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I
t’s an exciting time to 

live in baton rouge and 

louisiana, a new year—

another day to make a 

difference. 

there’s an energy of 

determination and re-

newal all along the i-10/12 

corridor—stretching 

from the northshore to 

the east, through baton 

rouge and lafayette, to 

lake charles in the west.

it’s that spirit, that culture of triumph and cama-

raderie—of music and food—that unites us, defines 

us as a region and state. 

now, renowned marketing firm gsd&m’s idea 

city out of austin, texas, is helping us tell our story 

to the rest of the country and world. 

this effort, based on hundreds of hours of re-

search and interviews with people from across the 

corridor, will help our communities and state regain 

some of the economic stability lost after Katrina 

and rita. 

in november—after studying our region for 

months, idea city revealed their base concept for 

the i-10/12 brand: energy for life. 

the Foundation funded the work, which is 

aimed at branding the corridor as the best place 

in america for talented, high-energy people to live 

and work. 

as leaders in the areas of culture, entrepreneur-

ialism and energy production, our communities are 

places that offer a unique, fulfilling quality of life—

they are places where individuals can still make a 

difference.

in the coming months, idea city will help the 

Foundation and others launch a full-scale market-

ing campaign to help tell our story. this work, we 

believe, will help retain young professionals and at-

tract more new businesses and creative people to 

our communities.

To read more about the effort, flip over to page 16.

in other work, i’d like to take this oppor-

tunity to thank the board members of the 

lra support Foundation for their daring, 

insightful leadership. 

the lrasF was launched after Katrina 

and rita to aid the state in the enormous 

planning and research necessary for our 

recovery.

brenda birkett, l. ronald Forman, r. 

King milling, john p. laborde (chair), sean 

e. reilly and david r. Voelker have now 

concluded their work—which included the 

louisiana speaks regional plan; louisiana 

speaks pattern book and tool Kit; local redevelop-

ment plans in lake charles, Vermilion parish and 

st. bernard parish; and a 230-page, comprehensive 

report on the state’s health care system issued by 

pricewaterhousecoopers.

their work was paid for with private funds 

and relied on the best planning minds in the 

world—including duany plater-Zyberk, urban 

design associates and Fregonese calthorpe and 

associates.

it also included a little-known effort in 

Washington, d.c., to ensure that our state received 

the full federal funding needed to recover our 

christel c. slaUghter ph.d.FROMThEChAIR

this work, we believe, 
will help retain young 
professionals and attract 
more new businesses and 
creative people to our 
communities.
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communities. 

that work—performed by Ketchum 

communications—was known as the one Voice 

campaign and included public affairs services and 

developing a unified message for our state’s lead-

ers to convey to congress as they worked to secure 

crucial recovery funds.

as part of this effort, Ketchum guided our con-

gressional representatives, senators, governor and 

other leaders as they appealed to congress and the 

president for critical recovery funds.

i am happy to report that congress has awarded 

our state the funds necessary to rebuild our com-

munities—that includes an additional $3 billion for 

the road home program and more than $7 billion 

for levee and coastal restoration projects. in all, the 

state has received nearly $50 billion from the fed-

eral government for relief and recovery efforts.

these six leaders, the board members who 

guided the lrasF, have made a new louisiana pos-

sible. they are a great example for all of us—people 

who gave their time and energy for the good of us 

all, asking nothing in return.

best wishes in the new year, 

christel c. slaughter, ph.d.
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Currents is published six times a year by the baton rouge 
area Foundation, 402 n. Fourth street, baton rouge, la 
70802. if you would like to be added to our distribution 

list, please contact us at (225) 387-6126 or email the 
Foundation at mverma@braf.org.

the baton rouge area Foundation is a community 

foundation that takes advantage of opportunities 

to improve the quality of life in the capital region. 

