




Piety Street Studios, February 2007 (photo by the author)

Dear Readers, it’s unfortunate 
but once again I must welcome 
you with a goodbye, as we 
have lost another pillar of our 
community—and someone 
who was a critical early 
champion of ANTIGRAVITY—
Bernard Pearce. For many 
of you, Bernard needs no 
introduction, as he was one 
of those blessed spirits who 
truly seemed to know everyone 
between New Orleans and his 
hometowns of Lafayette and 
Breaux Bridge. I was lucky 
to meet him in 2004, when 
AG was just getting off the 
ground. Bernard was involved 
even before I was, helping the 
magazine’s original publisher, 
Leo McGovern, figure out how 
to sell ads (a skill Bernard 
shared from his experience 
working for Offbeat). When I 
became a regular contributor, 
Bernard was one of the first 
artists to land me a cover 
feature way back in March of 
2007. As Leo recalls, “In the 
early days we had an unwritten 
edict for the cover—no dudes 
playing the trumpet. Til One 
Man Machine.”

Indeed, Bernard, in so many 
ways, had that gift of breaking 
boundaries, and not in a 
way that ever felt violent 
or forced—though he could 
get downright nasty with a 
trumpet or a guitar and a gang 
of distortion pedals. His style 
was like a river overtaking a 
dam: natural, inevitable. He 
was also quite the renaissance 
man, mastering so many 
different roles and personas—
musician, conductor, poet, 
chef, salesman, wanderer. 
One day you’d see him in your 
friend’s kitchen, the next he’d 

be reporting from the galley of 
a tall ship off the Pacific Coast, 
or working to turn a historic 
home in Selma, Alabama, into 
an art space. You could find 
him jamming with members of 
Fugazi and Stinking Lizaveta, 
or on stage with Eric Martinez 
and Mark Bingham at Voodoo 
Fest, or directing a bee opera at 
the Music Box. One time I hung 
out with Bernard while he 
worked sound at Siberia—not a 
historic rager or anything, just 
your run-of-the-mill local band 
weeknight show. It was a gig 
anyone with basic soundboard 
knowledge could phone in, but 
I listened in awe as Bernard 
detailed his search for the 
acoustic sweet spots, just 
another moment where he put 
his all into whatever task was 
in front of him.

It’s been pointed out by 
many and it’s painfully 
obvious that we’re losing a 
lot of legends lately—and I’m 
sorry I can’t devote more 
space to the likes of Chris 
Owens or Rio Hackford—the 
latter who, as the owner of 

the iconic One Eyed Jacks—
was also instrumental to 
ANTIGRAVITY and all the 
performers of New Orleans 
(I feel, like many of you, that 
I was intimately acquainted 
with every inch of that place, 
even hanging backstage with 
Bernard himself a time or two). 
One thing I can say is both 
Rio and Bernard, in their own 
styles, knew how important 
it is to cultivate spaces that 
harbor talent both up-and-
coming and long-established.

It’s easy to say, in regards to 
Bernard, rock journalist John 
Swenson, King Louie, Chris 
Owens, Rio Hackford, and the 
many others we’re losing, that 
there will never be another like 
them. And that’s true. But in the 
spirit of Bernard, someone who 
treated amateurs and seasoned 
pros alike and gave them each 
personal and unchecked access 
to his oversized heart, I’d just 
say: Look around. Living legends 
abound in this city. Let’s try to 
remember to show them some 
love while they’re still with us. 
—Dan Fox
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BERNARD’S STUFFED PORK TENDERLOIN
with pickled onions and garlic, smoked green onion sausage and 
maple-syrup-fig chutney (ode to Josh Cohen)

Like one of his frenetic, jazz-punk sets as One Man Machine, 
Bernard’s main meat course was a mind-blowing, never-ending 
squeal of flavor, sound, and pork products. An enigma wrapped in a 
riddle (but really a sausage stuffed in a pork loin), this roast never 
stopped going. It was quite the gut buster. Says Bernard, “I ain’t 
scared of no trichinosis... Me, I like my pork just barely done. Right 
on the brink. You can drizzle your pork with your glaze of choice. 
The one I did is top secret and y’all can kiss my Black ass before I will 
share my recipe.”

1 pork loin, trimmed and cleaned, approx. 12” long, 4-6” in diameter
extra virgin olive oil
smoked green onion sausage 8-12” in length
pickled garlic
pickled cocktail onions
scallions
dates

Using a long, thin knife, take the pork loin and make an incision 
in the center. Gently insert the smoked sausage into the incision. 
Then work your way from the center of the loin, about 1/2” from the 
sausage, and make the same type of incision, inserting the root end 
of the scallions through the incision, pulling them through until the 
roots are exposed, then trim the roots off and any excess scallion. 
Working your way out to the outer rim of the loin, continue to stuff 
the other ingredients in a similar manner. Once the loin is stuffed, 
coat it in olive oil, then lightly coat it with salt and pepper.

Braise the loin in an oven-safe, heavy pan that has been oiled with 
olive oil. Brown the exterior, then put it in the oven at 425 degrees 
for 35-45 minutes. Remove and let stand for 30 minutes, covered. 
After the loin has rested, slice into 1/4” pieces. If desired, finish the 
pieces in a pan so that each slice is seared individually.
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FEEDBACK
Name That (King Louie) Tune

Found out about King Louie 
through AntiGravity, RIP. There is a 
song of his that I haven’t been able 
to find (not on Chinese crawfish) 
and hoping you might be able to 
help, or connect me with someone 
who could.

Some of the lyrics are something like:
“A broken dream can shatter more 
through time”
“Slept on garbage bags packed down 
with my clothes”
“Left a hole in the bag for every one 
that I love”

Any clue where I might find this 
song???  It’s been in my head for 
like 10 years which is the last time I 
would have heard it.
—Patrick (via email)

Hi Patrick, the song you’re looking 
for is “Highway Rose” by Black Rose 
Band. Thanks for reaching out.

I can tell you that my office hasn’t 
received any complaints re: guided 
tours’ size. We will continue to 
listen to tour guides and neighbors 
on this issue.
—@JPMorrell [Councilmember JP 
Morrell] (via Twitter)

[S]peaking as an Old who lives in 
the Quarter, smaller groups mean 
a better probability I can get past 
them on the sidewalk, and not be 
forced to go into the street because 
they won’t make room to let me pass.
—@bbaldwinmini (via Instagram)

As a tour guide, I agree that guides 
- and the city - need to be better 
about enforcing the current rules, 
such as leaving a minimum of three 
feet from the back of a tour group 
to the wall in the back. Honestly 
much of this comes from some 
companies that don’t give [g]uides 
adequate training and a lack of 
any enforcement by the Taxi Cab 
Bureau. In short - this is a problem, 
but people will continue to spread 
out even if there are only a few 
on a tour. —@nacirema117 (via 
Instagram)

I think an ideal situation would be 
fewer groups in general with tour 
guides making exponentially more 
than they are now so that they 
can support themselves and their 
families. Due to capitalism, and 
the owners of many of these tour 
companies raking in profits, that is 
highly unlikely.
—@leahgracetravels (via Instagram) 

We could allow the Quarter to 
return to the 1980’s, when all 
the current property millionaire 
residents bought for nothing: 
widespread by the hour hotels, 
street prostitution, muggings, open 
drug selling and street garbage 
drawing huge numbers of rats and 
pigeons. And that omnipresent filth 
smell in the summer. You Quarter 
Rats have it very, very good. Let 
subsistence working people ply 
their trade. Without them you 
would be growing old in that 1980’s 
version of the Quarter
—@rockoclock2u (via Instagram)

[T]he article gets to the heart 
of the issue: City can’t/won’t 
enforce existing rules, so they 
propose a new set of rules that also 
won’t be enforced but will make 
sure everyone stays ticked off & 
screaming at one another & calling 
armed police for QOL issues.
—@panarmstrong (via Twitter)

Like so many of his South Louisiana compatriots, Bernard Pearce could 
command both stage and kitchen with equal mastery. Here is his recipe 
from the December 2013 entry in our “Last Supper” culinary series.

Tour Guide Turmoil

In last month’s feature, “Misguided: 
Tour Groups, Church, State, and 
the Battle for Historic Site Right-
of-Way” by Steven Melendez, we 
looked into a proposed ordinance that 
would cut the size of French Quarter 
walking tours in half and the history 
of conflicts between tour operators 
and Quarter residents. Some of our 
readers weighed in on social media:

[I]s there anything that the city 
isn’t fucking with? There’s literally 
no way to survive here. And since 
when do ppl who live in the Quarter 
complain about stuff like this? They 
live in the QUARTER. They forfeit 
their right to peace&quiet.
—@AmandaSuspended (via Twitter)

I know I only did tours for about six 
months, but 30 people is too many. 
You’re walking around with a whole 
classroom’s worth of people. The 
tour companies pay a flat fee if you 
tour 2 ppl or 30 (or if you’re gently 
forced to take more).
—@sweetbabette (via Twitter)

feedback@antigravitymagazine.com
correspondence sent to this email may 
be published or quoted in future issues.
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illustration by Artemesia Trapeze

by Taylor Balkissoon
WILD WAVES

TAURUS
Happy You season, Taurus! Thank 
you for your tenacity, sensuality, 
practicality, and general no-B.S. 
attitude. This month the sun will 
transit your 1st house, bringing with 
it a new sense of purpose and self-
awareness. Your ruling planet Venus 
will enter Aries on the 2nd, and you 
might be acting a bit more fiery than 
usual, which can be beneficial or 
cause conflict, depending on your 
attitude. The full moon in your 
sister sign Scorpio on the 16th will 
highlight lessons around reciprocity, 
intimacy, and trust; the way you 
carry this fiery Aries transit will 
affect whether these lessons are 
about building bonds or breaking 
them. Mercury will retrograde back 
into your sign on the 22nd, marking 
an opportunity to examine your 
communication with yourself.

ARIES
This month the sun will transit your 
2nd house, marking an excellent time 
to ground the ideas that most excited 
you last season. If you are feeling 
renewed as you enter your new 
astrological year, this is a good time to 
metaphorically (or literally!) tend to 
your garden. Though you may prefer 
to stay in Energizer Bunny mode, 
Taurus season is here to teach you to 
stay practically-minded in achieving 
your many goals for the next year. 
Both Venus and Mars will enter 
your sign this month on the 2nd and 
the 24th, respectively, heightening 
your relational perception and 
encouraging clarity about what 
and who you want to dedicate your 
energy towards.

GEMINI
Gemini energy and Taurus energy are 
about as different as it gets—Gemini 
embodies mutable air, and Taurus 
embodies fixed earth. Taurus season 
might feel a bit stifling initially, but 
there are great lessons to be learned 
about stability and persistence if 
you are willing to take them on. Your 
ruling planet Mercury will retrograde 
on the 10th, and you might be feeling a 
desire to retreat into yourself despite 
spring bringing so many opportunities 
to connect with others and learn new 
things. If you follow your intuition and 
focus on grounding, this season is a 
potent time to build material stability. 
Additionally, the sun will be transiting 
your 12th house, encouraging you to 
clear your subconscious and connect 
with your divinity.

CANCER
The sun will transit your 11th house 
this month, and you might be 
particularly focused on how you can 
provide support to your community 
without burning yourself out. 
Cancer energy can tend to be overly 
giving, and can even veer into 
codependency. By making Taurus-
like decisions that focus on personal 
stability and strong boundaries, 
you will experience outcomes 
that benefit your community and 
humanity in sustainable, healthy 
ways. The full moon in fellow 
water sign Scorpio on the 16th will 
highlight the lessons you’re meant 
to learn in this arena. Love yourself 
first and let others do the same.

LEO
Taurus season is bound to feel very 
dynamic for your already dynamic 
self, and as the sun transits your 10th 
house you are being encouraged to 
make the necessary moves in your 
career or passions to further ground 
them on the physical plane. The 
sun (your ruling celestial body) will 
square Saturn the same day as the 
full moon in Scorpio,  May 16th. This 
energy will hit everyone intensely, 
but might hit Leo placements 
strongest as you work through ego 
concerns, awareness of your public 
image, and your deeper, perhaps 

hidden emotional reactions to these 
facets of your life. If you are mindful 
of your communication and true to 
your word you will be energetically 
rewarded. If not, you might have to 
learn some harsh lessons.

VIRGO
This season’s Mercury retrograde  
on May 10th will affect you 
particularly strongly. Your ruling 
planet will spend the first half of the 
month transiting your 10th house, 
encouraging a focus on building 
stability in your career and public 
image through dedication and 
patience when communicating with 
others. Your naturally high-strung 
nature might feel particularly 
reactive during this transit, and 
learning when to speak your truth 
and when to hold your tongue will 
figure prominently in the growth 
you experience this month. Mercury 
will enter fellow earth sign Taurus 
on the 22nd, bringing a much more 
grounded energy to your interactions.

LIBRA
Libra and Taurus are both ruled 
by Venus, planet of receptive 
feminine energy and sensuality. 
Venus will enter your sister sign 
Aries on the 2nd, and you might feel 
particularly compelled to prioritize 
your individual needs (for once). 
Embracing this energy could be very 
rewarding if you can figure out how 
to wield it, particularly in regards to 
your partnerships and relationships. 
The sun’s movement into fellow 
air sign Gemini on the 20th will 
bring opportunities for intellectual 
pursuits, new friendships, and 
adventure. The new moon in Gemini 
on the 30th is an excellent time 
to set intentions for how you can 
show up most authentically and 
clear up (or clear away) harmful 
communication patterns.

SCORPIO
This season the sun will transit your 
7th house, asking you to examine 
interpersonal relationship patterns 
as well as your relationship to beauty 
itself. Taurus is your sister sign, 
meaning that there are large thematic 
overlaps between your patterns, 
lessons, and ego concerns, but that 
your modes of operation can seem in 
opposition to one another. Taurus’ 
grounded nature can teach insecure 
or overly self-protective Scorpio 
energy to be less concerned with the 
thoughts and actions of others, and 
Scorpio energy can teach Tauruses 
to give their emotions credence and 
attention when they might prefer to 
avoid them. The full moon in your sign 
on the 16th will highlight material and 
energetic discrepancies along this axis, 
and hopefully for you will result in a 
deeper understanding of self and of 
the material world as it is.

SAGITTARIUS
After what was surely an action-
packed Aries season, Taurus 
season is here to lovingly force 

you to examine your mental and 
physical health as a self-contained 
individual. When your ruling planet 
Jupiter enters fiery Aries on the 
10th you might feel invigorated 
and unstoppable, but this energy 
should perhaps be tempered with a 
healthy dose of practical self-care 
and realistic expectation setting. 
The sun’s movement into your sister 
sign, Gemini, and the new moon in 
Gemini on the 30th both represent 
an inclination towards free thought 
and unrestricted play time. This 
period has great potential for reward 
if you have used the first half of the 
month to ground your energy.

CAPRICORN
The sun will transit fellow earth 
sign Taurus this month in your 5th 
house of individual creativity, love, 
and passion. If you’ve been feeling 
a lack of romance in your life, or 
lackluster in general, this month is a 
good opportunity to ground yourself 
in your sensuality and affirm your 
own beauty and power in realms 
outside of the workplace. What 
would you pursue if you could be 
purely creative outside of societal 
expectations? Making time for these 
pursuits this month could lead you 
down interesting new paths.

AQUARIUS
This month might feel like two 
very distinct periods to your highly 
perceptive nature. Taurus is also a 
fixed sign that seeks stability and 
clarity, relying on what is knowable 
vs. what can be intuited. The sun 
will be transiting your 4th house 
though, which is a very intuitively 
inclined house that encourages 
loving more fully in ways that are not 
necessarily explicit. The full moon 
in fixed sign Scorpio on the 16th is an 
excellent time to examine the ways 
you do and don’t show up in your 
home and family life, and perhaps 
become more emotionally aware and 
adaptable in this arena.

PISCES
Mars will continue to transit your 
1st house for the majority of the 
month, highlighting issues around 
aggression, perseverance, and 
passion. You might find that these 
examinations are particularly 
related to communication and 
intellectual pursuits as the sun 
transits your 3rd house. Pisces 
is stereotypically one of the least 
aggressive signs, but this can take 
on a negative energy when Pisceans 
use their sweetness to manipulate 
things in their favor. Be honest with 
yourself when you feel upset with 
yourself or others, and this season 
will help you become a more honest 
communicator. The new moon in 
Gemini on the 30th is an excellent 
time to release toxic patterns in this 
arena and embrace methods of being 
that are more straightforward.

Happy Taurus season! If your Aries season was chaotic or over-stimulating, 
this month is a good time to literally and figuratively slow down to stop and 
smell the roses. Taurus energy is characterized by practicality, perseverance, 
and sensuality. Taurus’ ruling planet Venus will enter Aries on May 2nd, which 
might lead some of us to make impulsive decisions in regards to relationships, 
even if we are trying to learn Taurean lessons about patience and dedication. 
In addition, Mercury will retrograde May 10th, encouraging us to look inward 
before communicating our truths with others. Jupiter will enter Aries the same 
day, marking a potent time for us to embrace our independence and prioritize our 
self-knowing as a means of expansion. Taurus energy is much more inclined to 
trust itself than to trust others, and the full moon in Taurus’ sister sign of Scorpio 
on the 16th will center energetic exchanges around depth of understanding and 
healthy boundaries. Once we have processed these lessons in staying grounded, 
the sun’s movement into Gemini on the 20th will bring opportunities to feel free 
from obligation and dedicate our energy to exploration and play.
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ganja. OK, phew! Sorry for always 
being so long-winded and daftish. 
One way to eradicate fl ies in your 
home is with a mixture of apple 
cider vinegar and dish soap. Fill 
a jar half way with the vinegar 
and add a few drops of dish soap 
(I love Dawn for this). Cover the 
jar with plastic wrap, secure it to 
the jar with a rubber band, and 
poke some holes in the plastic 
wrap. The fl ies will be attracted 
to the sweet vinegar, go through 
the holes and get trapped by 
the viscous soap; they will then 
perish. Another idea is to invest 
in a Venus fl ytrap. Venus fl ytrap 
plants freak me out because they 
are carnivorous and that seems 
very wrong, but they eat fl ies and 
that’s so, so right. My favorite fl y 
remedy is lemon peels. I place 
lemon peels around my kitchen 
to repel ants, weevils, and also 
fl ies. All of these insects hate 
the smell of the acidic peels. 
However, I love the smell, so it’s a 
win-win situation. Good luck!

Isabel Ryan Theriot

TIPS FROM THERIOT

My favorite coff ee mug has 
coff ee stains on the inside. 
How do I remove them?
I drink a lot of coff ee, and I 
always drink it out of the same 
mug: my beautiful Sagittarius 
mug, ta da! Because this mug 
is fi lled with at least four cups 
of coff ee each morning, and 
even though I wash the hell 
out of it after fueling-up (I am 
after all, unfortunately, no joke, 
obsessive compulsive and need 
things to be perfectly clean at 
all times), it tends to develop a 
ring or two from time to time. 
My go-to remedy to remove 
the coff ee rings that I missed 
during my ritualistic 55 perfectly 
symmetrical scrubs (I’m 
kidding—but kind of not) is to fi ll 
my mug with half boiling water 
and half white vinegar. Let this 
mixture do its magic for three 
minutes. After pouring the water 
out of the mug, sprinkle some 
baking soda onto a scouring pad 
and lightly scrub the inside of the 
mug. This should do the trick!

My fancy spandex Mardi 
Gras costume smells like B.O. 
How can I clean it without 
messing it up?
Skunk in your spandex: P.U. 
(By the way, that term might 
derive from the 17th century 
“peugh,” which, according 
to Timothy Noah of the 
Backbencher website, “denotes 
an utterance of contempt or 
derision specifi cally about a 
foul smell.”) Somebody made it, 
that’s Mardi Gras shenanigans 
à la you (I’m a jackass). I know 
the drill: While you’re livin’ it up 
on Mardi Gras day in your haute 
couture déguisement, your 
apocrine glands are steadily 
releasing proteins and fats 
and attracting stinky bacteria. 
You sniff  the underarms of the 
costume the next day and get a 

nostril full of fonk. Well, there’s 
an easy way to snuff  the stank. 
You’ll need some aspirin and 
cream of tartar. Aspirin contains 
salicylic acid, which is great for 
removing sweat stains and B.O.
Cream of tartar, also known as 
potassium bitartrate, is acidic 
and neutralizes odor. Mix three 
white, non-coated aspirin pills 
in a cup of warm water. Now add 
a tablespoon of cream of tartar. 
Grab a soft-headed toothbrush 
and lightly scrub the costume pit 
area. Add a little bit more of the 
solution onto this area and let it 
sit for 20 minutes. After the 20 
minutes is up, carefully rinse the 
area. Hang the garment, pits-up, 
in the sun to dry. If the smell 
persists, make a thick paste of 
warm water and baking soda, 
slather this onto the axillary 
cavity area of the garment. Let 
this sit for an hour. Now you’ll 
use your hand to sweep off  the 
excess baking soda granules, and 
then rinse the area with warm 
water. Hang in the sun to dry.

