competition and growth. 
Our middle child, the artist, doesn’t 
have defi nite plans. She’s considering 
starting her own business, but she’d 
also like to get a regular job or possibly 
join the track team with our son.

Throughout March and April, I 
constantly asked them what they 
wanted to do this summer. I searched 

days a week. He really doesn’t care 
what he does this summer, he just 
wants to get out of the house. He’s 
generally happy building motorized 
vehicles with Legos, cooking, baking, 
playing video games, and watching 
or reading anime. He also asked why 
he needs a special plan or activity for 
the summer. I told him I don’t want 
him to be bored. He half-smiled and 
shrugged his shoulders.

Wisdom in the Present

I’m actually glad that they aren’t 
interested in making lots of plans 
because I haven’t found much for 
them to do anyway. I’m still not 
comfortable with them being around 
a bunch of random people, especially 
when COVID-19 is still out there 
and people are still refusing to take 
the recommended precautions. 
On the other hand, sometimes I’m 
concerned about their shift. These 
are children who always wanted to 
“do something.” It didn’t matter 
what. When they were young I got 
away with ferry rides, streetcar 
rides, visits to playgrounds at 
diff erent parks, visits to diff erent 
libraries, and sometimes beignets 
and snowballs. As long as I sprinkled 
in the occasional visit to the zoo, 
aquarium, insectarium, Children’s 
Museum, or Storyland at City Park, 
they were happy. They just wanted 
to go somewhere. Anywhere. And 
DO something.

is a burden that doesn’t always work 
for us. We live in Orleans Parish and I 
feel pretty confi dent about the way our 
police interact with citizens. I make 
sure we’re all extra cautious in other 
parishes, especially at night. Police 
violence feels like an abstract danger, 
much like the fear of contracting 
a strange, new illness. If you do 
everything you’re supposed to do, you 
should be able to avoid it. Nonetheless, 
we’ve seen that no matter what 
advice we follow, Black and Brown 
people are aff ected diff erently by both 
plagues. We understand it and plan 
accordingly. Nowadays that means 
making fewer plans.

It seems that although my kids would 
have been thrilled to get out of the 
house last summer, this summer 
there’s no rush. Instead of desiring 
to escape the quarantine, they’re 
ready to be set free from unnecessary 
obligations. They’ll do things if they 
feel like it when opportunities are 
presented. If they don’t feel like it, 
they won’t, and they won’t obligate 
themselves to anything unnecessary. 
I like this approach. These kids are 
pretty smart!

Last May, planning was easy. They would 
go nowhere and do nothing that required 
them to leave our property, and we 
could shield them from a strange new 
disease and a familiar old one. It was 
odd but comfortable—for me.
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Ian Willson | @hotplantsnola
DIRT NERD

illustrations by Rachel Speck | @tropicalgothprints

Questions for the Dirt Nerd? Email 
ian@hotplantsnursery.com.

It is an arbitrary word, subjective 
by almost any measure. A word’s 
meaning will inevitably shift as it 
moves through time and cultures, 
and so also it is with weeds, whose 
origin lies in the old English “uuid,” 
a “plant not valued for use or 
beauty.” This word’s contemporary 
meaning is, offi  cially, “a wild plant 
growing where it is not wanted 
and in competition with other 
plants.”  I ascribe to a broader 
truth: that there is no such thing 
as a weed, that it is just another 
false construct introduced into 
our social fabric in an attempt to 
categorize and compartmentalize 
all that we cannot easily otherwise 
comprehend, especially when 
it contributes to hierarchy and 
othering so as to alienate all that 
does not suit the comfort and 
worldview of a power-hungry 
fascist order. That said, here at 
ground level there are a lot of 
terrible plants that don’t do much 
good for other plants or people or 
anything else in the ecosystem, 
to most of which can be ascribed 
the word “invasive” as opposed 
to “weed,” placing them in the 
position of colonizer rather than 
oppressed minority, and thusly 
making them easier to hate on. 
We shall heretofore explore some 
of the more prevalent “weeds” of 
the region, those that deserve to 
be cherished as well as those who 
perhaps belong somewhere, but not 
in your backyard.

Elderberry Sambucus

A perfect plant, revered and utilized 
in myriad ways by cultures across 
the globe, elderberry is considered 
by many (if not most) in New 
Orleans to be a noxious weed. It gets 
weeded, bludgeoned, sprayed, and 
beaten with regularity not just by 
the lawn-based gardener, but also 
by the unknowing would-be food 
grower. Fortunately for those in the 
know, it is damn near impossible to 
kill and propagates itself from seed 
with ease. Those who are not in the 
know may never fi gure it out because 
while it grows upright quickly, it 
fails to produce its exceptionally 
potent fl owers and berries if not 

WEED

given an honest chance to show its 
true colors, and has broad spectrum 
“weedy vibes” by present cultural 
norms. That is to say: it grows tall 
and fast in places where people are 
trying to keep things slow and low.

Elderberry fl owers provide the 
main fl avoring agent in St-Germain 
liqueur and the berries are the main 
fl avoring agent of Black Sambuca. 
It is a mainstay in the Whole Foods 
health aisle where it is sold as an 
immune booster and chronic pain 
disruptor. Honestly, given a chance 
to grow it is a pretty darn pretty 
tree that produces tons of fl owers 
and berries every year that you 
can utilize for the betterment of 
your body and the world around 
you, assuming you aren’t a terrible 
human who will use your own good 
health to terrorize the world.

Cayratia Cayratia japonica

This is a horrifi cally invasive 
vining weed that starts popping 
out of loose soils old and new 
everywhere, all at once, and then 
just all the time as temperatures 
rise, like an accidentally summoned 
Transdimensional Old God fi nger 
blasting through the fabric of the 
universe with its infi nite tentacles to 
ensure that chaos reigns all summer 
long in the land of the humid, by way 
of your well-tended garden bed.

Given that it is visiting us from 
another plane of existence, it is 
virtually impossible to find the 
base of these plants and pull them 
from their roots. No matter how 
deep you go, it always seems to be 
deeper. All you can do is tear at the 
new vines as they come up from 
the earth and hope you can stay 
moderately ahead of their infinite 
eldritch horror, or cover your 
bed with cardboard or some such 
material and forsake it for a season 
in the hopes that it will wither, 
die, and go back to the realm from 
whence it came before the next 
spring comes along. Or you can use 
glyphosate and just, you know, ruin 

the planet a little bit for your own 
selfish benefit, showing us who the 
real demon is.

You should totally get rid of Cayratia 
whenever and wherever it appears to 
the best of your ability. That said, it 
is often used in traditional Chinese 
medicine for detoxifi cation and to 
relieve bodily swelling; so, while 
there is absolutely no good reason to 
actively propagate this ever-present 
vine, you can make its dead bits work 
for you once you’ve torn it limb by 
limb from the depths of your bed.

Dollarweed Hydrocotyle bonariensis

Dollarweed is actually my favorite 
weed to weed. It is hard to get rid 
of once and for all, but it travels 
across beds by way of shallow 
rhizomes, and chasing their milky 
white root systems through your 
soil and yanking up a multi-footed 
hunk at a time is a very cathartic 
feeling. And when you screw up 
and it snaps in your hands, it 
doesn’t even feel that bad; you just 
get to start all over again and find 
satisfaction anew.

The plant looks like and acts like 
Gotu Kola, the well-known pop-
cultural medicinal—and even 
shares some of the same medicinal 
properties—but it is not the same 
thing. It is not technically invasive, as 
it is a plant that is native to basically 
the entirety of the Americas and 
grows anywhere moisture is plentiful 
and heat exists. That said, it can feel 
very invasive, on a personal space sort 
of level, given that it loves to grow in 
well-tended, moist garden beds.

Like Cayratia, there is no reason to 
actively support this plant’s lifestyle, 
but when you are harvesting or 
weeding it, you don’t have to trash 
it. It is a broad spectrum anti-
infl ammatory and has a vague 
mirepoix fl avor profi le, which I 
wouldn’t recommend using as 
a savory recipe base, but which 
can absolutely add some textural, 
fl avorful layers to your salads when 
you’re feeling cute.

Bidens Bidens pilosa

An ever present and ever frustrating 
plant, Bidens grows everywhere 
most of the year and always gets tiny 
sticky sticks stuck on pants and dogs 

and then gets stuck to other clothes 
when those pants get washed. Known 
colloquially as “beggar’s ticks” for 
the same reasons, Bidens is actually 
maybe the most magnifi cent plant 
that exists in the world, and almost 
certainly among the most potent that 
grows around New Orleans.

Not your standard everyday 
witchy medicinal that maybe 
helps you sleep and maybe helps 
your heartburn and maybe 
helps your uterus ease the freak 
up, this is a plant that has been 
Western-scientifi cally-proven 
more than a few times to have 
serious antimicrobial, anticancer, 
antimalarial, anti-liver disorder and 
anti-infl ammatory properties. I’m 
not an advocate of FDA approval 
being the only way to prove that 
plants do an actual thing for our 
bodies—not by a longshot—but it 
doesn’t hurt when Western medicine 
gives a plant the OK. And it has.

Maybe the best part about Bidens 
is that it grows everywhere without 
exception in New Orleans and is 
incredibly easy to get rid of as well. 
It spreads by way of those already 
alluded to tiny dumb seeds, the 
beggar’s ticks for which it is named, 
and thus can be found in all sorts of 
nooks and crannies. But if it’s where 
you don’t want it, getting rid of it 
is as easy as a moderate tug, and its 
whole root system just comes on out. 
There it goes, there it went, no longer 
your problem, and now totally your 
solution to all that ails you.

I’ve made Bidens bitters, I’ve seen 
Bidens tinctures being bandied 
about town, and there are recipes 
all over the internet on how to make 
this wonder drug work for you. But 
ultimately all you need is a Bidens 
plant and some Everclear to make 
the most honest snake oil this world 
may ever know.

I think the takeaway here is that 
everything on this struggling planet 
deserves to be loved, but there are 
diff erent ways of showing love for 
a thing; that everything deserves 
space in this world, but you don’t 
personally have to make a space for 
everything. Weeds are just a word, a 
rose by any other name would smell 
as sweet, and Cayratia will ruin 
gardens and lives in even the most 
abstract dimension.

We shall heretofore explore some 
of the more prevalent “weeds” of 
the region, those that deserve to 
be cherished as well as those who 
perhaps belong somewhere, but not 
in your backyard.
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The Music and Culture Coalition of New Orleans (MaCCNO) is a broad-based coalition and registered 501c3 non-profit corporation that collaborates with, organizes, and empowers 
the New Orleans music and cultural community to preserve and nurture the city’s culture, to translate community vision into policy change, and to create positive economic impact.

Despite several beloved New 
Orleans dives, restaurants, and 
small businesses shuttering due 
to the COVID-19 pandemic, 
Lower 9th Ward native, licensed 
florist, and floral designer 
Brandi Charlot opened Blucid 
(Bih-lu-sed) Floral last fall. 
The flower bar’s name takes 
inspiration from the “B” in its 
owner’s name, and the lucid 
denotes “having that clear vision 
or understanding between my 
client and myself,” says Charlot. 
Prior to opening Blucid, Charlot 
curated events (birthday parties, 
weddings, etc.) throughout New 
Orleans and briefly studied under 
celebrated wedding planner and 
event designer Preston Bailey 
for several days, which helped 
further develop her mechanics 
and innovation. During the last 
year of stay-at-home mandates, 
remote work, and lack of social 
activities, Blucid has provided 
a “field trip” of sorts for New 
Orleanians who have been stuck 
at home during the pandemic. 
Inside the teal double shotgun—
that previously served as her 
workspace—Brandi gives 
customers the option to pick 
and choose their flowers à la 
carte style, while also listening 
to music that’s just as vibrant 
and colorful as the space they’re 
patronizing. Neon signs adorn 
the shy pink walls while yellow 
shelving holds photos of Black 
Masking Indians, Zulu Tramps, 
and even of Charlot herself, a 
member of the Treme Sidewalk 
Steppers Social Aid & Pleasure 
Club. Murals combining her 
two loves of culture and flowers 
bookmark the entrance of her 
small business.

Although she considers 
opening Blucid “the best 
decision I’ve ever made,” it 

hasn’t been without its fair 
share of challenges. In a 
business where women make 
up 84% of the country’s floral 
designers, only 2.7% of them 
are Black. Combine that with 
Ecuador and Colombia’s 
flower shortages (due to 
pandemic-related shortfalls 
and protests fueled by police 
violence, respectively), along 
with local vendors’ racist 
refusal to sell to Charlot 
directly, and you’d have a 
perfect storm that would lead 
this small floral business to 
assimilate into the 41% of 
Black-owned businesses that 

Business is Blooming
with Blucid Floral

by Renard Bridgewater for MaCCNO

closed during the pandemic. 
Despite these obstacles, 
Charlot’s succinct business 
model of “good product and 
great customer service” has 
garnered her the continuous 
support of her community. 
With Blucid Floral, Charlot 
is attempting to give back 
to the same Lower 9th Ward 
neighborhood that has poured 
into her over the years. Learn 
more about how this budding 
small business owner has 
thrived, despite this time of 
both economic and personal 
volatility for so many, in the 
following edited excerpts.

What was the New Orleans 
that you grew up in like?
“Back That Azz Up” [laughs]. It 
was just fun times. The Lower 
Nine was different. Of course, 
a lot of houses are missing and 
stuff like that... It was still DJs, 
second lines—there was a lot 
more DJs. We don’t have second 
lines, but just that timeframe, 
it’s just different from what it is 
now. We had a lot of Black home 
ownership here in the Lower 
Nine, a lot of Black businesses. 
And we didn’t really consider 
them small businesses, it was just 
a business in the neighborhood. 
My uncle had a TV shop. My 
grandmother had a real estate 
business, hair salon. There 
was always different types of 
entrepreneurs inside of this 
community. I just came up in 
that era, where it was like gold 
teeth, Starter jackets, bus tickets, 
you know—just that whole ‘90s 
era. I just thank God I was able to 
really experience that.

When we’re talking about 
floral design and small 
business ownership, what 
did that pathway look like 
for you?
So I wound up getting into 
the floral game and it has 
truly been a blessing, because 
four things God promised me 
when I resigned from my job 
[Charlot worked in the school 
system as an interventionist]... 
I won’t name all of them 
because they’re personal to 
me, but two of the things was 
that, it was going to make me 
a better person and I still was 
going to be able to minister 
and reach the youth in a space 
where I come from. Cause 
when you’re in a workspace, 
they only let you go so far. 
But with floral and being an 

“Controversy has been 
my best friend.”



hole, you’re going back to the same 
dorm that you were in with the guy 
whose pack you lost, and guess what? 
That guy expects his $500 back, and if 
you don’t pay him back you’re gonna 
have to fi ght. To me that’s crazy 
because you lose everything, and if 
you get re-booked, you’re gonna get 
more time added to your sentence.

So before you take that job as a 
runner you better know what you’re 
doing because in jail, you could get 
hurt real bad behind trying to run 
that pack. So if you ever come to jail, 
please don’t try to get in the game if 
you don’t know how to play. There’s 
a lot of runners who spend months 
learning how to “go up,” runners 
practice going up with vaseline and 
bars of soap. They spend countless 
hours working their butt muscles so 
they can go up without any trouble. 
This is just one of the many ways 
contraband is brought into prison. 
So if you’re getting high you better 
know where it came from and how 
it got there.

entrepreneur, l can go as far as 
I dream or I choose to go.

Being a Black woman in the 
fl oral game, what obstacles 
have you faced? I believe I 
saw something where you’re 
inspired by controversy. Tell 
me why that is.
As far as the fl oral game, it was 
a lot of controversy getting in 
because I’m a Black woman. 
They see competition when 
they see what I possessed 
and what I present. It’s true, 
I did everything backward 
according to society. But if you 
ask me, I did things the way 
I felt that my life should go. I 
had my kids young. That was 
controversial because people 
said everything, but never told 
me my son would be great—a 
scholarship recipient. I say all 
that to say, controversy has 
been my best friend. So if I go 
through the controversy, I know 
that something good is going to 
come out of that that’s meant 
for me. My life has proven that.

Thinking about culture 
and keeping it going as it’s 
continuously being erased, 
for us to be able to have 
a New Orleans that’s a 
reflection of the old, how 
do we keep that going? How 
do we perpetuate culture 
in a way that makes sense 
to us as millennials in this 
moment, but also for our 
Gen Z folks?
Exposure—continuous 
exposure and educating them 
to our knowledge. We have to 
start [with] our knowledge 
because you don’t want to start 
making up no shit. You want 
to speak on reality, what’s in 
front of you, what you saw, or 
the person next to you and how 
it made you feel. But you got to
try it. You got to experience it. 
It’s a feeling like never before! 
So, in order to keep the culture 
going, you got to put them in 
the atmosphere. You gotta put 
them in the environment. Some 
of these kids have never even 
been (before the Katrina) off  
this side of the bridge. So, the 
only way that this culture will 
remain, we gotta put ‘em in it.

Follow Blucid Floral on 
Instagram at @blucidfl oral and 
Facebook at BLucid Floral.
Photo courtesy of the artist.
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TALES FROM THE PEN
by Leather

Our correspondent “Leather” is currently serving a sentence because of 
charges related to a family dispute, subsequent warrants, and the labyrinthian 
carceral state in general. Leather was previously incarcerated at the Orleans 
Parish Prison but has recently been transferred to a facility in Ferriday. The 
following has been transcribed (with minimal edits for clarity and format) 
from handwritten letters. Because of barriers that restrict and complicate 
communication with people in prison, we are unable to independently 
corroborate claims herein.