We do so by providing two essential functions. 

one, the Foundation connects philanthropists 

with capable nonprofits to make sure the needs 

of our communities are met. For example, our 

donors support the shaw center for the arts 

and buy eyeglasses for needy children. two, 

the Foundation invests in and manages pivotal 

projects to improve the region. our plan baton 

rouge initiative spearheaded the downtown 

revitalization plan and now is working to revive 

old south baton rouge. For more information, 

contact mukul Verma at mverma@braf.org.
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LEADIN

Foundation offers 
web platform >> 
the Foundation continues its 

strategy to provide more local 

information so donors can 

have a greater impact with 

their philanthropic dollars. 

in november, a key 

gear in this project—

informed philanthropy—

was put in place after a 

feverish two months of 

fine tuning 

and killing 

bugs. the 

Foundation 

installed 

northstar, a financial 

software platform that was 

crafted by stellar Financial 

from the firm’s software for 

the biggest mutual funds, 

including Vanguard. 

the northstar platform, 

now in use behind-the-

scenes by Foundation staff, 

is being introduced in phases 

to donors. soon, they will 

be able to visit a secure 

website to check their real-

time updated 

philanthropic 

fund balances, 

view research 

about local 

nonprofits, learn 

about community 

problems and 

potential solutions, 

and recommend 

how their 

funds should 

be used to cure ills 

and to move their causes 

forward.

the web portal will distin-

guish the Foundation, mak-

ing it the sole online source 

of in-depth local knowledge 

for philanthropists across the 

region. 

offering the donor por-

tal fits the Foundation’s in-

creased focus on solving 

problems. so does the elim-

ination of the competitive 

grants program, which will 

free up $800,000 toward so-

lutions that reduce needs in 

the community by bettering 

lives. 

the board voted to end the 

competitive grants program 

last year. • 

Who’s There? 
Knock Knock >> 
Kelli stevens and her troops 

keep marching to the beat of 

the city’s children. they are 

edging closer to building a 

children’s museum in baton 

rouge. 

the museum already has 

more than $11 million in com-

mitments. stevens, chair of 

the museum board, says she 

is awaiting designs and ren-

derings for the Knock Knock 

children’s museum before an-

other fund-raising push for 

the project, likely to cost 

more than $15 million.

haizlip studios of memphis 

is designing the children’s 

Emily Smith, Kelli Stevens and  
Clarice Gordon with their children 
at the site of the Knock Knock 
Children’s Museum on Dalrymple.

soon, [donors] will be able 
to visit a secure website 
to check their real-time 
updated philanthropic 
fund balances, view 
research about local 
nonprofits, learn about 
community problems and 
potential solutions, and 
recommend how their 
funds should be used...
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number of students at least two years overage for their grade level in 

Louisiana public schools. (For a story on school innovations, see page 40.)

—as reported by the louisiana department of education

CALCULUS

 64,327

museum, which will marry 

learning to fun in a lively en-

vironment. designers are ex-

pected to deliver renderings 

in February. 

haizlip has already 

sketched part of the baton 

rouge skyline. it was a de-

sign partner for baton 

rouge’s irene W. pennington 

planetarium. nationwide, 

haizlip has become one of the 

go-to firms for children’s mu-

seums; the firm designed the 

memphis children’s museum 

and edVenture children’s 

museum in columbia, s.c. 

Knock Knock leaders are 

negotiating with brec to 

build the museum in city 

park, on land across from the 

golf course. brec designated 

the dalrymple drive site as 

a destination building in the 

park’s upgrade plan. •

Going west >> 
continuing to build 

philanthropy across louisiana, 

the baton rouge area 

Foundation has aligned 

with leaders in lake charles 

to grow the community 

Foundation of southwest 

louisiana.

it’s the second time in a 

year that the Foundation 

has extended beyond its 

service region to help build 

a community foundation. 

in 2007, the northshore 

Foundation was launched 

to serve st. tammany, 

tangipahoa, st. helena and 

Washington parishes. already, 

the northshore community 

Foundation, governed by a 

board from the northshore 

and run by susan bonnett, has 

raised more than $12 million in 

assets. 

just as on the northshore, 

the baton rouge area 

Foundation will provide 

administrative support and 

expertise to the community 

Foundation of southwest 

louisiana, which will be 

governed by people in its 

service region and run by a 

ceo, who is expected to be 

hired this month.