I suddenly have tons of fl ies in 
my house. Why are they here 
and how do I get rid of them?
Oh God. I know, right?! There 
were four effi  ng fl ies inside of 
my house smacking my kitchen 
window this morning. As a 
matter of fact, I can hear a fl y 
buzzing around right now in 
this very room. If you read my 
column about rotting garbage 
and fl ies in the October ‘21 issue 
(and fl y larvae, a.k.a. maggots), 
you know that the disgust and 
disdain I have for fl ies is real real. 
But fl ies don’t only come out 
to nosh on rotting garbage. Oh 
no—they are attracted to over-
ripe fruit, alcohol, and even your 
breath. You know how fl ies love 
to annoyingly zoom around your 
face? Well, guess what? They are 
attracted to the carbon dioxide 

you emit. Carbon dioxide equals 
blood to them, and they want 
to feast on that. They also enjoy 
all of that sexy bacteria in your 
mouth and on your skin (not 
to mention that bacteria-laden 
dead skin that is constantly 
sloughing off  of you). Your body 
is a veritable buff et for a fl y, 
especially when you are dead. For 
when you are dead, you become 
an actual buff et for a fl y. This is 
not a joke. One more disgusting 
tidbit—fl ies shit every time they 
land on something. They have 
ultra-fast digestive tracts, so they 
have to go poo-poo constantly. 
They even poop on the things 
they eat. So yes, they truly shit 
where they eat. Disgusting. They 
are making a major appearance 
right now because they enjoy 
warmer seasons. Since insects are 
ectothermic or “cold-blooded,” 
their body temperatures depend 
on their external environment; 
they depend on warm weather 
for energy. They spend winter in 
diapause, a hibernation-like state 
of reduced metabolic activity. 
The few fl ies that I did see during 
the cooler months this year were 
exceedingly slow-moving and 
easy to kill. I even commented to 
my partner that the fl ies seemed 
like they had been smoking the 

Well, well, well, it’s May again, the time of year during which New 
Orleans weather is mostly glorious, but gives us sadistic little peeks of the 
sweltering summer heat and humidity that is about to envelope us in hellish 
hellishness. Some of my best friends (my dad included) just love these sultry 
May slaps. I feel they are weird masochists who might also get enjoyment 
from wrapping themselves in a wet comforter and then hanging out in 
a sauna. It is thought that May got its name from Maia, the goddess of 
growth. This totes makes sense to me, as plants grow like crazy around here 
in May. Amongst the plants having a growth rave right now is May’s birth 
flower, Lily of the valley; it grows quite well in New Orleans’ often balmy 
conditions. So while the lucky ducks in the southern hemisphere are enjoying 
fall, let’s bask in the remaining coolish weather that pops up here and there 
in May, because it’s about to get unrelentingly HOT. Anyway, below I’ve 
answered some of your cleaning questions. Enjoy!

While you’re livin’ it up on Mardi Gras day 
in your haute couture déguisement, your 
apocrine glands are steadily releasing proteins 
and fats and attracting stinky bacteria. You 
sniff the underarms of the costume the next 
day and get a nostril full of fonk. Well, there’s 
an easy way to snuff the stank.

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

illustrations by Ben Claassen III | @dirtfarm
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people the genital type herpes 
with their mouths, and vice 
versa.  So like, we just need to 
cool it about freaking out about 
herpes, alright?

I appreciate your passion, 
really I do. But what does any 
of it have to do with you? Or, 
rather, using you?
Yeah, so. I’m a balm. A lemony 
balm. A balm, according to the 
Oxford, is “a fragrant ointment 
or preparation used to soothe 
or heal the skin.” And I am so 
named, for so I do. I don’t need 
the science for proof, as I am 
the pudding that’s been rubbed 
on face after face after genital 
after genital. Still, the science 
is out there for both HSV-1 and 
HSV-2. I make herpes sores go 
away (and just to be clear, I do 
not cure HSV). It’s totally no big 
deal, having herpes. But when it 
hits wrong, I’m here to soothe it 
away, baby.

Totally. Soothe on. Speaking 
of soothing things away, I 
hear you keep mosquitoes at 
bay as well?
That is a thing I do. I don’t really 
know so much why I’m so good at 
easing away herpes sores, but the 
mosquitoes, man, I’m like, just so 
full of citronella, and they hate 
that shit. Me in the garden though, 
just sitting around, it doesn’t do so 
much. You’ve got to crush me up 
to release the citronella oils from 
my inner core, and rub it on you, 
or just release the oils in general. 
It’s not tricky, but you’ve got to 
put a little bit of work in. Or I’ve 
got to put a little bit of work in. Or 
we have to work together just a 
little bit.

Well, thanks for working 
together with me to reveal 
more of yourself to your ever-
curious fans. Where can they 
fi nd you working your subtle 
magic in the future?
Anywhere, man. In the cold of 
winter, in the heat of summer, 
under sun or shade, in a 
kitchen window or a compacted 
forgotten garden bed in a charter 
school playground planted by 
the non-profi t volunteers of 
yesteryear. I’m there and I’m 
everywhere in between, so long 
as somebody’s put me there.

Ian Willson | @hotplantsnola
DIRT NERD

illustrations by Rachel Speck | @tropicalgothprints

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

happy to stay in my lane and 
don’t need more than a foot or 
two to thrive. And thrive I do, 
baby: I tend to put out healthy 
new waves of bushy leaves in 
my undergrowth every month 
or two, over and over again, 
until the dirt claims me. Cut me 
up and use me to your heart’s 
content. I live to please until I 
live no more, you dig?

And what, exactly, can we use 
you for?
Oh wow. That’s a big question. 
Yeah. Lots of stuff, man. Lots 
of stuff.

What, like food?
Sure, yeah. Food. Not really, 
though. I’m pretty potent, to be 
honest. Too much for a lot of 
palates. Hard to hold onto, bad 
to the bone, too hot to handle, 
too sour to suck on. But if you’ve 
got the stones for it, I’m great 
for seasoning fi sh, adding kick 
to a salad, making vinaigrettes. 
But really, I thrive as a tea for 
healing. I’m a healer.

Tell me more about that.
I make people feel better. You 

I’ve known you a long time 
now, not like best friends
known you, but known 
you enough to be a sort of 
intermediary for your fame. 
You are here talking to me, 
after all. You’re a popular 
one! But so enigmatic too. I 
feel like when people fi nd out 
that I’ve been around you, the 
questions just start rolling 
out. What are your feelings 
on this mystique that seems 
to surround you?
I’m just a regular plant, man. I 
grow and die like everything else 
in this world. And in between, 
I’m just trying to survive, 
and maybe if I’m lucky, be 
remembered for a little while 
when I’m done surviving. Does 
that make sense?

Sure. Seems pretty universal. 
Just the general condition of 
being. But you stand out, you 
pull people in. We don’t all 
do that.
Well, I do smell pretty good. 
So there’s that. But plenty of 
plants do that. You walk by a 
plant, maybe brush its leaves 
by accident, and then its scent 
catches your nose and you stop, 
turn around, realize you’ve 
just come across something 
you don’t smell every day. 
Sometimes people mistake 
an interaction like that for 
love, or infatuation at least. 
I’m telling you, though, it’s 
just part of the experience of 
being alive. And I’m not here to 
make the experience of living 
a  memorable one, I’m just here 
to live. But if I stand out, well, I 

don’t mind making the world a 
better place.

That smell. Could you talk 
more about that?
Sure. I smell like lemon. So, 
lemon balm.

Maybe you could give us just 
a little more? A peek behind 
the curtain, as it were?
Yeah yeah, I dig it. Dismantling 
the mystique, putting the money 
I don’t have where the mouth 
I don’t have is. Sure, man. I’m 
just carbon, hydrogen, and 
oxygen, like every other plant. 
OK, and chlorophyll, and lots of 

Far from a staple in the garden, but certainly not an unfamiliar name to even the 
most casual gardener, I myself have been acquainted with the somewhat elusive 
lemon balm for years. Despite our casual relationship, like so many out there, I 
have longed to know more about this low-key star of the herb scene. Their potency 
is unmatched and the prolifi c expanse of their capabilities far outshines my 
brightest expectations for what this herb really can do. Who knew?

other inorganic elements and 
compounds. But yeah, OK, it’s 
true: I’ve got citral, citronellal, 
geraniol, and linalool pulsing 
through my veins, working 
together to make me smell like 
the freshest organic lemon-
scented cleaner you’ve ever had 
the pleasure of spraying on your 
kitchen countertop.

What are those words?
My bad. Those are, scientifi cally 
speaking, phytochemicals. I 
don’t really know what that 
means. But I do know they 
smell like lemon, lemon, roses, 
and lavender, respectively. 
And so I’m pretty much two 
parts lemon, one part rose hip, 
one part lavender. Plus mint. 
Because that’s my family. The 
mint family.

I have noticed that you’ve got 
some pretty minty looks.
It’s true. The bunching habit, the 
oval toothy leaves, the square 
stems, it all screams mint. I’m 
cool with that; I don’t need to 
hide my heritage. I don’t have 
the same invasive properties 
as most of my kin, though. I’m 

ever heard of Sleepytime tea? 
Yeah, I’m not in that, but I 
do the same stuff . I make you 
sleep better, reduce stress and 
anxiety, improve appetite and 
indigestion. But really, my 
passion? Herpes.

Your passion is herpes?
Woah, man. Don’t say it like 
that. Like as if there was 
something wrong with that. 
Herpes is cool, OK? I make 
it even more cool, but hey. If 
someone’s passion were herpes, 
that would be totally fi ne. 
Because guess what? Passion 
breeds herpes. And if we don’t 
have passion in our lives, what 
are we even living for? You dig?

I don’t know if I dig.
Look. The stats say it all, man. 
About 67% of the worldwide 
population has herpes simplex 1 
(HSV-1), the mouth-type herpes, 
which absolutely is exactly 
what cold sores are. And 13% 
of the human world has herpes 
simplex 2 (HSV-2), the genital 
type herpes. Heck, that’s just the 
ones we know about. And the 
mouth herpes people can give 

MY PASSION IS HERPES

A Q&A WITH LEMON BALM

“The bunching habit, the oval toothy leaves, 
the square stems, it all screams mint. I’m cool 
with that; I don’t need to hide my heritage.”



13  *  ANTIGRAVITY  *  MAY 2022



14  *  ANTIGRAVITY  *  MAY 2022

RAISING LOUISIANA sleepless mania, and the kind of 
excessive love and appreciation 
you spew while on molly. The 
thought of leaving bed, or 
leaving the immediate radius of 
each other or the baby, felt both 
implausible and inhumane. So 
did the thought of sex.

Though it is highly evocative to 
bathe in a cocktail of hormones 
and phermones in a damp 
bedroom cave, the thought of 
sex itself—of touching myself or 
my partner in any way beyond 
the realm of the tender and 
tentative—seemed completely 
grotesque. My vagina felt like a 
gaping cavernous hole someone 
could get lost in, hot and mean 
as a tar pit swallowing bones. 
I didn’t want anyone to go 
near it, sure as I was that they 
would get swallowed. The 
femme mantle I had donned 
with such power and clarity 
during pregnancy felt heavy and 
animalistic postpartum. I was a 
different beast.

bed, five days on the bed, and five 
days around the bed. I wanted to 
heal slowly and intentionally. I 
felt I owed healing not just to my 
postpartum body, but also to my 
younger self who did not think 
they deserved rest, forgiveness, 
or support. What I envisioned 
was a serene cocoon of candles 
and warmth, but the reality was 
worlds away.

Steph Visco (they/them) is a writer of journals, love notes, and weird little 
lists who lives in Gentilly. Steph is lucky enough to have their dream job as 
birth worker, development coordinator, and member-owner with Birthmark 
Doula Collective (the only worker-owned doula cooperative in Louisiana). 
Their work includes birth justice advocacy and disrupting the barriers that 
prevent people from birthing and parenting safely and joyfully. Steph spends 
most of their free time looking for cool rocks and bugs with their three-year-
old, Max, drinking coffee and gossiping with their partner, Scott, and sitting 
by the river with a bunch of delightful humans who make up their expansive 
family of sisters, aunts, neighbors, and friends, without whom parenting 
would be a lot less possible.

by Steph Visco

Part I: Postpartum is Forever

For Mother’s Day during my 
pregnancy, my partner gifted 
me with a Hitachi Magic Wand. 
I was still in my cursed first 
trimester, and the only break 
I could find amidst bouts of 
intense nausea and depression 
was in fits of afternoon self-
pleasure. The wand was a nod 
to this practice, and my partner 
Scott’s way of affirming an 
important part of myself I feared 
losing to motherhood. The 
wand became a trusted friend 
during my increasingly horny 
pregnancy. Each time I came, I 
could briefly see through the fog 
of hormones and re-emerging 
PTSD symptoms and feel, for a 
few sweet moments, grounded. 
There was an element of 
desperation to those afternoons; 
I was clinging to a version of my 
sexuality I had long outgrown, 
based more on being perceived 
as sexy than actually knowing 
what turned me on. Giving birth 
would transform this stunted 
understanding, but first, there 
would have to be a swailing.

In the days that followed Max’s 
birth, I was stuck in the swamp 
of my bed. My original plan 
was to honor the tradition of 
lying in and follow the advice I 
have long offered to my doula 
clients—spend five days in the 

My body was limp and drained 
from the gargantuan effort of 
labor and the hemorrhage that 
immediately followed delivery 
of my placenta. I could barely 
sit up, let alone hold my baby for 
the first 48 hours, so Scott was 
suddenly tasked with not only 
changing diapers for our infant, 
but also helping me straddle 
to pee on a rotating pile of 
absorbent pads, akin to the type 
used for house training puppies. 
Our mattress was soaked in 
blood and piss, our skin sticky 
with milk and sweat. It was gross, 
bawdy, and overstimulating, 
but I can’t deny that there were 
moments of titillation.

The high of the immediate 
postpartum period can feel 
similar to taking psychedelics 
(and in fact, if you want to go 
deeper here, there is research 
suggesting that DMT is released 
by the pineal gland during 
birth). Scott and I, awed by our 
sudden charge with the care of 
a whole extra human, vacillated 
between stoney-eyed wonder, 

With all my layers peeled back 
and a baby in my arms, my 
scabbed nipples out and my 
coffee always cold, I told myself 
with certainty, like a meditation 
to soothe my overwhelm, that I 
would likely never come again. 
And staring at the beauty of my 
baby, I was pretty OK with that.

Though there was no sex to 
be had, there was constant 
contact. Max not only nursed, 
but they grabbed my hair, slept 
on my body, and tried to suck 
on my face. If they had one 
of my nipples in their mouth, 
the other was being tweaked 
mercilessly by their fingers. 
My chest was covered in tiny 
scratches from their seashell 
fingernails, which I was too 
afraid to trim. During feedings, 
there were pleasurable crests 
that would rise in my chest and 
catch in my throat, and I would 
choke, afraid of what it could 
mean to be reminded of sex in 
these moments. It is a shame 
that this phenomenon is not 
addressed openly in preparation 

for parenthood. To be caught 
off guard and unprepared could 
easily shame a parent into 
pushing their baby away. There 
were many times I did, disgusted 
and afraid.

By each day’s end, I was 
all touched out. It was 
overwhelming to be needed in 
this way, to be faced with a flood 
of emotions at each let down, 
and it left me with no capacity 
for touching or talking to anyone 
else. I recounted this feeling 
to a friend over coffee on one 
of my first ventures back into 
the world, and she affirmed 
everything I felt: “I thought 
it was my wet dream to have 
someone suck my titties all day, 
until it finally happened!” It was 
so gratifying to hear someone 
vocalize this mercurial area 
of parenting, humorously and 
without shame.

This is not to say I carried on in 
stride. The touching unearthed 
plenty of fear and anger for me. 
My chest had always been the 
harbinger of unwanted attention, 
and suddenly someone’s 
world began and ended there. 
Max’s need for sustenance and 
connection could not have been 
farther from the predatory 
groping or leering glances that 
lived on in my memory, but their 
tugging would trick my body, 
and I felt embarrassment and 
revulsion at the wires getting 
crossed in my brain.

In addition to these memories 
were gnarly intrusive thoughts 
that caught me off guard and 
knocked me out cold. This is 
a common pattern that can 
emerge with the hormonal 
shifts that occur postpartum, 
and are more likely if you have 
a history of PTSD, OCD, or 
anxiety. Intrusive thoughts 
are any nagging macabre 
image that pops into your head 
unprompted; they can be sexual, 
violent, or gruesome in natue. 
Because shame is the bedrock 
of our society, no one prepares 
parents for this onslaught, and 
it remains up to each individual 
to cope, to wonder fearfully if 
they are actually evil. Three 
years later, the visions haven’t 
left me, and the more I recall 
them to other parents, the more 
I realize how common it is to 
walk around the world with our 
babies in our arms while our 

cont’d on pg. 49

SEXY, SEXY PARENTHOOD

With all my layers peeled back and a 
baby in my arms, my scabbed nipples 
out and my coffee always cold, I told 
myself with certainty, like a meditation 
to soothe my overwhelm, that I would 
likely never come again.
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against many businesses being able 
to have a cover charge, as they assert 
that it will allow them to become 
de facto “nightclubs.” In reality, 
restricting cover charges doesn’t 
change a business model, but rather 
removes a potential revenue stream 
from musicians and performers. 
In an effort to restrict business 
activity, the City and neighborhood 
associations are instead hurting 
musicians and artists.

While there has been a significant 
amount of back-and-forth in the 
media about the situation, who 
the “bad actors” are, and who is at 
fault, the reality is that the blame 
for this situation lies squarely on 
the shoulders of the City of New 
Orleans. It’s reasonable to assume 
that there are instances where the 
Royal Frenchmen may have pushed 
the envelope a little too far around 
issues of sound in shared space, 
just as it’s reasonable to assume 
that some complaints are overly 
hyperbolic and misrepresent the 
situation. Rather than stepping in, 
helping mediate, and working to 
reach a reasonable compromise that 
addresses the needs of musicians 
and concerns of residents, the city 
administration took a draconian, 
zero sum approach, putting a 
local small business in jeopardy, 
damaging the income of musicians 
and staff, shuttering a popular 
creative and cultural space, and 
causing growing strife within the 
community. A reasonable path 
forward would allow the Royal 
Frenchmen access to the permits 
necessary to hold previously 
scheduled events to stabilize the 
business and allow them to charge 
a cover if and when they choose, in 
order to provide additional income 
for musicians. The possibility for 
additional outdoor events could 
then be explored in good faith 
between the business owners, 
neighborhood representatives, 
and city officials. The solutions are 
reachable if the City of New Orleans 
wants to find them. Do they?
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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.

L-R: Smith, Gowdy

On March 22, the Royal Frenchmen 
Hotel and Bar posted that they were 
closed indefinitely “due to an attack 
on live music and events” at the 
venue. The business, as the name 
suggests, is located on the corner of 
Frenchmen and Royal, across the 
street from Washington Square Park 
and just outside the Frenchmen 
Street “Arts and Culture Overlay 
District,” which encourages live 
music and other nighttime uses. 
Opened as a boutique hotel with a 
cocktail lounge in 2015, the Royal 
Frenchmen began hosting live 
entertainment in the front corner of 
the bar, which eventually expanded 
into the adjoining lobby. When the 
pandemic hit in early 2020, the 
Royal Frenchmen was one of the 
first businesses to start hosting 
regular outdoor performances using 
what they thought was approval 
granted under special permissions 
created by the mayor’s COVID 
emergency order. Utilizing their 
central courtyard as an outdoor 
venue, these shows provided income 
to musicians, a musical-incubation 
space, and an economic lifeline for 
the business. In between waves of 
variants, the indoor space developed 
as well, becoming a popular 
and needed collaborative and 
improvisational space for some of 
the city’s most celebrated musicians. 
So what happened? Why did the 
music stop? What was the attack?