In prison there’s all kinds of ways 
to make money, and one of the 
most important jobs on almost any 
prison compound is the runner. The 
runner is loved by everybody, why? 
Because the runner is the inmate 
who runs that pack: any person who 
carries contraband from one place 
to another. Contraband is anything 
illegal in a penal institution: phones, 
phone chargers, mojo, meth, cigs, etc. 
Everybody respects a good runner. 
A good runner never loses a pack. 
A good runner is an inmate known 
for “going up.” “Going up” is when 
an inmate goes up his butt cavity. A 
good runner can “go up” with two 
cell phones, a small phone charger, 
an ounce of mojo, ½ oz. cocaine, ½ 
oz. meth, Subox strips, or whatever. 
The saying in prison is, “if you ain’t 
pluggin’, you ain’t thuggin’.”

THE RUNNER

inmates to do whatever they want. 
You see, the guards here in this jail 
don’t make much money, so it’s easy 
to bribe them. Tell any guard here, 
“Hey you want to make some extra 
money?” You can tell if they’re ‘bout 
it. Just tell any guard here, “Hey 
wanta make a thousand bucks to 
bring me that pack?” The guards 
know who is hot, who’s making 
moves, who’s selling drugs. It’s funny 
because everybody knows who’s 
making moves. Even the guards have 
runners, but nobody knows who the 
runners are.

OK here’s kinda how it works. Let’s 
say I want to buy a carton of cigs 
from an inmate on the other side 
of the compound. First I fi nd out 
his Cash App info, send them the 
money, then the next step is to go to 

for the job they do. It really burns me 
up at the fact that we refuse to pay 
our teachers, police, nurses, and our 
deputies a fair amount of money for 
risking their lives every day. These 
are the people who put their life on 
the line every day for our safety. So 
it don’t surprise me that the guards 
buy cell phones for around $100 and 
bring it in the jail for $500 or $600. 
It’s easy, fast money that hardly gets 
noticed. Runners in big jails make a 
lot more money, but they also take 
a much bigger risk. On bigger units 
they get most of their contraband 
during visitation. There’s been 
people sneaking contraband in 
prison ever since prison was open. 
Back in the day, it was a whole lot 
easier to get contraband into places 
like Angola, because back in the 
day you pack the contraband inside 
tennis shoes to go visit, and change 
shoes with the inmate, and now you 
got the contraband in the prison. 
Now all you gotta do is make it down 
the walk with your drugs, get to your 
cell, and do whatcha do with your 
drugs. If you sell them, bag up and 
start selling, and if you get high, sit 
back, relax, and get high.

Being a runner is also a very 
dangerous job because if you get 
caught with 10 packs of smokes that 
cost $500, you going straight to the 
hole, you’re getting re-booked, and 
you’re gonna lose good time. And on 
top of that, when you get out of the 

a call-out—church call-out, Muslim 
call-out, medical call-out, or school 
call-out—meet the other runner, get 
the smokes, hide them on my person, 
and bring them back to whoever 
sent me. And that’s how money 
moves around the jail all day, every 
day. There’s so much money moving 
in the prison system you wouldn’t 
believe. There’s guys locked up 
in this jail who take care of their 
families from inside the jail. Good 
runners can earn good money.

For example, if I make a run and 
pick up, say, 10 packs of cigs I’ll get 
one pack of cigs and $25 and I can 
sell each cig for $10 a piece. That’s 
$200 off  a pack. That’s good money 
in jail. Now just think if I make three 
runs a week that’s $675 a week. 
That’s almost $2500 a month. So 
just imagine how much money a 
guard makes off  selling contraband 
and phones to inmates in say, six 
months. This is why the system is 
so corrupt. And part of the reason is 
they don’t pay guards enough money 

There’s inmates who can take two 
cell phones and go up their butt in 
seconds. It’s crazy because they can 
make a phone disappear up their butt 
so fast it’s unbelievable. Inmates pay 
good money for top notch runners. 
Every time there’s a shakedown 
(when the deputies search every 
inch of the dorm with dogs and 
everything), the runners will take 
all contraband and “go up.” And the 
guards will never fi nd it because in a 
prison like Concordia Parish, there’s 
no x-ray machine, no metal detectors 
to detect what’s up your butt, so this 
prison is what they call “free”: you 
can get away with anything without 
getting caught up. In this jail, if you’re 
caught with a knife they won’t punish 
you. If you stab somebody you won’t 
even go to the hole.

In small jails like this one there’s lots 
of money to be made. There’s more 
drugs in this jail than there is on the 
streets, if you ask me. The people 
who run this prison allow drugs to 
enter the jail. They also allow certain 
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I think of you as a 
photographer, but you also 
do a lot of mixed media stuff. 
How would you describe 
what you do?
I was a freelance photographer 
for a really, really long time, but 
I never considered it an artistic 
practice. It was a job, it was my 
profession, to the point where if I 
were to travel, I would never bring 
a camera because photography 
was something I commodified.

Because you didn’t want to be 
working while you traveled?
Yeah. It always felt like work. But 
it was also kind of this dream of 
like, “Oh, I’m doing what I love 
for money. So this is great!” But 
I hustled all the fucking time. 

WORK IN PROGRESS:
AUBREY EDWARDS

by Harriet Burbeck

Recently I asked Aubrey Edwards to come hang out with me in my backyard to 
talk about her process. She and I both have black pit bull mixes, and our dogs 
played in the sunshine while we sat across from one another at a big table 
discussing the work of making art. Aubrey has a multimedia practice that is 
centered on photography. She makes images that are about people, nature, 
stories, and history, and her work contains a throughline of lush beauty that 
links the images to the locations where they were made. Up until last year 
she was a member of the photography collective Southerly Gold with fellow 
artists Ariya Martin and Elena Ricci. Their impressive output includes the 
interactive installation Land of Evangeline: Reconstructed at NOMA in 
2019, and the book set God’s Country. More recently she has been revisiting 
themes of land and injustice in mixed media works such as the textile series 
Tracing an Atrocity. But before all that, she spent years as an editorial and 
commercial photographer, and she talked to me about the tension between 
artistic creation and commodification.

And then, maybe seven years ago, 
I decided to no longer depend 
on freelancing as a main mode 
of income. Once I made that 
decision, I was able to open up 
photography more as an artistic 
practice and less as a career. And 
that then enabled me to start 
experimenting with it more. So 
instead of freelance work, where 
it’s like, here’s your job, flip it, 
deadline’s here, get the next job, 
flip it, here’s the deadline, I got to 
move into longer term projects... 
It’s funny. I never called myself 
an artist up until maybe a year 
or two ago. I’ve taught art for 
forever, and I’d tell my students, 
“You’re all artists.” But for 
me, it was always, “You’re a 
photographer.” So it’s been really 

interesting to expand that idea 
of what I think about myself, and 
what I create and to open that 
box up a little bit.

Is it more fun taking pictures 
as an artist as opposed to 
a freelancer, without that 
expectation of payment 
attached to it?
It is! And before, I always 
photographed for an audience. 
If I was photographing for a 
magazine, for a newspaper, for an 
ad campaign, there was always 
an audience. Even when I did 
long-term community-rooted 
projects—I did those for about 
seven years or so, where I was 

on certain places?” Because these 
are all landscape images. I’m 
going to places that have borne 
witness to really horrible things. 
I’m interested in the stories that 
land can tell, and what land has 
borne witness to over time. This 
particular project is putting those 
images onto something tactile, 
and then sitting with them with 
my hands, with my machines, 
and just being in a meditative, 
contemplative place of “What did 
this land see?”

One of the reasons I wanted 
to talk to you is because you 
were part of an art-making 
collective, Southerly Gold. 

“I’m interested in the stories that 
land can tell, and what land has 
borne witness to over time.”

working alongside communities 
using visuals to tell the story of 
place and rituals. I was bound to 
the people I was photographing; 
I was bound with this kind of 
transparency of what I was 
creating, making sure they had a 
say in things. It was also limited 
in that regard, because I wanted 
[the people I was working with] 
to have ownership over what I 
was creating with them. Versus 
now where I’ve moved out of 
community-based, people-based 
work, especially during the 
pandemic, and I’ve been forced to 
look at what I’m doing in a really 
different way.

Looking at what you have 
been doing lately, the Tracing 
an Atrocity project for 
example, there is a tactile 
element in your work that 
seems new.
Yeah, totally. You know, I grew 
up shooting film, so things were 
always tactile, they were always 
tangible. And there was a ritual 
to that process of developing film 
or holding photos. Then during 
my freelance time, that was gone. 
Everything was digital—I would 
shoot 2,000 photos and then sit 
in front of a computer screen... 
I’ve been really driven, over 
this past year, to get grounded 
and back in my body, and really 
use my hands to move forward 
in new ways with visuals. I’ve 
always sewn, so [it made sense to] 
bring my machines back out and 
be like, “What’s going to happen 
if we print images onto fabric? 
And how does that process in 
itself become a way to meditate 

But it sounds like the work 
you’re doing recently is 
fairly isolated.
So, for ten years, I worked 
with two other women, 
photographing with them 
throughout Louisiana. My 
personal practice at the time 
was visual anthropology, 
community-rooted work and 
portrait work, photographing 
people. And I always did 
landscape work with [Southerly 
Gold]. That process was really 
interesting, because the three 
of us would shoot together in 
a place. If we shot digital, we 
would just dump the images, no 
one knew who photographed 
what—it just became 
collective ownership. Or if we 
photographed on any sort of film 
camera, we would set it up and 
everyone would kind of sign off 
on the composition before we 
took the photo. So these photos 
became collective ownership.

Oh, that’s neat! That’s a really 
different way of working that 
removes a little bit of ego, 
maybe, through that process.
Yeah! We showed work for lots 
of years. And people would be 
like, “So which one of you took 
this?” And we were like, “Oh, we 
all did,” which was this really 
interesting thing for people 
to process. But once again, 
when the pandemic hit, that 
collective reached our ten year 
anniversary, one of our members 
left town, and it just felt time 
that that chapter needed to 
close. It was a stopping point. 
And then after working with two 
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people in a collaboration for ten 
years, I was like, “Holy shit, it’s 
just me now.” Especially since 
I haven’t been photographing 
people, working with people.

How have you been dealing 
with working alone this year?
Well, it’s been interesting, 
because I’ve never had a studio 
practice. All my portraits have 
always been on location. So 
throughout freelancing, all my 
collaborative work, whether 
it was community-rooted 
projects or with Southerly 
Gold, everything was always on 
location. I’ve never been in a 
space because my work didn’t 
necessitate a studio. With this 
shift to sewing, working with 
tintypes, doing more writing, 
doing more sketching, I actually 
need a space. I need to create 
a space in my house for this 
because I’m not creating in the 
world anymore. Oh, and now 
I need to fi gure out how to be 
disciplined because I’ve never 
been a studio artist.

How? Like, what do you do? 
How do you keep yourself 
disciplined?
[Laughs] Yeah, good question. 
Ask everybody.

That’s what this is! That’s 
what I am doing right now!
[More laughs] Yeah. Well, you 
know, having that separation 
between the studio and 
everything else. My computer 
does not come in here. If I 
need to research, I can go in 
the other room. But when I’m 
sitting at this table, sewing or 
sketching, or reading or putting 
down ideas, even if it’s just a 
small little space, this is what 
I’m going to be doing here. If I 
were doing commission work, if 
there was pressure, it would be 
very diff erent than where I’m 

at now, where I’m simply trying 
to explore the idea of having a 
studio practice. I’ve never done 
it. And there’s some freedom to 
that, because there’s no stakes.

I don’t think that everybody 
approaches their studio 
practice like that. A lot of 
people think that there are 
very big stakes.
You know, I was talking to an 
artist friend, and I was like, “Man, 
I can’t wait to never be famous.” 
[Laughs] That’s not why I make 
shit. That’s just not my path. I’m 
never going to commodify again, 
because I’m just trying to make 
work. I have ADD, [so] this is for 
my mental and emotional health. 
Something I’m always going to be 
doing is making things with my 
hands. And, even the work that 
I’m making now, [my partner] is 
like, “What are you gonna do with 
it?” I’m like, “What do you mean?” 
It’s enough to just put it on my 
website, because that’s where 
I just organize things, but I’m 
not looking to show. I can’t even 
imagine a gallery show right now.

You work with fi lm, and 
these other processes we 
discussed earlier. Do you still 
shoot digital?
Of course. I mean, it’s a quick 
turnaround, man. I’ve taught 
photography for years. I love 
showing my students a sepia 
tone portrait of a dead old 
white man looking his best in 
like, 1910. And then saying, 
“You see this? Let me tell you 
what went into this image. He 
had to save up money. He had 
to wait until the photographer 
came into town. He had to get 
a ride to town. He had to pay 
for this portrait. He had to wait 
months to get this one image 
of himself back, and most 
people can never even afford 
this luxury.” Versus now, my 

kids will pop off 100 photos 
themselves. So I still shoot 
digital. But I return back to 
that process of shooting film. 
It’s expensive. But it is process-
based work, and I miss it.

What is the value of that 
process?
The photo school I went to 
[Austin Community College], it 
was a trade school. We learned 
how to run a business. It was 
nothing like an MFA. It was like, 
this is how you keep your books, 
this is how you retouch, this is 
how you crunch numbers.

I kind of wish art school had 
more of that.
Yeah, it was one of the few 
schools like that in the country. 
So when I was out of school, I was 
able to run a business because I 
had the skills to do it. I’m not a 
capitalist, but it was ingrained 
in me the cost of creativity in 
photography. So it’s like, “Oh, 
you want to go take a four by fi ve 
picture? Cool. You better get it 
right. Because this is how much 
money it costs to do the Polaroid. 
This is how much money it costs 
for the fi lm. This is how much 
money it costs to develop it. So 
don’t fuck around.” When I’m 

shooting fi lm, I had better make 
sure everything looks exactly 
how I want it to look before I 
click that shutter release button, 
which is a really diff erent process 
than shooting digital where you 
can just shoot a whole bunch of 
shit. So it is a more disciplined 
process, and you really have 
to take your time. You’re more 
observant, you’re looking at 
every single thing that you see 
in your viewfi nder, because it’s 
an expensive resource. So that 
in itself, that practice of that 
discipline is not something that I 
have when I shoot digital images.

It is an interesting trade-off .
You know, I’ve been taking 
photos for so long. And I can’t 
tell you how many times I’ve 
just been like, “I’m done. I 
don’t want to do this anymore.” 
But no, you’re going to have a 
lifelong relationship with this. 
You take a step back and fi gure 
out what this relationship 
needs to look like, and you try 
something new. Because it’s 
always going to be here.

For more on Aubrey Edwards’ work, 
including Tracing An Atrocity, go 
to aubreyedwards.com.
Photos courtesy of the artist.

Murder of Alton Sterling. Baton Rouge, LA. 2016The Haymarket Massacre. Chicago, IL. 1886
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While the novel coronavirus spread 
through the United States, a second 
deadly pandemic continued to 
devastate the country. Overdoses 
and overdose deaths have increased 
through the novel coronavirus 
pandemic, killing tens of thousands 
of people in the last year, though 
overdoses are preventable. 
Throughout the pandemic, 
Trystereo and other Louisiana-
based harm reduction organizations 
have worked alongside people who 
use drugs to keep them and their 
communities alive.

Harm reduction is a philosophy and 
movement premised on the fact that 
people do use drugs and will continue 
to do so, and therefore we should 
not work to eliminate or reduce drug 
use but rather support efforts to 
reduce any negative consequences 
that may be associated with drug 
use. Harm reduction centers drug 
users and those with a history of 
drug use as active agents of change in 
creating policy and harm reduction 
program development. Harm 
reduction is an anti-moralizing, 
anti-stigmatizing movement that 
recognizes the compounding 
oppressions of drug use with class, 
racism, poverty, trauma, gender and 
sexuality-based discrimination, and 
other experiences and identities. 
Syringe Service Programs (SSPs) are 
a cornerstone of harm reduction, 
providing people with sterile drug 
use supplies (like syringes, cookers, 
cottons, ties, and wound care kits), 
links to social services, and above all, 
community and solidarity.

Due to the pandemic, over the past 
year the potentially deadly threats 

One Year Later:
The State of Harm Reduction

by Trystereo (Jesse Baum, Mary Beth Campbell, Kate Murphy)
illustrations by Luke Howard

to people who use drugs have 
increased by orders of magnitude. 
Due to rampant job loss, New Orleans’ 
existing housing instability crisis 
deepened. The New Orleans Police 
Department (NOPD) conducted 
sweeps of encampments that 
disturbed and displaced our unhoused 
neighbors, with reports that NOPD 
was taking safer drug use supplies 
along with other possessions. HIV 
and Hepatitis C testing and care were 
disrupted. Public health and harm 
reduction workers are concerned by 
modeling studies that indicate that 
the pandemic’s disruptions to testing, 
prevention programs, and linkage to 
care may have led to an increase in 
both HIV and HCV infections—we 
won’t know the extent until more data 
is gathered and analyzed. Economic 
stressors, social isolation (causing 
people to use alone), lack of access to 
services, and traumas (old and new) 
have all contributed to an increase in 
overdose deaths.

Though overdose deaths were 
rising nationally in the months 
before the pandemic, the fatality 
rate accelerated between March 
and May 2020—the first months 
of the coronavirus pandemic in 
the United States. The increase in 
overdose deaths can be partially 
attributed to the increase of 
synthetic opioids like fentanyl and 
research chemicals like xylazine 
in the national drug supply, and a 
mainstream narrative might have 
you believe that was the sole factor. 
However, we can’t understate 
the fact that decreased access 
to medical and harm reduction 
services played a major role in this 
preventable loss of life.