“there will be strength 

in numbers,” said david 

reinauer, chairman of 

community Foundation of 

southwest louisiana and 

owner of reinauer real estate 

of lake charles. “together, 

the three foundations will 

provide solutions and improve 

the quality of lives across 

most of south louisiana.”

the community Foundation 

of southwest louisiana serves 

calcasieu, cameron, jefferson 

davis, beauregard and allen 

parishes.

the baton rouge area 

Foundation knows lake 

charles. after hurricane 

rita, the center for planning 

excellence, an offshoot of 

the Foundation, worked with 

the people of lake charles to 

provide a master plan for re-

building that city’s downtown 

area. Voters in lake charles 

have approved taxes to start 

a downtown revival based 

partly on the plan. •

just as on the 
northshore, the 
baton rouge area 
Foundation will provide 
administrative support 
and expertise to the 
community Foundation 
of southwest louisiana...
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Feliciana >> With 

a new bridge over the 

mississippi headed in their 

general direction and more 

people choosing their 

verdant parish, the people 

of West Feliciana are busy 

managing the growth of their 

communities.

about 250 parish residents 

jammed into a meeting 

room at hemingbough in 

late november, plotting 

their vision of the future 

by choosing where to put 

houses, stores and industrial 

structures on a parish 

map. their preferences 

will be incorporated into a 

comprehensive master plan.

the meeting was facilitated 

by the center for planning 

excellence, which did advance 

work by holding a number of 

gatherings before the session 

at hemingbough. 

leading the comprehensive 

master plan for the parish is 

Fregonese associates. the 

firm, already familiar with 

south louisiana because 

it worked on the louisiana 

speaks master plan after 

Katrina, is expected to deliver 

a blueprint for West Feliciana 

within a year. 

in West Feliciana, there 

was a common desire at 

the community meeting. 

the residents want to 

maintain green areas while 

concentrating new housing 

and retail in small towns. the 

destination city would remain 

st. Francisville, which the 

residents envision as having 

a lively main street and 

downtown. 

after Fregonese completes 

the master plan, it will 

be debated and could be 

adopted by West Feliciana 

government. •

Looking better 
>> Wanting to extend the 

funky lure of the perkins 

road overpass, commercial 

properties is remaking the 

former Wal-mart shopping 

center on perkins road into a 

village with retail and housing.

LEADIN

The right path >> 
the Baton rouge parks sys-

tem is searching for spots to 
build its first path under a new 
project, keeping in mind ad-
vice from Atlanta path guru ed 
McBrayer—build the first trails 
where people see their value, 
making future paths easier to 
fund and build.

Lead planner ted Jack of BreC 
is searching for three pilot proj-
ects and should have some pro-
spective sites by the end of 
January. though BreC wants to 
create a master path plan, it wants 
to move quickly to build the first 
paths and get the project going. 
the pilot trails will be integrated 
with the master plan, says Jack.

One of the favored locations 
by people attending BreC path 
meetings was Bayou Duplantier 
from the lakes to Lee Drive and 
beyond, but Jack says opposition already has developed among 
some landowners along the bayou. 

In Atlanta, McBrayer has built paths despite vocal opposition be-
cause 85% of people want them in their backyards. McBrayer says 
people understand that paths create communities, provide a place 
to exercise, are an alternative transit network and even reduce 
crime.

BreC has at least $4 million to start building paths, which are the 
most requested offering in the park system’s surveys. •

one of the favored 
locations by people 
attending brec path 
meetings was bayou 
duplantier from the 
lakes to lee drive 
and beyond...
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Shaw Center wins 
award

competing against more 

than 800 entries, the shaw 

center for the arts was 

among 13 buildings honored 

by the american institute of 

architects in its annual design 

contest. 

lead designer for the 

baton rouge building was 

schwartz/silver architects. 

associate designers were 

eskew + dumez + ripple of 

new orleans and jerry m. 

campbell & associates of 

baton rouge.

the baton rouge area 

Foundation partnered with 

city and state governments, 

lsu and the shaw group 

to build the $55 million arts 

center, which houses the 

lsu museum of art, the 

manship theatre, a retail store, 

restaurants and art galleries. 

the aia picked buildings 

for their beauty and social 

impact. 