Unfortunately, there is no simple 
answer. At the center of the 
problem, as is often the case, is 
the Department of Safety and 
Permits, where decisions about 
live music—outdoor live music in 
particular—are often made with a 
lack of transparency, are sometimes 
arbitrary, and can cite incorrect 
information (though it’s hard to say 
if staff members are unclear about 
the laws and policies governing 
live music or are deliberately 
misrepresenting them). Regular 
readers of this column know 
we have written about issues 
surrounding outdoor live music 
several times previously—we won’t 
recap it here yet again—but in this 
case, the most important thing to 
know is that Safety and Permits 

made an internal determination 
as long ago as 2017 that businesses 
could not host outdoor live music 
without a special event permit 
but never informed the public 
of that fact (the City Planning 
Commission and City Council were 
not even aware of this decision 
until two years later, when we 
brought it to light). When the City 
of New Orleans created temporary 
special event permits that allowed 
businesses to host outdoor live 
music for up to six months during 
the pandemic, the process was 
somewhat arbitrary and similarly 
opaque. The procedure to apply 
would sometimes shift and it was 
often unclear who was granting 
approvals, what the reasoning 
was, and how permits could be 
rescinded. For some businesses, 

June 2021, the complaints from 
FMIA and at least one neighbor 
had reached then Councilmember 
Kristin Palmer, Department of 
Safety and Permits head Tammie 
Jackson, former Director of the 
Office of Business and External 
Services Peter Bowen, and the 
mayor. Emails show that on June 22, 
2021, Jackson, under pressure from 
Bowen, made a decision that the 
Royal Frenchmen must immediately 
cease hosting all outdoor live music 
and events, and dictated that “due 
to a history of complaints and 
proximity to residential housing” 
the business would not be allowed 
special event permits for ANY 
outdoor live music or entertainment 
again—with no recourse to appeal 
the decision and a threat to lose 
their alcoholic beverage license or 

this created a bureaucratic trap. 
The Royal Frenchmen is one of 
these businesses.

In the summer of 2021, the Royal 
Frenchmen was hosting outdoor 
performances regularly and had 
proven to be a popular gathering 
spot. Not surprisingly, there were 
complaints from at least one 
neighbor as well as vociferous 
objection from the Faubourg 
Marigny Improvement Association 
(FMIA), which repeatedly called 
attention to a statement made in 
a letter from the hotel’s architect 
in 2014 that the bar “would not be 
set up for live entertainment” as a 
reason to stop the music (however, 
the hotel’s current zoning allows live 
music and there are no provisions 
prohibiting it). It’s unclear exactly 
how many people complained and 
for how long, but we do know two 
things: that the FMIA has opposed 
live music at the Royal Frenchmen 
since before it opened; and that by 

other permits if they did not comply. 
For a business already in financial 
crisis due to the pandemic, this 
decision is financially catastrophic, 
as weddings and other events, 
booked prior to the pandemic and 
currently being rescheduled as 
the city opens back up, will need 
to have their deposits refunded 
as they can no longer proceed. At 
MaCCNO, we are unaware of any 
other business that has had its 
ability to hold ANY outdoor live 
music and performances revoked 
in perpetuity. The treatment of 
the Royal Frenchmen seems to be 
uniquely harsh.

So, what about indoor music? 
Technically, the Royal Frenchmen—
despite the protests of the FMIA—
can continue to host indoor music. 
The catch, however, is that their 
permit does not allow them to charge 
a cover. This is a common problem 
and a frustrating one. For years, 
neighborhood groups have lobbied 

This space is provided to MaCCNO as a community 
service and does not necessarily reflect the opinions 
or editorial policies of ANTIGRAVITY.

A Royal (Frenchmen) Mess

Rather than stepping in, helping mediate, and working 
to reach a reasonable compromise that addresses the 
needs of musicians and concerns of residents, the city 
administration took a draconian, zero sum approach, 
putting a local small business in jeopardy, damaging 
the income of musicians and staff, shuttering a 
popular creative and cultural space, and causing 
growing strife within the community. 



17  *  ANTIGRAVITY  *  MAY 2022



18  *  ANTIGRAVITY  *  MAY 2022

Nearly a year and a half 
after a shipping container 
carrying 55-pound bags of pre-
production plastic pellets fell off 
the container ship CMA CGM 
Bianca into the Mississippi 
River, Louisiana’s beaches and 
riverbanks are still littered with 
them. There haven’t been any 
significant cleanup efforts from 
state or federal agencies, and 
scientists say there isn’t enough 
being done to prevent future 
spills from occurring.

Walking along the overcast, 
windy beach of Elmer’s Island 
at the sole of Louisiana’s boot, 
it took less than two minutes of 
searching for Dr. Mark Benfield 
and his assistant, Madeline Fryer, 
to find what they were looking 
for. “Yep,” Benfield said, pointing 
to the ground. “Nurdle.”

Benfield is a professor of 
oceanography at LSU and a 
plastic pollution expert. In his 
palm was a small plastic bead 
he’d plucked from the sand. After 
a few more minutes walking 
along the water line, Benfield was 
holding several nurdles. “These 
all look fairly similar, so they’re 
all probably from the same spill,” 
Benfield said.

Nurdles are produced in large 
batches and like snowflakes, 
no two batches are exactly the 
same. On August 2, 2020, the 

CMA CGM Bianca, an enormous 
container ship, broke free from 
its moorings at the Napoleon 
Avenue Wharf during a storm, 
and a container filled with 
Dow Chemical polyethylene 
nurdles fell into the river. The 
plastic pellets broke out of their 
55-pound sacks and floated 
down the river, depositing along 
banks and beaches and making 
their way out into the Gulf of 
Mexico, and eventually the 
beaches of Elmer’s Island.

The little pellets were 
lightweight and a little dirty. 
Though they may seem 
harmless, nurdles are insidious 
little pieces of plastics, known as 
microplastics, that wreak havoc 
on the environment—especially 
marine life.

Benfield knows these nurdles all 
too well—he was in New Orleans 
right after the Bianca spill almost 
a year and a half ago. He called the 
incident a “nurdle apocalypse” 
and described beaches covered in 
white pellets looking like snow. 
“These look like Bianca nurdles,” 
he said, studying the dingy beads 
he held in his hand. “Bianca 
nurdles are cylindrical. They’re 
concave on one end, convex on 
the other, and slightly flared at 
the base.” But Benfield and Fryer 
soon found other nurdles that 
must have come from different, 
unknown sources or spills.

Nurdles are what’s known 
as a “primary microplastic” 
pollutant, meaning it’s one of the 
main sources of microplastics 
found in the ocean. The reason 
there are so many nurdles in the 
world’s oceans and waterways is 
because they’re the most widely 
used form of plastic. In 2017, the 
world consumed more than 257 
million tons of nurdles, putting 
them well ahead of synthetic 
textiles at around 42 million 
tons, and tires at just over 6 
million tons.

Nurdles are in pretty much 
everything. Any plastic item, 
from water bottles and car parts 
to Mardi Gras beads, starts its life 
as a nurdle. The pre-production 
pellets (as they’re called in the 
industry) are made at plastics 
plants and transported to 
manufacturers where they’re 
melted down and used to create 
plastic products. Nurdles aren’t 
intentionally disposed of, so every 
single nurdle that gets into the 
environment gets there as a result 
of a spill or an accident during 
production, transport, or use.

Scientists first noticed plastic 
pollution in the ocean back in 
the late 1960s when they were 
fishing for plankton to study, 
and their equipment became 
entangled in plastics. Since 
then, the debris has only gotten 
worse. One of the most famous 
examples is the Great Pacific 
Garbage Patch, a collection 
of marine debris floating in 
the North Pacific Ocean. Also 
known as the Pacific trash 
vortex, it’s currently grown to 
encompass more than 620,000 
square miles—that’s twice the 
size of Texas, three times the 
size of France.

Aside from literally adding 
to the problem as a form of 
plastic pollution themselves, 
nurdles have properties which 
compound their detrimental 
effects on the oceans. They act 
as “toxic sponges” that soak 
up chemicals and pollutants in 
the water. “Organic pollutants, 
aromatic hydrocarbons, PAHs, 
pesticides, herbicides, they’ll 
build up on the surface over 
time,” Benfield said. “And then 
some little animal that eats it 
is then going to get all of those 
chemicals as well as the plastic 
when they ingest it. And in the 
acid of their digestive system, 
the chemicals that come off, 
they’ll absorb them.”

Benfield said that many of those 
toxic chemicals are known as 
endocrine disruptors, meaning 
they can affect the way an animal 
grows and develops, leading to 
abnormalities and health issues. 
Additionally, when a bigger 
animal eats a smaller one that’s 
loaded with chemical pollutants, 
it absorbs them as well, a process 
known as bioaccumulation. So 
those toxins can work their way 
up the food chain, eventually 
making their way to human 
consumption.

The impacts of nurdles on 
wildlife isn’t new information 
either. In a 1992 report 
titled “Plastic Pellets in the 
Aquatic Environment,” the 
Environmental Protection 
Agency (EPA) listed about 80 
species of shorebirds that were 
known at the time to be eating 
nurdles, as well as sea turtles, 
fish, and potentially baleen 
whales. That’s in addition to 
“secondary ingestion” which 
happens when a seabird or fish 
eats another bird or fish that had 
ingested plastic pellets.

“When animals eat these pellets, 
it can clog their intestinal tract,” 
said Jace Tunnell, reserve director 
at the University of Texas Marine 
Science Institute. Tunnell said 
consuming nurdles can make 
animals feel full and eventually 
cause them to starve to death. The 
1992 EPA report contains images 
of the intestinal tracts of sea birds 
that had eaten about a dozen 
pellets and died as a result.

“Since that 1992 study, there 
have been many other studies 
that have looked at the 
chemicals that can be absorbed 
onto the outer surface of the 
pellets,” Tunnell said. “These are 
chemicals out in the waterways. 
Things like PCBs that are in 
light fixtures, and DDT, which is 
banned in the U.S. but still being 
used in other places.”

Tunnell became interested in 
tracking nurdles after a major 
spill at Corpus Christi, Texas 
in September of 2018. “I was 
at the beach and I looked at 
the high tide line, and there 
were all these solid pellets,” 
Tunnell said. “So I posted about 
it on Facebook, and somebody 
said that I needed to call the 
Coast Guard. So that’s what I 
did, and they put me in touch 
with the Texas Commission on 
Environmental Quality.”

by Drew Hawkins photos Julie Dermansky

TINY TERRORS
Nurdle spills are coating Louisiana 
(and the world’s) shorelines
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Tunnell said the TCEQ came 
out to the beach to see the spill 
and take samples. Eventually, 
they decided that they couldn’t 
clean up the plastic pellets 
and they didn’t know where 
they came from because there 
wasn’t any system to monitor 
nurdle spills and the state 
didn’t have any manpower 
they could dedicate to it. So 
Tunnell decided to start his own 
group dedicated to cleaning 
up and tracking nurdles. “For 
us to communicate, I created a 
Facebook page called ‘Nurdle 
Patrol,’ and we were supposed to 
post once a month about what 
we were finding,” Tunnell said.

The Nurdle Patrol group 
devised a simple way to 
survey a beach: set a timer for 
10 minutes, collect as many 
nurdles as you can, and then 
count them. That simple survey 
can give a rough estimate of 
how many nurdles are on a 
certain beach and help identify 
where nurdles are in high 
concentrations. But more 
importantly, it allows anyone 
to become a citizen scientist 
and help monitor and track 
nurdles without any specialized 
equipment or training. All you 
need is 10 minutes and a bag.

The idea quickly took off. 
“Within that first month, I 
figured out real quick that 
we’re gonna have to create 
a website and some way for 
people to put data in because 
I was getting like 500 emails 
from people going out doing 
these 10-minute surveys,” 
Tunnell said. The Nurdle 
Patrol website offers training 
videos and provides free 
collection kits. There’s also a 
form used to input collection 
data, which then appears on a 
map along with other surveys 
conducted by people all over 
the world. “We’ve had over 
12,000 surveys that have been 
done in 18 different countries.”

Nurdle Patrol was also used 
after the Bianca spill. Almost 
three weeks after the incident, 
the shipping company that lost 
the container of nurdles hired 
a company to start cleaning up. 
They used leaf blowers to group 
nurdles together and then scoop 
them up. But they only cleaned 
up a small fraction of the 
nurdles, and their leaf blowers 
pushed some of the plastic 
pellets back out into the river.

The Coast Guard pointed 
to Louisiana’s Department 
of Environmental Quality, 
and the DEQ dragged their 
feet on determining who was 
responsible for the cleanup 
effort. Ultimately, no party was 
charged with cleaning up the 
plastic pellets, in large part 
because they are not classified 
as “hazardous material,” like oil 
or chemical waste, under the 
Clean Water Act.

When it became clear that 
nobody was going to clean up 
the nurdles, local residents 
took the matter into their own 
hands—literally. “I was just 
walking along the batture, and 
I saw the nurdles. You could 
just see mountains of them 
at the waterline and it just 
felt really defeating, because 
you’re like ‘how can anyone 
clean this up?’” said Serena 
Thompson, a resident of Algiers 
Point in New Orleans. “Then 
I learned that the only efforts 
were community efforts, so just 
small groups of people getting 
together in their off time to 
clean up this huge industrial 
spill. And I live right by it, so I 
got some friends together, and 
we started cleaning.”

Thompson and others used 
brooms, dustpans, sieves, and 
colanders they brought from 
their own kitchens and closets 
to collect and bag up nurdles on 
beaches and banks around New 
Orleans. They created a Facebook 

group called GNO Plastic Pellet 
Clean Up Crew and members 
would post times and locations to 
meet up, as well as ask for supplies 
in their cleanup efforts. People 
brought beer, food, and even their 
children to help pick up nurdles. 
They also counted them and input 
the data into Nurdle Patrol to help 
monitor and track them.

Bishop said that it’s 
embarrassing to the city and 
state when residents are forced 
to use their own time and 
household items to clean up 
industrial pollution—something 
they should be doing—and is 
itself a form of protest. She said 
nurdle spills are different from 
other “human pollution” that 

While it may be impossible to 
pick up every single nurdle, each 
one picked up is one taken out 
of the environment. Organizers 
say that when people dedicate 
their free time to pick up plastic 
pellets covering beaches, it 
brings attention to the problem. 
“I’ve been doing a lot of climate 
organizing over the past year,” 
said Quinn Bishop, an activist 
who helped clean up nurdles and 
was an organizer with Sunrise 
Movement, a youth movement 
that seeks to stop climate 
change. “I think back to the 
cleanup efforts with the nurdles 
as one of the most effective 
things that I did, and I’ve done 
things like ride a canoe onto Joe 
Manchin’s yacht dock, and other 
forms of protest that we’ve been 
told are effective.”

individual people can create, like 
littering. “This was companies, 
it was people with names, it 
was our government’s inaction 
because they’re being paid by 
those same people,” Bishop 
said. “I think when we say, 
‘humans are doing this,’ it kind 
of erases that. There’s a whole 
system that’s present, and can be 
critiqued really directly.”

Because nurdles are not 
classified as “hazardous 
material” despite the damage 
that experts say they cause to 
the environment and wildlife, 
and because of the convoluted 
hierarchy of manufacturers, 
shippers, and state and federal 
environmental agencies, it’s 
difficult to assign blame when 
a spill occurs. In the case of the 

Cleanup workers collect nurdles along the shore of the Mississippi River in the immediate aftermath of the Bianca spill in 2020

“I would be all for nurdles being considered 
hazardous material because that would 
change the way they’re transported... How 
they’re shipped, how they’re bagged up, how 
they’re disposed of—everything about the 
way these things are handled would change.”



sufficiently high to make it 
more costly to spill them than 
not, then we won’t see much 
change,” Benfield said.

But it would require a 
serious effort from the 
federal government to force 
companies to provide samples 
to labs for analysis, something 
it hasn’t been willing to 
do. “I think that’s one of 
the worst myths of the U.S. 
government,” Bishop said. 
“They play the victim when it 
comes to corporations when 
they are the ones who regulate 
them. They’re the ones who 
set up the system to allow 
these corporations to do what 
they’re doing.”

Bishop said that until there are 
tighter regulations and funding 
for mitigation efforts, it’s up 
to individual people to clean 
up nurdles and bring more 
attention to the problem. She 
said she lives by an old Southern 
phrase: I didn’t start it, but I’ll 
finish it. “The fact is I saw this 
on the internet and I just did it 
as a person,” Bishop said. “My 
presence out there wasn’t just 
me with a strainer and a broom, 
cleaning up some nurdles. It was 
also everyone in my community 
watching me do that.”

In the end, the nurdles that are 
in the world’s oceans and along 
its beaches and riverbanks 
will be there forever, soaking 
up more and more industrial 
chemicals, growing more toxic 
over time. There isn’t a way to 
scan a beach and find each and 
every nurdle—there’s no “magic 
magnet” that can attract plastic 
pellets, as Benfield put it. And 
it’s impossible for individuals to 
collect every single one of them 
by hand. They’re just too small 
and there are too many of them.

Generations of children playing 
on beaches and along river 
banks all across the world will 
find the little plastic pellets. 
Scientists say that’s why it’s 
so crucial that we take steps 
now to prevent future spills. 
“We need to be looking at the 
next generation of stewards 
that are growing up, you know, 
the kids. These nurdles are 
going to be around even when 
their grandkids are around,” 
Tunnell said. “We know there’s 
a problem now. We need to fix 
it so that we’re not pushing this 
off on the next generation.”
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Bianca spill, nurdles are still 
all over the banks and beaches 
of the Mississippi River from 
New Orleans down to the Gulf 
of Mexico, but neither Dow 
Chemical nor the shipping 
company were ever penalized 
for it.

a dozen nurdles in it. “And you 
know, it bothers me that this is 
something from Louisiana. This 
shouldn’t be here. None of this 
plastic should be here.”

Scientists and activists say 
that there are real steps that 

Tunnell and Benfield also 
believe there should be tighter 
federal regulations, and 
Benfield would like to create 
a database of nurdles that 
would require manufacturers 
to submit samples that they 
produce. Scientists could 
then use a spectrometer to 
analyze samples of nurdles 
for their “spectral signature 
fingerprint,” which would tell 
them exactly what they’re 
made of, but more importantly, 
where they were made. “Every 
nurdle is a little bit different 
but there’ll be the same from 
certain sources,” Benfield 
said. “So we’re hoping to start 
to build a library of spectral 
signature fingerprints that 
maybe we could use down the 
road to identify where they 
come from.”

Benfield said knowing the 
source of the nurdles can 
help regulators fine and 
penalize a manufacturer. 
With “pure production pellet” 
samples—samples of nurdles 
produced at a particular 
facility—scientists may even 
be able to backtrack spilled 
nurdles that are already in the 
environment, and potentially 
fine companies to help 
incentivize them to prevent 
future spills. “Until there’s 
a monetary penalty that is 

It’s embarrassing to the city 
and state when residents are 
forced to use their own time 
and household items to clean 
up industrial pollution...

Even more frustrating for 
scientists, many of the nurdles 
collected along the lower 
Mississippi come from our own 
backyard, a region with nearly 
150 oil refineries, plastics plants, 
and chemical facilities known as 
the “Petrochemical Corridor” 
or, more commonly, “Cancer 
Alley.” “They’re being produced 
in that corridor between Baton 
Rouge and New Orleans, or 
they’re being lost from vessels 
between Baton Rouge and 
New Orleans, and come down 
stream,” Benfield said, surveying 
the cloudy Elmer’s Island 
beach, holding a bag with about 

could be taken to help prevent 
future spills. “I would be all 
for nurdles being considered 
hazardous material because that 
would change the way they’re 
transported,” Tunnell said. “How 
they’re shipped, how they’re 
bagged up, how they’re disposed 
of—everything about the way 
these things are handled would 
change.” Tunnell said another 
proactive solution would be to 
require stricter regulations and 
requirements for storing and 
transporting nurdles when states 
reissue industrial permits to 
plastics plants as they come up 
for renewal.