According to data from the CDC, 
in the 12 month period ending in 
August 2020, there were over 87,000 
reported drug overdose deaths in the 
United States—a total 27% higher 
than the year before. In Louisiana 
during the same 12 month period, 
drug overdose deaths increased by 
52.4% (from 1,162 deaths in 2019 to 
1,771 in 2020). As overdoses often 
go unseen and underreported, these 
figures are likely undercounting 
the true death toll, which the CDC 
estimates to be approximately 
90,000 nationwide.
 
In the CDC’s own words: “SSPs 
should be considered by state, local, 
territorial, and tribal jurisdictions 
as essential public health 
infrastructure that should continue 
to operate during the COVID-19 
pandemic.” The CDC recommended 
increasing the amount of Narcan 
carried by first responders, lowering 
barriers to treatment and medically 
assisted treatment (MAT), and 
expanding fentanyl test strip 
distribution and use. Narcan, or 
naloxone, is an overdose reversal 
medication available in intranasal 
and intramuscular formulations. It 
has no contraindications, is easy to 
administer, and is effective when 
paired with CPR.

The Biden administration recently 
issued a statement on drug policy 
priorities that supports harm 
reduction. Echoing what advocates 
have been saying for decades, it 
acknowledges that harm reduction 
work is “evidence based”—the data 
consistently indicates that harm 
reduction programs reduce HIV 
and Hepatitis C transmission by 
50%, reduce overdose deaths, and 
connect people to essential health 
care services. The statement claims 
that the administration will work 
to improve funding accessibility for 
SSPs, “support research” for harm 
reduction, and recognize that harm 
reduction programs reduce death 
and disease.

Though this sounds promising, 
distribution of funds will likely be 
at the state level, enabling states to 
funnel the money to retrogressive 
abstinence-only programs. Without 
centering people who use drugs 
and harm reduction organizations, 
these policies may not reflect best 
harm reduction practices and the 
funds may not reach the agencies 
and people who need it the most. 
At worst, that funding could end 
up in contracts lining the pockets 
of the lucrative and exploitative 
recovery industry. As always, 
increased vigilance and advocacy 
are needed from those of us in the 
harm reduction community (and 
our allies!) to ensure that policies 
actually benefit people who use 
drugs, and that funding is awarded 
to the groups who have been doing 
harm reduction work long before it 
became palatable to the mainstream.

In late April, Hikma 
Pharmaceuticals announced the 
Food and Drug Administration 
(FDA) approval of a new, high-dose 
naloxone nasal spray known by the 
brand name Kloxxado. Kloxxado 
contains 8 milligrams (mg) of 
naloxone, twice the amount of a 
standard naloxone nasal spray, 
and is being marketed as a tool in 
addressing the rise in overdose 
deaths. While it is true that multiple 
doses of naloxone are sometimes 
needed to reverse overdoses, 
especially when fentanyl and other 
synthetic opioids have been used, 
there is no evidence that a dose of 
8mg is necessary. In fact, providing 
a person with a single 8mg dose at 
once may cause stronger and more 
painful withdrawal effects, versus 
providing them with multiple 0.4mg 
intramuscular (what Trystereo 
distributes) or 4mg nasal doses 
spread out over several minutes. 
Naloxone sometimes takes a 
couple of minutes to work, which 
can be excruciating for the person 
responding to the overdose, who 
is likely anxious and focusing on 
giving CPR and/or seeking EMS help 
while monitoring the effects of the 
naloxone.

If higher doses are indeed needed, 
it is better to space out lower doses 
in order to reduce risk of stronger 
withdrawal symptoms—which can 
lead a person to want to use again 
sooner and increase their risk of 
overdosing once the naloxone 
begins to wear off. Proper training 
in Basic Life Support and overdose 
response—and free and easy 
access to naloxone—would help 
significantly more than expensive, 
higher doses; and as of yet there 
has been no discussion about 
making Kloxxado easily accessible. 
There is little to indicate that the 
development, FDA approval, and 
marketing of this drug is anything 
more than financially motivated, 
which makes sense because the 
pharmaceutical industry exists to 
generate profit (see also: their role 
in the opioid epidemic). It is also 
important to remember that the 
primary driver beyond the rise of 
synthetic opioids in the drug supply 
is the criminalization of drugs. By 
pushing drug use and distribution 
underground, there is no way to 
ensure that the supply is safe. 
Decriminalizing drugs, creating  
supervised consumption sites, and 
providing people with the tools 
to check their drug supply would 
do far more to prevent overdoses 
than Kloxxado. The release of 
Kloxxado was, unsurprisingly, 
launched without insight from 
harm reduction groups. Again, this 
medication seems to be merely an 
attempt to capitalize on the current 
rise in overdoses (and government-
funded public health programs that 
could result in lucrative contracts 
with pharma companies) than to 
actually save lives.
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Doin’ the Work

Continuing harm reduction work 
during the pandemic has required 
rapidly changing distribution 
models, shifting programs outdoors, 
and moving to curbside or mobile 
delivery. Harm reduction groups 
developed new guidelines and 
shared them widely to ensure best 
practices. These practices included 
distributing more syringes to clients 
to minimize visits, screening clients 
for COVID-19, and working with 
other organizations to provide access 
to COVID-19 vaccines and other 
infection prevention resources. 
Trystereo has been coordinating with 
New Orleans Medical Reserve Corps 
(NOMRC) to begin distributing 
vaccines at our weekly drop-in sites. 
New Orleans Syringe Access Project 
(NOSAP) (CrescentCare’s in-house 
SSP) has begun administering walk-
up vaccinations at their regular 
drop-ins.

Trystereo, like many of our 
comrades in New Orleans and 
elsewhere, mobilized quickly as 
stay-at-home orders were put in 
place last March. Because drop-ins—
where volunteers set up at different 
community sites at fixed times to 
provide harm reduction supplies—
were suspended from mid-March to 
the end of May 2020, we increased 
our mobile delivery, using our text 
hotline to schedule contact-free 
delivery with participants in New 
Orleans and surrounding parishes. 
Between March 21 and June 21, 
2020 we made 220 deliveries.

Once stay-at-home orders were 
lifted, we resumed our weekly 
outdoor supply drop-ins. To ensure 
the health and safety of participants, 
we pre-packaged all supplies (sterile 
cookers, cottons, ties, bandaids, 
alcohol wipes, and wound care 
kits), distributed both COVID-19 
safe CPR masks and N95 masks, 
and instituted social distancing 
requirements.

In the past year, Trystereo has 
distributed 582,100 syringes to our 
participants, an increase of over 
28% from the 455,000 distributed 
in 2019. We have recorded over 
730 overdose reversals from our 
participants, a 162% increase 
from the 450 recorded overdose 
reversals in 2019. Again, this is likely 
an underestimate, as our drop-in 
services were suspended mid-March 
through May 2020.

Prior to the pandemic, we increased 
the number of 0.4mg naloxone 
doses in our Narcan kits from two 
to three, based on participants’ 
reports that multiple doses were 
needed to reverse overdoses. With 
new funding, we soon increased 
that number of doses to four. 
Anecdotally, our participants have 
found this useful, and spacing out 
lower doses does not have the same 

harmful effects as administering one 
large, overpriced dose at once (as 
Kloxxado would).

Altogether we have distributed 
29,850 doses of Narcan in the past 
year, compared to 9,500 doses the 
previous year. We also provided 
participants with 4,200 fentanyl 
test strips, which have increased in 
popularity and demand. Along with 
other harm reduction agencies in 
Louisiana and the United States, we 
understand too well the importance 
of making these supplies available. 
Each person we lose to an overdose 
is not a number—they are our 
friends and neighbors, every 
one unique with an unknowable, 
stolen future. Their deaths have a 
devastating impact on their families 
and our community. And the losses 
do not become easier to bear over 
time. Instead, we channel our grief 
into our work, to try to prevent 
more loss and pain. Each overdose 
death is preventable, and each is 

nearly triple during the pandemic 
[from 2019],” said Payne, adding 
that this increase has begun to level 
off. CARP also noted “significant” 
overdose increases reported by 
EMS and the coroner.

In Shreveport, the Philadelphia 
Center had only just begun 
providing harm reduction 
services in January 2020, the eve 
of the pandemic. They doubled 
the amount of syringes that 
participants could get per visit in 
their weekly program to minimize 
trips. Hershey Krippendorf, the 
Director of Development, said that 
the pandemic created additional 
hardships for their participants. 
“The pandemic has affected 
their mental health and at the 
beginning of the pandemic drugs 
were difficult to locate... some had 
to purchase drugs from unknown 
sources,” said Krippendorf. Some 
participants reported increased 
housing instability.

and began offering up to a month’s 
worth of safe injection supplies at a 
time to minimize contact.

Now WWAV’s office is open 
Tuesdays and Thursdays, and 
the organization also directs 
participants to the drop-ins hosted 
by NOSAP and Trystereo. This 
collaborative harm reduction work 
has been critical for people who 
use drugs in New Orleans: WWAV’s 
participants have reported increases 
in overdoses, though the majority 
have been reversed by peers thanks 
to Narcan distribution.

WWAV has also been working 
during the past year to provide 
much-needed financial relief to sex 
workers impacted by the pandemic, 
launching a Sex Worker Advisory 
Committee. Lobre told us that 
“[hardships during the pandemic] are 
of course compounded by the stigma, 
discrimination and criminalization 
that SSP participants and other drug 
users face in housing, employment 
and medical and mental health 
care settings.” Pointing to barriers 
in access, Lobre said, “Most of our 
participants do not feel comfortable 
accessing medical care outside of 
an emergency, unless they have a 
healthcare provider that they trust.” 
These obstacles to care can have 
deadly results. “Participants still 
fear calling emergency services for 
overdose response because of fear 
of discriminatory treatment and 
criminalization,” Lobre said.

NOSAP also altered their operations. 
They moved services into their new 
garage to improve ventilation and 
allow for social distancing while 
people pick up supplies. NOSAP 
began screening participants for 
COVID-19 symptoms, changed from 
a 1:1 exchange—meaning that one 
sterile syringe is provided for each 
used syringe returned to the site—to 
100 syringes per client, and added a 
secondary bulk distro day for clients 
disposing 300 to 500 syringes, which 
they will match with sterile syringes. 
During the pandemic, NOSAP also 
added a contact-free syringe disposal 
bin outside of their premises. “Our 
providers at CrescentCare have 
been moving towards lower barrier 
access to suboxone,” said NOSAP 
coordinator Nadia Eskildsen.

The State Legislature

In the midst of the work of day-to-
day survival, the harm reduction 
community and allies in Louisiana 
have also been confronting an 
adversarial state legislative session. 
WWAV led efforts to decriminalize 
sex work through Louisiana House 
Bill (HB) 67. Though the bill was 
voluntarily deferred and will not 
move forward during this legislative 
session, having it heard in committee 
with sex workers giving testimony 
was itself a win, and WWAV has not 
given up on decriminalization.

the result of structural violence 
and neglect. We need to remove 
all barriers to harm reduction 
services and demand an end to 
criminalization of drug use and the 
racist War on Drugs.

Comrades at Harms (Reduction)

The recent increase in demand for 
syringes and reported overdoses 
is not unique to Trystereo. We are 
always in touch with groups across 
the country doing similar work, and 
many individuals and organizations 
in our own state. We spoke to some 
of our colleagues across Louisiana 
to share their perspectives and 
observations on the year past.

Gjvar M. Payne, executive director 
of Capitol Area Recovery Program 
(CARP) in Baton Rouge, confirmed 
that demand for syringes surged 
during the first year of the 
pandemic. “While our staff and 
days were reduced, we saw numbers 

Krippendorf added, “Our area 
has been invaded by fentanyl. In 
2020, we distributed 312 doses 
of naloxone... it was participant-
reported that it was used 60 
times. 2021, year-to-date we have 
distributed 207 doses and it has been 
participant-reported to have been 
used 38 times. We are barely in the 
fourth month of the year.”

Women with a Vision (WWAV), 
who have been organizing in New 
Orleans since 1989, says that 
the pandemic has changed their 
service model. “It’s still adapting,” 
says Christine Breland Lobre, 
the program director. “Before 
the pandemic, we had fixed site 
distribution at our office—Monday 
through Friday, 9am to 4pm, 
community based outreach two 
to three days a week along with 
three community elders that acted 
as distribution points in different 
neighborhoods.” WWAV set up a 
text hotline during the pandemic, 

Each person we lose to an 
overdose is not a number—they 
are our friends and neighbors, 
every one unique with an 
unknowable, stolen future. 
Their deaths have a devastating 
impact on their families and our 
community. And the losses do 
not become easier to bear over 
time. Instead, we channel our 
grief into our work, to try to 
prevent more loss and pain.
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FOR THE RECORD
by Marisa Clogher

illustration by Sadie Wiese @s.wiese.art

At the time of printing, there remain 
three concerning bills. Louisiana 
House Bill 238, authored by State 
Representative Pat Moore (D), 
seeks “to create the crimes of felony 
and misdemeanor intentional 
exposure to a sexually transmitted 
disease.” This law, like all HIV and 
STI criminalization laws, is not 
based on medical or public health 
fact but rather stigma and outdated 
views of HIV and other STIs. It 
is outrageous that Louisiana is 
holding up a vote for an HIV and STI 
criminalization law in 2021, while 
other states are working to repeal 
or at least reform similar laws. 
Laws like HB238 discourage people 
from even wanting to know their 
status, and disproportionately harm 
people who use drugs, sex workers, 
unhoused persons, Black and Brown 
people, and other people who face 
institutional barriers to health care 
and basic human necessities.

Louisiana Senate Bill (SB) 69, 
authored by State Senator Beth 
Mizell (R), calls for people who 
distribute drugs containing 
synthetic opioids to be “imprisoned 
at hard labor for not less than fi ve 
years nor more than forty years, 
at least two years of which shall 
be imposed without benefi t of 
probation, parole, or suspension of 
sentence, and in addition may be 
fi ned not more than fi fty thousand 
dollars.” Forced labor of prisoners
is an extension of chattel slavery, 
part of its afterlife. The proposed 
language leaves dangerous room for 
interpretation about distribution 
and dispensing of drugs—it could 
create additional criminalizations 
regarding sharing drugs, and for 
individuals unaware of the presence 
of fentanyl or other synthetic 
opioids (many people do not know 
precisely what their drugs contain, 
due to the absence of a safe supply 
and lack of access to testing).

The last in this trifecta of 
murderous Drug War bills is 
Louisiana HB166, authored by 
Representative Bryan Fontenot 
(R). Initially, the bill proposed 
to not charge, prosecute, or 
penalize a person who responded 
to an overdose even if they were 
in possession of a controlled 
substance at that time. However, 
in a bizarre echo of three-strikes 
laws (and… coupon limitations?) 
it was amended to state that this 
provision “shall not apply when 
fi rst responders or law enforcement 
offi  cers respond to the same 
residence two or more times for a 
person experiencing a drug-related 
overdose.” In other words, this 
bill does nothing to protect people 
who use drugs and would increase 
hesitation to respond to overdoses 
for fear of criminal charges.

Though these bills are certainly 
intimidating, we also see that our 
work is not in vain. Our collective 

advocacy eff orts resulted in the City 
of New Orleans voting unanimously 
to decriminalize fentanyl test strips, 
an essential tool in preventing 
overdoses and overdose deaths. 
Though this action is not enough—
all drug paraphernalia should be 
decriminalized, and, if we want 
to prevent further contamination
of the drug supply, so should all 
drugs—it is a victory and one which 
we are choosing to celebrate! Allies 
interested in helping oppose SB69, 
HB238, and HB166 should contact 
their representatives to voice 
dissent. Keep an eye out for groups 
gathering in Baton Rouge to testify 
against these bills. We need your 
active allyship.

Looking Ahead

As with all disasters, the secondary 
eff ects of the pandemic have further 
illuminated the importance of 
harm reduction itself, and the need 
for harm reduction practice to 
be better integrated into society. 
This pandemic will not be the last 
catastrophic event that increases 
risk for people who use drugs and 
other institutionally-marginalized 
groups. We must recognize the 
role that social inequalities play in 
people’s capacities to deal with drug-
related harm. And we must continue 
to center people who use drugs 
in all aspects of harm reduction. 
They should not only be included in 
discussions—they need to be leading 
at all levels.

Let us also remember and honor 
all the work the harm reduction 
community has already done 
to achieve a healthier and more 
equitable world. Trystereo and our 
comrades in Louisiana and beyond 
have increased our outreach and 
commitment to our communities, 
even in the face of a pandemic.

Despite the evidence that harm 
reduction practices should be 
standard public health practice, 
despite the evidence that 
stigmatizing drug use causes only 
harm, there are forces in power 
which blatantly ignore the evidence 
and push for archaic laws to further 
their oppressive agendas. And yet, 
despite everything, we are still here. 
And we are still doing our work to 
subvert death.

Learn more about Trystereo, including 
how to donate, at trystereo.org.