“the project is nicely 

detailed and works well in 

its urban context,” writes 

the award jury. “you can 

look through the building 

to the historic water tower 

and the rooftop space is 

accessible to the public 

without visitors having 

to patronize the rooftop 

restaurant, creating another 

public and community space. 

the gallery spaces play off 

of the industrial nature of the 

parking garage across the 

street and the interior office 

spaces meld with the interior 

museum space, creating 

offices with interior channel 

glass walls.” •

A bridge so far 
>> a few years ago, there 

was a movement to eliminate 

the pedestrian bridge that 

links the planetarium and the 

baton rouge river center. 

the argument, articulated 

by andres duany, architect 

of the downtown plan, was 

this: raise the bridge to drive 

pedestrian activity to where 

it belongs: the street. also, 

the planetarium was designed 

with the assumption that the 

walkway would be torn down. 

the push was a nonstarter 

with the department of public 

Works under a previous 

mayor. instead, the city-

parish cleaned the bridge 

and replaced the railings. not 

much of an improvement, and 

certainly no comparison to 

the chihuly bridge of glass, 

picked the top pedestrian 

bridge by Urban Land 

magazine. 

hundreds of 

dale chihuly’s 

glass sculptures 

are suspended 

in the tacoma, 

Wash., bridge 

above an 

interstate and 

train tracks. the 

bridge connects 

downtown to 

the waterfront, 

which includes 

a museum of 

glass beside 

a residential 

development. 

Federal, local 

and private contributions paid 

for the $6.4 million, 500-foot 

span, which opened in 2002. 

a world-renowned glass 

artist, chihuly has been an 

economic generator for the 

region, which has become a 

center for glass blowing in 

america. •

“the project is nicely detailed and works 
well in its urban context.”
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BR Uncorked 
>> What goes with 

a lush cabernet? 

philanthropy. 

the brainchild 

of seven local 

professionals, baton 

rouge uncorked kicked 

off its first wine competition 

for charity in fall. the 

organization raised more 

than $8,100 for playmakers 

of baton rouge, a 

local theater group for 

young audiences.

the event produced an 

impressive turnout—guests 

filled the shaw center for 

the arts’ river terrace 

to capacity. about 150 

latecomers had to be turned 

away at the door. With such 

high attendance at the 

first tasting, it appears that 

founders edmund giering, 

doug allen, doug cochran, 

patrick coogan, pete bush, 

luke Williamson and miles 

higgins have created a big 

success for good works. 

they plan to unveil a 

different seasonal tasting 

four times a year. although 

the basic format of each 

party will stay the same, 

“the charity will change each 

time, the venue will change 

each time and the grape will 

change each time,” said bush. 

guests give a minimum 

of $20 to participate and 

members of the selected 

charity collect those proceeds 

directly at the door. the 

tasting also features a silent 

auction of items donated by 

local artists and businesses. 

sale of baton rouge 

uncorked wine glasses, 

sponsorships and online 

advertising helps cover 

operations. because of 

high start-up expenses, the 

founders fronted the full costs 

of the october party. 

the group modeled itself 

after louisville uncorked in 

Kentucky, bush and allen’s 

home state. guests form 

teams of up to three people 

to participate in the wine 

tasting. teams bring three 

bottles of their selected wine 

for the competition. two 

bottles are shared among 

attendees for tasting; the 

third from every team is 

either awarded to the winners 

or used in the auction.

the next event is 

scheduled for mid- to late-

February. Final details were 

unavailable at press time. 

For updates, visit www.

batonrougeuncorked.com. •

LEADIN

the organization raised 
more than $8,100 for 
playmakers of baton 
rouge...

