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Old restaurants
with new faces
BY TODD A. PRICE

WILL PETERS AND LEIGH
Sledge had relocated to
Shreveport after Hurricane
Katrina. They had found
new jobs. They planned to
stay. So when Jennifer Benz,
who co-owned Dick and Jenny's
with her husband, Richard,
asked them to return to New
Orleans and manage the
restaurant, they weren’t
interested.

“I told her that I would
only come back if they sold
me Dick and Jenny’s,”
Peters says. He was joking,
but Benz took him up on
the offer. Now Peters, Sledge
and Whiton Paine own the

restaurant where they once
worked.

After Katrina, many peo-
ple found new opportuni-
ties. Some had started new
lives in unknown cities but
returned to New Orleans
when given the chance.
Others were forced to step
into new roles because their
old jobs disappeared. And
some people, after their
lives were disrupted, decid-
ed to pursue a dream that
they had harbored for years.

At Dick and Jenny’s, little
has changed except the own-
ers. Former chef Richard
Benz's hand-painted plates
still line the walls. By early
evening, the front room is
full of people waiting for
tables. Benz will continue to
create his menu of New
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Orleans cuisine with a few
fancy touches - a little chori-
zo sausage in the dirty rice
or truffle jus with pecan-
smoked, roasted filet. Benz's
food could only be found in
New Orleans, but there isn’t
anywhere else quite like
Dick and Jenny’s in the city.

The restaurant’s menu
might have been planned in
reverse, from the desserts to
the earlier courses. The appe-
tizers and entrées have the
same homey comfort as the
flourless chocolate-mint
gateaw or the toffee pudding,
which tastes like a home-
made cake pulled from the
oven while the center is still
warm and soft.

I started a recent meal at
Dick and Jenny’s with the
portobello-and-chestnut
bisque, a thick soup with a
smoky flavor - thanks to
mushrooms. “They've been
tossing everything in the
smoker,” our waitress said.
The smoker is located,
appropriately enough, on
the smoking porch. The
iron-skillet-bronzed drum
was expertly cooked and
served with a corn, okra and
tomato maque choux. Here,
even a dish as exotic as foie
gras over rich, fatty veal
cheeks can taste like com-
fort food.

A more brac-
ing style of
cooking can be
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mixes in sharp tastes - a
bite of garlic or a little bitter
endive - the way an expert
bartender mixes cocktails.
His cooking is the ideal com-
plement to a place where
wine and drinks are as
prominent as food.

DeBarr has created his
own menu for the first time
after working 14 years in
New Orleans. Before the
storm, he was the chef de
cuisine at Christian’s, a
restaurant that has yet to
reopen. When he returned
to New Orleans in mid-
October, he stopped in at the
Delachaise and asked if they
needed a chef.

“It’s walking distance
from where we now live,”
DeBarr says, “and I thought
it would be cool to have a job
where I never had to drive.”

The menu at the
Delachaise has all the snacks
you might expect at a wine
bar - olives, dips, fries and a
cheese plate. DeBarr, howev-
er, frets over his mix of olive
and caperberries tossed in
fennel and garlic. Instead of
a standard dip, he makes a
traditional Turkish muham-
mara with walnuts, red pep-
pers and pomegranate
syrup. The french fries are
thin, crisp ribbons fried in
duck fat. The cheese plate, a
generous selec-
tion of complex
cheeses with
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ways. He stuffs Steen’s-cane-
syrup-topped French toast
with chocolate and gjetost, a
Norwegian goat cheese that
tastes like sweet caramel
with a hint of sourness. One
night, a friend of mine took
a bite of the French toast.
She vowed to eat no more so
that she wouldn’t forget
that first taste. After a few
minutes of resistance, she
dove back in and ate half
the dessert.

Most of the Delachaise
menu is made up of appetiz-
er-size portions, such as the
delicious oysters Delachaise
topped with a forceful
horseradish cream sauce. It
would be easy, however, to
assemble a full dinner. With
a kitchen that stays open
late, the Delachaise is a
great place for a weekday
meal or a latenight snack.
The vaguely decadent
atmosphere, despite a few
windows that look out onto
a wellit gas station, only
adds to the appeal.

In the Riverbend. the for-
mer Mango House has
become Iris, a cheery little
restaurant with an ambitious
menu. Inside the converted
shotgun, the spearmint-green
walls with white trim make
the dining room seem so airy
that I thought a wall had
been removed.

Ian Schnoebelen, who
spent the last four and a half
years as the sous-chef at
Lilette before opening Iris
with Laurie Casebonne,
knows how to take a few
clear flavors and make them
shine throughout a dish. An
edge of curry balances the
white-wine-and-coconut
broth in the excellent mus-
sels. A spicy taste of ginger

| peeks through every bite of
the wild-mushroom consom-

mé. If Dick and Jenny's food

is like a warm quilt, then

Iris’ food is like a tapestry
with individual threads still
visible among the whole.

A grouper with olive-but-
ter sauce had a erusty sear
on top and was perfectly
cooked all the way through.
The duck breast was even
better. Many restaurants
can cook duck well, but
what makes this version
special is the way all the ele-
ments come together. The
Brussels sprouts under-
neath the duck were tossed
with bacon and roasted to a
mellow flavor. The menu
described the sauce simply
as honey, but there was
enough vinegar to balance
the sweetness.

Schnoebelen adopted
some of Mango House’s dish-
es, including a créme brialée
infused with coconut and
topped with rum-soaked
bananas.

He and Casebonne, a wait-
ress at Peristyle and Lilette,
had long thought of opening
Iris. They had already consid-
ered the name. They knew
what kind of food they want-
ed to serve. They had even
decided that the restaurant
should be situated in a small
house. What they didn’t have
were any immediate plans to
open it. When the opportuni-
ty to buy Mango House arose,
Schnoebelen and Casebonne
found a way to create the lit-
tle restaurant they had
dreamed about for years.

“The vision with the name
Iris was to have greens and pur-
ples,” Schnoebelen says, “the
whole feeling of springtime.”

This past difficult winter,
there were signs of new life
among New Orleans restau-
rants. New places opened.
Chefs received their first
chance to create their own
food. As spring arrives, there
will no doubt be more signs
of rebirth across the city. 9