Dr. Mark Benfield (left) and Dr. Elizabeth Marchio collect nurdles under a wharf in New Orleans on August 25, 2020
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It was close to midnight on 
New Year’s Eve 1972, and a 
body and bullet shells lay in 
front of NOPD headquarters. 
Underneath the staccato 
burst of New Year’s fireworks 
were gunshots. Bullets flew 
from a .44 Magnum rifle, 
tearing holes into the brick 
walls and cars as a few cops 
ran for cover—one was hit 
in the ankle, another in the 
chest. The shooter was Mark 
Essex. He was crouched across 
the street on the Perdido 
side of the building behind 
weeds and concrete pipes and 
dilapidated homes. He got off 
seven shots before the eighth 
jammed, then he gathered his 
cache of weapons and melted 
into the night before more 
officers could respond to the 

by Danny Cherry, Jr.

Mark Essex
The fires we ignore

shooting. The man he shot in 
the ankle, Horace Perez, lived. 
However, the man shot in the 
chest, Alfred Harrell—19 and 
a graduate of St. Aug—died at 
Charity Hospital at 11:09 p.m.

Mark “Jimmy” Essex ran a 
half-mile to seek cover. The 
first warehouse he tried to 
break into was locked. He 
shot the metal door and 
the bullet clanged against 
it and ricocheted into his 
hand, leaving it bloodied and 
wounded as he scurried across 
the street to another building, 
setting off the burglar alarm 
in the process. Officers Edwin 
Hosli and Harold Blappert 
responded to the alarm. As they 
approached, Essex shot Hosli in 
the back.

The NOPD stormed Black 
neighborhoods and harassed 
people on the streets and raided 
nightclubs to look for him. 
They spread out, kicking down 
doors and descending upon low 
income Black neighborhoods 
with the fury of vengeful gods. 
The cops got nothing. Some kids 
called in bogus anonymous tips 
that sent the police on a wild 
goose chase. Chief Clarence 
Giarrusso eventually called 
off the search in the nearby 
Gert Town neighborhood in 
order to ease tensions from the 
officers’ aggressive tactics. Essex 
disappeared for a while. Then, 
a week later on January 7, he 
went to the Howard Johnson’s 
Motor Lodge, a brick monolith 
only rivaled by the hulking 
yet unfinished Superdome. 
From the hotel, over the next 
10 hours, he would aim to start 
a revolution not seen in New 
Orleans in decades.
 
Essex ran up the stairwell of 
the Howard Johnson’s and 
entered the hallway. As he 
tried to make his way down, 
he startled three Black female 
housekeepers. To calm them 
he let them know he was only 
there to harm white people.

Robert Steagall stepped out 
into the hallway after hearing 
a commotion. Steagall was a 
28-year-old doctor from Virginia 
who was on honeymoon with 
his wife, Betty. He charged at 
Essex, they got into a struggle, 
and Essex knocked Steagall 
to the ground, then shot him 
through the arm and torso. Betty 
ran out into the hall and cradled 
her husband’s head. Essex shot 
her through the base of her 
skull. The police later found 
the couple laying within one 
another’s embrace under rubble. 
He entered their room and lit the 
drapes on fire with lighter fluid 
and a lit phone book, then ran to 
the 11th floor, did the same thing, 
then shot and killed two of the 
hotel’s managers, Walter Collins 
and Frank Schneider.

The streets in front of the hotel 
swelled with hundreds of officers 
from the NOPD, Jefferson and 
Orleans parish deputies, and 
the FBI. Officers were stationed 
at surrounding buildings with 
rifles, and some hurled racial 
epithets towards the building 
as Essex moved unseen like a 
specter from room to room, 
hidden behind drapes with his 

rifle. Officers pelted the side of 
the building with thousands of 
rounds of ammunition. When a 
break in the shooting happened, 
Essex poked his head out and 
shot an emergency responder 
who was standing on the neutral 
ground. When a cop came to the 
emergency worker’s aid, he was 
shot in the head.

The day went on until bullets 
were everywhere, blood was 
spread, and tears were cried. 
Nighttime came and brought 
with it fog and mist that 
surrounded the scene. Several 
more were killed, and amidst 
the horror and anger, the spite 
and slurs, one could hear Mark 
Essex scream “Power to the 
people.” New Orleans watched. 
America watched—some in 
horror, others feeling something 
different altogether. As the 
thick smoke from the hotel’s 
windows billowed out, and the 
flames flickered its embers 
high into the foggy night sky, if 
you listened close enough, you 
would hear the cheers of Black 
folk in the city.

***

The vast majority of the Black 
community decried what Essex 
had done, but, as said by local 
activist Larry Jones in the 
aftermath, Essex was not a 
“crazy nigger” or “extremist” 
like white citizens thought he 
was. To think that way would 
be to miss the root of what 
caused his rampage, and in turn 
miss the reason some people 
supported him.

Essex was born in Emporia, 
Kansas in 1949 to a family many 
in the community considered 
“respectable negroes.” Emporia 
was racially harmonious 
compared to the rest of the U.S. 
which allowed Essex to have 
normal formative years where 
he enjoyed hunting and fishing, 
and dating women of all races. 
He was happy and personable, 
and even hinted to his mother 
at one point that there was no 
difference between Black and 
white people.

Then he enlisted in the Navy. 
Whereas Black men in the Deep 
South knew how to navigate the 
white world, Essex would be 
considered by standards of the day 
a “cocky nigger.” He was treated 
brutally: He got jumped, called 
racial slurs, and had his autonomy 

God gave Noah the rainbow sign, ‘No more water, the fire next time!’
—James Baldwin, The Fire Next Time
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stripped from him again and 
again by being tacitly forced to act 
subservient to white colleagues 
who called him “boy” and made 
him ask permission before doing 
simple tasks such as getting 
ice. He had no support from his 
superiors, so his relationship to 
Black sailors deepened. One day, 
he sucker-punched a superior 
who constantly harassed him. He 
went AWOL for a time, and upon 
returning, was separated from the 
Navy with a general discharge.

Essex was a changed man after 
the Navy, suffering from panic 
attacks and anxiety. He couldn’t 
unsee the rampant racism 
around him. As stated by his 
sister Penny, he could no longer 
look away from the TV whenever 
he saw the struggles of Black 
folks. He drifted for a time, then 
found his way to New Orleans 
to be with an old Navy buddy. 
He tried to link up with the New 
Orleans branch of the Black 
Panther Party, but as described 
by two prominent members, he 
was “beyond crazy.” He fell into 
the background for a time and 
educated himself on the Black 
struggle, until he knew how to 
best help his people.

White New Orleans was 
ignorant to the struggles of 
Black citizens before the cries 
of Black Power and the rifle 
shots of Essex. In the 1920s, 
Mayor Martin Behrman 
stated, “The negroes are 
better treated and enjoy more 
peace in New Orleans than in 
any other city.” This was two 
decades after one of the most 
violent lynchings in the city’s 
history. In 1968, Governor 
John McKeithen stated “racial 
harmony” existed in Louisiana. 
Emmitt Douglas, NAACP state 
president, responded by saying 
struggling Blacks “standing on 
street corners and sitting on 
the steps of the slum dwellings 
know their governor is lying... 
[McKeithen] is playing Russian 
roulette with riots.”

McKeithen’s claim was 
ludicrous in contrast to a report 
that came out that year. The 
Kerner Report was a best-selling 
book published by the Kerner 
Commission, a group created 
by President Lyndon Johnson 
to find out what caused the 
159 race riots that occurred in 
nearly every major city in 1967. 
The report stated the issue 
clearly: economic oppression, 

poor social aid, white apathy 
and racism, and the media’s 
obsession with the white 
perspective. They warned, “our 
Nation is moving toward two 
societies, one black, one white—
separate and unequal.”

The Desire Projects in New 
Orleans fit the report’s criteria 
in every regard. The housing 
project was built in 1956 on top 
of wet soil instead of concrete 
and was deemed uninhabitable. 
Half of the residents lived on 
less than $3,000 a year, and 
about three-fourths of the 
population was under 21. It was 
far removed from the heart of 
the city and was surrounded by 
train tracks, a blockade which 
strangled transportation to jobs 
and health services, isolating 
residents from the rest of the 
city and leaving police as the 
only government agency they 
came into contact with.

A typical scene between the 
locals and the police would be 
like what occurred on a late 
summer Saturday morning, 
when 25-year-old longshoreman 
Joseph Lee Reynolds was beaten 
until his ribs were broken 
and his eyes were black and 
blue while he was handcuffed. 
According to New Orleans 
After the Promises, the same 
cops harassed him for weeks 
after letting him know “this is 
our project,” much in a fashion 
to how Essex’s fellow sailors 
treated him.

One of the worst moments 
occurred in 1961 when Allen 
Bruce Foster, an 11-year-old boy, 
was killed by cops as he fled the 
scene of a burglary at Crescent 
Cigar and Tobacco Company 
on Lafayette Street. They shot 
at him five times. The cops said 
they told him to stop running; 
witnesses said otherwise. One 

witness claimed they hovered 
over the boy as he lay dying and 
asked him why he didn’t stop 
running. The cops were never 
charged. Despite incidents like 
this, peaceful protests remained 
the preferred form of resistance 
during the early 1960s in New 
Orleans, where a hostile city 
government was led by Interim 
Mayor Victor Schiro.

Schiro, in a bid to win the 
1962 mayoral race, pandered 
to segregationists by using 
the NOPD as a battering ram 
against civil rights protests. 
In two separate incidents in 
December of 1961, the NOPD 
dismantled two protests and 
arrested a total of 304 people; 
on another day 292 college 
students were arrested on 
Canal Street for “parading 
without permit.” It wasn’t 
uncommon for activists to be 
beaten either. The mayor’s 

tactics worked. He won 
94,050 votes  to rival Adrian 
Duplantier’s 73,433 votes. 
However, this strategy would 
hurt Schiro after Halloween 
1963. Then, the city (as well 
as the country) would get a 
glimpse at how Black activists 
were treated.

A prominent activist named 
Reverend Avery Alexander, 
along with others, staged a sit-
in in the basement cafeteria 
of City Hall. Five hours later, 
Rev. Alexander was dragged by 
his ankles across the linoleum 
floors, up two flights of stairs, 
with his head hitting against 
each step, then out the door and 
across concrete to an awaiting 
police car. There were photos 
of this incident published 
everywhere, from The Louisiana 
Weekly all the way to national 
outlets. Footage was even caught 
on tape.

Alexander’s treatment 
outraged Black middle class 
and white business leaders. 
If a “respectable negro” like 
him could be brutalized then 
it could happen to anyone, and 
for a time, the business climate 
suffered. The social tug-of-war 
continued for years to come. 
Then, in April 1968, Dr. King 
was assassinated, and American 
cities ignited into flames. Two 
days after that the NOPD 
murdered a 15-year-old burglary 
suspect, Robert Lee Boyd, after 
he allegedly tried to attack an 
officer with a shovel.

Over 40 fire bombs exploded 
around the city over several 
nights, with corner stores, liquor 
stores, and parked cars as the 
targets. Most of the unrest was 
centered in the Desire Projects, 
so cops descended upon the 
area to control the crowd. As 
recounted in Black Rage in New 
Orleans, Desire residents circled 
the only two Black officers in 
the group and yelled “Nigger-
uncle tom cops” in their faces 
as the white cops either did 
nothing, or used the butts of 
their rifles to hit protestors. 
Shockingly, things did not get as 
bad as they could have. The city 
did not ignite in the way other 
cities did after King’s death. But 
things would never be the same, 
either. One bystander stated the 
violence was caused by “eyes 
being opened... it came out of 
this hell we’ve been living in.” A 
world away was Mark Essex, and 
his eyes were certainly opening.

***

Years prior to Essex’s arrival, 
the city was struggling to 
overcome the social effects of 
the King riots and Boyd murder. 
Schiro tried to placate Black 
citizens by appointing the 
city’s first Black mayoral aide, 
Philip Batiste; but according 
to New Orleans After the 
Promises, even Batiste knew 
he was nothing more than a 
“showpiece.” Schiro’s attempts 
fell flat, but it wouldn’t matter. 
A young bespectacled anti-
racist by the name of Maurice 
“Moon” Landrieu dominated 
the 1969-1970 mayoral election 
after being backed by a biracial 
coalition, and won the race with 
over 90% of the Black vote, 
and under half of the white 
vote. His appeal in the Desire 
Projects was nearly unanimous. 
In one year Landrieu appointed 

If the firebombs of ‘68 
and the Black Panther 
shootout of 1970 
were warnings, then 
Mark Essex was the 
reckoning.
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eight times the amount of 
Black people to government 
than Schiro did throughout his 
entire tenure. By the end of his 
term, City government went 
from 20% Black to over 40%. 
Not everyone was happy with 
the progress, though. According 
to New Orleans After the 
Promises, he was often called 
“Moon the Coon” and “nigger-
lover,” to which he responded 
“You right, I am.”

There were limits to Moon’s 
liberalism, though. He ignored 
recommendations from the 
community on how to stymie 
brutality; and when asked to 
appoint a Black man to one of 
the top three law enforcement 
positions, he rehired the original 
chief, Joseph Giarrusso, who 
would later be ousted due to 
public pressure, and replaced 
by his older brother Clarence. 
Another source of Moon’s 
criticism was his unwillingness 
to make police brutality 
investigations public. The New 
Orleans Black Panther Party was 
founded in the summer of 1970 
as if in direct response.

Counter to what authorities 
claimed, the Black Panther 
Party was warmly received by 
the community. They provided 
protection on the streets, 
political education classes, 
free breakfasts, self-defense 
training, and programs to 
uplift children. They protected 

the people against police and 
criminals within the community 
alike, sometimes treating the 
latter with more force. But not 
everyone was a fan. As detailed in 
New Orleans After the Promises, 
the NOPD wrote in a secret 
memorandum that the Panthers 
were the “greatest concern” 
and the “most dangerous” 
of local social justice groups. 
Mayor Landrieu labeled them 
as “revolutionaries” and not 
“activists.” Joe Giarrusso stated 
that the Panthers weren’t 
necessary because the NOPD 
“enjoyed a fine relationship 
with the community leaders in 
that area.” Landrieu eventually 
took a page from Schiro’s 
playbook and tried to fill more 
local positions with Black folks; 
however, he failed to realize 
what the projects needed was a 
direct line to his office, and not 
anymore “showpieces” who came 
from middle-class backgrounds. 
He realized this didn’t stop the 
Panthers’ anti-police and radical 
language, so he had the NOPD 
infiltrate the Party with two 
Black spies: Melvin Howard, 20, 
and Israel Fields, 21.

The NOPD learned from their 
intelligence that the Panthers 
were stockpiling weapons and 
fortifying their Desire base 
with sandbags. Unknown to 
the authorities at the time, 
though, was the fact that the 
Panthers had learned that the 
men were spies after some kids 

recognized them from “Tulane 
and Broad.” On September 
14 the Party held what was 
supposed to be a political 
education meeting, but was 
really a trial. The two spies 
entered the packed room filled 
with the project’s residents and 
stood in the middle of the floor. 
Members of the party asked 
the people if they thought the 
two men were “pigs,” and every 
time the two men tried to speak 
they were cracked over the 
head and forced to shut up. The 
Black Panthers reached their 
verdict, and decided to let the 
citizens have them. Fields and 
Howard were kicked and beaten 
by around 50 residents after 
being forced into a corner of 
the room. They were eventually 
able to get away and run out 
the door, but outside things 
got worse. As the situation 
grew tense, shots were fired 
and projectiles were thrown; 
the officers’ car was set on fire 
then dumped in a canal; and 
a white bystander had his jaw 
broken. In the chaos, Officer 
Howard hopped a fence behind 
the headquarters and Fields ran 
into a grocery store belonging 
to a grocer accused of price 
gouging during Hurricane 
Betsy, and who threatened to 
shoot anyone who tried to take 
food. The store owner also 
owned the headquarters and 
tried several times to get the 
Black Panthers evicted. The 
store owner opened fire when 

the residents tried to get Fields 
to come out, and from there the 
night plunged into chaos.

The next morning at about 
8:30 the NOPD raided the 
projects with helicopters and 
multiple armored cars, and a 
tank nicknamed “Bertha.” They 
wore gear that would make 
special forces salivate, and had 
an army of over 100 police for 
the few members within the 
headquarters. Cops fired into 
the headquarters for close to 30 
minutes straight without stopping 
while the Panthers fired back with 
handguns and shotguns. After a 
while the Panthers surrendered, 
and the members walked out alive 
due to sandbags that fortified 
the building. The Panthers 
continued to organize and hold 
their meetings in the same 
building afterwards as if nothing 
happened.

The second standoff with the 
cops came months later on 
November 19, 1970. The NOPD 
showed up with additional 
law enforcement officers this 
time, armed with assault rifles 
and tanks again. The cops 
spoke from a loudspeaker and 
warned the Panthers that they 
needed to come out. However, 
as cops considered advancing, 
they were met with the jeers 
of hundreds of residents and 
not allowed to move an inch 
closer to the headquarters. 
The standoff lasted hours 
and, fearing a bloodbath, the 
Black Panthers and NOPD had 
mediators negotiate terms. It 
was settled that the Panthers 
would be allowed to file in court 
that they should be allowed to 
stay in the building and not be 
forcefully evicted. Clarence 
Giarrusso had his officers pull 
out. This was an unpopular 
decision amongst the officers 
and white citizens, but Black 
leaders lauded the chief for his 
restraint. The crowd cheered 
as the officers in tanks and 
cars and on horseback pulled 
away, and there were rumors 
that the Panthers were carried 
on the citizens’ shoulders as 
they held their fists in the 
air and screamed, “Power 
to the people.” There was 
elation and momentum in the 

Police Sharpshooter Viewing the Top of 
the Howard Johnson’s Hotel in Downtown 
New Orleans. The Historic New Orleans 
Collection, Gift of John H. Lawrence,
acc. no. 2018.0557.11
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neighborhood. However, the 
Panthers wouldn’t survive in 
New Orleans much longer.

One day a police officer dressed 
as a priest knocked at the door 
of the headquarters claiming 
to be there with donations for 
the free food program. The door 
opened and the cops busted in 
and overpowered the people 
inside. Shots were exchanged 
and eventually, the Panthers 
were dragged out in handcuffs. 
There was backlash from Black 

people, who believed the cops 
opened fire without cause and 
misused a religious symbol to 
their own ends.

The Panthers’ Desire 
Headquarters was burned to 
the ground in the aftermath. 
It may have been a message to 
the local authorities that if the 
Black Panthers couldn’t have 
the building, no one else could. 
It was also a message that the 
people were in fact behind the 
Panthers all the way. In the end, 
the Landrieu administration 
patted themselves on the back 
for rooting out radicals. All 
they did was make room for 

much worse. In the wake of the 
standoffs, Giarrusso created the 
Felony Action Squad, a crew 
of plainclothes officers with 
shoot-to-kill orders in order to 
“protect” the Black citizens of 
New Orleans from criminals. 
Essex would later write in 
his manifesto that along with 
the murders of two Southern 
University students at the hands 
of cops, the existence of the 
FAS was the reasoning for his 
rampage.

In 1971 a trial was held for the 
14 Panthers that were arrested 
during the first standoff. They 
were facing years for the 

shootout. However, miraculously, 
they were acquitted since it 
couldn’t be proven that they fired 
at the cops first. The mostly Black 
courtroom exploded with cheers.

***

Officers fired 10,000 rounds 
into the Howard Johnson’s 
while other police evacuated the 
building. Essex had set over a 
dozen fires on several floors with 
the majority on the 18th floor 
and was shooting at firefighters 
as they tried to put them out. 
Down on the street, the arrival 
of bystanders made the situation 
more hectic. The groups ranged 
from reporters with cameras to 
spectators just there to watch. 
Even groups of armed white 
folks arrived after hearing false 
rumors that gangs of Black 
people were attacking cops. The 
police eventually took control 
of the building. However, Essex 
was a ghost. He moved from 
room to room and hid within the 
smoke-filled hallways as officers 
roamed around. Louis Sirgo, the 
second highest ranking officer 
in the NOPD, led men up the 
stairwells, and when the group 
entered the 16th floor, Essex 
slipped out of one of the rooms 
and shot Sirgo in the back, 
killing him.

Once on the rooftop, Essex—in 
the fashion of a self-styled 
revolutionary willing to die a 
martyr—left the brick cubicle 
protecting him from the 
helicopter that targeted him from 
above. He fired at the officers 
until they lit him up with over 
200 bullets that tore through his 
flesh while he gyrated from the 
impact. Due to suspicions that 
another sniper was still active, 
his body laid on the roof for more 
than 17 hours as blood poured 
through his wounds into crimson 
pools around his body. The 
officers down below celebrated.