People do drugs. People will 
always do drugs. That is just 
a fact of life. You cannot stop 
people from doing drugs and 
they will do drugs whether or 
not there are safety measures 
available to them... Refusing 
access to these life saving 
treatments is the city basically 
saying those who choose to 
do drugs deserve death as a 
punishment.1

The reality is that this is a public 
health measure—these strips 
help us to prevent death in our 
communities, and we should 
be thinking of ways to keep our 
communities safe that don’t 
rely on criminalizing life saving 
tools for people who use drugs. 
The reality is that people use 
drugs—whether or not fentanyl 
test strips are criminalized. If we 
know they are using these drugs, 
then our responsibility to them 
as neighbors is to make sure 
they are using them as safely as 
they can.2

Treating people who use drugs 
with dignity and respect, giving 
them the tools they need to 
take care of themselves, is 
a more eff ective solution to 
the so-called “opioid crisis” 
than criminalizing drugs and 
the people who use them... 
What you should not be doing 
is criminalizing drugs and 
scapegoating people who 
use drugs for the widespread 
structural issues of our city. We 
need to lead with compassion, 
understanding, and humanity—
and the data shows that.3

Fentanyl testing is an incredibly 
easy, low-cost way to save 
countless lives; it is simply 
an information gathering 
measure that allows people to 
ascertain levels of risk... We 

On May 6, the City Council voted to decriminalize fentanyl test strips, a 
measure that will allow people who use drugs to test their supply, off ering 
crucial information for safer use toward overdose prevention. Decriminalizing 
test strips also opens the door for using public funding to address this public 
health issue. Louisiana saw steep increases in overdose deaths in 2019 and 
2020. District Attorney Jason Williams announced recently that his offi  ce will 
decline to prosecute drug charges except heroin and fentanyl, a move that only 
increases stigma and risk level for people who use opioids or any substance 
that may contain fentanyl. Local volunteer-based harm reduction groups have 
been working for years to off set such state-sponsored stigma and provide safer 
use supplies and the overdose reversal medication Narcan (naloxone). The 
following are excerpts from the 52 public comments submitted, all of which 
were in favor of decriminalization.

1 Arvind A.
2 Anagha N.
3 Terra T.
4 Abigail C.
5 Hope P.
6 Caitlin B.
7 Charly B.
8 Foster N.

shouldn’t limit people’s right 
to information as they try to 
protect themselves.4

The possession of drugs and 
paraphernalia should not be 
criminalized. Period. Pass that 
on to Jason Williams, please.5

Decrim is the only way!6

My son died of an accidental 
opioid overdose. Please legalize 
fentanyl test strips. This will give 
folks legal access to an essential 
tool for avoiding opioid/fentanyl 
overdose. Every human life is 
worth saving. Denying legal access 
to fentanyl test strips will mean 
that amazing, kind, creative, 
people like my only child will 
continue to die needlessly.7

Is there anything more 
powerful, more beautiful, more 
important than helping the 
people we love stay alive?8

Follow instructions at council.nola.gov
to submit public comments. Tell your 
neighbors and friends how to do it. 
Interested in reading all comments 
after a meeting? You can email 
your councilmember or fi le a public 
records request.
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DJ Oodie plays a set during BPM Sundays at the 
Dragon’s Den on May 17. (Photo by Bryce Ell)

Corey Henry brings his Treme 
Funktet back to their in-person 
Thursday night set at Vaughan’s, 
for the fi rst time in over a year. 
(Photo by James Cullen)





Original Black Seminole Baby Doll and daughter of 
legendary music producer Robert “Bumps” Blackwell, 

Kelly Lee Blackwell (center) dances to Uncle Nef in 
the Treme on May 16. (Photo by James Cullen)
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Protestors organized by Al-Awda Palestine Right to Return 
Coalition and Samidoun Palestinian Prisoners Solidarity 
Network gather outside the Hale Boggs Federal Building 
on May 15 in support of the Palestinian liberation struggle. 
(Photo by Angela Calonder)

A child skates at Parisite Skate Park 
during their Ladies Night event on 
May 21. (Photo by Laura Borealis)
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New Orleans’ last three mayors 
have all tried to get themselves 
out of City Hall. The modernist 
building, a symbol of the city’s 
progressive ambitions when it 
opened in 1957, is cramped, moldy, 
and falling apart. In 2019 the City 
spent $1.5 million on maintenance, 
which wasn’t enough to prevent 
Civil District Court, part of the 
same complex, from shutting down 
when all of its elevators broke at 
the same time. Meanwhile, FEMA 
has offered the City $38 million to 
renovate the Municipal Auditorium 
a mile down the road, which is still 
damaged from Hurricane Katrina 
and the levee failures nearly 16 
years ago. So it’s easy to see the logic 
behind Mayor LaToya Cantrell’s 
plan to convert the auditorium into 
the new seat of local government.

At an online meeting about the 
project in January, though, Luther 
Gray was wary. The auditorium sits 
on land that, for roughly a century, 
was part of Congo Square, which 
Gray—a drummer, educator, and 
co-founder of the Congo Square 
Preservation Society—calls “the 
epicenter of African American music 
and culture in the United States.” 
As far back as 1718, enslaved people 
gathered there on Sundays, creating 
a marketplace and practicing sacred 
traditions of music and dance, a 
retention of African culture unlike 
any other in Anglo-America. Gray 
says the mayor is making plans for 
hallowed ground.

by Jordan Hirsch

At the January meeting, Vincent 
Smith, the City’s director of 
capital projects, acknowledged 
that the administration had heard 
concerns about the sanctity of 
the square and ripple effects from 
the development. The square and 
the auditorium are both within 
Louis Armstrong Park, a 32-acre 
complex that was developed 
around them in the 1970s, and 
putting an office building on the 
grounds could detract from its 
ostensible purpose, honoring 
New Orleans’ musical heritage. 
Beyond the park gates is Treme, 
by some measures the oldest Black 
neighborhood in the country, 
and a wellspring of New Orleans’ 
signature cultural traditions. City 
policy has already contributed 
to large-scale displacement of 
Treme residents, and a new, $175 
million development in Armstrong 
Park could push out those who’ve 
managed to stay.

Smith said the community will have 
a chance to influence the project, but 
only after the City hires a designer 
this summer and starts the first 
phase of work. They’re plowing 
ahead with construction now, he 
explained, because the $38 million 
from FEMA expires in 2023. If 
it’s not put to use by then the City 
forfeits it, sinking the whole plan. So, 
while the City spends that money, 
Smith said, the administration will 
work with the community to find 
“design solutions” to issues with 

the square and the park. City Hall’s 
move to the auditorium, though, 
wasn’t up for discussion.
 
As Smith spoke, the chat window 
filled with questions and comments 
reflecting various stages of grief: 
“Is this really a done deal?” 
(Answer: “Yes”). “Treme never has 
gotten respect, why start now!” 
(Unanswered).

One poster asked, “Is it appropriate 
for this site to be used for a 
government building?” Smith 
responded in terms of architecture, 
saying that designers could retrofit 
the auditorium to suit its new use. 
But there was a larger question 
about whether City Hall could 
move in without defiling Congo 
Square, a space renowned as a site of 
resistance to government authority. 
The Sunday rituals there fought 
the dehumanization of slavery 
and proved foundational to the 
creation of jazz, which responded 
to the repression of Jim Crow. 
(Jazz pioneer Buddy Bolden blew 
his cornet in the square to attract 
crowds to Globe Hall on the corner.) 
As Gray listened to Smith, he 
thought about the City’s abuses of 
Treme since the mid-1960s, when 
it forced hundreds of residents and 
businesses to vacate the area around 
the auditorium, bulldozing eight 
square blocks.
 
“We recognize that there’s a lot of 
pain and anxiety associated with 
that history,” Smith said. “And we 
want to turn that bad history into a 
celebration. We feel like bringing the 
auditorium back into commerce as a 
city hall would truly make it a public 
space people can use and enjoy.”

The posters in the chat were 
unswayed, but they weren’t the only 
audience. Representatives from 
FEMA were also listening as part 
of the agency’s review process for 

historic properties. The meeting 
met their requirement for public 
outreach, keeping the City on track 
to get the $38 million.
 

***

When the architect Charles Favrot 
built the Municipal Auditorium, he 
envisioned it as the first piece of a 
formation of government buildings 
around Congo Square. He aligned 
it with the “axis” of Orleans Street, 
so someone standing outside its 
main entrance looks straight at 
St. Louis Cathedral on Jackson 
Square, the city’s historical seat of 
government. This civic center design 
was meant to be “imposing,” to 
manifest the power of the State. For 
Cheryl Austin, Executive Director 
of the nonprofit Greater Treme 
Consortium, City Hall moving into 
the auditorium now would strike a 
similar chord, less a “celebration,” as 
Smith would have it, than a threat.

For decades, Austin has contended 
with the harm done by the City’s 
heavy-handed interventions in 
Treme and its disregard for Congo 
Square’s legacy, even when it claimed 
to support Black cultural traditions. 
Much of the damage has been tied 
to its interest in the neighborhood’s 
real estate, as Austin learned when 
her neighbors’ houses started being 
demolished in the 1960s. Mayor 
Chep Morrison had targeted the area 
for “slum clearance” years earlier, 
part of his agenda to modernize 
the core of the city in the “interest 
of private business.” (He did the 
same to the Black neighborhood 
around Perdido Street, where he 
implemented Favrot’s civic center 
concept, building the current City 
Hall complex on the site of Louis 
Armstrong’s childhood home.) Just 
how the City would use the land 
in Treme didn’t matter as much to 
Morrison as buying it while it was 
cheap. The fate of its residents—80% 
of whom were Black and low-
income—concerned him even less.
 
Austin’s family lived across the 
street from the site, and “ate the 
dust from the demolition of those 
houses in our red beans and rice.” 
She started walking past the rubble 
on her way to junior high, and by 
the time she graduated high school 
in 1972 her friends and neighbors 
were gone. The project’s federal 
funding required the City to rehouse 
whoever it displaced, but it failed 
to communicate that to residents 
and most left without receiving any 

Sacred Ground
What converting the Municipal Auditorium into 
City Hall could mean for Congo Square and Treme

This page: Municipal Auditorium, Architectural 
Rendering, The Charles L. Franck Studio 
Collection at The Historic New Orleans 
Collection, acc. no. 1979.89.7459

Opposite page: Poster advertising a tribute 
concert to Professor Longhair at the Municipal 
Auditorium (Between 1979 and 1980), The 
Historic New Orleans Collection,
acc. no. 1981.108.2
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assistance. Regardless, Morrison’s 
successor, Victor Schiro, proceeded 
with plans to build a “cultural 
center” on the site, focused on opera 
and classical music, and modeled 
on the Lincoln Center campus in 
Manhattan. Concertgoers could 
drive in on the new expressway 
above nearby North Claiborne 
Avenue, the construction of which 
devastated a corridor of Black-
owned businesses in the late ‘60s.

The buildings the City bulldozed 
included Treme institutions 
like the Caldonia Inn, where the 
pianist Henry Roeland Byrd got the 
nickname Professor Longhair (the 
corner of St. Claude and Dumaine, 
where he sang about seeing the 

organized opposition to the 
development and eventually won a 
concession: the City agreed to build 
the Treme Community Center on 
a corner of the cleared land. But it 
also put up an imposing iron fence 
around the perimeter of the site, 
cutting it off from the neighborhood. 
Treme residents accused the City 
of segregating the new facility, and 
the project’s designers didn’t deny 
it. “We’re not trying to expand on 
the constituency of the cultural 
center,” they said, referring to the 
overwhelmingly white patrons of 
classical music.

Meanwhile, the City failed to secure 
funding for the rest of the center, and 
by 1972 much of the site had been 

inside, taking the cost of maintaining 
the park off of the City’s balance 
sheet. Proposals for the contract 
incorporated elements of local 
culture but catered to tourists, with 
concepts including an ice-skating 
rink and a 200-foot-high revolving 
observation wheel.

Treme residents organized again 
and helped sink the plans, one 
after another. For culture bearers 
like Austin, who helped sew fans 
and sashes for social aid and 
pleasure clubs, it came down to 
control: If their traditions would 
be commodified, they should 
decide how to present them, and 
they should own the businesses 
that reaped the profits. That 
arrangement wasn’t on offer, though, 
and the second phase of the park’s 
development never happened.

The complex was underfunded and 
underused in 1989, when Luther 
Gray and others revived the ritual of 
Sunday drumming in Congo Square. 
“Out there, we saw hypodermic 
needles, feces, broken bottles,” 

decision to move City Hall to 
Congo Square’s edge was an insult. 
And unfunded plans for the park 
didn’t offer much hope—it’s been 
discussed in meetings and rendered 
in hypothetical maps by every 
administration for the last 50 years. 
“It’s not hard to come up with plans 
for what you can do with that site,” 
Austin said. “The issue is residents, 
small businesses, culture bearers 
being left out the conversation to 
begin with.”

The City tried a different tack in 
2015, when Asali DeVan Ecclesiastes, 
with the Network for Economic 
Opportunity, helped initiate a 
community-oriented plan for 
rehabbing the “jazz complex,” a 
cluster of historic buildings in the 
park. It lost its legs politically in 
Mitch Landrieu’s administration, 
but, methodologically, it’s 
instructive. Where Smith is 
inviting the public to meet with a 
designer on their second phase of 
work, Ecclesiastes had dozens of 
stakeholders help define the nature 
of the designer’s job and set criteria 

vacant for years. When Austin walked 
by she saw piles of dirt and debris 
where her neighborhood used to be. 
A committee appointed by Mayor 
Moon Landrieu called it a “disaster 
area.” His administration decided to 
turn the land into a park honoring 
Louis Armstrong, who had died 
recently. Curiously for a monument 
to African American culture, they 
based it on a Danish model, Tivoli 
Gardens, installing artificial lagoons, 
berms, and bridges. Construction 
lasted seven years.

When Armstrong Park opened in 
1980 the City hoped it would be 
only the first phase of the facility’s 
development. The fence would 
allow a private company to charge 
admission to attractions it ran 

he recalls. Gray’s group reached 
out to the City’s Department of 
Parks and Parkways, which asked 
it to “adopt” the park to keep it 
clean. They did, and formed the 
organization now called the Congo 
Square Preservation Society, getting 
the square on the National Register 
of Historic Places and erecting 
a historical marker. If the City 
wouldn’t honor the site, they would.
 

***

The legacy of the City’s past exploits 
in Treme wasn’t a consideration for 
the Cantrell administration when it 
started working to move City Hall 
there. Smith, the director of capital 
projects, said the City was focused 
only on retrofitting the auditorium 
until early feedback about its 
implications for Congo Square 
and the surrounding area showed 
them that “we needed to expand 
our vision.” They responded by 
proposing a master planning process 
to develop the park as the “cultural 
hub” of New Orleans, “with City Hall 
as one small part of the bigger plan.”

It may have been meant as an 
offering to the community, but for 
many organizers, the unilateral 

Zulu King on “Mardi Gras in New 
Orleans,” disappeared, too). The 
irony was not lost on Jim Hayes, a 
leader of the Treme Community 
Improvement Association (TCIA), 
who noted that “the City, in efforts to 
build a cultural center, has seen fit to 
destroy and uproot our own culture.” 
Treme residents protested with a 
mock jazz funeral for the Caldonia, 
with future brass band icon “Uncle” 
Lionel Batiste embodying the 
departed club in a velvet-lined 
casket. His family home, a base for 
second lines and other parades, was 
razed as well.

As construction began on the 
Theater for the Performing Arts in 
1971 (it was renamed for Mahalia 
Jackson decades later), the TCIA 

for hiring them. It was the kind of 
deliberate engagement that would 
likely be impossible to start now 
without risking FEMA’s deadline for 
the $38 million.

Assessing the situation today as 
CEO of Ashé Cultural Arts Center, 
Ecclesiastes says she wants to 
see the Municipal Auditorium 
redeveloped. She argues, though, 
that the City hasn’t established 
that turning the auditorium into 
City Hall “would be the best thing 
for the community.” “I could be 
convinced of that,” she said, “but I 
don’t feel like anybody’s trying to 
convince me.”

She’s not alone. Austin thought the 
mayor might come to Treme to make 
her case and listen to concerns, but 
that kind of public dialogue hasn’t 
happened. There have been only 
two online information sessions 
on the subject. The first, in April 
2020, was led by project manager 
Vann Joines, who’d sought input 
from Ecclesiastes and Gray, and 
spoke thoughtfully about the park’s 
history. The administration’s 
contact with the organizers ended 
there, though, and they learned after 
the fact that Joines had returned to 

It may have been meant as an offering to 
the community, but for many organizers, 
the unilateral decision to move City Hall 
to Congo Square’s edge was an insult. And 
unfunded plans for the park didn’t offer 
much hope—it’s been discussed in meetings 
and rendered in hypothetical maps by every 
administration for the last 50 years. 
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the private sector. (Joines declined 
to comment and the mayor’s office 
did not respond to requests for 
comment on its outreach.)

The City’s handling of the situation 
galvanized Austin and Gray to 
join Sabrina C. Mays, Ausettua 
AmorAmenkum, and others in the 
New Orleans Culture Preservation 
Committee. They issued a petition 
calling for a stop to the project and 
a public hearing on the future of the 
auditorium. So far, no hearing has 
been announced.

***

The seeds of the current controversy 
were sown with the construction 
of the Municipal Auditorium in the 
late 1920s, when the City’s support 
for business interests and disregard 
for Black cultural heritage nearly 
wiped Congo Square off the map. 
The episode, largely forgotten 
today, began when Mayor Arthur 
O’Keefe appointed a commission 
of New Orleans’ business leaders 
to determine where to build the 
auditorium. In 1928 they brought 
their plan to the Commission-
Council (forerunner of the City 
Council) for approval, touting a 
site that was City-owned, centrally 
located, and could be developed with 
minimal demolition costs: Congo 
Square (it was named Beauregard 
Square at the time, after the 
Confederate general). The mayor 
attended the hearing, hoping to 
close the deal but ran into tenacious 
opposition. According to the Times-
Picayune, “At several points the 
speakers and the audience became 
so excited that Mayor O’Keefe and 
policemen shouting for order were 
entirely unheard.”