Definition:
Donor Advised Fund – the most 
popular charitable fund offered 
by the Foundation. donors create 
funds with as little as $10,000 
and recommend grants from 
the fund. the Foundation does 
the paperwork and oversees 
investment houses that manage 
charitable funds. donors use 
earnings to recommend grants 
across the world.
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Working with people who live in Old South Baton Rouge, she has led the Baton Rouge Area 

Foundation’s project to revive the neighborhood between downtown and LSU—and Old 

South Baton Rouge is breathing again. With new homes replacing tired housing projects. With 

children studying at the new head Start center and reading at the Carver Branch Library. With 

developers taking chances on a neighborhood once given up for gone. 

Gwen’s work is paid for by another set of believers—members of the Baton Rouge Area 

Foundation. Their generosity lets the Foundation spark the creation of experimental public 

schools, celebrate literature and the arts, and put a shine on Old South Baton Rouge.

Gwen Hamilton 
     is among the believers. 

Join the believers. 
Become a member by calling helen Fisher at 225.387.6126 or visiting BRAF.org.
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ONThEGROUND

W
alking through the capital area 

computer recycling center’s ware-

house is like visiting faraway history— 

in computer years. platforms are stacked, some 15 

feet high, with used towers and monitors that have 

been donated to the center. disowned macs stand 

in a row, their monitors looking like eager faces 

searching for a new home. 

in the center of this computer wonderland is 

nancy jo craig, executive director of the cen-

ter. Working with her staff and occasionally with 

students from st. joseph’s academy, they refur-

bish computers and send them to nonprofits and 

schools around the region, and as far away as 

mexico—where they change the lives of poor chil-

dren and their parents in the city of cordoba. 

in 2004, craig was hired to lead the center. 

it was a turning point for the organization. she 

changed operations and programming to over-

come serious financial problems for the recycler. 

since, the recycling center has rebounded. it 

even played a substantial role in helping nonprof-

its and families affected by hurricane Katrina. “We 

were able to collect and distribute over 3,000 

NANCy jO CRAIG RECyCLES 
COMpUTERS, GUSSIES Up DOGS 
FOR pARADES >> by OLIVIA WAtKIns/

photos by LOrI WAseLCHuK

a Fine 
balance
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computers, over half of those to individuals,” craig 

says. “if you don’t have a computer, how do you go 

back to business?” 

the reverse beep-beep warning from forklifts 

mixes with the buzz of workers moving computers 

at the warehouse in downtown, near pastime res-

taurant and lounge. craig shows off the mountains 

of equipment, which even include a tossed-out film 

editing machine from the days of reel-to-reel. 

donated by people and companies, equipment 

that passes tests is refurbished and sent for use 

in public schools or sold loaded with software to 

poor families for as little as $50. computers given 

up for dead are hauled off to be recast as new 
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products. the recycling cen-

ter gets about $15,000 per 

18-wheeler load for equipment 

tagged as rip.

craig makes the difficult work 

sound incredibly simple. 

she was well prepared for her 

job—a master’s in public admin-

istration from harvard university 

and a life of public service. While 

finding her own path, craig learned much from her 

family. both of her parents set the stage, with her 

father, Frank s. craig jr., among the founders of 

the baton rouge area Foundation.

 the daughter started her life as a scientist, as a 

research assistant when the coastal ecology lab at 

lsu made an alarming find. Working with first gen-

eration digital-mapping, the wetlands researchers 

discovered coastal louisiana was vanishing into the 

gulf. their subsequent warnings not to build in low-

lying areas were ignored. 

thirty years later, Katrina deluged new orleans 

east. “it was predictably going to come to ruin,” 

says craig.

the discovery of land being swallowed by 

the water partly inspired her to join the nature 

conservancy. she worked to protect wetlands 

and wildlife habitats throughout north and south 

america. “i wanted to be a part of an organization 

that could act, that was a nonprofit which could 

actually go out and do conservation.”

she was chosen as executive director of the 

nature conservancy of louisiana. “We created 

the first six or seven wildlife refuges in louisiana.” 

one of those was the bluebonnet swamp, which 

was established partly with a grant from the 

Foundation and now is operated and owned by 

brec. 