If the firebombs of ‘68 and 
the Black Panther shootout of 
1970 were warnings, then Mark 
Essex was the reckoning. The 
city needed immediate reforms 
to stave off racial division 
of cataclysmic proportions: 
more money put into social 
aid and a mending of bonds 
between Black folks and the 
NOPD via transparency; better 
infrastructure in the projects 
and economic development; 

cont’d on pg. 48

“To the People of Desire” flier (page 1 of 3), 
The Historic New Orleans Collection,
acc. no. 2015.0171.21
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Adia Victoria performs at Hogs for the Cause on April 1. (photo by Benry Fauna)

Jenavieve and the Winding Boys tune up ahead of their set at the Benefit for Louisiana Tornado Relief at Saturn Bar on April 19. The event was held in partnership with Common 
Ground Relief to collect funds for victims of the tornado that struck Arabi and the Lower 9th Ward on March 21. (photo by Angela Calonder)



The 21st Annual Gay Easter Parade proceeds down Royal Street (for the first time since 2019) on April 17. (photo by James Cullen)



The 21st Annual Gay Easter Parade proceeds down Royal Street (for the first time since 2019) on April 17. (photo by James Cullen)
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Poose the Puppet performs at the Mudlark Public Theater during the New Orleans Giant Puppet Festival. (photo by Laura Borealis)
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When did you record the 
new album?
I was going to lie and say, “Oh, 
that was last week!” But, yeah, 
it is more than four years old. I 
do a lot of post-production—not 
a lot of editing but mix is a big 
thing with me. I grew up on 
Hendrix and The Beatles and 
classical music so I’m thinking 
in orchestral terms, always. I 
really want to accelerate the 
process and move more quickly 
towards a body of work, but then 
I struggle with the order of the 
compositions. Post-production 
is a big deal to me. I’m hoping to 
get more and more efficient at it. 
I have a couple of projects in the 
pipeline that need to be edited, 
ordered, and done the artwork 
for... I’m feeling extremely 
grateful that Scott Borne and his 
partners at Sinking City decided 
to put it out. I’m already on the 
[Byron Asher] Skrontch Music 
project that they put out and 
there’s another one coming out. 
I’m just thrilled that it took long 
enough to get a locally-owned 
team behind it.

I think one of the things that 
I love about the album is the 
way that you and the band 
use textures. Some of these 
are songs that I’ve heard you 

by William Archambeault

JAMES 
SINGLETON
“My life is a distortion”

do with other projects, but 
I do feel like you really set 
them apart from those other 
versions.
I’m deeply grateful that you 
noticed that because I am 
obsessed with texture and 
orchestration. I’ve played 
traditional jazz with some of 
the greatest living traditional 
players. I’ve played so-called 
modern jazz with some of 
the greatest. I don’t know if 
you’ve seen my resume but it’s 
pretty spectacular what I’ve 
gotten to do. But, having said 
that, I feel that for me and my 
generation and, presumably, 
the coming generations, texture 
and orchestration are a huge 
deal. Though I love music for 
saxophone, piano, bass, and 
drums, I need a broader palette 
to satisfy me. For me, the 
practice dates to post-Katrina, 
when I started working with 
Skerik and Mike Dillon and 
Stanton Moore in different 
situations—especially Mike 
because with Mike I get four 
guys for the price of one. He’s 
one of my favorite drummers 
on Earth, which is saying a lot, 
plus he’s a brilliant tabla player 
and tons of other percussion 
instruments. [He has] tons of 
different vocabularies, some of 

“Just had my caffeine,” proclaims James Singleton as he tears into a 
speedy melodic series of thumps on his upright bass. A cool breeze from 
Bayou St. John blows onto his cluttered porch, making the otherwise 
oppressive spring heat bearable as I watch the ongoing photo shoot. 
With no accompanists to rescue him from potential danger, Singleton 
showcases his ability to tame the hulking wooden beast he has wrapped 
his arms around in this impromptu miniature performance. A bedazzled 
shirt featuring a decapitated teddy bear and the phrase “Eat the rich” 
occasionally peeks into view as he grits his teeth and works his way up and 
down the neck of the bass, transforming it from foe to friend.

Singleton is perhaps best known as part of Astral Project, the bold modern 
jazz group he’s played in since the late 1970s. Over his four-and-a-half 
decades in the city, the bassist has also worked with a who’s who of New 
Orleans music. He’s the rare type of musician equally equipped for 
recording with adventurous piano prince James Booker and performing 
alongside bounce rap’s beloved queen diva Big Freedia. Even at 66 years-
old, Singleton is still seeking out new firsts. A week after our interview, he 
and drummer Justin Peake lugged their gear into the dimly lit interior of 
Banks Street Bar for a performance with guitarist Cliff Hines’ electronic 
project KLYPH. It was Singleton’s first time ever working with a modular 
synth player. Standing beneath a broken disco ball, he pushed the 
improvised music to its freakiest extremes with the low growl of distorted, 
bowed bass notes, the bright ting of a colorful children’s xylophone, and the 
martian-esque sound of a manipulated pocket trumpet.

Singleton’s new album Malabar isn’t your typical overly-polished 
modern day jazz record that takes pride in its smoothness. These sessions 
showcase the explosive collision of six top-notch musicians looking 
each other in the eyes as they tear Singleton’s compositions apart and 
spontaneously reshape them in real time. While the bassist has recorded 
some of these tunes with other configurations before, these versions reek 
of the wonderful sense of delirium that only comes at the tail end of a 
busy Jazz Fest season. Malabar documents where musicians’ brains go 
after an exhaustive two weeks of nonstop gigging with everybody and 
anybody. On a breezy spring afternoon, Singleton opened up about his 
need for distortion, keeping traditional jazz radical, and the grind of 
making a living as a working musician.
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which I’m not familiar with. He 
and Skerik got me to understand 
minimalism for the first time 
[after] being a longtime hater. 
He made me aware of punk rock 
textures and metal textures, 
which were things that I had just 
kind of ignored doing the hard 
work that I had to do to learn 
about some of the vocabulary 
that I did internalize.

I know the distortion pedal 
is part of your vocabulary. 
Did that owe to your 
collaborations with Dillon or 
did it predate that?
No. I owe that to being in a band 
for 40 years with the genius 
Steve Masakowski, who doesn’t 
need those textures but I do. 
I was raised on Hendrix, Led 
Zeppelin, and I need distortion. 
It’s a big part of my life. My life is 
a distortion!

I once interviewed the great 
Ron Carter and he was 
talking about how people love 
to see “the old man playing 
on an antique.” I think about 
the way that you approach 
the upright bass. You 
definitely give it the respect 
of something like that, but 
you do push the boundaries of 
what you traditionally would 
do with that instrument.
To this day, I play the earliest 
styles that emerged from New 
Orleans, in terms of jazz, almost 
every week. I play at Palm 
Court, sometimes Preservation 
Hall. Traditional music with no 
amplification whatsoever, just 
the bass. But for my own music, I 
need textural variants and a huge 
part of it comes from me being a 
very frustrated and frustrating 
trumpet player, because that is 
the higher-pitched voice that I am 
always unconsciously trying to get 
out of the bass. When I first moved 
to town, I was playing on Bourbon 
Street and Bourbon Street was 
almost all jazz at the time. I had 
more than one bandleader turn 
around and roar at me, “Play the 
fucking bass!” Because I was in 
the upper register, trying to be a 
saxophonist or a trumpet player 
on bass. Among the countless gifts 
that New Orleans has given me is 
becoming a better bass player.

What motivated you to move 
here in 1976?
It’s funny because New Orleans 
and south Louisiana music have 
been part of my life for ages. 
My parents were huge fans of 
Preservation Hall, Al Hirt, and 

Pete Fountain. They would 
visit New Orleans and leave my 
brothers and I with a babysitter, 
Lutheran missionaries—lambs to 
the slaughter—and come down 
here and have their fun. We 
would question and say, “Why 
can’t we go?” And they’d say, “Oh 
no! New Orleans isn’t for you 
kids.” I remember seeing Doug 
Kershaw on the TV and hearing 
John Fred [& His] Playboy Band. 
I saw the Preservation Hall band 
when I was about nine years old 
and was blown away that these 
old guys could rock the house so 
hard. These experiences were 
foreshadowing of me living most 
of my adult life in New Orleans 
and finding my career here. I 
had been going to music college 
for four years. I went for a year-
and-a-half to Berklee College of 
Music in Boston and then I went 
to North Texas State because 
they had classical as well as jazz. 

York, Chicago, London, Paris, 
L.A. Within two months, I 
wanted to quit the job I moved 
here for because I wanted to 
play with the great players 
that I heard: Henry Butler, 
Earl Turbinton, James Black, 
Johnny Vidacovich—and I 
ended up doing so. It’s really 
been one great musical 
opportunity after another 
ever since. It’s gone from me 
getting to play with much 
more well-formed artists than 
I was in my 20s, 30s, and 40s 
to me feasting on the parade 
of talent that comes through 
this town. So many great 
artists come here because they 
hear about it and they stay 
for a while. Bobby McFerrin 
came here and we played on 
Bourbon Street every night 
for a few months. There was a 
period in the ‘80s when I got to 
accompany an amazing variety 

I don’t know how it is now 
but, prior to the pandemic, 
you were one of the city’s 
busiest gigging musicians. 
How did it feel when 
everything suddenly stopped 
in 2020?
It felt great for about two 
months. I felt like, “Wow! 
This is the mid-life sabbatical 
I deserve!” I had a similar 
experience during Katrina. 
My family relocated to Los 
Angeles for three months [after 
Katrina]. I was going back and 
forth [between] two of the 
most interesting, incredible 
cities on Earth every month. I 
had the ocean, the desert, the 
mountains, and five or six of 
the strongest art museums on 
Earth in L.A. After the pandemic 
started, I said good. It took me 
months to start getting my 
unemployment so that was a 
little bit worrisome, but I spent 
more time at the piano, more 
time composing, and still doing 
some gigs on the down-low. 
Musicians in this town were 
way out in front about wearing 
a mask, getting a vax as soon 
as it was available, insisting 
that masks be required of the 
audience. A lot of people were 
against that, but I think the 
music community was ahead 
because we value what we do 
and a huge part of our process 
is performing in front of people. 
With the liminal demise of 
intellectual property, it becomes 
even more crucial to perform. 
It started to wear thin and I 
started to get some gigs with 
my buddies in Nolatet, which is 
a touring ensemble from time 
to time. Mike [Dillon] said, “I 
think I’ve cracked the code. We 
just need to play in states that 
have Republican governors.” 
We did that for a while and they 
developed a whole new band out 
of it: Punkadelic. They’re doing 
great. They’re just relentless 
road rats and I’m grateful when I 
get used on those gigs and more 
grateful when I get to use them 
on my gigs.

I feel like it forced us all to 
step back and do a moment 
of self-reflection that, in our 
busy lives, we don’t get to do 
often.
It’s taking a closer look at 
late-stage capitalism too. It’s 
very heartening to turn on 
the radio—and I try not to do 
it very often—and hear about 
the unionization of some of 
these huge corporations and 

I made some great friends and 
some good musical connections. 
Then I gave up music school and 
tried philosophy, literature, and 
psychology just to make sure 
I had a revelatory experience 
doing LSD. Everything in my 
house that I was renting looked 
empty and forlorn to me. I had 
been offered a gig in New Orleans 
and turned it down. I called them 
up the next day and begged, 
“Can I still come?” and they 
said, “Yeah.” So I came down to 
play with the famous bluesman 
Gatemouth Brown.

For people who weren’t 
around then, what were 
your initial impressions of 
the city and the music scene 
circa 1976?
The music scene was and is 
astounding. It’s incredibly rich 
and varied for being a relatively 
small town compared to New 

of international jazz musicians 
and not just jazz! We played 
with Charlie Rich. I played with 
Natalie Cole. I’ve played sissy 
bounce music with Katey Red 
and Big Freedia. Traditional 
artists: Preservation Hall, 
James Booker, the Marsalises, 
most of the Neville Brothers, 
Dr. John, Johnny Adams. It’s 
a long list. Everybody needs a 
bass player. I caught the tail end 
of a pretty intense Cuban music 
scene here. There were still a 
lot of Cuban diaspora musicians 
and people and dancers when 
I arrived, so I got to dip into 
that, studied the tumbao and 
all the Cuban rhythms with 
masters like Hector Gallardo. 
Blues artists: I played with 
Lightnin’ Hopkins, Gatemouth 
Brown of course, James Booker, 
Professor Longhair. It’s just 
been a parade of astounding 
opportunities for me.

“I had more than one 
bandleader turn around 
and roar at me, ‘Play the 
fucking bass!’ Because I 
was in the upper register, 
trying to be a saxophonist 
or a trumpet player”
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perhaps a reemergence of that 
consciousness: the inventors of 
the weekend, the inventors of 
the eight-hour day as opposed to 
a 14-hour day. Moving towards 
caring about each other more. 
That is something that is 
important to me.

You’re talking a lot about 
labor-orientated issues. 
What are some things 
that you want to see 
going forward as a gigging 
musician in New Orleans?
I’m 66 years-old. I moved here at 
age 21 or 22. That first summer, 
I starved. I was eating hot dogs 
and whatever I could steal after 
I quit my steady job. Within two 
years, I was routinely making 
my rent every night. Of course, 
then I got into another bag of 
trouble with hardcore substance 
abuse, but I managed to quit 
in time to get a house. The bad 
news is [now], even the gigs you 
don’t want to do pay one-tenth 
what they paid when I moved 
here. I went before the board 
of the musicians’ union at age 
25 because I had worked with a 
non-union musician. I was fined 
five months’ rent for breaking 
the rules. I didn’t squawk. I 
pulled out my checkbook and 
wrote them a check because 
I had ten grand in the bank 
because of the union. I am 
opinionated about that. I think 
$20 should be absolute rock 
bottom to hear live music, and 
when I say “rock bottom” I mean 
that should be the lowest you 
should pay. Whether it’s worth 
it or not, I think to walk through 
a door, sit down, and listen to 
music: You should pay $20. And 
I don’t think I’m rock bottom.

I certainly don’t think you’re 
rock bottom.
That’s the political side of my 
rant. My priority is emotional 
depth and connection with my 
music: connecting with the other 
players and hopefully we get 
across the footlights and connect 
with the people. The second 
priority is probably texture and 
new forms emerging because 
that’s what happens in human 
life. Humans are hardwired to 
grasp at patterns but it’s when 
the patterns are subverted that 
something really interesting 
happens. I’m drawn to ambiguity 
and uncertainty and difficult 
questions when I listen to music, 
when I read books, when I see 
film. I think of film as being the 
ultimate artform. I think music 

should be able to have the same 
aspects. I know I live in a town 
that celebrates its traditions, but 
I often try to point out that when 
Jelly Roll [Morton] did it, when 
King Oliver did it, it was not 
traditional. It was still radical. 
It was still basically punk rock. 
A lot of people hated it and were 
scared of it. And if you don’t bring 
that spirit to it, something is 

missing. You can’t be complacent 
and simply codify the past and 
regurgitate it. That’s not a happy, 
adventurous life.

I say that a lot about The 
Meters because a lot of people 
in my generation think of 
that as the stuff that bands 
on Frenchmen or Bourbon 
Street cover. Back when that 

band was coming up, it was 
radical stuff.
It was. Fucking Earl King! Allen 
Toussaint! Dave Bartholomew! 
All of these guys were breaking 
new ground and that’s what made 
them happy. I’ve encountered 
that same attitude the entire 
time I’ve been in New Orleans. 
[Astral Project saxophonist] 
Tony Dagradi and I moved 

At the Dithyrambalina (original Music Box Village), 2011
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here at about the same time. 
He was composing and fusing 
his modern jazz sensibilities 
and complexities with New 
Orleans street rhythms. [Former 
Astral Project pianist David] 
Torkanowsky put us together 
as Astral Project with the 
Mardi Gras Indians. There was 
no rehearsal. We just started 
doing what we do and found the 
connections in real time. It can 
either be deliberative and worked 
out or you simply force mate the 
issues and find out what emerges, 
what’s worth keeping, and what’s 
worth cultivating.

As a musician who has been 
working at this process for 
decades, do you find it hard 
to continue to break new 
ground or do you worry about 
the tendency to become 
complacent?
No. What happens is you begin 
collaborating with younger 
people. I probably shouldn’t 
be in ANTIGRAVITY if I 
don’t say something about the 
gender barriers too because 
when I started collaborating 
with Helen Gillet and Aurora 
Nealand, my experience with 
women musicians was mainly 
as: They were the leaders and 
they were my boss, which is good 
and important too. Embracing 
diversity, rejecting patterns or 
willfully subverting patterns is 
where the action is. It’s always 
been that way. I’m a dyed-
in-the wool modernist. I was 
born in 1955. My parents were 
surrounded by debt-free, college-
educated daredevils. They 
weren’t thinking about money. 
They were thinking about “What 
do I dare try? What do I risk?” 
That’s how I grew up. I wasn’t 
thinking about careers. I wasn’t 
thinking about, “How am I going 
to make it? Am I going to be in 
debt because I went to college?” 
That wasn’t an issue so these 
things need to be addressed. We 
need to educate our populace 
and one way of doing it is playing 
challenging music.

What advice would you give 
to young musicians who are 
reading this interview?
Three words: compose, compose, 
compose. If you go to jazz 
school, they’ll tell you that you 
have to learn to play the canon, 
and there’s a lot to be said for 
that. It’s incredibly difficult and 
challenging for most people. 
The other side of it is you have 
to realize that some of the 

people you think are great did 
all that work before they were 
20. There was no jazz college! 
Steve Grossman was one of 
my favorite saxophonists. He 
was playing with Miles Davis 
when he was 18. He could play 
all of Charlie Parker at age 
15. So are you going to stay 
in that lane and keep trying 
to mine at this gold that was 
mined 70 years ago? Or are 
you going to jump into the 
opposite, punk rock? When 
punk rock emerged, I didn’t 
even pay attention, but my 
brother was a photojournalist 
in Bloomington, Indiana. He 
said, “Wow! I’m photographing 
these kids that work in fast food 
restaurants and on the weekend 
they pool their resources to 
buy heroin and rock’n’roll 
equipment and make music that 
is kind of badass.” I was very 
skeptical, but I now see that 

time. Einstein famously said 
that (I’m paraphrasing): Time 
is the most stubborn illusion. 
As a kid, I had a vacation in 
London and saw that Fletcher 
Henderson was right next to 
Joe Henderson. Now, I go, “Of 
course! They’re barely 20 years 
apart.” I don’t think that I can 
bring the energy that I bring to 
Jelly Roll Morton compositions 
without understanding Hendrix, 
if not Evan Parker.

People perceive these 
different generations or 
movements in art and think, 
“Oh, that’s so old.” Still, in 
New Orleans, we have a lot 
of masters around whom 
people don’t give their proper 
respect. For instance, I think 
of Johnny Vidacovich and 
George Porter Jr.
I think they’re respected. Those 
are my brothers and I’m their 

and [John] Coltrane. You hear 
Johnny Vidacovich and Dagradi. 
You hear Leo Nocentelli and 
Zig[aboo Modeliste]. The 
thing that happens on this 
recording multiple times is I’m 
hearing multiple conversations 
simultaneously. That’s because 
everyone on the recording 
is a great composer, a great 
player, and a great bandleader. 
They are constantly reaching 
for something they haven’t 
heard before. You’ll hear 
the saxophonist having a 
conversation with Mike Dillon 
on vibes. Simultaneously, the 
bass is talking with the baritone 
sax. The percussionists go 
from being two separate guys, 
fighting or fucking, to an eight-
limbed hydra of percussion that 
seems to be one entity. These 
are the reasons I can listen to it 
repeatedly. That’s definitely a 
goal of any musician: creating a 
recording that stands up well to 
repeat listenings.

You had talked about this 
recording being a few years 
old but, with good art, it 
doesn’t matter if it was 
recorded yesterday or a few 
years ago. What matters is 
the content.
Ellis Marsalis had told me that, 
before I was even dreaming of 
making my own recordings, the 
more complex and higher levels 
of music have shelf life. They 
don’t have to be just the latest, 
new thing. That being said, look 
at Mike Dillon putting out three 
records during the pandemic. I 
do use that as a carrot. I feel like 
there is catching up to be done.