The objection wasn’t to sealing off a 
sacred space from future generations. 
Far from it: the group trying to 
preserve the square included avowed 
white supremacists. In the early 20th 
century Treme was fairly diverse, 
and the square was a park with a 
playground and swimming pool for 
white people only—Black people 
gathering there were subject to 
arrest. A coalition of white women led 
by Alice Cosu of the Fifth Ward Civic 
League stood up to the mayor and the 
Auditorium Commission on behalf 
of the children of their working-class 
neighborhood, who stood to lose 
their only greenspace. Their view of 
the square’s old Sunday gatherings 
was reflected in a New Orleans Item 
newspaper report before the hearing, 
which imagined “chanteys of negro 
slaves fresh from the jungles of 
Africa, sweating big bucks with tin 
rattles on their ankles.” It went on:

The hoodoo that naturally 
would be supposed to haunt 
this site because of its ancient 
consecration will not affect the 
plans of the city in the least. The 
hoodoo is legendary and mystic. 
The city is matter-of-fact and 
progressive.

 
In the same pages, the business 
community placed an ad arguing 
that building the auditorium on 
the square “will help preserve its 
historical traditions.” White New 
Orleanians had gone there to be 
entertained by circuses, bull fights, 
and fireworks displays, among 
other things. They even attended 
the gatherings of enslaved people 
as spectators, taking in their exotic 
music and dancing. An auditorium 
would enhance the grounds as a 
destination for white amusement.

Cosu’s case against building on the 
square hinged not on race, but class. 
She alleged that the businessmen 
promoting the site, while speaking 
high-mindedly about “improving” 
the neighborhood, were “not 
motivated by progress but by the 
almighty dollar.” On this issue she 
had a point. Commercial activity 
downtown lagged behind the 
Central Business District above 
Canal Street, and men like real 
estate developer J. Henry Blache 
were leaning on the City to attract 
money to the area. The newspaper ad 
supporting construction on Congo 
Square was sponsored by “Public 
Spirited Citizens and Firms Who Are 
Interested in the Development of the 
Downtown Section of New Orleans.” 
They claimed the auditorium would 
raise “property values from 50%-
100%,” adding millions to the City’s 
tax assessments.

The hearing got heated when Cosu 
objected to wealthy merchants 
like Blache “stealing the square” 
from the children of working 
families. Blache responded in high 
dudgeon, “daring” Cosu to accuse 
him directly of profiteering from 
the project. He said he merely had 
“a small interest” in a corporation 
that owned property on Rampart 
Street, acquired “long before” any 
discussion about the auditorium 
site. He was lying. Blache had bought 
additional real estate bordering 
the square after lobbying the 
Auditorium Commission to build on 
it, and pledged to deliver $200,000 
for the project from other property 
owners in the area.

The Commission-Council didn’t 
know about Blache’s chicanery, 
but Cosu’s show of force kept them 

from approving construction on 
Congo Square. The opposition, 
combined with the threat of a legal 
challenge to the change of usage of 
the park, compelled Mayor O’Keefe 
to retool. Keeping the new venue 
roughly where the Auditorium 
Commission wanted it, the City 
expropriated the two half-blocks 
along the rear of the square. The 
property owners, including Blache, 
got bought out at market value; 
their tenants were displaced.

The Municipal Auditorium opened 
there in 1930, a state-of-the-art 
facility customized for the city’s 
elite, including a makeup room 
with a passageway to the stage so 
Carnival royalty could make grand 
entrances. Together, the auditorium 
and the square gave the City a 
foothold in Treme, which Mayor 
Morrison would later use to pursue 
his “slum clearance.”

In the mid-1900s, as white 
flight made Treme increasingly 
Black, the auditorium remained 
an outpost of the New 
Orleans establishment in the 
neighborhood. Civil rights activists 
pushed for access to the space, 
winning seats in the auditorium’s 
balcony for a performance by 
the Black opera singer Marian 
Anderson in 1940. The facility 
was desegregated first in 1953 
by a coalition of social aid and 
pleasure clubs, which duped its 
management into allowing a 
mixed-race event. In 1961 activists 
sued to allow Martin Luther King, 
Jr. to speak at the auditorium, 
but lost—the City was allowed to 
withhold a permit, citing threats 
of violence. A few weeks later the 
venue welcomed the local White 
Citizens’ Council, a notorious 
white supremacist organization.

Cheryl Austin and her family 
maintained their connection 
to Congo Square during this 
period despite the auditorium’s 
intrusion. She recalled, “As a kid, 
in the summertime, my mom used 
to march us out there and we lay 
on the grass out there under the 
stars, or run around until we were 
tired, then she would bring us 
right back home.”

When the auditorium desegregated 
for good in the 1970s, Black New 
Orleanians reestablished the 
site’s ties to the square, and to the 
surrounding community. Black 
Masking Indians from the area 
gathered there on St. Joseph’s Night. 
Austin saw her hero, James Brown, 
in concert there, and had her high 
school graduation in the building. 
Gray performed in the auditorium’s 
Coker Room for Kwanzaa 
celebrations and lectures. In 1994 its 
official name became the Morris F.X. 
Jeff Auditorium, in honor of the city 
official who pioneered recreational 
programs for Black children during 

Funeral procession of Keelian Boyd Sr., Big Chief Dump of the Young Maasai Hunters, on April 10
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segregation. A cross-section of the 
city used the facility until Hurricane 
Katrina, when the roof was damaged 
and the basement fl ooded. The gates 
to Armstrong Park were locked shut 
for most of the next four years.

***

Several organizers in Treme and the 
New Orleans Culture Preservation 
Committee suspect that the money 
to be made from downtown real 
estate is once again behind plans 
for the auditorium and Armstrong 
Park. Because the administration 
intends to lease or sell the current 
City Hall complex to help pay for the 
new one, the project will open up a 
prime spot between the Superdome 
and the French Quarter for private 
development. Unlike previous 
plans, the proceeds from this deal 
would go to City coff ers; but even 
so, the administration will be tens 
of millions short for retrofi tting the 
auditorium. “It’s not ideal,” they said 
in January, but they’re “confi dent” 
that they can tap more federal 
programs to fi ll the gap.

In addition to unanswered 
questions about fi nancing, the 
mayor also has yet to account for 
her proposed overhaul of City 
government itself. In late 2019 a 
study found the auditorium too 
small to accommodate all City 
Hall employees, but in January 
the administration announced 

those working remotely due to 
the pandemic would continue 
doing so permanently, and certain 
departments would not make the 
move to the new facility. While the 
auditorium might now be the right 
size, the City hasn’t explained how 
it would conduct its business under 
the new structure.

While the City’s plans have the air 
of a thought experiment, the stakes 
for Treme are concrete. Ecclesiastes, 
who led the City’s last planning 
process for the “jazz complex,” 
sees an acute risk of displacement 
for vulnerable residents if the 
development moves forward. City 
policy since Hurricane Katrina has 
already contributed to a dizzying 
rate of gentrifi cation in the area: 
The demolition of the Iberville and 
Lafi tte public housing developments 
reduced the aff ordable housing 
stock, and lax regulation of short-
term rentals like Airbnb depleted it 
even further. In the period before 
the fl ood Treme was 92% African 
American; in 2019 that fi gure had 
plummeted to 56%. Rising property 
values and taxes in the coming 
years could mean the oldest Black 
neighborhood in America will no 
longer be majority-Black.

As for the City’s design for a 
“cultural hub,” Gray has an idea for 
attracting audiences: “Why don’t we 
just put Treme back in the park?” 
That would satisfy Austin: “Put the 

houses back that were over there, 
put the small businesses back. That’s 
where the culture was,” she said. 
Ecclesiastes thinks an Armstrong 
Park master plan that brought 
back families and businesses that’d 
previously been forced out of the 
area could be a “transformational” 
model for equitable development. 
But for now the organizers are 
focused on keeping City Hall out of 
the auditorium.

In response to the Committee’s 
petition, the mayor’s offi  ce released 
a statement saying it is “committed 
to protecting Congo Square.” But 
for Gray, Austin, and others, City 
government is what the square 
needs to be protected from. The 
administration hasn’t responded 
to the petition’s charge that its 
plans would be a “desecration” 
of “sacred ground,” and it hasn’t 
stopped working toward the move. 
In the coming weeks it expects to 
hire a project manager whose job 
will include inviting stakeholders 
to participate “in some elements of 
the design and programming,” and 
building “excitement and a sense of 
co-ownership” among them.

Of course, the sense of co-ownership 
of the land shared by the Committee 
members and organizers in Treme 
is already bone-deep. It’s their 
“birthright,” Austin said. At a May 
18th community meeting at Craig 
School across the street from 

Armstrong Park, the mood was 
resolute. The crowd hushed when 
legendary civil rights leader Jerome 
Smith took the fl oor. While Austin’s 
Greater Treme Consortium evolved 
from the TCIA, the TCIA’s work 
followed in the footsteps of Smith, 
now 83. He said the City was reaching 
beyond the park, to the “spirit” of 
Treme, and he would not “surrender 
to the indignities” of its plans.

The organizers have met with the 
city councilmember for the site, 
Kristin Gisleson Palmer, who they 
hope will oppose the project before 
the administration hires a designer 
this summer. In a statement, Palmer 
recognized that historically “large 
scale public investment has often 
come at the expense of Treme 
residents, and we have to walk 
into the conversation fully aware 
of that,” and “there needs to be a 
deeper and more robust community 
engagement with Treme before 
anything moves forward.” To see that 
it happens, the Committee members 
are doing outreach of their own, 
sharing the details of the mayor’s 
plan with residents. Along the way 
they’re gathering signatures for their 
petition and coordinating a march to 
City Hall in mid-June. As troubled 
as the history of the Municipal 
Auditorium and Armstrong Park has 
been, it has also seen some victories 
of organizing against long odds—a 
tradition of resistance rooted in 
Congo Square itself.

Jerome Smith speaks at a May 18th community meeting at Joseph A. Craig School
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by Jamilla Webb, BSN, RN
photos by Katie Sikora

CrescentCare is a staple in New Orleans, building on more than 30 years of 
impact and outreach via its founding organization NO/AIDS Task Force. The 
organization is committed to providing affordable health care and supportive 
services to vulnerable populations. Their response to systemic racism, 
homophobia, transphobia, anti-immigrant sentiment, and misogyny is to 
provide exceptional services and create a culture of humility and inclusiveness 
for the entire community. DJ RQ Away has been curating quality and unique 
experiences through music since 2008. A proud New Orleans native, he is the 
creator of The Tipping Point, one of the longest-running weekly DJ sets in the 
city; and Lagniappe, a quarterly set at Tipitina’s that draws crowds upwards 
of 700 attendees. He hosts curated events, educational community building 
workshops, and a citywide membership program via his brand the #Awayteam. 
In 2016 CrescentCare and DJ RQ Away formed a partnership built upon 
their shared values of health equity and earning trust within New Orleans’ 
African American community. Their collaborative events have promoted PrEP 
awareness, safer sex, condom distribution, free HIV/AIDS screening, and most 
recently, COVID vaccination. I spoke with Dr. Jason Halperin, Innovation 
Medical Leader for CrescentCare, and DJ RQ Away about finding common 
ground between accessible health care and New Orleans culture.

Part 1: Dr. Jason Halperin

Tell me a little bit about 
CrescentCare’s history and what 
personally drew you to working 
with them and to the field of 
infectious disease?
I grew up in Miami, my mother’s an 
artist. We used to have a lot of her 
friends in the late ‘80s and early 
‘90s come over to our home to have 
dinner, often beautiful men... who 
would then pass away shortly after 
getting to know them. I was young. 
I must have been between 8 and 12 
and I remember going to the HIV/
AIDS quilt. Pretty much through 
high school I decided the only work 
I wanted to do was HIV-related. 
It was the only thing that really 
felt like what I was put on Earth to 
do. I went to school in New York 
City and was deciding on where 
to live afterwards. At that time I 

was married, and my wife [Serene] 
and I came down to New Orleans, 
had the most incredible weekend, 
and met some of the most 
unbelievable people. The history of 
New Orleans, really with Charity 
Hospital and the commitment to 
providing care, was exactly the 
type of work I believed in. And of 
course New Orleans was on the 
front lines of the HIV epidemic, 
so it really made sense as a place 
for me to train and learn and have 
mentors.

My first experience with NO/
AIDS Task Force was Nurse 
Practitioner Carole Pindaro. We 
had a transwoman hospitalized 
at Tulane. The care was not very 
gender affirming at that time and 
I remember having a conversation 
with Carole and it just felt like 
I had met a kindred spirit. I was 

like: this is the type of provider 
I want to be. She was wonderful. 
She knew the whole history. She 
was adamant that no matter who 
says hormones should be stopped, 
they would be wrong, that we have 
to make sure that one’s gender 
affirmation is at the forefront. I 
went back to New York City and 
Serene and I really missed New 
Orleans. I was in touch with Dr. 
Mary Murphy [NO/AIDS Task 
Force Medical Director of the HIV 
Primary Care clinic], and as soon 
as there was an opening I just 
jumped on the opportunity. I felt 
like New Orleans culturally had 
everything that I was looking for 
to both be a provider and to raise 
a family.

What are the primary 
demographics of the patients 
you serve at CrescentCare 
in terms of gender identity, 
sexuality, and race?
I primarily see people living with 
HIV. And the demographics really 
follow who is most impacted by 
the HIV epidemic. So 60% of my 
population is African American. 75% 
identify as male. I have over 50% 
men who have sex with men, but 
it’s probably a pretty close sexuality 
identity overlap of men who have 
sex with men and those who identify 
as having sex with both men and 
women or women exclusively. About 
10% of the patients I see identify as 
trans. Ten percent of the population 
that I serve now is Latinx, so we’re 
definitely seeing a bit of a change 
there. Our median age is 28 with 
55% [of the “Rapid Start” program 
for persons who are newly diagnosed 
with HIV] being African American. 

So we’re still seeing a younger 
African American population that 
is experiencing this epidemic and 
therefore all of our efforts need 
to both recognize that and put 
resources appropriately.

Are there similarities 
between how HIV and COVID 
have impacted your patient 
populations?
Great question. I could start with 
those living with HIV. We know that 
those living with HIV don’t have a 
higher risk of contracting COVID. 
But if they contract it, they have a 
higher risk of hospitalization. If you 
look at the data, it’s concerning. A lot 
of the reasons someone might have a 
higher risk of hospitalization have to 
do with their other comorbidities and 
we know that there’s more diabetes 
and hypertension and tobacco use 
with people living with HIV. But one 
of the other things I think is really 
important—and we heard this over 
and over again at CrescentCare—is 
we were one of the only Ryan White 
clinics in the country to really lean 
into the pandemic. On March 16th, 
2020 we started a walk-in testing 
program. Anyone in the entire city 
of New Orleans we welcomed to be 
tested. We had a lot of people living 
with HIV and what they kept saying 
to us is, “I don’t feel comfortable 
being tested anywhere else.” I think 
that’s really important to recognize—
this overlap of stigma. There’s both 
the stigma around being tested for 
COVID especially (hopefully we’re 

Caring
for the 
Culture:
Interviews with
Dr. Jason Halperin
and DJ RQ Away

DJ RQ Away and Care Supervisor Katie 
Conner pose together during the “Get it 
for your Mama” vaccination drive at the 
Broadside on May 8.
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African American community?
PrEP is a medication that prevents 
HIV. To this day, it is one pill once 
a day. We have two: one named 
TRUVADA, one named DESCOVY. 
What’s so great about PrEP is that 
it’s an unbelievably safe medication. 
There was an article once that stated 
it was as safe as an ibuprofen—that 
when taken once daily can prevent 
HIV at rates up to 97 or 98%. So you’re 
looking at medication that is highly 
effective. At that time when I was 
talking to RQ Away I said, “Imagine 
there’s a medication like birth control 
that was so effective and all the white 
women were on it but Black women 
had no idea.” That’s what we were 
dealing with in 2016. It was a lot 
worse in 2016 than it is today, and it’s 
still not equitable. Equitable would 
be: you look at the population that’s 
being newly diagnosed with HIV 
and it’s 60% African American. That 
means that our PrEP should be 60% 
prescribed in the African American 
community. We know that would 
make sense in terms of who was being 
prescribed a medication that prevents 

HIV. But if you look in 2016 it was 93% 
white. Now I think we’re around 85% 
white, maybe 80%. Maybe 15 to 20% 
African American. If you compare that 
to the 60% there is no comparison to 
what it should be.

If you had to pinpoint the 
main reason why there isn’t 
much awareness or usage of 
PrEP in the African American 
community, what would it be?
I think that the #1 reason is that the 
health system has repeatedly failed 
Black Americans and this is another 
example of that. The health system 
has so many components to it, but 
just think what would happen if this 
were switched and we were seeing 
60% of young white men and women 
being diagnosed with HIV. Think 
about the billboards, the hospitals, 
the clinics, how there would be a 
kind of all-hands-on-deck approach 
to make sure there was easy access 
to a lifesaving medication.