From the work, it became clear that craig could 

understand and approach issues of conserva-

tion locally and nationally. one local project was 

with susan hamilton, director of the baton rouge 

recycling office. they launched yard smart earth 

Wise, a campaign to encourage residents to use 

their grass clippings and yard debris as fertilizer to 

reduce waste. 

another project had craig going to the dogs. 

With friend adrienne moore, she started the mardi 

gras mystic Krewe of mutts, a parade featuring ca-

nines that raises money to spay and neuter pets. 

the capital area animal Welfare society now 

runs the parade, but craig’s dog, a parade founder 

named t-bone, still attends each year. the parade 

raised more than $15,000 in 2006.

For nancy jo craig, life is balanced. “i think that 

the crazy i’m busy sort of stuff is almost a disor-

der of our culture and that, over time, people will 

realize that having time to relax is more important. 

a few years ago, i had a treehouse built. and you 

know, it’s just for me.”

When coaching nonprofit executives, she 

teaches what she practices, telling them that “your 

life is oK, because that big problem you have now 

probably won’t be around in a few years, that your 

best moments should be personal.

“my proudest achievement in life is not work re-

lated, it’s my son.” •

Back-Up systeMs the capital area computer recycling center has 

teamed with st. joseph’s academy, the baton rouge area Foundation, the 

irene W. and c.b. pennington Foundation and Fondo cordoba to install recy-

cled computers in mexico. hundreds of computers are being used by mexican 

schoolchildren and their parents in cordoba, a town in the state of Veracruz.



b at o n  r o u g e  a r e a  F o u n d at i o n

16

IDEA CITy CREATES pURpOSE, BRAND TO DRAW BUSINESSES 

TO ThE 10/12 CORRIDOR >> by MuKuL VerMA

T
he businessman from massachusetts was 

numb. numb from the cold, from his work, 

from not knowing his neighbors. numb, 

even, from the distance within his own family. 

What he found on a visit to louisiana was the 

opposite. people were alive, relished the balance 

between work and fun, kept their families close 

and made friends—and even extended family—out 

of strangers.  pulled by the life here, he didn’t want 

to go back home.

he is not alone. so believes 

haley rushing, who headed 

a project for the baton 

rouge area Foundation to 

create a purpose and brand 

for 12 parishes in a corridor 

that lines interstates 10 

and 12. hearing a retelling 

of that dead-end life in the 

northeast and meshing it 

with her culture dive across the parishes, rushing 

says there are many who would choose to live in 

the corridor, pulled here by economic opportuni-

ties and a chance to make a mark in a state that is 

working to create a bright future. 

“the world doesn’t know louisiana. it knows 

new orleans, mardi gras and, unfortunately, 

hurricane Katrina. it’s time to let the world in on 

the rest of the story. the energy and vitality you 

COVERSTORy

“We call it the Louisiana effect. People are 
reluctant to move here. But when they come, 
they gain 30 pounds and never want to leave.” 

—lafayette resident
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The energy and vitality you find 
along the Corridor is absolutely 
contagious and has the magnetism 
to draw the right people, spur the 
economy and create a new future 
for Louisiana...

—haley rushing

TIM MUELLER
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find along the corridor is absolutely contagious 

and has the magnetism to draw the right peo-

ple, spur the economy and create a new future for 

louisiana,” says rushing, chief purposologist for 

gsd&m’s idea city.

idea city, the austin firm founded by roy spence 

and his friends, has helped build the Wal-mart and 

southwest airlines brands. last year, the baton 

rouge area Foundation hired idea city to provide 

a common purpose and brand for the parishes in 

the 10/12 corridor project.

hiring the firm is part of the Foundation’s goal 

to create the best place in america for talented, 

high-energy people to live and work by capitaliz-

ing on the momentum and quality of life along the 

corridor. 