You talked about the 
interplay between musicians 
earlier. I think that speaks 
to the mastery of everyone 
involved in that recording. 
It’s a large group. When 
you’re all having those types 
of conversations, it could 
very easily devolve into total 
chaos.
Yes. There’s tons of space even 
with those conversations. I 
think it’s a miracle. The other 
thing I wanted to mention was a 
pretty pronounced generational 
divide, even among the so-
called modernists. When I 
joined Dagradi’s band, we 
definitely were trying to read 
the written material exactly 
as it’s written and put as much 
soul as possible into every 
note and make it as deep and 
emotionally compelling as we 

that is what it was. It might be 
more important to see what you 
have inside you immediately 
at hand than to go digging in 
the classics. I feel fortunate 
that I was raised on folk music, 
church music, and Beethoven, 
and then jazz. But with the 
internet, it’s all so close at hand. 
Just check it out and see what 
you can absorb immediately. 
See if you can transform it or if 
it transforms you.

I think one of the beautiful 
things about recorded 
music is someone like Louis 
Armstrong and his recordings 
are just as accessible as 
something some kid did here 
10 minutes ago. It is a great 
duality that all of these things 
are on a somewhat even 
playing field as long as you 
find them.
Yeah. I think that conversations 
go forwards and backwards in 

cheerleader so I refuse to admit 
that they’re underappreciated 
because, psychologically, I 
want to lean forward with my 
love for the masters. I want to 
say a couple things about the 
recording [Malabar].

Please.
If you’re from New Orleans 
and you’ve been to the Jazz 
Fest and you know musicians, 
you know it is a time where 
everyone is working their ass, 
thighs, and better part of their 
lower back off. The recording 
was made right after Jazz Fest 
[in 2015]. I felt the energy in 
the room of everyone having 
their chops at the absolute 
height and, at the same time, 
not giving a fuck. Several things 
happened that surprised me. A 
lot of the energy of jazz comes 
from perceiving conversation. 
It’s usually the drummer and 
soloist. You hear Elvin [Jones] 

“When Jelly Roll did it, when 
King Oliver did it, it was not 
traditional. It was still radical. 
It was still basically punk rock. 
A lot of people hated it and 
were scared of it. And if you 
don’t bring that spirit to it, 
something is missing.”
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possibly could. What I learned 
from Mike and Skerik and then 
[Jonathan] Freilich as well is 
there is a certain point where 
you can even fuck with the 
written material and change it. 
They do. You hear Freilich doing 
it on the first song on the record 
[“Black Sheep Squared”]. We 
play it straight once and then 
he just plays a different melody. 
He plays the same melody but 
displaces the rhythm and goes 
against the grain of what Mike 
and Rex [Gregory] are playing. I 
love him for that.

“Malabar” is the title track. 
It’s also a region in India. 
Can you talk about the 
connection?
I love titles with multiple 
meanings because titles are 
essential to move the piece 
around. We could no longer say, 
“Opus Nine Number Six.” We 
need something that people 
can remember. The problem 
is then they’ll say, “Do that 

song about black sheep.” They 
make an association that is 
unintended. Malabar is one of 
my favorite words because it 
is a region in India where the 
Malabar Christians claim Jesus 
went to learn all this hoodoo. 
In Paris, Malabar is a brand 
of candy. In central America, 
Malabar—same spelling, 
Spanish pronunciation—means 
thug. My favorite is: Malabar is 
the winning horse in the D.H. 
Lawrence short story “The 
Rocking-Horse Winner,” which 
has always been a favorite. It 
makes it harder to pin it down.

I like the way your bass is 
the first voice you hear on 
this record.
A lot of people are pissed off that 
I don’t have any bass solos. I do 

a bass solo with Stanton Moore, 
I cop the house. I do a bass solo 
with Astral Project, I cop the 
house. But my records? Hardly 
any bass solos.

I think it’s good that you’re 
outspoken about stuff.
A very small but very important 
part of my career is teaching. I 
love it. I just don’t like to punch 
a clock. Sometimes, we’re on 
the road. With the old band 
Astral Project, two of the guys 
are career-tenured professors 
and they got us some really 
nice gigs teaching at colleges. 
I remember one of them. This 
recalcitrant-looking dude at 
the back of the room raised his 
hand and said, “What about 
real simple music like Lester 
Young or Neil Young?” I said, 

“If it’s so simple, let’s hear you 
do it.” I feel that wherever there 
is depth, you’ll find complexity. 
It may not be complex chord 
changes, it may not be complex 
lines, but texturely there’s 
going to be something there. I 
think humans need complexity. 
Hollywood, the emergence of 
popular music, it’s all about 
palliatives: Times are tough! 
How are you going to face it? 
You need something to make you 
feel good. We need to encourage 
people to use challenges to 
make them feel good and to use 
questions. For adults, questions 
are often much more important 
than answers and to be able 
to live with ambiguity and a 
question. My child is always 
teaching me. I remember at a 
very young age, probably four 
or five, she said, “Daddy, tell 
me a story that has no moral 
like the cat eats the mouse and 
everyone lives happily ever 
after.” I said thank you. We 
need that. If we could embrace 
complexity and embrace 
questions and, at the same time, 
cultivate kindness, we’d have a 
better world.

cont’d on pg. 46

James Booker performing with James 
Singleton and Johnny Vidacovich at the 
Maple Leaf Bar, 1982 (Photograph 
by Michael P. Smith © The Historic 
New Orleans Collection,acc. no. 
2007.0103.1.1203)

“I went before the board of the 
musicians’ union at age 25 because I 
had worked with a non-union musician. 
I was fined five months’ rent for 
breaking the rules. I didn’t squawk. I 
pulled out my checkbook and wrote 
them a check because I had ten grand 
in the bank because of the union.”
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REVIEWS

ANNE ELISE HASTINGS 
AND HER REVOLVING 
CAST OF CHARACTERS
UNMASKING A 
CONFIDENCE TRICKSTER
(SELF-RELEASE)

Unmasking A Confi dence 
Trickster, the second studio 
album from Anne Elise Hastings 
and Her Revolving Cast of 
Characters, continues a beloved 
country music tradition of 
borderline-unhinged women 
being pushed to the brink by 
the men who’ve done them 
wrong. Though she doesn’t make 
quite such drastic confessions, 
an album peppered with 
lyrics like, “Aggression’s just 
aff ection that’s mislaid... you 
should know the high road’s 
not the one I take,” certainly 
makes it seem plausible that 
she’d, say, carve her name 
into leather seats or serve up 
dubious black-eyed peas. Over 
the course of 11 original songs 
Hastings bounces between sassy 
anthems about righteously 
kicking manipulative (or simply 
mediocre) lovers to the curb, 
and downtempo accounts of 
the vulnerable moments when 
she was unable to do so. “Sara 
Jane” marks a high point, with 
its head-tossed-back, sing-
along-worthy chorus (“Want my 
name out your mouth and your 
shit! Out! Of! My house!”); and 

I dare you not to get chills every 
time she slides into the chorus 
on “Loving You.” But it’s not all 
heartache and havoc. There’s 
also “Missouri,” the tear-jerking 
true story of Hastings’ great-
grandparents falling in love as 
young bandmates and eloping. 
The cast of characters appearing 
on this album are Isaac Worley 
on drums, Tristan Clark on bass, 
Dustin Dietsche on guitar, and 
George Thomas on trumpet, 
percussion, guitar, and lap steel, 
bringing lots of energy and some 
old-school country twang to the 
mix. —Angela Calonder

THE LINDA LINDAS
GROWING UP
(EPITAPH)

Teenage punk rockers The Linda 
Lindas fi rst gained international 
attention in May 2021 with 
their now-viral performance 
at the Los Angeles Public 
Library. After a whirlwind 
year, the quartet have released 
Growing Up, their full-length 
debut. Named for a song by 
Japanese punk band The Blue 
Hearts, mentored by the likes 
of Bethany Cosentino (Best 
Coast) and Kathleen Hanna
(Bikini Kill, Le Tigre, The Julie 
Ruin), The Linda Lindas are 
one of the forerunners in the 
more intersectional revival of 
riot grrrl. Sharing vocal and 

songwriting credits, they explore 
their anxieties and insecurities 
with power chords and catchy 
pop hooks, a sense of hope and 
optimism balancing any angst. 
The ferocious “Racist, Sexist 
Boy,” based on an encounter 
drummer Mila de la Garza had 
with a classmate, is a rolicking 
declaration against racism and 
misogyny (“We rebuild what you 
destroy”). The anthemic, poppy 
“Growing Up” is a beautiful ode 
to adolescence and friendship 
(“We can take turns taking the 
reins / Lean on each other when 
we need some extra strength / 
We’ll never cave or we’ll never 
waver / We’ll always become 
braver and braver”). Other 
notable tracks are the opening 
track “Oh!” and “Magic.” 
Growing Up is a smart, poignant 
collection of punk and power 
pop songs with themes and 
emotions that are relatable no 
matter where you fi nd yourself 
in life. —Mary Beth Campbell

LEYLA MCCALLA
BREAKING THE 
THERMOMETER
(ANTI)

An ode to origin and identity, 
Leyla McCalla’s fourth 
solo album, Breaking the 
Thermometer, honors her 
Haitian roots. As the daughter 
of activist parents, both of 
whom emigrated to the U.S. 
from Haiti, McCalla explores 
the island’s tumultuous past 
and uncertain future through 
words and beats. This haunting 
15-track call-to-action includes 
clips from Radio Haiti, a station 
which was destroyed by the 
country’s oppressive political 
regime, but whose recordings 
McCalla is researching with a 
team from Duke University. A 
singer/songwriter/cellist and 
former member of the acclaimed 
Carolina Chocolate Drops, 
McCalla currently resides 
in New Orleans. The album 
is performed in a mixture of 
Kreyòl and English, and it tells 

a painful tale of colonization, 
corruption, political violence, 
and crippling socio-economic 
woes. Her tracks combine 
elements of folk and blues with 
traditional Afro-Caribbean 
sounds and stories, blending 
cultures and genres. The track 
“Vini Wè,” which means “come 
look” in Kreyòl, is a love song 
inspired by the relationship 
between Radio Haiti journalists 
Michèle Montas and Jean 
Dominique. The track feels 
gentle and carefree, backed 
by upbeat instrumentals and 
the bright sounds of a bustling 
village, but the words hint at 
the deep, enduring partnership. 
The last track, “Boukman’s 
Prayer,” is an adaptation of a 
well-known prayer originally 
recited by Dutty Boukman—a 
Haitian revolutionary—before 
battle. McCalla sings the prayer 
in Kreyòl, her words ringing 
out with intentionality and 
reverence, over traditional hand 
drum percussion; the track 
sounds as though it belongs in 
a religious ceremony. McCalla’s 
album highlights the great 
fortitude of the Haitian people 
and is a poignant reminder that 
there is freedom and agency in 
embracing one’s history.
—Shirani Jayasuriya

OTOBOKE BEAVER
SUPER CHAMPON
(DAMNABLY)

Whether crowd surfi ng at 
a kindergarten in Kyoto or 
shouting lyrics  after getting 
their power cut at SXSW in 
Austin, the members of Otoboke 
Beaver thrive on chaos. The 
Japanese four-piece’s latest 
album SUPER CHAMPON is 
an explosive 21 minutes that 
draws on this affi  nity for the 
unexpected. On jagged tunes 
like “I won’t dish out salads,” the 
rambunctious rockers fearlessly 
leap from one idea to the next 
with a disregard for continuity 
that always keeps listeners on 
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their toes. They’ve successfully 
turbocharged the punk-steeped 
yet boundaryless sound that 
earned them an international 
audience with their 2019 
album ITEKOMA HITS by 
going for even shorter, more 
frantic songs. On the anthemic 
“Dirty old fart is waiting for my 
reaction,” singer Accorinrin 
fiercely expresses her disdain 
for sleazeballs over breakneck 
drumming and big guitar chords. 
Other lyrical themes, expressed 
in a creative mishmash of 
Japanese and English, include 
finding a dating app match 
on your partner’s phone (“I 
checked your cellphone”), 
the frustration of navigating 
language barriers (“PARDON?”), 
and a merch table jingle 
because musicians need to eat 
(“Let’s shopping after show”). 
From start to finish, SUPER 
CHAMPON shows that Otoboke 
Beaver takes no shit and that 
maybe we too could benefit from 
channeling some of that energy. 
—William Archambeault

ORVILLE PECK
BRONCO
(COLUMBIA)

Though not widely 
acknowledged, country music 
has a rich queer history that 
goes back to at least the 1920s. 
Orville Peck, the mysterious, 
masked queer cowboy, is 
part of a recent revival of 
mainstream LGBTQIA+ 
country musicians. Since 
his 2019 debut Pony, Peck’s 
sound has evolved from a 
sparse, indie sound to the bold, 
polished, and cinematic Bronco 
(note the 2020 EP Show Pony 
as a transition point between 
the two albums). Despite its 
modern sheen, Bronco is rooted 
in classic country and rock; 
in addition to Elvis Presley 
and Roy Orbison, Peck is also 
indebted to the likes of Lee 
Hazlewood, Duane Eddy, and 
1970s California rock (“C’mon 

Baby, Cry”). The album opens 
with the emotional and hot-
blooded ballad “Daytona Sand” 
(“Is that another whispered 
plan? / I’ve been around long 
enough to know you can’t trust 
a man”). The energy from this 
opener is carried throughout, 
from the rollicking title track 
to the yearning bluegrass of 
“Hexie Mountains.” Bronco 
is a love letter to country 
music and an unapologetic 
celebration of the queerness 
which continues to shape the 
genre to this day. (Orville Peck 
plays at the Civic Theatre on 
May 11.) —Mary Beth Campbell

PRINCE DADDY & THE HYENA
S/T 
(PURE NOISE)

Pop punk suffers from swathes 
of derivative garbage from even 
its most acclaimed artists. At the 
risk of comparing Prince Daddy 
& the Hyena (PDH) to those 
bands, their recent self-titled 
release is as Green Day as it is 
entirely something new. PDH has 
rekindled the pop punk formula 
with tasteful inclusions of 
shoegaze guitars, pop synths, and 
even gospel-like organ. There 
are still plenty of half-screamed 
vocals and chugging guitars, but 
the band has more groove this 
time. “Hollow, As You Figured” 
features screeching guitars, a 
steady-marching band beat, a fat 
bassline, and a breakdown that 
wields a guitar solo to match any 
old-school rocker. Following a 
nearly fatal crash, vocalist and 
guitarist Kory Gregory suffered 
from an extreme existential 
dread, which bleeds through the 
record. “Black Mold” takes an 
introspective turn as Gregory 
reflects on depression and 
suicide as a loving voicemail from 
a drunken friend breaks up the 
verses. He sings, “Back in April, 
the coffee table didn’t seem so far 
away / He turns me over pats my 
shoulder tells me everything’s 
okay,” before he sings the refrain 
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“What a lie,” as a wall of sound 
overtakes the track. It’s a blunt 
end but Gregory finds some levity 
on the closing track, “Baby Blue.” 
Like many a mental episode, 
sometimes the way out of the 
darkness is as simple as finding 
the light. —Dalton Spangler

PUP
THE UNRAVELING OF 
PUPTHEBAND
(LITTLE DIPPER/RISE)

Throughout punk’s history, the 
term “sellout” has grown from 
being a libelous smear on any 
band’s image into an antiquated 
joke with little threat behind 
it. After all, there’s no one to 
sell out to anymore. But PUP 
sell out anyway on their new 
LP, THE UNRAVELING OF 
PUPTHEBAND. The pinnacle 
track “PUPTHEBAND Inc. 
Is Filing For Bankruptcy,” 
captures this idea with the 
lyrics, “I used to be reckless and 
too broke to eat / Now all of 
my friends have bidets in their 
en suites.” Originating from 
the DIY-punk world, PUP has 
often said in interviews how 
they never felt better than their 
contemporaries, they just failed 
upwards. This album reflects on 
DIY guilt, imposter syndrome, 
and self-sabotage with clean, 
almost pop-style songwriting 
that still feels authentic. 
Lead vocalist Stefan Babcock 
interjects between songs with 
weird piano ballads in a Conor 
Oberst-esque way with meta 
lyrics on being in a band and 
making an album. Every track 
feels like “PUP” with plenty of 
gang vocals and chaotic guitar 
tones. It’s disappointing that 
many of the best tracks like 
“Totally Fine,” “Matilda,” and 
“Waiting” were teased early, 
but the other tracks hold up 
too, especially the introspective 
songs like “Cutting Off The 
Corners.” PUP usually doesn’t 
sound as melancholy as they are 
lyrically, but this track marries 
sonic and lyrical sadness with 

subdued drums and slow-
moving but powerful guitars. 
This album isn’t much different 
from previous PUP releases but 
if you aren’t already in their 
corner, it might convince you 
otherwise. —Dalton Spangler

SAULT
AIR
(FOREVER LIVING ORIGINALS)

U.K.-based musical collective 
SAULT are as prolific as they 
are mysterious. In their typical 
fashion, they posted a vague 
teaser of their new album 
Air about releasing it in full 
on April 13th. The follow-up 
to 2021’s Nine (which is no 
longer available on streaming 
platforms), Air is a distinct 
departure from the neo-soul and 
disco styles of the collective’s 
previous five albums. A melding 
of avante-garde classical, soul, 
brass, choral, and orchestral 
strings, the album gently takes 
the listener out of time and place 
into a lush soundscape. Save for 
vocals from Cleo Sol on “Time 
Is Precious” and the non-lyrical 
choral singing throughout, the 
seven tracks on Air are entirely 
instrumental. The album is 
reminiscent of the soundtrack 
to a classic movie or musical; 
there are certainly shades of 
Aaron Copland and Rodgers 
& Hammerstein present. This 

is a gorgeous, transcendent 
collection of songs. Though it 
doesn’t contain dance tracks or 
stirring political commentary, 
Air does offer a meditative and 
immersive escape that allows the 
listener comfort and respite from 
the outer world; in that regard, 
it does not differ from the rest of 
the SAULT catalog. —Mary Beth 
Campbell

WET LEG
S/T
(DOMINO)

One of the first things you notice 
about U.K. indie duo Wet Leg is 
their irreverence—it can be hard, 
at times, to discern whether 
they are taking their music 
seriously and whether they are 
taking the piss out of the entire 
scene. In all likelihood, it is both. 
Their self-titled debut is both 
catchy and languid, a careful 
study of dancey, guitar-driven 
indie dance music that places 
a female-centered voice in a 
traditionally male-dominated 
genre. “Chaise Lounge,” the 
first single, is a direct objection 
to preconceived notions 
about female musicians and 
fans being both passive and 
supplicant (“What are you doing 
sitting down? / You should be 
horizontal now”). “Angelica” 
expresses their underlying 
disenchantment with the whole 
indie world (“I don’t know what 
I’m even doing here / I was 
told that there would be free 
beer / I don’t wanna follow you 
on the gram / I don’t wanna 
listen to your band”). Though 
at times they lean a bit on the 
sophomoric side, the band’s 
humor draws you in as much 
as their hooks, punctuating 
the absurdity and existential 
horror of such things as shit 
parties and even worse men 
(“Wet Dream,” “I Don’t Wanna 
Go Out”). In short, Wet Leg is a 
chaotic pleasure, striking that 
rare balance between being 
unflinchingly honest yet fun.
—Mary Beth Campbell

GRETCHEN FELKER-MARTIN
MANHUNT
(NIGHTFIRE)

Two trans girls fight to survive 
in a post-apocalyptic New 
England where a mysterious 
virus called t. rex causes anyone 
with high enough levels of 
testosterone to turn into violent, 
vicious creatures who will rape 
and kill anyone they find. In 
the aftermath of the events of 
T-Day—when the plague t. rex 
unleashed itself into North 
America, transforming men into 
monsters while their loved ones 
watched in confused horror—
Fran and Beth hunt rogue men 
for their testicles and adrenal 
glands to then be synthesized 
into estrogen, which in turn 
keeps testosterone levels in 
check. Along with their friends 
Indie (a superfat cis woman 
doctor and longtime companion 
who has the lab skills to make 
the estrogen) and Robbie (a 
sharp-shooting, loner trans 
man with a mysterious past 
who begrudgingly joins their 
group), we follow Fran and Beth 
through a gut-wrenching story 
of survival, where they band 
together to fight a growing army 
of TERFs (trans-exclusionary 
radical feminists) threatening to 
take over the entire Northeast, 
murdering every trans person 
they can find. This book is 
the first horror novel with a 
major publisher written by an 
openly trans woman, and is 
anticipated to be one of the best 

CORRECTION
Last month’s review of Total Hell’s 
new self-titled album incorrectly 
featured artwork from their demo, 
instead of this cover. Damnation!