Do you feel that CrescentCare 
ever lacked that trust 

relationship with the African 
American community? If not, 
what are you doing to maintain 
that trust?
I shouldn’t speak to how some might 
feel in terms of the history of the 
agency, but I will say that NO/AIDS 
Task Force and CrescentCare is a 
health system. Because it is a health 
system, it has to recognize at the 
very least all of the biases and racism 
within the health infrastructure 
itself. If you start there: we are a 
health system and health systems in 
this country have not treated people 
equally. Black men and women, trans 
men and women, Latinx. You think 
about the Black population in the 
city of New Orleans (the majority of 
the population), and health systems 
have never done a good job. I think 
that’s just a scientific fact. Well then 
you have to say: it’s not regaining 
trust as CrescentCare only, it should 
be regaining trust because the health 
system itself has lost trust... Some 
of this is also predicated on health 
systems being supported to do that. 
Let me give you an example: When 
people come here to CrescentCare 
to our clinic, we can charge their 
insurance and we get reimbursed. The 
vaccine is free to the patient, but their 
insurance pays us for administration 
of the vaccine. But when we go 
somewhere like Dragon’s Den, we 
can’t ask for insurance cards. That 
would be absurd. “Hey, you want a 
vaccine? We’re coming to you. You’re 
at a bar. Do you have your insurance 
card?” In the way the health system is 
set up, it doesn’t have support for that 
kind of work. So when RQ Away wants 
to do more events, my answer is yes. 
And the answer has to be yes.

When I think about all the grants 
that have come up since the 
pandemic, I’m surprised you all 
haven’t received more support or 
funding. Grants aren’t the end-all-
be-all to keeping a health agency 
going, but I know so many different 
agencies and small businesses 
received all kinds of COVID grant 
funding and I’m sorry that you 
have not received more.
What we keep running into is either 
the grant would take us weeks to 
fill out and then we’d have to wait 
a month to hear back, and then 
if awarded we’d get the money in 
August or September. We know the 
time to move is now. So we don’t 
see a lot of grants that are like, “You 
can get money tomorrow to support 
community events.” And a lot of the 
grants don’t want to cover the medical 
side because of the liability there. So a 
lot of the grants are saying, “Hey, we’ll 
support a community health worker 
to go out into the community and tell 
people about CrescentCare so they 
can come to the clinic.” But again, I 
have the same issues with this. If we 
wait for people to come here, we will 
be waiting too long. This [community 
outreach events] works. RQ Away 
knows it. It works and we should be 
following his lead.

over this), but there was a lot of, “Did 
I do something wrong? How did I get 
this? Was I not following protocols?” 
And then to have to disclose “I’m 
living with HIV” if they’re going to a 
city testing site or an ER where they 
knew that they would be treated not 
only differently, but inappropriately. 
The lack of knowledge still to this 
day around people living with 
HIV and what it means to be 
undetectable… I have a sign behind 
me right now, U=U: undetectable 
equals untransmittable. There is 
zero risk of transmitting the virus if 
undetectable. And once undetectable 
with a normal CD4 count1, a person’s 
immune system is really no different.

So it wasn’t the HIV that was driving 
the higher risk of hospitalization, it 
was some of the other comorbidities. 
And now you have to ask yourself: 
why do we see some of these 
same things in people living with 
HIV that we saw in the African 
American population and the Latinx 
population? I strongly believe that 
it is our racist history and continued 
policies as well as preconceived 
biases. If people don’t feel welcomed 
and respected, they’re gonna delay 
going to the hospital or seeing a 
primary care physician. They’re 
gonna delay some of the same 
preventative measures that we 
know are so essential, like having 
a colonoscopy or a mammogram 
or a pap smear. I’ve always said 
infectious diseases know how society 
treats others. You can tell how 
society treats others by observing 
the rates of infectious diseases.

Do you remember when you all 
partnered with DJ RQ Away 
and are you familiar with some 
of his programming done in 
partnership with CrescentCare?
We went out for drinks at a bar in the 
parking lot of Tulane. That was our first 
conversation. We started talking about 
PrEP and he was just blown away. He 
said: that’s what we’ve gotta do—some 
education around it. If you’re living 
with the virus, no problem, we’ll get you 
in. But if you’re not, we’ve got another 
option that’s really important and this 
is gonna keep us safe. So I’ve been a 
fan of RQ Away since we met that day. 
He’s a huge proponent of the health of 
his community. Then he started doing 
events at Tipitina’s, where we would go 
and test and then provide information 
about PrEP and HIV services.

For those who don’t know, what 
is PrEP and why was there a 
need for PrEP awareness in the 

“You can tell how society 
treats others by observing the 
rates of infectious diseases.”

1. According to the US National 
Library of Medicine, CD4 cells, also 
known as T cells, are white blood 
cells that fight infection and play 
an important role in your immune 
system. A CD4 count is used to check 
the health of the immune system in 
people infected with HIV. HIV attacks 
and destroys CD4 cells.
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Part 2: DJ RQ Away

What got you into deejaying?
Growing up I was always into 
different kinds of music. I used to 
listen to Ace of Base just as much 
as I listened to Cash Money. My 
older sister [and I], we’re six years 
apart, and she moved in when she 
was around 16. She had a CD player; 
I didn’t have CDs, I had tapes. 
So I would sneak into her room 
and listen to her CDs... One day I 
was in her room and I found the 
Phrenology album by The Roots. 
I was already into hip-hop but it 
sparked something different, it 
felt closer. Most hip-hop music I 
had access to at the time was very 
surface-level. It was about being 
rich and selling drugs and possibly 
murdering someone. I didn’t do 
any of those things. But listening to 
The Roots, I would actually have to 
get a dictionary sometimes when 
I would listen to their albums. 
There was also Soul Food by Goodie 
Mob, and reading through the 
credits on those two albums and 
connecting all the other artists that 
were connected to them created 
my actual foundation for hip-hop. 
Fast forward to Katrina... I bought 
my first laptop with my lil Katrina 
check and I spent every waking 
moment collecting music, buying 
stuff that I could find at Best Buy or 
Circuit City or Tower Records, and 
getting stuff from the bootleg man... 
So I got this computer, I go back to 
UNO (I was supposed to be going 
to UNO before Katrina)... I lived on 
the second floor of Bienville Hall, 

and very often you’d come on the 
hallway, you’d hear my music.

OK.
I became a resident assistant and 
we had to create programming and 
I have all this music so I’m like, 
cool. I just was lazy and built stuff 
around music. So there was a poetry 
night, I did a music exchange and 
invited people down to talk about 
music. I wasn’t trying to be a DJ at 
the time, I was just trying to provide 
something for the other students, 
‘cause we didn’t have a bunch of 
money, you wasn’t able to go to the 
club unless you had a vehicle, some 
sort of transportation, some nice 
clothes to wear to the club, some 
money to get in, and some money 
to spend in it... After a while, doing 
the parties became kinda popular. 
People started asking me if I was 
a DJ and I’m like, no. I knew cats 
that were DJs and really felt like 
what I was doing didn’t deserve 
the same title as, you know, DJ Raj 
Smoove, DJ Matic... Some friends 
of mine who were also resident 
assistants, DJ Gee specifically, he 
was like, “Yo, let’s start a DJ crew.” 
Now, they’re Honduran, so they’ve 
been seeing what I’m doing with the 
white and Black students, and they 
started doing it with the Honduran 
students. And I’m like, “Fam, we 
can’t DJ.” [laughs] Like, we ain’t had 
no turntables, no mixer, none of that 
at the time.

What made you pick your name?
I have like 18 different reasons why 
RQ Away happened but a simpler 

one was, as a resident assistant you 
had to have a computer and you had 
to be willing to let students use your 
machine if they had to register for 
a class, take a test or whatever, like 
that. So anything on my computer 
that was personal, I would hide it, 
just so if somebody needed to use 
it, it wasn’t distracting them and 
they’re not in my business. I had this 
folder called Rock Away, because 
it was hidden. Anything that I had 
done musically on my computer 
went in this folder. One day, a friend 
of mine that was also a resident 
assistant came behind the front desk 
with me and saw me working on 
something and I went and saved it 
in the folder and they was like, “Oh, 
that’s your DJ name?”

What brought you to the point 
where you wanted to start 
addressing community issues 
through your platform as a DJ?
Growing up, it was me and my mom 
in the house for most of my life. And 
my father wasn’t around. I had men 
in my life, like my uncles, but they 
worked, they had their own families. 
So a lot of times the things that we 
needed—cause we weren’t rich, we 
lived in the Lafitte Projects, you 
know, food stamps, social security, 
that whole situation—came from 
outside. It came from people who 
weren’t my mother, they weren’t 
my father... we didn’t have the same 
last name. These people that didn’t 
have to worry about me were people 
that was helping me get through 
life, whether it was teaching me 
a skill, like my uncle teaching me 

how to ride a bike or taking me to 
ride a horse, or showing me the 
tadpoles out in the country, or if it 
was the deacons at church buying 
me a suit ‘cause I don’t have a suit. 
Whether it was a teacher taking 
an extra amount of time to watch 
me after school or teach me how 
to do something that’s not in our 
curriculum so I could be better 
prepared and better resourced to 
get a job or do something like that... 
As much as it was my mom and my 
sister and my grandmother and 
my aunt, it was this community of 
people that invested in me and they 
didn’t have to. So, coming into this, 
at first it was like, alright cool, people 
gon’ listen to me when I DJ, they 
like the music I’m playing. But I was 
able to see that, you know, if I say 
put your hands in the air, they gon’ 
put they hands in the air. If I go buy a 
certain hat, people asking what that 
hat is, like, it was this influence I’m 
seeing, right?

Yeah.
And realizing what my influence 
is, #Awayteam officially became a 
thing in 2009. I started deejaying 
in 2006 and I started deejaying in 
public in 2008. Then it was like, “Oh, 
OK. We gotta do something with 
this besides party, besides make 
money.” ...I started what would 
become The Tipping Point. From the 
booth at Handsome Willy’s, if the 
window’s open or closed, you could 
see under the Claiborne bridge, 
and you could see the boxes and the 
tents and the different structures 
that the homeless were staying in. 
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And I gotta look through people 
sweating, people drinking, people 
smiling, people dancing, to see these 
people suffering while we having 
the time of our lives. And I’m like, 
“Well maybe there’s something I 
could do to shift this energy toward 
them, some kinda way.” So I started 
collecting money. I remember one 
of the very first fundraisings we did 
was for March of Dimes, collecting 
food, collecting clothes... I always 
had like a spirit or interest in helping 
people and having a positive effect 
on spaces around me, even as a kid. 
My idea of a man was a person that 
changes a space when he walks in. 
And not necessarily energy-wise 
but like, you leave it better than 
you found it. You see something 
wrong, you tend to it, you try to fix 
it. You use the resources you have to 
make sure everybody around you is 
close to equal with you, if you can. 
So, seeing that I had this power of 
influence over these sweaty drunk 
people, I was like, “Yo, let’s turn this 
into something.” So that’s when 
#Awayteam came back, that’s when I 
began to use it.

How and when did you start 
working with CrescentCare?
So I had Tipping Point, it was a 
small, cool thing at this lil bar, it 
absolutely led me to a bunch of 
other opportunities, whether it was 
private opportunities or things with 
large companies or other events 
around the city over the years, I’d 
go into relationships with different 
people. One of the big ones was 
with BMike and Studio BE. I was 
the house DJ for Exhibit BE and 
Studio BE. And around that time, a 
friend of mine, T-Ray The Violinist, 
and I went on a tour to London. 
We played six shows at a couple 
different venues in London, it was 
so much fun. We had come back, 
we were in New York, in Harlem, 
at my son’s grandparents’ house 
and I get a phone call from Wayne 
at Tipitina’s. He was the booker 
at Tip’s and I had done a couple 
opening sets for this local night or 
brass night that they were doing... 
He was seeing what I was doing at 
Tipping Point, other places, and 
he referenced the #Awayteam in 
this conversation. But he was like, 
“If you want, you could have this 
night,” and I was like, “Alright, 
cool.” ...So back when I had Tipping 
Point, if I was to do anything 
else anywhere else I would call it 
Lagniappe. Lagniappe by definition 
means “something extra” so it was 
in the spirit of home, in the spirit 
of giving something else to people 
who were already rocking with me 
in one spot, that was Lagniappe... 
And so I wanted to figure out how 
to have a party that was still a party, 
but I wanted it to be bigger in ways. 
I was trying to think of different 
things to do and what that led to 
was donation-based access. So 
instead of paying ticket prices to 
come in, I asked people to bring 

canned goods; two canned goods 
got you a ticket... Down the line, my 
sister, Shanika, she started working 
for CrescentCare. For as long as I’ve 
been alive, Shanika’s been calling 
me, like, “Well how ‘bout you try 
this?” She’s always solution-based 
and progress-based and thinking 
about stuff that ain’t got nothin’ to 
do with her, but sharing the ideas. 
And I think that they were looking 
to do more outreach in the Black 
community, especially the younger 
Black community... I asked about 
STD testing. I asked about the full, 
full docket and [CrescentCare] were 
like, “We can’t do the whole thing 
‘cause we need time for certain 
things, but we could do rapid HIV 
testing.” And I was like: that.

Your numbers were so 
impressive: more people tested 
in one night at your event than  
CrescentCare would have had, 
like, in a month or in a couple 

of months from their typical 
rounds of going to smaller bars 
in the Quarter.
Yeah, I definitely remember that 
feedback.

What are some of the biggest 
wins that you’ve had from doing 
non-traditional forms of health 
engagement?
Having people understand what 
I’m doing in a positive way is a win. 
And on the other side, watching 
people be positively affected by it 
is a win. The “Shot for Shot” thing 
[at the Dragon’s Den], 164 people 
came out and got the vaccine in 
a way that they wouldn’t have 
been able to. A lot of the people 
commented on not being able to go 
to a vaccine site ‘cause they’re at 
work, or they have non-traditional 
schedules or whatnot. So that right 
there is a win ‘cause people wanted 
something, needed something, 
and they got it... These events 
satisfy a need for people like me, 
and as time went on people like 

me grew into doctors and analysts, 
administrators, painters, curators, 
photographers, performers, and 
entrepreneurs. These events—
Tipping Point, Lagniappe, etc.—are 
always for the creation of safe 
space for Black people.

So my next question is, are you 
aware of the historical mistrust 
that African Americans have for 
the medical establishment? Do 
you have any personal examples 
of that and has your experience 
in that been another reason why 
you feel that what you do is so 
important, when it comes to 
collaborating with CrescentCare 
and other agencies?
So, you made me remember the 
conversation with my sister about 
PrEP which, I guess this is twofold 
‘cause we gonna talk about the 
vaccine because of this too. We 
gonna talk about the mistrust, 
rather. My sister was telling me 

about PrEP when PrEP came out, 
and I was like, “Bruh, I’m not 
supporting that.” And she was like, 
“What?” And I was like, “I don’t 
trust it.” I go to the doctor once 
a year, unless something really 
wrong then I go twice. If I get sick 
I go to the apothecary or I change 
my diet. If I’m not feeling well, 
I figure out what’s wrong and I 
address it. I don’t like doctors. I 
don’t like medicine and I think 
that comes from my mom. My 
mom is 63 years-old. When I was 
6, I overheard her doctor tell her 
she had five years to live. So she 
should have passed, according 
to her doctor, when she was 38. 
Again, she’s 63. She has Crohn’s 
disease, she has a host of other 
issues as a result of not getting the 
proper care when she was a kid... 
And so over the years as a child 
and now, as an adult, watching 
my mother’s experience with the 
medical community is just—it’s 
shit. And so, when my sister is 
sitting here telling me about this 

PrEP medicine that’s supposed to 
prevent AIDS and they over here 
giving it to these white people, 
I’m like, “Well don’t bring that 
over here, I don’t trust that.” 
It’s very easy for me to distrust 
anything medical, because I’ve 
seen personally, time and time 
again, people misdiagnosed all the 
time, especially if you Black and 
you poor. We’re going to these free 
clinics and we on Medicaid and 
whatnot, we not getting the same 
love that our white counterparts 
or our middle-class counterparts 
are getting, you know, at Ochsner. 
That’s why, the PrEP thing, I was 
like, “Yeah, nah.” And [my sister] 
talked to me about it a couple 
times, but I also spoke to some of 
my queer friends, some of my male 
friends, who were members of that 
community, and we talked about 
it and they talked about it, making 
them feel safe with it, feeling like 
it was preventing, feeling like it 
was helpful... So, years down the 
line, now we got this vaccine and 
I’m on the opposite end of the 
support thing because like I said, 
my mom has been sick her whole 
life. She’s immunocompromised, 
immunosuppressed. She’s been 
wearing a mask for the last 
five years before, prior to the 
pandemic. So, COVID happened 
and... we locked my mama in the 
house. And this was from March, 
the last time I kissed her. I did 
kiss her for Mother’s Day this 
year. I kissed her on the forehead. 
But before that I had not kissed 
or hugged my mom since March 
2020... So, I realized that I had the 
opportunity to get the vaccine. We 
were absolutely trying to figure 
out how to get it to my mom when 
it first came out. But I was like, 
“Yo, I need to get it too because 
not only do I have to go and take 
care of my mom and make sure 
she got what she need, but I also 
gotta go DJ eventually.” I still 
gotta go do events. I still gotta go 
meet people and talk to people 
and do all of these things that 
come along with my work... I know 
people were complaining, saying, 
“Man, the vaccine make you sick, 
I’m not getting it.” But it’s like 
fam: COVID make you sicker... 
I’ve still been having my “Easin 
In” version of Tipping Point, and 
it’s weird to me ‘cause seeing 
that many people that close is 
not something I’ve seen in a long 
time; but also, not something I 
want to see in a pandemic. It’s 
still a pandemic. They did some 
work to prove that [the vaccine] 
prevents the transmission of the 
virus and that’s something we 
need. That’s something me and 
my family needed, and I feel like 
that’s something lots of other 
families need. There are people 
in New Orleans who have killed 
their grandparents, aunties, and 