idea city’s job was to find the unique advantage 

of the corridor, create a purpose around the find-

ings and offer a brand to promote what the firm 

discovered. the branding is one important seg-

ment of the corridor initiative. the other is gath-

ering the leaders and people from across the 

corridor to foster new jobs and to boost wealth, 

replacing and surpassing the economy disrupted 

and destroyed by Katrina and rita. 

together, the 12 parishes already were growing 

faster than the rest of the country, partly because 

their assets—such as five universities, advanced re-

search centers and an enormous petrochemical 

base—were aligned along i-10, the main artery of 

commerce from Florida to california.

shreveport demographer elliott stonecipher dis-

covered the rise of the corridor before most oth-

ers.  his analysis of 26 years of data showed that 

parishes along the interstates from the sabine 

river to the pearl were growing faster than the na-

tion, and that one-third of all louisiana residents 

live on the stretch. What’s more, stonecipher’s re-

search uncovered that the area had grown by more 

than 365,000 people since 1980. 

Working with this information and other research 

and surveys about the 12 parishes, rushing and 

her team immersed themselves in life along the 

corridor. “We are more like therapists, like archae-

ologists than marketers,” she says. 

When they emerged, rushing, spence and idea 

city staff had created a brand. in fall, at an event 

in the shaw center for the arts, idea city unveiled 

the brand: “to bring energy to life.”

idea city discovered a unique energy for life that 
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“Our culture is one of the few places where all of the 
aspects of the culture are integrated. The music sounds 
like the food smells like the people dance like the trees 
sway and the landscape lays.”      —lafayette musician
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renewable energy
to sum up its presentation in words, 

gsd&m’s Roy Spence read a piece that 

echoed the brand for the  corridor.

“there is an energy here.

in the crack of a crawfish shell. the de-

lirious hum of a distant zydeco band. the 

call of its invisible heart beats across the 

centuries. houma indian, French, english, 

spanish, creole, cajun. all were drawn 

here. and all left their mark. just as you 

have come to leave yours.

this ancient energy, flowing and alive, 

crackles in new ideas. shines in new op-

portunities. it resounds in new voices join-

ing old songs in a chorus of hope to the 

21st century. a wild dance of laughter 

hand-in-hand with family, with innovation, 

with inspiration, with exhilaration.

this energy makes it possible. this en-

ergy makes anything possible.

let the rest of the world run its fran-

tic scramble, chasing the tale of time. We 

have transcended it, charming our past 

into the present to conjure a future alive 

with possibility.

here, tradition and community stroll in 

the mist beside vision and prosperity. 

here, we whittle big business from small 

pleasures—hunting, singing, fishing, eat-

ing, and landing billions in the process.

here, we’re making memories and mak-

ing movies, creating biofuels from foods 

and creating foods that fuel the body and 

soul.

all the while, a sacred louisiana wisdom 

winks to us all. that a life well lived is the 

ultimate success.

here in these parishes of possibility, 

there is an energy.  tap into it.”

phOTO By TIM MUELLER
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manifests in three very distinct ways:

cultural energy born from diversity, ingenuity, 

community, camaraderie and family values that 

creates vitality for life hard to find elsewhere; 

entrepreneurial energy that’s found among busi-

ness and community leaders who have committed 

their talents to make a difference, make their mark 

and be a part of making history;

economic energy emanating from the tradi-

tional and alternative energy sector; from an enter-

tainment industry that includes film, tourism and 

recreation; and from the industry of “eating” that 

includes restaurants, aquaculture, culinary exports 

and pennington biomedical research center’s fo-

cus on nutrition. 

idea city turned many people’s beliefs on 

their head. Whereas louisiana residents too of-

ten view the fun many people have here as a 

negative image for the state, idea city found 

the qualities are desirable to many people in the 

country. 

rushing says the corridor is a place that bal-

ances work and fun, a desirable mix to more and 

more people who believe their lives have been 

taken away by their jobs. moving to the corridor 

would give them a chance to reclaim their lives, 

while also making history, for they would have a 

chance to leave their mark in a state where im-

provements are on the way. 

the “energy for life” brand will be used as both 

a local and national campaign to tell the 10/12 

corridor story, and the purpose project is the un-

derpinning for long-term cooperation among lead-

ers of the corridor.

the Foundation is working with partners across 

the region to secure funding for promoting the 

brand. at the same time, the project is work-

ing with leaders on an economic strategy for the 

corridor, a means to blend assets in new ways to 

create jobs and new businesses. 