41  *  ANTIGRAVITY  *  MAY 2022

horror novels of 2022. In a time 
when anti-trans violence and 
legislation are threatening so 
many, this story of solidarity in 
the face of death is a love letter 
of strength to radical trans 
communities. —Kallie Tiffault

EVAN ROSS KATZ
INTO EVERY 
GENERATION A SLAYER 
IS BORN: HOW BUFFY 
STAKED OUR HEARTS
(HACHETTE BOOKS)

Twenty-five years after it first 
debuted, Buffy the Vampire 
Slayer maintains an undeniable 
influence on television and 
popular culture in general. 
It is scary, smart, and sexy, 
and contributed to important 
conversations about feminism, 
gender, sexuality, and power. It 
was created by Joss Whedon, a 
person whose toxicity and abuse 
wielded problematic influence 
on set. How does one reconcile 
these dueling truths? That is 
one of the central questions that 
writer and Buffy superfan Evan 
Ross Katz asks in Into Every 
Generation a Slayer is Born: How 
Buffy Staked Our Hearts. Katz is 
careful to not offer a solution for 
those who are conflicted about 
where to stand on Buffy; that is 
ultimately up to each individual. 
While the book does not shy 
away from uncomfortable 
truths, it also takes care to 
emphasize the show’s positive 
legacy, in particular its 
community. Actresses Charisma 
Carpenter, Amber Benson, Clare 
Kramer, and Emma Caulfield 
all note how, to this day, fans 
tell them that the show gave 
them an anchor when they most 
needed it. Katz adds on to this in 
a statement that, for him and so 
many of us, is no exaggeration: 

“Buffy saved my life.” Into Every 
Generation is both an honest 
critique and unapologetic love 
letter to its subject, an example 
of how to honor something while 
also holding it accountable.
—Mary Beth Campbell

JAMES SPOONER
THE HIGH DESERT: 
BLACK. PUNK. NOWHERE.
(MARINER)

James Spooner is an activist, 
tattoo artist, Afro-Punk 
documentary filmmaker, 
founder of the music festival of 
the same name, and now, with 
his debut memoir The High 
Desert: Black. Punk. Nowhere., 
a graphic novelist. Before this, 
though, he was a young, biracial 
teen living in the desolate desert 
town of Apple Valley, California 
in the early 1980s. It was there 
that Spooner was introduced 
to the punk community, which 
The High Desert chronicles in 
bittersweet detail. Though punk 
rock offered refuge for Spooner 
and his friends, he was not 
shielded from the racism and 
other brutal realities present in 
the small town scene. Spooner 
does not shy away from the 
painful memories, nor is he 
afraid to cast a critical, albeit 
loving eye on his younger self. 
The memoir includes a fateful 
trip to New York City at age 14, 
where chance encounters with 
other Black and Latinx punks 
opened his eyes to intersectional 
politics and set him on the path 
that led him to where he is 
now. As Spooner writes, “Punk 
positioned me to listen.” The 
High Desert is a beautiful and 
moving coming-of-age story and 
love letter to the Black roots of 
punk rock, the ethos behind the 
movement, and to all the past, 
present, and future kids in the 
scene. —Mary Beth Campbell
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GAGARINE
FANNY LIATARD AND 
JÉRÉMY TROUILH
(HAUT ET COURT)

On the outskirts of Paris, 
government housing projects 
left over from the Communist 
party of France in the ‘60s sit 
unmaintained and aging, while 
the families they house build 
tight-knit communities among 
their rapidly deteriorating 
apartments. Teenager Youri 
lives in the housing project 
Gagarine, named after Soviet 
cosmonaut Yuri Gagarin, the 
first human who went to space. 
Youri himself is fascinated 
with space and science, and 
creates innovative technologies 
using foraged scraps to make 
improvements to Gagarine, 
installing lights and even fixing 
an elevator. Despite his efforts, 
he can’t fix asbestos, and the 
building is condemned. And 
while his relationships with 
his community are close, he 
doesn’t have a place to relocate, 
and his mother is nowhere to be 
found. In this beautiful film—a 
Cannes Official Selection—a 
forgotten boy builds a life 
inside a collapsing building, a 
feeling all of us who make our 
homes in South Louisiana can 
relate to. Starring newcomer 
Alséni Bathily, who gives a 
sweet and subtle performance 
alongside stunning visuals and 
a beautifully tragic story that 
blurs into magical realism, this 
film is a promising debut for 
the first feature from directors 
Fanny Liatard and Jérémy 
Trouilh. —Kallie Tiffault

PLEASURE
NINJA THYBERG
(PLATTFORM 
PRODUKTION/NEON)

Twenty-year old Bella Cherry 
arrives in Los Angeles to pursue 
her dream of being the next 
big porn star. In this subtly 
humorous and loving portrayal 
of life working in the porn 
industry, Bella navigates the 
delicate social scene in L.A. and 
the realities of what it takes to 
succeed in her career; she must 
take risks and find out who she 
can really rely on. While the plot 
may be pretty basic, the dynamic 
and complex characters are the 
backbone of this film. Aside from 
Sofia Kappel, the breakout star 
portraying Bella, all of the actors 
in the film are actual sex workers 
in the adult entertainment 
industry—you might see a 
familiar face or two in this film, 
depending on your personal 
tastes. The solidarity between 
Bella and her fellow porn actress 
friends shows a side of sex work 
that is overwhelmingly tender 
and special. While some reviews 
respond strongly to this movie, 
acting like porn is inherently 
horrifying, these puritanical 
reactions miss the point—but I 
guess that’s what happens when 
you make a film about sex in 
an Avengers-neutered world. 
There may be some disturbing 
scenes in the film, but as our 
protagonist says, “it doesn’t 
matter what you do for a living, 
you have bad days at work.”
—Kallie Tiffault

309 PUNK PROJECT & 
THE POLAROID KIDD
SELECTIONS FROM
THE ARCHIVES
(GOOD CHILDREN)

“You are beautiful” / “Eat the 
rich” / “Love”—these are simple 
words and phrases that one 
might come across every day, 
but Mike Brodie (a.k.a. “The 
Polaroid Kidd”) captures them 
with his Polaroid cameras in a 
way that exceeds the mundane. 
Brodie began a life of train-
hopping in 2004 when he lived 
in a punk house called “309” 
in Pensacola, Florida. Over 
the course of two decades, he 
has traveled the country and 
collected images of various 
subcultures he has encountered: 
punks, train-hoppers, 
vagabonds, squatters, and more. 
The exhibition at Good Children 
Gallery showcases his work in 
amalgamations of portraits, 
landscapes, and graffiti, among 
other subjects. The selection of 
Brodie’s work includes the very 
first Polaroid 600 frame he took 
in 2003, as well as other images 
using Spectra and SX-70 film. 
Brodie’s use of Polaroid film, 
itself a dying medium, portrays 
his subjects in a DIY aesthetic 
while shedding light on some of 
the overlooked, forgotten, and 
often stigmatized portions of 
society. “The heart is a lonely 
hunter”—another of Brodie’s 
images depicts this saying as it 
is being written on a wooden 
wall. Brodie’s work is a glimpse 
into the vision of an artist whose 
life has been spent hunting 
and searching for beauty and 
community amidst hardship, 
attempting to find visual truth in 
between the slits and cracks of 
modern life. —Andy Pham

ERIKA GOLDRING
LIGHTNING AND 
THUNDER: BIG CHIEF 
MONK BOUDREAUX AND 
THE GOLDEN EAGLES
(NEW ORLEANS
JAZZ MUSEUM)

Last year, Big Chief Joseph Pierre 
“Monk” Boudreaux celebrated 
his 80th birthday. Boudreaux 
is the oldest living Mardi Gras 
Indian chief, and has led the 
Golden Eagles tribe for more than 
50 years. A new photo exhibit at 
the New Orleans Jazz Museum 
celebrates his life and legacy as a 
musician and community leader. 
Photographer Erika Goldring has 
kept in touch with Boudreaux 
and his family over a period of 
17 years, capturing the portraits 
which are now collected here. 
Accompanying the photographs 
are recordings of Boudreaux’s 
music—from 1970s recordings of 
his work with the Wild Magnolias 
to selections from his 2021 
album Bloodstains & Teardrops. 
Goldring’s shots show the tribe 
members out in the streets and 
inside their homes, document 
their annual meeting places 
and intricate suits, and record 
birthday parties and engagement 
announcements. Some were 
taken on a gray Super Sunday in 
the early morning, some on a clear 
blue Fat Tuesday at midday, some 
on comparatively quiet weekday 
evenings. Facial expressions 
range widely—now beaming, now 
proud and stoic, now with mouths 
wide open to cry out a chant. 
Erika Goldring’s photographs 
are as vivid and exuberant as the 
community they capture. (The 
exhibit will run through October.) 
—Alena Cover
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Exactly nine weeks after Holy 
Thursday, Venezuelan Catholics 
don the mask of the dancing 
devil, Yare. Symbolizing evil, 
the mask of Yare is worn by 
promeseros (promise-keepers) 
who dance to cast away 
themselves from the village 
of Yare. It’s one part a battle 
between good and evil but is 
another part accepting evil 
as a means to do good. Zeta 
embraces the devil as part of 
their identity both culturally 
and musically. As they played 
at Gasa Gasa on Good Friday, 
I realized they dance not only 
in celebration but in sadness, 
anger, and especially in fatigue.

Zeta was on the last leg of their 
36-date tour spanning from 
Washington state to their home 
base of south Florida. Eleven days 
prior, their van had been broken 
into while they were in Oakland. 
Around $10,000 worth of gear 
and sensitive items, including 
passports and green cards, were 
taken. I could tell they were tired. 
Before the set, I saw them doing 
finger stretches, visibly cringing 
at the tension. I have seen them 
play four times before, twice at 
a DIY house in south Georgia 
and another two times at Fest in 
Gainesville, Florida.

They’re deeply connected with 
DIY/punk circuits around the 
country, practically living in their 
van most of the year. Growing 

up in Venezuela, they started 
the band in high school as the 
weird outsider kids who liked 
punk music. Through websites 
like MySpace and also word of 
mouth, they began touring much 
of Latin America. Inspired by 
North American bands they saw 
live like Comeback Kid, Zeta 
set out to bring their version of 
post-hardcore stateside. Around 
2015, the band was granted visas 
to play in the U.S. Some of the 
members have even attained 
citizenship, despite great 
hardship doing so.

Described as an angrier Latin 
Pink Floyd or Afro-Caribbean 
percussive punk, Zeta’s 
arrangement on stage isn’t like 
your ordinary band. The five 
members are locked into their 
spots surrounded by percussion. 
The drum kit takes front and 
center stage where Eduardo 
“Chino” Sandoval performs like 
Animal from the Muppets. Behind 
him is multi-instrumentalist Alex 
Musanostra and bassist Antonio 
Pereira. Stage left, vocalist Juan 
Ricardo Yilo (a.k.a. Juan Chi) 
is locked in by his set of bongos 
while also strapped with a red 
Fender guitar. Stage right, Dani 
Eduardo performs everything 
from drums to keys to bizarre 
pedals and even guitar. Despite 
the rigidness of the stage layout, 
the band is pure energy, moving 
gracefully and occasionally 
violently in their crowded space.

During some of their major 
shows, especially in Florida, they 
will have guest dancers who wear 
the mask of Yare. They’ve formed 
dedicated communities all around 
the country, taking on musicians 
as they go. Their Instagram 
handle, @joinzeta, explains 
all you need to know about the 
mission of the band. They aim to 
convert: dancing devils seeking 
more dancing devils.

It was a small audience at Gasa 
Gasa but an intimate one. Some 
sat and nodded along while 
others grooved with the band. 
Zeta brought a force not unlike 
a storm, wandering peacefully 
like a jam band before exploding 
with lighting and thunder. 
Juan Chi broke a string at one 
point but the band was able 
to improvise a melancholic 
interlude without missing a beat 
while he repaired his guitar. 
Juan Chi then joined with 
instantly recognizable chords of 
their song “Resignar.” Singing in 
a whisper, with hushed bongos 
tapping along to the guitar line, 
the chorus exploded with a full 
drum kit and screaming vocals 
that were subdued as quickly as 
they ignited.

Before the show, Juan Chi told 
me about salsa music and its 
importance in South American 
countries. He said that it’s 
dance music but that it is often 
very political lyrically. Highly 

influenced by Latin and Afro-
Caribbean music, Zeta connects 
the world of Latin music to 
another politically bent and 
danceable genre, punk.

Catharsis is a word thrown 
around when describing 
the appeal of moshing and 
screaming your head off along 
with a band. It doesn’t matter 
who you are or whatever is going 
on in your life, the pit is where 
you let go of all those things and 
dance. In Latin cultures, dancing 
is supposed to be multifaceted 
like that. It’s what Zeta brings 
to every show: dance and 
fellowship. The title of their new 
album, Todo Bailarlo, translates 
to “Dance It All,” a creed the 
band has naturally developed.

During the show, they paused 
for a moment to check in with 
the audience, asking if they 
wanted more. To a predictable 
reply, they launched into “Magia 
Infinita,” a percussion-heavy 
song. Some of the members 
strained as their wrists 
tightened and inflamed while 
crashing on the drums. They 
were relentless as the crowd 
cheered to their crescendoing 
beat. The whole band picked 
up shakers, drums, bongos and 
more as they created a sound 
like something straight out of 
Congo Square. We danced as 
devils as Good Friday ended and 
a new day began.

words and photo by Dalton Spangler

Todo Bailarlo
 Zeta Live at Gasa Gasa



45  *  ANTIGRAVITY  *  MAY 2022

Lincoln Beach

land you can almost access, broken 
fence to a dropping, you live
half forgotten, homestead to broken glass 
trimming the tree line, come up 
one end or the other 
a song strung on letters laid down over time
code so loud, the stars tremble against
like a caught throat universes
calling us home
beyond all we see familiar, anywhere
was safer than the land colonized here
the decibel of time speeds down, parallel
to this watched point, some violence sacred
whispering rush of traffi  c beyond a sea wall 
stacked on a levee never built to protect us
& how our dollars were swallowed 
by the poison they fed us—that there is never 
enough—when all there is—is enough
like a trap crabbed, beauty was our everyday
broken cars & half burnt down houses 
we photographed like family, wildfl owers
by the rail in soft focus so you feel alive inside
this promise of death 
time came for us beyond labels stacked 
for every soul is spoken for, the length of it secrets
spoonfuls of close calls we warriored in spaces 
marked trespass inside the globe, snowed
some paint across gravel, marked names in time’s edging 
do you think they see the SOS of it but let us linger
some parenting by neglect can feel like love
if that’s all you get here—one circle at a time 
around the star that held us 

—Megan Burns
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It’s exciting that you’re in 
your mid-60s and still trying 
to learn new techniques and 
trying to expand what you do.
Absolutely. Music happens to 
be infinite. At the beginning 
of the previous century, when 
they were breaking down 
tonality and trying surreal 
techniques, I think it’s really 
a credit to our country that 
Charles Ives was writing multi-
tonally and atonally and then 
throwing out patriotic ditties, 
one of the messages being 
don’t throw out the baby with 
the bathwater. These gorgeous 
melodies are great. They’re 
not a limitation because you 
change the context. Context 
has become a huge aspect 
of all art and I don’t know 
if that’s just me at this age. 
Jonathan Freilich is one of 
my favorite musicians that 
I’ve ever known or heard 
of. A lot of his vocabulary is 
very much guitar vocabulary, 
but he has such a genius for 
subverting the context that 
I tell people he’s like the 
Shakespearean fool. He’s 
like the fool in King Lear or 
Falstaff, simultaneously. I love 
the way that he reacts against 
somewhat conventional-
sounding material to subvert 
it and convert it. All the young 
dudes can do that and that’s 
why they’re in my band. I need 
people who can be reflective 
and intuitive simultaneously 
because that’s the half trick 
of so-called jazz. With pop, 
it’s usually an illusion. It’s 
sometimes heavily produced 
but still you’re waiting for that 
moment that it feels intuitive 
and reflective at the same time.

I noticed there aren’t many 
credits on the album.
Yeah. The video woman put 
the recording date [on the 
“Malabar” music video] and 
I went, “Uh oh. I don’t want 
everybody to know it’s that 
old.” Dude, I was just broke. I 
couldn’t do it. I couldn’t even 
do any post-production for 
three years then the pandemic 
hit. Finally, Scott said “It’s a 
good record.” I know it’s a good 
record and I know it’s the best 
thing I’ve ever done. I just 
didn’t have any dough. Then I 

turned 66, I’m getting Social 
Security. I’m in a different 
world now. A different world. 
To live like this is a miracle 
for just a musician who is 
not a household name. I was 
sweating. I’ve been deep in 
debt for 10 years and then 
finally started getting these 
checks. Pay off the debt and say 
no a little more often to some 
of the gigs.

I consider you to be one of 
the great composers and 
improvisers of New Orleans, 
but simultaneously I’ll walk 

through the Quarter and see 
you play in some hotel or at 
the Convention Center. It 
always feels surreal to me.
I’ve made my living and I’ve 
made my life playing most 
days of the year. I do see limits 
to that and it usually comes 
up around French Quarter 
Fest and Jazz Fest when, as 
you know, there is a law of 
diminishing returns. In my 
20s, I could do four and five 
gigs a day with all kinds of dirty 
deeds in between. Now, when I 
add that third gig, I think long 
and hard. Where is the part 

where I lie down? Meditation is 
a huge part of my life. I started 
it more than 50 years ago 
and, from my perspective, the 
first 30 years are the hardest. 
You start to get real results. 
Because we’re humans living in 
language and using language, 
but music isn’t the only way to 
transcend language. We need 
to cultivate love within. I know 
it sounds very ‘60s-ish of me 
to say this but we do have to, 
more than ever, cultivate this 
inner kindness and see that 
that’s the only way we can 
help others and have genuine 
connection with others.

You say it sounds very 
‘60s-ish of you but, in 2022, 
we’re still living in a capitalist 
society where we’re seeing 
people have some of those 
realizations by saying things 
like, “We should unionize and 
do things that take care of 
ourselves.”
Yes and the notion that difficult 
art is important and always has 
been. Van Gogh went to his grave 
having sold one or two paintings. 
We need to spread the gospel 
that difficult, challenging work is 
what we’re here for.

James Singleton will perform in 
various capacities throughout 
the month: with Mike Dillon 
and Brian Haas at the New 
Orleans Jazz Museum (as 
part of the Louisiana Music 
Factory’s Factory Fest) on May 
2; with Helen Gillet at Hotel 
Peter and Paul on May 3; with 
the Stanton Moore Trio at Jazz 
Fest on May 6; with Nolatet 
at Portside Lounge on May 
8; with Will Bernard, Sasha 
Masakowski, and Justin Peake 
at Zony Mash Beer Project on 
May 9; with James Singleton’s 
small orchestra at Zeitgeist on 
May 9; and with the Johnny 
Vidacovich Trio at the Maple 
Leaf on May 26. Malabar is out 
now on Sinking City Records 
(sinkingcityrecords.com).

JAMES
SINGLETON
cont’d from pg. 36

“In my 20s, I could do four 
and five gigs a day with 
all kinds of dirty deeds in 
between. Now, when I add 
that third gig, I think long 
and hard. Where is the part 
where I lie down?”
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Bernard Pearce (as One Man Machine) at the 2006 Voodoo Music Experience (photo by Dan Fox)
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the people of the projects 
needed a wider voice in the 
government, not just the 
middle and political class of 
Black folks; and more Black 
decision makers in the NOPD.

That didn’t happen. Politicians 
like Mississippi Senator James 
O. Eastland stoked racial 
anxieties when he implied that 
there was “ample evidence” to 
a “nationwide conspiracy” to 
kill cops. The NOPD formed a 
SWAT team and the force had 
become more militarized than 
ever. The FBI and local offi  cials 
went on to surveil local Black 
activists groups, and a lot of 
Black leaders felt as though 
white citizens wanted the Black 
community to apologize for a 
man who wasn’t even from the 
city. Chief Clarence Giarrusso 
feared Essex may be “symbolic” 
to some people after years of 
“deprivation and degradation.”