“I do my best to keep up 
with the facts about the 
vaccines and the facts 
about the virus. I keep up 
with what people sayin’ 
in the streets too. But 
I try to find what I can 
trust in, somewhere in 
between the two.”

cont’d on pg. 43
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REVIEWS

CHAI
WINK
(SUB POP)

CHAI retains their signature 
positivity and infectious 
enthusiasm while pushing their 
sound in new directions on 
WINK. The group has built a lot 
of their identity off  of challenging 
restrictive beauty norms and 
continue doing so on “Maybe 
Chocolate Chips,” a smooth single 
that paints moles in a positive light. 
CHAI leans especially hard into the 
electronic elements of their sound 
on this album, even welcoming 
outside production for the fi rst time 
on some tracks. On the ridiculously 
fun “PING PONG!,” the group 
sings about enjoying ping pong 
and onsens on top of YMCK’s retro 
8-bit beeps and boops. CHAI’s fi rst 
two albums featured a quirky rock 
sound that incorporated infl uences 
from pop and dance music, but 
the pandemic has freed them to 
think less about sounds suited 
for energetic live shows and more 
about the music they relax with at 
home. Last fall, the band backed the 
album’s fi rst single with a fun cover
of “Plastic Love,” the obscure ‘80s 
Japanese city pop hit that YouTube 
turned into a global favorite. WINK
isn’t exactly city pop, but tracks like 
“Donuts Mind If I Do” have a light, 
dreamy quality that pays homage 
to the retro sound the internet has 
become obsessed with in recent 
years. The pandemic has been 
miserable in many ways, but WINK
is a great example of how it has also 
created new paths with promising 
futures. —William Archambeault

DINOSAUR JR.
SWEEP IT INTO SPACE
(JAGJAGUWAR)

There are very few surprises in 
Dinosaur Jr.’s music. You can always 
expect fuzzed out guitars, melodies 
with an underlying melancholy, and 
J Mascis’ trademark offb  eat vocals, 
no matter the album or decade. This 
is not a criticism—Dinosaur Jr. do 

what they do very well. Sweep It Into 
Space, their 12th studio album, fi nds 
them at the height of their sound. 
Co-produced by indie rock stalwart 
Kurt Vile, this album is both a 
showcase of the band’s more mature 
songwriting and a throwback to 
the DIY aesthetic of earlier albums 
such as Bug. Vile’s infl uence is 
most noticeable on the excellent “I 
Ran Away,” on which he plays the 
12-string guitar, complementing 
rather than overpowering their 
sound. In a slight deviation from 
the norm, bassist Lou Barlow 
provides vocals on the album’s more 
melodious tracks, the anthemic 
“Garden” and the ‘90s indie rock 
throwback “You Wonder.” The rest 
of the album is standard Dinosaur 
Jr. Notable tracks include “I Ain’t,” 
which is classic punk rock guitar 
heroics, and the heavy metal-tinged 
“Walking to You.” After 35 years as 
a band, Dinosaur Jr. have managed 
to remain creative without losing 
their sense of who and what they 
are. May we all follow their lead.
—Mary Beth Campbell

ELIZABETH & THE CATAPULT
SINCERELY, E
(COMPASS)

Sincerely, e is the fi fth full-length 
outing from Elizabeth Ziman, 
a.k.a Elizabeth & the Catapult. 
While quarantine albums make me 
wary, this one addresses the new 
normal with astute observations, 
masterfully highlighting our 
anxieties and loneliness in an 

unsettlingly sweet, fl uttering, folk 
pop tone. In the opener “birds 
and the bees,” Ziman discusses 
denial, death, wildfi res, and our 
human need for comfort. She sings, 
“Underneath my mask, I smile as big 
as ever / Hope she knows that I was 
fl attered by the creases of my eyes... 
We are beloved / Stranded here in 
space / We are beloved / I wish I’d 
said it to her face / Alone together 
and together we’re alone.” The 
concept of being “together, alone” is 
threaded throughout the album, and 
the music video accompanying the 
eponymous song is a perfect visual 
essay exploring the idea. If you’re a 
fan of Feist or Sara Bareilles (who 
Ziman frequently collaborates with), 
you’ll fi nd comfort in Ziman’s voice 
and be swept along by her complex, 
fl owing arrangements. She is a 
musician with astounding skill, often 
live streaming for hours on multiple 
instruments, while genre hopping 
and keeping up her classically 
sincere, playful banter. “Pop the 
placebo,” with its lush vocals and 
descending chromatic piano run, is 
the standout single, but the whole 
fi rst fi ve song arc of sincerely, e 
makes a tungsten-strong EP. The 
following six songs continue to prove 
her poetic strength in a quieter way, 
with “the stranger” as a late album 
standout. —Sabrina Stone

FUCKED UP
YEAR OF THE HORSE
(FU)

Toronto innovators Fucked Up 
return with another entry in their 
Zodiac singles series, Year of the 
Horse. Calling Horse a single is 
misleading given its imposing 
94-minute runtime, split into 
four parts and multiple scenes. 
The band itself has dubbed the 
release an “epic tone poem,” which 
works fairly well to describe this 
behemoth. Horse may be the 
most narratively ambitious work 
of Fucked Up’s career, which is 
notable given the two rock operas to 
their name. The lyrics and Western/
fantasy story, following the travails 
of the titular animal, were written 
by guitarist Mike Haliechuk, who—
along with drummer/trumpeter 
Jonah Falco—provides most of 
the musical framework. To convey 
the breadth of the tale, Fucked Up 
traverses a dizzying array of genres, 
with Spaghetti Western fanfares, 

stoner riff s, moody folk, classic rock 
touchstones, and other disparate 
infl uences utilized to match the 
shifting tones of individual scenes. 
The only hint of the band’s hardcore 
roots comes in the indomitable 
glass-gargling roar of frontman 
Damian Abraham, assisted here by 
a slew of guest vocalists to fl esh out 
the cast of characters and provide 
needed tonal contrast. Despite the 
cinematic scope and whimsical 
premise, Horse contains some of 
the most engaging music Fucked Up 
has released, and rewards intrepid 
listeners with an immersive ride.  
—Will Hibert

DAWN RICHARD
SECOND LINE
(MERGE)

On Dawn Richard’s latest album, 
Second Line, the singer-songwriter 
fi nds her rhythm while taking us 
back to the roots and traditions of 
her birthplace, New Orleans. On 
the track “Nostalgia” the question, 
“What does it mean to second 
line?” is posed and answered over 
an intensely synthesized beat: “To 
give the good footwork with the 
good work / It’s a celebration / 
An opportunity for us / To do us.” 
Much like a second line, the album 
feels unencumbered by any one 
specifi c genre, style, or set of rules. 
She draws from the sound and 
history of her city, paying homage 
to the many forms of African and 
African American music to grow 
out of New Orleans, such as soulful 
R&B, funk, and hip-hop. But she 
makes them her own by adding 
heavy electronic infl uences and 
throwback dance beats. On “Le 
Petit Morte (a lude)” she belts, 
“This is the last time I’m gonna 
write a song about you / My breath 
is too precious to waste if it ain’t 
truth.” The vocally impressive 
track, backed only by a piano and 
intense heartache, is one of many 
emotional interludes showcasing 
her range. The short track gives way 
to “Radio Free,” a deeply personal 
song about the music industry, 
featuring a futuristic vibe and 
ethereal vocals: “Where do you go 
when the radio’s down? / Who are 
you now / When no one’s around? 
...Don’t lose sound / Play your free 
love / Play your free.” Second Line 
is a joyful homecoming for Dawn 
Richard. —Shirani Jayasuriya
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JEFF ROSENSTOCK
SKA DREAM
(POLYVINYL)

Last year, Jeff Rosenstock released 
NO DREAM to widespread critical 
praise. This year, he has decided to 
test critics by diving deep into ska, 
one of the least critically praised 
genres in existence. On 4/20, 
he surprised everyone with the 
sudden release of SKA DREAM, a 
ska reimagination of NO DREAM. 
Rosenstock rebrands the songs 
with absolutely ridiculous ska-
themed titles. For instance, “State 
Line” becomes “Horn Line” and 
“Honeymoon Ashtray’’ transforms 
into “Checkerboard Ashtray.” While 
SKA DREAM might seem like just 
a dumb joke, the album is far from 
a half-assed effort. Rosenstock and 
his bandmates, such as Dan Potthast 
of MU330, have a long history with 
the genre and bring that expertise to 
these rearrangements. They launch 
into breakneck skacore on opener 
“NO TIME TO SKANK” and even 
sneak part of 2 Tone cornerstones 
The Specials’ “Nite Klub” into 
“Leave It In The Ska.” Rosenstock 
wasn’t afraid to call in some favors 
on this album. Fishbone legend 
Angelo Moore drops in to bust an 
especially nasty sax solo on “p i c k i t 
u p.” George Clarke (of the decidedly 
un-ska Deafheaven) even joins in on 
the fun to let out some screams on
“S K A D R E A M.” Against all odds, 
Jeff Rosenstock and his friends make 
SKA DREAM a fun, rewarding listen 
that might arguably surpass the 
original. —William Archambeault

OSCAR ROSSIGNOLI
INERTIA
(SELF-RELEASED)

Oscar Rossignoli’s capacity on the 
keyboard might be infinite. That’s 
how it feels watching him live: his 
hands make shapes other pianists’ 
wouldn’t dare attempt, and they 
move at a rate unknown to most 
mortals. Classically trained from 
an early age at a conservatory in 
San Pedro Sula, Honduras, he took 
a liking to jazz in high school at 
Tegucigalpa. He followed its pull 
to Louisiana, where he studied 
formally at LSU and later cut his 
teeth on Frenchmen Street with 
mainstays such as Pat Casey, Jasen 
Weaver, Brad Walker, Steve Lands, 
Brad Webb, and Matt Booth. His 
new album, INERTIA, draws on 

this lattice of backgrounds to create 
something entirely new. There are 
moments on the record where his 
playing is referential to the greats: 
impossible chordal runs on opener 
“Pendulum” and elsewhere evoke 
those of Bill Evans; and his rhythmic 
intensity on “Vamanos” brings to 
mind Chick Corea, to whom he pays 
direct homage later on “Preludio for 
Chick.” On “Endless Fall,” he riffs on 
the more conventional ballad form 
with the melodic finesse of Oscar 
Peterson. But despite the album’s 
chameleonic energy, Rossignoli’s 
sound is squarely his own, as 
illustrated by standout “Long Story 
Short,” which builds a whole world 
in five breathless minutes.
—Raphael Helfand

S∴H∵I
4 死 DEATH
(RELAPSE)

S∴H∵I (Struggling Harsh Immortals) 
fuses metallic hardcore with a burning 
passion for industrial in order to 
sculpt some truly demented sounds. 
The mean riffage, unrelenting beats, 
and rough noise of pounding opener 
“Blood Lust” justifies the Osaka band’s 
large seven-piece lineup right off 
the bat. The group sports a sampler 
and a noisemaker in addition to the 
usual rock fare for a true more is more 
approach. Vocalist Cherry Nishida’s 
ragged vocals sound deranged. 
He sounds particularly unsettling 
on “In The Mouth Of Madness,” a 
slow-rolling song with enough space 
for listeners to feel the torment in 
his voice. S∴H∵I features multiple 
veterans of Osaka’s legendary 1980s 
hardcore punk scene. Most notably, 
Nishida and guitarist Debaso made up 
half of Zouo, a rowdy group that only 
recently had its discography officially 
released in the U.S. for the first time, 
via Relapse Records. Drummer 
Michung also drummed in Outo, a 
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personal favorite of mine that rarely 
gets its proper due outside Japan. 
However, an intimate knowledge of 
Japanese punk groups of yesteryear 
isn’t required to appreciate 4 死 
Death. The intensity of tracks like 
“Terminus” makes it clear that this 
album is a far cry from the worn out 
dad vibes that punks have come to 
expect from many other veterans. The 
members of S∴H∵I aren’t just reliving 
past glory years. They’re arguably in a 
renaissance. —William Archambeault

ST. VINCENT
DADDY’S HOME
(LOMA VISTA)

Much has been made about the 
“daddy” behind the songs on Daddy’s 
Home, the latest from St. Vincent 
(Annie Clark), though the album is 
just as much about the celebration 
of the unconventional woman. A 
shapeshifter like her musical hero 
David Bowie, Clark takes on the 
persona of Candy Darling for this 
album, exploring the aforementioned 
themes via a gritty and glam ‘70s 
aesthetic. The end result is mixed. 
Clark is arguably one of the best 
guitarists and songwriters of her 
generation, and there are certainly 
gems on Daddy’s Home. “Down,” is a 
funky revenge fantasy. “Pay Your Way 
In Pain” invokes ‘70s Bowie, and “The 
Melting of the Sun” is a psych-tinged 
tribute to the rebellious woman. 
But the album gets bogged down in 
itself at times. More important and 
troubling to note, however, is the fact 
that the white and cisgendered Clark 
has taken on the persona of a famous 
trans woman, and uses Black music 
and artists to tell her personal story 
(her use of Nina Simone’s “Mississippi 
Goddam” on “The Melting of the Sun” 
should raise everyone’s eyebrows). 
Given Clark’s undeniable talent and 
previous reputation for innovative 
music, it begs the question why 
she has felt the need to blatantly 
appropriate the image and cultures 
of these women for this particular 
album. —Mary Beth Campbell

SPECIAL INTEREST
TRUST NO WAVE
(DISCIPLES)

Special Interest has come a long 
way since 2016 when they recorded 
these demos. Trust No Wave is 
a time capsule that transports 
listeners to an era long before the 

band was flying to Europe for tours 
or getting featured on Pitchfork. 
Back then, they were just a bunch of 
sweaty weirdos making artsy noise 
in New Orleans. Frankly, they still 
are. It’s just that a few more people 
are listening than before and their 
recordings sound a lot better now. 
Half of this material is grimier 
versions of tunes that later appeared 
on their 2018 debut Spiraling. 
Tracks like “DISCO” are certainly 
rowdy and have plenty of charm, 
but they don’t hold a candle to the 
proper album versions. Aggressive 
opener “Disease” stands out as one 
of the more powerful tunes that 
hasn’t appeared on an album yet. 
They also cover Chrisma’s “Black 
Silk Stocking,” ripping the Italian 
new wave bop into something that 
fits them a little better. The band 
closes these demos by slowly coming 
down from their collective high on 
“I’ll Never Do Ketamine Again,” 
a feedback-laden piece more in 
touch with their experimental side. 
Ultimately, Trust No Wave isn’t a 
great entry point into the world of 
Special Interest, but its raw and 
uncompromising sound has a lot 
to offer for those who don’t mind a 
little grit. —William Archambeault

SQUID
BRIGHT GREEN FIELD
(WARP)

Bright Green Field is the full-
length debut from English band 
Squid. Part of the UK’s post-punk 
renaissance, Squid’s blend of 
Krautrock, jazz, funk, dub, and punk 
is the perfect soundtrack for the 
capitalist hellscape we inhabit. The 
ominous intro “Resolution Square” 
sets up the first song “G.S.K.,” the 
dystopian tale of a barren concrete 
island ruled by British Big Pharma 
company GlaxoSmithKline (“As 
the sun sets on the GlaxoKline / 

Well, it’s the only way that I can 
tell the time”). Just as they borrow 
from different musical genres, the 
band also incorporates an eclectic 
array of instruments—saxophone, 
violin, trumpet, trombone, cello, 
and sausage bassoon join drums, 
guitar, and bass in generating a 
chaotic soundscape. “Narrator” 
exemplifies the band’s sound and 
ethos, starting out as a new wave 
song reminiscent of Talking Heads 
and eventually dissolving into a 
gloriously unsettling frenzy. Other 
notable tracks include “Boy Racers” 
(“Are you suspended in time? / Does 
anyone even know what you might 
look like?”) and “Pamphlets” (“Pale 
bricks and wide smiles / That’s 
why I don’t go outside”). Listen 
to the album all the way through 
at least once to fully appreciate 
the dystopian tale that Squid have 
crafted. —Mary Beth Campbell

TEKE::TEKE
SHIRUSHI
(KILL ROCK STARS)

Montreal-based seven-piece 
TEKE::TEKE take their name 
from the Japanese slang term 
for people who are into surf 
culture—which also happens to 
be the name of the vengeful ghost 
of a dismembered young woman 
featured in urban legends. This 
name suits their music, steeped 
in folklore, psych/surf rock, punk, 
‘60s and ‘70s Japanese soundtracks, 
and Japanese enka. Their debut 
album Shirushi (“sign of big 
changes to come”) is wonderfully 
dramatic, each song encapsulating 
its own story while still fitting into 
the album’s overall atmosphere. 
Twangy surf guitars pair well with 
trombone and traditional Japanese 
wooden flute, with a solid rhythm 
section tying everything together. 
Lead vocalist Maya Kuroki, who 
is also an actor and visual artist, 
has a dynamic range and presence. 
On “Yoru Ni” (“at night”), Kuroki 
switches from breathy notes and 
French poetry to full on punk rock 
vocals, drawing you into a sonic 
dreamscape. Other standout tracks 
include “Barbara,” the raucous 
and playful story of a mischievous 
yokai, which is classic garage 
punk driven by a flute melody, 
and “Meikyu,” well-executed 
surf rock with a dark undertone. 
With Shirushi, TEKE::TEKE have 

created a glorious amalgamation 
of culture and sound, an album not 
only meant to be heard but also 
experienced. —Mary Beth Campbell

TORTURE GARDEN
FEVER DREAMS & 
GUILLOTINES
(SELF-RELEASED)

Over the past few years, Torture 
Garden has slowly built a strong 
reputation by duking it out in 
the dives and DIY spaces of New 
Orleans. Their first full-length, Fever 
Dreams & Guillotines, is a powerful 
testament to the city’s grimey 
punk scene. The band hits hard on 
opener “Rotten Earth” and seldom 
lets up during the following seven 
songs. Torture Garden has already 
put out some smaller releases, but 
this album captures them at their 
strongest. “We don’t call cops! We 
know what they do!” screams Emily 
Morgan on anti-police anthem 
“We Don’t Call Cops,” a tune that 
has only grown more relevant in 
the years since the original version 
appeared on the band’s split 7” with 
The World Is A Vampire. Morgan’s 
scratchy vocals sound full of venom 
and hatred on tracks like “Religious 
Reichs’’ and “Hypervigilance.” It’s 
no wonder why co-founder Rob 
Lovell, known locally for his work 
in ROMASA and Ossacrux, wanted 
to team up with her when he first 
started Torture Garden. While 
Lovell played all the instruments 
on the band’s earliest recordings, 
Torture Garden has grown through 
a few lineup changes to become a 
real band with meaning. —William 
Archambeault

VARIOUS ARTISTS
COVER ALBUM 2021
(THE NEW ORLEANS 
COMMUNITY PRINTSHOP 
AND DARKROOM)

The New Orleans Community 
Printshop and Darkroom’s cover 
show fundraisers have been longtime 
favorites for local punks and weirdos. 
While the pandemic put those sweaty 
live get-togethers temporarily on 
hold, the Printshop organized this 
cover album to raise money for its 
much-needed services. There is a lot 
to unpack in these 12 tracks, ranging 
from DJ Cherish’s spliced up take 

cont’d on pg. 41
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ANTIGRAVITY is currently 
offering hella cheap ad 
rates. Email advertising@
antigravitymagazine.com for 
more info!

Got a message 
to broadcast?

on Alice Coltrane to Tuffy’s snotty 
Sabbath worship. Some acts stay 
inline with the original tunes, such 
as Porch Lord’s homey rendition of 
“It Tastes Just Like A Milkshake” 
by garage titans M.O.T.O. Others 

REVIEWS
cont’d from pg. 38

take some great liberties with the 
material. For instance, Phoebes 
Greek Band might be the first group 
to ever do a Greek language version 
of Kate Bush’s iconic “Running Up 
That Hill.” Waste Man’s absolutely 
bonkers version of Red Hot Chili 
Peppers’ “Give It Away” is by far the 
most fun track on this compilation. 
Singer Jack Long ignores most of the 
original lyrics in favor of screaming 
complete nonsense over a turbulent 
combination of scronky guitar, thick 
synthy bass, and electronic-sounding 
drums. This compilation’s mixture 
of heartfelt tributes and chaotic 
rearrangements captures much of 
what makes the Printshop’s cover 
shows so much fun.
—William Archambeault
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uncles because they kept going to 
parties and they wasn’t wearing a 
mask, they wasn’t being any kind 
of careful. And I don’t want that 
to be me or us or anybody else 
around me.

Nobody, yeah.
So again, it’s like two sides to a 
coin. I do my best to keep up with 
the facts about the vaccines and 
the facts about the virus. I keep 
up with what people sayin’ in 
the streets too. But I try to find 
what I can trust in, somewhere in 
between the two. The night I had 
the “Shot for Shot” at Dragon’s 
Den, I had a few friends who 
had swore they were not taking 
the vaccine show up and get the 
shot. I’ve had people who saw me 
doing the event and hit me up and 
say, “You know, I went and got a 
vaccine because of you.” But the 
fear is still very active. I really 
think that aside from the many 
stories of actual mistreatment that 
we have, I would like to explore 
the idea that not having been given 
access to things over the years 
that help us—especially readily 
and quickly, as a community, as a 
race, as a culture—that has to have 
affected us. That has to have made 
people feel a way, because if you 
a kid and they give out snowballs 
every Friday and they don’t give 
you one for the first ten Fridays, 
then one of the Fridays somebody 
walk up and give you a snowball 
first, you would ask a question.

Like, something must be wrong 
with this.
Something must be wrong, dawg, 
‘cause y’all didn’t do this, y’all skipped 
over me all them other times.

With mistrust being such a 
huge issue for our community, 
what can health care facilities 
or health care professionals or 
providers do better to establish 
trust and increase community 
awareness?
So, the simple answer is, listen 
and apply, ‘cause I feel like the 
difference between my experience 
of going to the doctor or being 
around my mom... now that me 
and my sister are old enough to 
ask questions, whenever she goes 
to the doctor, one of us is in the 
room. We’re asking questions, 
we’re following up, we making 
sure she understands everything... 
But also I know what capitalism is. 
I know what this industry is and 
how this industry survives. Like, 
the medical industry survives 
off of victims. It doesn’t survive 
off of people being alright. So, 
to a degree, I don’t know that 
anything is actually going to 
change because I feel like the 
pharmaceutical industry makes all 
the money. The medical books are 
sponsored by like, Pfizer or one of 
them. The medical books aren’t 
made by Dr. Seuss, the medical 
books are made by the people that 
need you to be sick.

What can be done to establish 
trust because not all health 
care providers, be it a nurse, 
respiratory therapist, whatever—

not everyone is here to harm. Not 
everyone is trying to push drugs 
down people’s throat and make 
them buy prescriptions, you 
know what I’m saying?
Right, right. Absolutely. I think, 
‘cause, any friend that I have that’s 
a nurse, or any person that I know 
that’s a nurse is usually the sweetest 
person ever. You were one of those 
people. I don’t know if nursing 
schools like to prey on sweet people 
or what, [laughs] but it always seems 
to be like the most caring people are 
nurses. Doctors on the other hand, 
it’s diff erent. [laughs]

I feel that Dr. Halperin is a 
physician who’s not just here 
for the paycheck, trying to force 
drugs down people’s throats. He’s 
actually invested in the well-
being of the community.
Yes ma’am. I feel like that every time 
I’m talking to Dr. Van Sickels [Chief 
Medical Offi  cer at CrescentCare] 
or Dr. Halperin, ‘cause it’s like, 
“Yo, y’all really like this.” They’re 
interested in making people better 
but also, they’re very interested in 
proving us wrong. They’re very, very 
interested in that. I think what may 
be another issue is that, you know, 
you might have a Dr. Van Sickels 
or a Dr. Halperin at an offi  ce or in a 
company, but however the company 
moves is what the world sees.

I got you. And when you say “prove 
us wrong” what do you mean?
They showed us they can be 
trusted... that they’re interested 
in our health, in us not having to 
come back. Over the years, I have 
met doctors who were absolutely 

interested in patients not coming 
to see them that often. You know, 
some people treat it like an oil 
change—they want you to show 
up, they waiting on you to show 
up. But I have met a few doctors 
or a few people in the medical 
community who are like, “I don’t 
want to see you, I want you to 
be at home doing your best on 
your own” or whatever. But I 
don’t always feel like those are 
the doctors that are accessible 
to us in the community. Just like 
you have public defenders, don’t 
nobody want a public defender. 
And I feel like there’s a section 
of the medical space that is, you 
got public medical care, and it’s 
just that simple. It’s still medical 
care but it’s like, chances are if 
you did it, you’re going to jail. If 
you almost look like you did it, 
you’re going to jail. So if you in the 
public medical community, if you 
sick or approaching terminal or 
something, you probably not gonna 
be that well off. You probably not 
gonna get the care that’s going to 
sustain you or heal you; you might 
get the care that’s gonna get you a 
regular prescription to something. 
But again, I feel like you have to 
rip apart the entire system and 
rebuild it. And Lord knows they 
not ripping apart and rebuilding no 
systems in America—I don’t care 
which one you point at.

For more information on 
CrescentCare and DJ RQAway, go to 
crescentcare.org and djrqaway.com.

Transcriptions by Erin Hall and 
Michelle Pierce

Caring for the Culture
cont’d from pg. 35

DJ RQ Away performs at the Metro Chicago while 
on tour with Tank and The Bangas, October 2019.
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ADVERTISER DIRECTORY
FOOD, DRINK & GROCERY

Mid City Pizza
homemade sauces and dough
440 Banks St.  70119
504-483-8609
6307 S. Miro St.  70125
504-509-6224
midcitypizza.com

Molly’s Rise and Shine
Breakfast spot from the
Turkey and the Wolf people
2368 Magazine St.  70130
504-302-1896
mollysriseandshine.com

New Orleans Food Co-op
Community-owned, local products, all natural
2372 St. Claude Ave.  70117
504-264-5579
nolafood.coop

New Orleans Trap Kitchen
Commissary Kitchen in Bywater hosting 
pop-ups and the Bywater Sunday Market
instagram.com/notrapkitchen

Pelican Delicatessen
Modern sandwich shop, classic deli favorites
4739 Magazine St.  70115
504-381-4572
facebook.com/pelicandelicatessen

Stein’s Market & Deli
Jewish-Italian deli, eclectic beer selection
2207 Magazine St.  70130
504-527-0771
steinsdeli.com

Suis Generis
Food evolution, new menu weekly
3219 Burgundy St.  70117
504-309-7850
suisgeneris.com

The Joint
Barbecue, sides and fi xins, full-service bar
707 Mazant St.  70117
504-949-3232
alwayssmokin.com

Turkey and the Wolf
Sandwiches, cocktails, and everything nice
739 Jackson Ave.  70130
504-218-7428
turkeyandthewolf.com

COFFEE, TEA & JUICE

Coffee Science
We do it with science!
410 S. Broad Ave.  70119
facebook.com/coffeesciencenola

Euphorbia Kava Bar
Premium kava selection & herbal intoxicants 
8726 Oak St.  70118
504-655-5406
euphorbiakavabar.com

These community-minded New Orleans businesses and organizations make ANTIGRAVITY possible. To show them 
love is to show us love. Please check with businesses directly for up-to-date hours and COVID-19 protocols.

Fourth Wall Coffee
Tea drugs fl owers books & wine
614 Gravier St.  70130
instagram.com/fourth.wall.coffee

Pond Coffee
Espresso at Small Mart
2700 Chartres St.  70117
pond.coffee

Sacred Grinds
The only cafe in Mid-City’s Necropolis
5055 Canal St.  70119
504-482-1143
facebook.com/SacredGrinds

Whatever Coffee
Coffee pop-up and concierge for Stein’s Deli
2207 Magazine St.  70130
504-356-1117
steinsdeli.com/home/coffee

Z’otz Cafe
Eclectic mom & pop cafe
8210 Oak St.  70118
504-861-2224 
zotzcafe.com

HEALTH & WELLNESS

Access Health Louisiana
Healthcare at affordable prices with 32 
clinics and school-based health centers 
located throughout Southeast Louisiana
504-575-3700
accesshealthla.org

Dynamo
Lady-owned, romantic boutique for every body
2001 St. Claude Ave.  70116
504-534-8697
dynamotoys.com

Maypop Community Herb Shop
Herbs & concoctions from experienced, 
community-minded herbalists
2701 St. Claude Ave.  70117
504-304-5067
maypopherbshop.com

New Orleans Abortion Fund
Affi rming bodily autonomy and providing 
healthcare access to those in need
Help Line: 504-363-1112
neworleansabortionfund.org

New Orleans Shaolin
Martial arts training in a non-macho 
environment
3921 St. Claude Ave.  70117
nolashaolin.com

Rosalie Botanicals
Medicinal herbs, extracts, spices &
local products
3201 Toulouse St.  70119
504-488-4425
rosaliebotanicals.com

GIFTS &  APPAREL

DNO
Dedicated to New Orleans
1101 First St.  70130
504-941-7010
dno.la

EKS Concepts
Brutalist glamour lingerie designed and 
made in New Orleans
eksconcepts.com

Glitter Box N.O.
Handmade gifts & artful offerings by 
woman and non-binary artists
1109 Royal St.  70116
504-568-0955
glitterboxno.com

No Rules Fashion
Daring fashion in the heart of the French Quarter
927 Royal St.  70116
504-875-4437
norulesfashion.com

MUSEUMS & GALLERIES

Whitney Plantation
Louisiana’s only museum with an exclusive focus 
on the lives & histories of enslaved people
5099 Louisiana Hwy 18  70049
225-265-3300
whitneyplantation.org

RECORDS / CDs / TAPES

Euclid Records
Two fl oors of new & used vinyl, tapes & CDs
3301 Chartres St.  70117
504-947-4348
euclidnola.com

Domino Sound
Used & new vinyl specializing in reggae 
& int’l music
2557 Bayou Rd.  70119
504-309-0871
dominosoundrecords.com

TOBACCO /  CBD / VAPE

The Herb Import Company
vitamins, herbal remedies, detox, spiritual 
supplies, hookahs, pipes & vaporizers
5505 Canal St.  70119
504-488-4889
712 Adams St.  70118
504-861-4644
711 St. Peter  St.  70116
504-525-4372
herbimport.com

MERCH

Inferno Screen Printing
Full service screen printing & merchandise
504-305-4025
infernomerchstore.com

ART & DESIGN SERVICES

Bywater Fine Art Printing
custom photo printing service for 
photographers and visual artists
201-240-2190
bywaterfi neartprinting.com

BARBERS & SALONS

Factotum Barber
Tight cuts, close shaves and a slice of
old New Orleans
902 Piety St.  70117
504-208-9801
factotumbarber.com

BOOKS / COMICS / MEDIA

Crescent City Comics
Comics, graphic novels, models,
gaming & more
3135 Calhoun St.  70125
504-309-2223
4916 Freret St.  70115
504-891-3796
crescentcitycomics.com

Octavia Books
Independent, locally-owned, hand-
picked selection
513 Octavia St.  70115
504-899-READ (7323)
octaviabooks.com

Secret Antenna
A leftist podcast without condescending 
edgelord bros!
anchor.fm/secretantenna

MUSIC EQUIPMENT

Webb’s Bywater Music
New and used, sales and service
3217 Burgundy St.  70117
504-304-5965

REAL ESTATE

Goldberg Realty
Shopping for a home shouldn’t be that hard
504-616-8377
goldbergrealty.net

BARS & NIGHTLIFE

Carnaval Lounge
Music, food, and drinks of New Orleans 
and points south
2227 St. Claude Ave.  70117
carnavallounge.com

Santos
French Quarter live rock’n’roll venue
1135 Decatur St.  70116
santosbar.com

Sidney’s Saloon
Just a stone’s throw from the French Quarter
1200 St. Bernard Ave.  70116
sidneyssaloon.com
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When we understand the 
relationship between failure 
and success, we become able to 
leverage our own skills toward 
the advancements we desire. 
Learning—skill building—requires 
some failure, some trial and error, 
maybe even some embarrassing 
moments. This is important for 
us to teach our young: being able 
to tolerate the discomfort of this 
process, possessing patience 
for learning, making mistakes, 
and sometimes just not getting 
the desired result or outcome 
despite our best efforts. The 
Three of Pentacles encourages 
us to recognize not only our skills 
but the process we underwent 
to gain that acumen. Perhaps 
more urgently, this card pushes 
us to recognize those who have 
supported and inspired us in ways 
both large and small. Too often we 
take ideas from others and build 
on their concepts, yet take credit 
as if none had come before us. Too 
often we ignore the sweet efforts of 
our friends, family, and lovers who 
encouraged us and lent their hands 

or monies to our dreams. To say 
that there is nothing new under 
the sun is a reminder that we do 
not create or thrive in a vacuum.

The Ace of Cups is the 
primordial fountain of all life. 
This cup is the mysterious 
creator of all, of even you and 
I. It is a never-ending flow 
of healing waters, pouring 

feedback, which is a somewhat 
complicated defense. It 
is imperative that we lay 
boundaries against jealous or 
entitled criticisms of our work. 
Our best strategy is to know 
our work well enough to seek 
appropriate advice. To control 
the gate in such a way that 
the right feedback will reach 
us and the rest won’t affect 

We are rewarded with the 
Two of Pentacles, signaling 
a harmonious change. We 
have handled many twists and 
turns in the last few years, 
but we are in control of how 
we take this next turn. We 
know which direction we are 
headed, even if we can not yet 
see our destination, and we 
are prepared to handle the 
obstacles ahead of us or learn 
how to do so, even right in the 
heat of the moment. Every 
sign points to playing the long 
game without compromising 
our ideals. It is often said that 
one must give a little to get a 
little, but let us be discerning. 
Human dignity and sovereignty 
are non-negotiables and to 
compromise these for only a 
moment is to forsake them for 
eternity. Let us choose our path 
now and walk it in joy. May 
we relish the feel of the wheel 
against our palms. —Michelle 
Embree (@Michelle-Embree); 
illustration by Karla Rosas
(@karlinche__)

continuously over its brim, 
on and on without end. This 
card appears now to remind 
us—or teach us—that when 
we undercut ourselves so that 
others don’t beat us, we are 
setting a hard limit on what 
we allow ourselves to achieve. 
We may be inclined to use 
self-deprecation to protect 
ourselves from constructive 

us—or at least not prevent us 
from growth—is a display of 
prowess. The Ace of Cups is 
an overflowing delight of self-
esteem, self-compassion, and 
infinite joy, and it is for you. It 
is a compassion for oneself that 
is most required when we fear 
what will happen if we reach our 
highest potential. Know this: 
you can handle it.

Human dignity and sovereignty are 
non-negotiables and to compromise 
these for only a moment is to forsake 
them for eternity.