Louis Sirgo gave a speech well 
before the Howard Johnson’s 
shootings, where he said “the 
greatest sin of American society—
the status of the American 
Negro... If there were no ‘Desires,’ 
there would be no Panthers.” 
He ended by saying leaders 
shouldn’t bury their heads in the 
sand like ostriches, since what’s 
left exposed “makes a very good 
target for a sniper.” He was set to 
replace Clarence Giarrusso after 
his retirement. Instead he died 
when Essex’s bullet shattered his 
spine. His vision for the future 
never came to fruition.

It would be nice to think if it 
did, we’d have a society that 
didn’t create Mark Essexes 
that would later kill Louis 
Sirgos; where cops entered the 
projects and strolled through 
like it was Mayberry, with the 
tip of a hat and wave at the little 
Black kids who got to have real 
childhoods. In that world all 
of the mutual suff ering that 
happens due to the distrust 
between Black communities 
and white leadership would’ve 
ended. That didn’t happen. 
There have been more Essexes, 
in the form of Christopher 
Dorner (Los Angeles), Micah 
Xavier Johnson (Dallas), and 
Gavin Eugene Long (Baton 

Rouge), all Black vets who went 
on the attack against offi  cers, 
the latter two in the wake of 
Black Lives Matter protests. 
Racial inequities are still 
rampant, and our cities are still 
burning. How long can a society 
ignore a people’s pleas for help 
before those pleas become the 
demands of a revolution? And 
how long before that revolution 
creates radicals, and those 
radicals become extremists? 
How long can someone be 
backed into a corner before 
they learn that the only way out 
is to go over you?

Mark Essex
cont’d from pg. 25

illustration by Luke Howard

This article was based on the 
following material:

Black Rage in New Orleans: 
Police Brutality and African 
American Activism from World 
War II to Hurricane Katrina
( by Leonard N. Moore)

To Poison a Nation: The Murder 
of Robert Charles and the Rise 
of Jim Crow Policing in America 
( by Andrew Baker)

New Orleans after the Promises: 
Poverty, Citizenship, and the 
Search for the Great Society
( by Kent B. Germany)

“From the Desire to Mark Essex: 
The Catalysts of Militarization 
for the New Orleans Police 
Department” (U.N.O. dissertation 
by Derrick W.A. Martin)

The Story Behind the Standoff  
(WWL-TV documentary)

Military Murder Podcast, 
episode 28: NOLA SERIAL 
SNIPER: Mark Essex

For more info on Mark Essex 
and the Black Panther standoff :

A Terrible Thunder: The Story of 
the New Orleans Sniper
( by Peter Hernon)

Showdown in Desire: The Black 
Panthers Take a Stand in New 
Orleans ( by Orissa Arend)
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illustrations by Victoria Allen | @vs_illlustration

brains pelt us with images too 
shamefully gory to discuss.

Obviously all of this left me 
decidedly unhorny. I cocooned 
inside of myself each time Scott 
touched me, too many death 
scenarios tumbling through my 
brain to remember that I trusted 
him. His advances seemed 
outlandish, especially as Max 
slept in the same room, usually 
in our bed. Across our sleeping 
baby we would shyly glance at 
each other, our worlds wedged 
apart as important parts of our 
relationship atrophied.

Part II: Postpartum is
for Lovers

This wasn’t my fi rst time 
fi nding my footing post-baby. 
I carried a pregnancy in my 
early 20s that ended in an open 
adoption, but my postpartum 
experience then was mainly 
focused on numbing out to 
ignore my grief and distance 
myself from motherhood. I rode 
my bike across Philadelphia 
six days postpartum to a party 
where no one even knew I had 
been pregnant, and I forced 
myself to stomach sex that felt 
jarring, telling myself that the 
faster I could do all the things 
from my life before, the sooner I 
could get to after.

Compartmentalization and 
avoidance were my superpowers 
during that secret, silent 
pregnancy, and I used them 
afterwards to my full advantage, 
asserting constantly that I was 
JUST FINE. Compulsively 
having chaotic sex while 
disassociating was a big part of 
that assertion. This postpartum 
was purposely everything my 
fi rst was not. This time, my baby 
remained in my arms. I moved 
slowly towards the unknown, 
feeling everything all at once. I 
wanted to savor every moment, 
even and especially the ones 
that felt heartbreaking, to build 
myself back up into something 
better, someone who knew 
themselves more deeply.

Scott knew this, and he honored 
me in each unsure moment, and 
all the countless failed attempts 
and fumblings on the road to 
sharing intimacy again. But his 
journey and my own were vastly, 
hysterically diff erent, and his 

RAISING LOUISIANA
cont’d from pg. 14

wanting often felt off ensively 
easy in comparison to my own 
stop-start-stopping. I yearned 
for the kind of sex that comes 
easily and without inhibition 
for so many cis men who have 
never experienced sexual 
trauma. I hated that his genitals 
had survived the birth of our 
child unscathed, that his body 
was knowable to him. I wanted 
to lose myself in pleasure, 
goddamnit. I wanted, fi nally, to 
feel like a person with a body, 
instead of a parent with a baby.

Slowly, we began relearning each 
other’s desires, which for me 
meant saying no. It became clear 
each time we attempted closeness 
of the boundaries of before and 
the things I thought I liked were 
false, constructed on a faulty and 
crumbling foundation. I would 
get worked up and ready, only to 
break down in tears, disturbed 
by how easily I would fi nd myself 
acting out sex that was neither 

intrusive thoughts and old trauma 
only exacerbated my anxiety and 
lead to more obsessive spiraling, 
and didn’t give me tools to use for 
the moments when things would 
pop into my head, say, during 
oral sex. Physical practices that 
connected my mind and my body 
(a.k.a. somatics) gave way to a 
deeper trust and understanding 
of my own physicality, and 
some of the practices were easy 
to incorporate into foreplay. 
Splashing your face or parts of 
your body with water, clenching 
and unclenching your muscles, 
grounding yourself by placing 
both feet on the fl oor or against 
a wall—there are many ways to 
introduce somatic practices into 
your life and heal old trauma 
pathways, and they are easy to 
practice with a partner.

Sexual Inventory
Bodies and desires change 
under normal circumstances, 
and birth is an extraordinary 

Reading
When Survivors Give Birth: 
Understanding and Healing the 
Eff ects of Early Sexual Abuse on 
Childbearing Women and The 
Sexual Healing Journey: A Guide 
for Survivors of Sexual Abuse are 
two standout titles that helped 
me frame the struggles I faced 
prenatally and postpartum, as 
well as that old PTSD chestnut, 
The Body Keeps the Score: Brain, 
Mind, and Body in the Healing of 
Trauma. Let yourself pick these 
up when you feel ready, and be OK 
with throwing them down when 
you feel overwhelmed. It can be 
helpful to practice some healthy 
compartmentalization here 
(who knew this could be a coping 
tool for good?) and envision the 
knowledge you are absorbing 
as being collected in a secure 
container that you can open and 
close. Don’t pressure yourself to 
fi gure it out all at once.

Be More Gay
I’d be remiss if I didn’t mention 
here that queerness had a major 
role in reorienting my sexual 
compass postpartum. One of 
the biggest shifts I experienced 
post-baby as I shed old wants and 
desires was in my gender identity, 
and there was plenty of room to 
accommodate this change in my 
relationship. Queerness existed 
already in my relationship with 
Scott, and gave us so much 
more room to grow. There is a 
whole world beyond penetrative 
sex, and if I hadn’t already felt 
familiar and immersed in the 
full spectrum of desire sans 
coitus, and if my partner or I 
had placed penetration on a 
pedestal, well... we wouldn’t be 
together, for one, and the whole 
journey would have been more 
daunting. Queerness prepared 
me for expressing desires and 
needs I might not have had words 
for otherwise, and let me and my 
partner lean into sex without 
hierarchy, without limits.

for me nor by me. I had to hear 
hundreds of times, from myself 
and from Scott, that I had the 
option of closing the door forever. 
Only in believing that it was OK to 
stop could I begin to go on.

I never regained the sexual 
prowess I once asserted as my 
own. It wasn’t mine, anyway; 
it was some diluted cocktail 
made from the backwash of 
everything all my partners had 
wanted, pieced together into a 
fl imsy and misguided sense of 
fake empowerment. Once I let 
go of the desire to return, there 
was ample room for new things 
to fl ourish. The past year has 
surprised me by being one of 
the horniest of my life, which I 
credit to the controlled burn of 
postpartum wiping out decades 
of old growth. What follows are 
some of the tools that helped me 
fi nd postpartum freakiness—
obviously mileage may vary, but 
it nevers hurts to try:

Grounding
Somatic practices can help you 
navigate what words can often 
scramble. I found the approach 
of talking about the shame of 

circumstance. I’d recommend 
taking a sexual inventory with 
any new partner, but it can 
be helpful to revisit even and 
especially if you’ve been with 
the same person (or people) 
for a while. Get curious about 
what your transformed self 
and partner might want, now 
that you’re on the other side. I 
love the Scarleteen quiz called 
“Yes, No, Maybe So: A Sexual 
Inventory Stocklist” which I 
originally found through sex 
educator-liberator Ericka Hart 
(@ihartericka on Instagram). 
But there are many quizzes 
and inventories to be found on 
the good ol’ internet, some of 
which narrow down the focus 
to kink or BDSM. The gist of the 
quiz is to go through a whole 
world of “Are you into, could 
you be into” with your partner 
to fi gure out what’s on the table. 
It can be hard to fi nd words for 
boundaries with such infi nite 
sexual possibilities out there, 
and these tools can help. Make 
a date of it, with plenty of time 
to dig in, and bring a healthy 
dose of understanding and 
tenderness for each other while 
you get vulnerable.

I wanted to lose myself in pleasure, 
goddamnit. I wanted, fi nally, to feel 
like a person with a body, instead of 
a parent with a baby.
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NADIA MOHAMED
MISTAKES WERE MADE
(SHED GALLERY)

Nadia Mohamed’s exhibition 
Mistakes Were Made, on 
view at SHED in the Bywater 
through the first week of 
May, is an experience of 
space, texture, and light. An 
artist from Baltimore who 
primarily works with fibers 
and textiles, Mohamed was 
invited by Gabrielle Banzhaf 
and Jon Gott, co-founders of 
SHED, to participate in a one 
week mini-residency in New 
Orleans, during which she was 
able to experience the city 
and allow it to inform how she 
presented her work within the 
space. The visual centerpieces 
of the show are two quilts, 
approximately 5 by 6 feet, 
hanging from the ceiling of the 
open air space in the couple’s 
backyard. The installation 
feels connected to and in 
sync with the space. The 
work carries with it themes 
of regret, reconciliation, 
and death. A standout piece 
titled “Rift” is made with a 
torn piece of fibrous paper 
sewn together with cotton 
thread and pinned to the 
rustic wooden wall of the 
shed. The way the paper sits, 
hanging in a state of tenuous 
fragility, depicts the duality 
between human weakness and 
strength. The tear is complete 
but the threads holding the 
two separate pieces together 
feel almost strong enough 
to recombine them into one. 
Human error is inevitable, but 
the possibility of reconnection 
and resolution remains.
—Andy Pham

VARIOUS ARTISTS
HUMIDITY
(THE MAVEN GALLERY)

The Maven is a hidden gem 
on a “secret street” in the 
Quarter, and a gem it is with its 
current third pop-up (of four 
planned shows) presented by 
collaborators Mandy Simpson 
and Kellie Peach. This month’s 
theme, “Humidity,” brings with 
it a lush explosion resemblant 
of the swamps that surround us. 
Fourteen artists are housed in 
this gallery where Peach brings 
17 years’ experience of curating 
from California to New Orleans 
to showcase an assemblage 
of local and national artists. 
“I curate what I’m impressed 
by,” Peach explains, pointing 
to a detail in Sophia Germer’s 
“House Boots,” a collection of 
paintings flaunting a quirky 
aspect of what it means to live 
below sea level. Houseboats 
in shrimp boots flank a wall 
with artist Eric Broers, whose 
eclectic animal collages are 
skateboarding in the reflection 
of Galaxy Gal’s graffiti pieces. 
A cacophony of playful fun 
fills these walls answering this 
month’s call of the swamp like 
Aura Jane’s “Pelican” sculpture 
offering its eviscerated heart; 
this beauty astounds, much like 
the undulating surrealism of 
Benry Fauna’s portraits dangling 
from the brick walls, or basqo’s 
detailed masks which offer a 
jump into magic and mystery 
with their delightful intricacy. 
A feast of sensory textures 
from wood to metal to fabric 
fills almost every inch, which 
Simpson says has been the apex 
of this collaboration. Simpson 
notes it has given many New 
Orleans artists the opportunity 
to share their work in a space 
that also reflects the generative 
relationship found in the local 
community. There is much joy 
to be had here from wearable art 
to the art of really seeing how 
connected we are in this jungle 
of humanity. —Megan Burns
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ADVERTISER DIRECTORY
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.

CLEANING SERVICES

Eco Clean Cleaning Service
all eco-friendly and sustainable cleaning 
techniques and products
therealecoclean.com

FOOD, DRINK & GROCERY

Bub’s Nola
Smash burger purveyors
4413 Banks St. 70119
bubsnola.com

Juan’s Flying Burrito
Creole Taqueria since 1997
2018 Magazine St. 70130
4724 South Carrollton Ave. 70119
515 Baronne St. 70113
juansfl yingburrito.com

Mid City Pizza
Homemade sauces and dough
440 Banks St.  70119
6307 S. Miro St.  70125
midcitypizza.com

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

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

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

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

Suis Generis
Food evolution, new menu weekly
3219 Burgundy St.  70117
suisgeneris.com

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

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

BARS & ENTERTAINMENT

Banks Street Bar
Mid City’s premiere dive bar venue
4401 Banks St. 70119
instagram.com/banksstreetbar

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

The Domino
Cocktails, draft wine, happy hour nightly
3044 St. Claude Ave.  70117
facebook.com/thedominola

The Prytania Theatre
The longest continually operated theatre 
in the South
5339 Prytania St. 70115
333 Canal St. 3rd Floor 70130
theprytania.com
prytaniacanalplace.com

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

Sea Cave Arcade
Arcade and restaurant
3000 St. Claude Ave.  70117
facebook.com/seacavearcade

Three Keys
An intimate music venue housed inside 
Ace Hotel New Orleans
600 Carondelet St.  70130
threekeysnola.com

Toulouse Theatre
The French Quarter’s largest artist-owned 
concert venue
615 Toulouse St. 70130
toulousetheatre.com

Twelve Mile Limit
Cocktails, lotsa beer, nightly happy hour, 
video poker, pool
500 S. Telemachus St.  70119
facebook.com/twelve.mile.limit

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
euphorbiakavabar.com

Fourth Wall Coffee
Your hidden oasis in the CBD
614 Gravier St.  70130
instagram.com/fourth.wall.coffee

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

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

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

HEALTH & WELLNESS

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

Maypop Community Herb Shop
Sicangu Lakota owned and operated
2701 St. Claude Ave.  70117
maypopherbshop.com

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
Rosaliebotanicals.com

DECOR, GIFTS, APPAREL

DNO
Dedicated to New Orleans
1101 First St.  70130
dno.la

Glitter Box N.O.
Retail space and maker community 
for the economic empowerment of 
marginalized genders.
1109 Royal St.  70116
Glitterboxno.com

No Rules Fashion
Daring fashion in the heart of the Quarter
927 Royal St.  70116
norulesfashion.com

BARBERS & SALONS

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

MUSEUMS & GALLERIES

Contemporary Arts Center
Multi-disciplinary arts center
900 Camp St.  70130
cacno.org

Dr. Bob’s Sideshow and Gallery
Be Nice or Leave
3027 Chartres St.  70117
drbobart.net

RECORDS / CDs / TAPES

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

ART & DESIGN SERVICES

Bywater Fine Art Printing
Custom photo printing service for 
photographers and visual artists
bywaterfi neartprinting.com

MERCH

Inferno Screen Printing
Full service screen printing & merchandise
infernomerchstore.com

MUSIC EQUIPMENT & REPAIR

JK Grooves Guitar Service
set-ups, fret work, bone nuts & saddles, 
restorations, wiring, and more
739 Octavia St. 2nd fl oor  70115
jkgroovesguitar.com

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

To inquire about advertising in 
ANTIGRAVITY get in touch at

advertising@antigravitymagazine.com

LEGAL

Bizer & DeReus
Civil rights, car crashes, personal injury, 
and disability rights
bizerlaw.com

CASTING

Rudebelly Casting
instagram.com/rudebellycasting

COMMUNITY

New Orleans Jazz &
Heritage Foundation
Promotes, preserves, perpetuates, and 
encourages the music, culture and 
heritage of communities in Louisiana
jazzandheritage.org

TOBACCO /  CBD / VAPE

The Herb Import Company
Vitamins, herbal remedies, detox, spiritual 
supplies, hookahs, pipes & vaporizers
5505 Canal St.  70119
712 Adams St.  70118
711 St. Peter  St.  70116
herbimport.com

WEB & TECH

C4 Tech & Design
Web and IT solutions for small businesses 
and nonprofi ts
c4tech.com



Whether we are trying to choose 
between two disparate futures 
or between a point of view on a 
memory, we might feel trapped 
until we decide. The Moon 
card offers us a little light in 
the darkness, but mostly just 
company and wisdom. We are 
likely to feel distressed when 
confronted by a paradox. Life is 
full of paradoxes—incongruity 
that can not be resolved into 
a singular answer or course of 
action. The Moon assists us 
to hold paradox as a singular 
whole. Our current cultural 
education teaches us to select 
the right option in order to 
solve problems and eliminate 
uneasiness. We are instructed 
to search for the products 
and services that will not only 
resolve our angst but also make 
us right, smart, and worthy. 
This framework settles into 
our deeper psyches and creates 
existential problems that will 
inevitably result in a variety of 
anxieties for which we will need 
to seek further relief. It is up to 
us to teach ourselves and our 
young to hold conflicting desires 
and contradictory thoughts with 
humor and peace. It is up to 
us to come into a state of mind 
that allows the roads not taken 

to thrive in our dreams as part 
of the pleasure of living, rather 
than as regrets we cannot cure.

Whether we are looking 
for a way forward within 
a community, family, 
organization, or the opposing 
forces within our own minds, 
we are offered the Four of 
Wands for consideration. This 
card has the magical ability 

can be built in such a way that 
we can anticipate its height and 
width and general shape by how 
we organize the logs. Fire is 
unpredictable—this is true—but 
we can arrange and plan for 
what will be most conducive to 
our needs and desires. Rigidity 
will break goodwill and limit 
possibilities. Unless behaviors 
are abusive or manipulative, 
accommodation is the challenge. 

The cups represent the element 
of water. In the cups, we can see 
reflections of our feelings, and 
also the first physical attempts to 
bring the inspirations we receive 
from fire into the manifest world. 
The Five of Cups indicates both 
grief and what remains for us 
once we begin to process our 
losses effectively. There are not 
always reasons for everything or, 
more likely, anything. Meaning is 
something we craft as conscious 
beings—what Albert Camus 
called the invitation. By this, he 
meant that to lack an established 
destiny is to be invited to become 
an active collaborator with life 
and to forge who we are and how 
we live from our own creativity. 
To give up our sovereignty is 
always a mistake, no matter 
how much we might wish for 
larger inherent meanings; 
they are unlikely and we waste 
precious opportunities in our 
wishing. To become okay with 
grief as a companion, to accept 
that life means extraordinary 
loss and heartbreak, and to still 
say yes to what remains is to 
uncover the immaculate human 
heart. May we find something 
of incomparable value in our 
current sorrow.

to simultaneously soothe and 
invigorate. The wands represent 
the element of fire which 
ignites inspired thoughts and 
passionate feelings. The number 
four is associated with structure, 
and when we put these two ideas 
together we locate a powerful 
dynamic. If a home or collective 
is to be a genuinely fulfilling 
place, each person must be 
allowed to be who they are in 
ways that do not encroach on 
the rights of others. A bonfire 

In the case of the former, making 
the circumstance uninteresting 
to those causing problems will 
be of greatest benefit. In the 
privacy of our own psyches, we 
will free a good portion of our 
mind from paradoxes when we 
remind ourselves that all of our 
thoughts and feelings exist and 
are allowed to exist, even in 
contradiction. It is this internal 
recognition that will prevent us 
from saying one thing while we 
do another.

It is up to us to teach ourselves 
and our young to hold conflicting 
desires and contradictory thoughts 
with humor and peace.

reading by Michelle Embree | michelleembree.com
illustration by Gurleen Rai | zimteemo.com
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