“the people of the corridor will tap the en-

ergy across south louisiana to create the next 

great place to live for all of us,” said Foundation 

executive Vice president john spain, who is head-

ing the project. •

How tHey did it
you already know gsd&m 

idea city’s work. the austin 

firm created “you are free to 

move about the country,” the 

pitch for southwest airlines. 

other well-known—and 

equally effective—slogans 

include “these guys are good” for pga 

tour golfers and “don’t mess with texas,” the top anti-litter cam-

paign of all time.

the campaign to keep texas clean works a bit insidiously, tar-

geting men with pick-up trucks and others in their segment, the 

bracket known as the worst roadway polluters. it manipulated 

their pride for texas, priming that loyalty with their cowboy bra-

vado to reduce texas highway litter 72%.

the ability to stamp brands was one reason the Foundation 

chose idea city for the 10/12 corridor project. the other was idea 

city’s focus on purpose-based marketing, which the firm de-

ployed to democratize air travel for southwest airlines.

For the 10/12 project, the firm reviewed research along the 

corridor, immersed itself in the area’s culture and used propri-

etary software to converse with many people at once. it did so 

over the internet, talking with young people, successful expats 

and others about what makes the corridor unique and what can 

be done to bring bright minds here to create jobs and wealth. 

From that, the firm delivered a purpose and brand. the entire 

report can be read at braf.org under the link for “releases and 

reports” in the news section.

“Ma honey, Ma boo…
it’s the culture…we’re just 
raised that way.”    
   —lafayette business leader 
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Sierra Leone’s Refugee All Stars  January 31
Spreading a message of peace and love through a spirited fusion of traditional West African music, 
roots reggae and rhythmic traditional folk, the band crafts music that transforms and uplifts.
 

The Glass Mendacity  April 4 – 6
Jamie Wax and Manship Theatre present a hilarious, award-winning send up of Tennessee Williams, 
featuring some of New Orleans finest performers, including John “Spud” McConnell.
 

Henry Butler: Baton Rouge Blues Week  April 25
In association with Pal Productions
The New Orleans piano legend brings his r & b tinged blues to Baton Rouge in a solo engagement.
 

The Avett Brothers  April 29
Known for raw energy, this North Carolina trio was named Group of 
the Year by Americana Honors & Awards.  Their sound is indie-roots, 
guerilla old-time, folk punk and “thrashgrass.” 
 

Girls Night: The Musical  May 8-25
Non-stop musical laugh-out-loud comedy features feel-good favor-
ites like “I Will Survive” and “Girls Just Want to Have Fun.”

TICKETS 225.344.0334 OR WWW.MANSHIPTHEATRE.ORG

Just Announced!

The Avett
Brothers

Sierra Leone’s Refugee All Stars

Henry 
Butler

Benjy Davis Project

Feufollet

James Cotton

Walter 
“Wolfman” 
Washington

presents

Special 
thanks to:

Benjy Davis Project    
One of Baton Rouge’s favorites

Feufollet    
Cajun Music by a fresh young group of excellent players

Walter “Wolfman” Washington    
New Orleans R&B

James Cotton        
Blues Legend/ Grammy and W C Handy Award winner!

6TH

13TH

20TH

27TH

SUNDAY IN THE PARK
EVERY SUNDAY IN APRIL

FREE CONCERT SERIES • BRUNCH & MUSIC UNDER THE OAKS 
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O
lympia Vernon didn’t always have a title, 

a pulitzer nomination, a novel on The New 

York Times editor’s choice list or as many 

awards as her years. her beginnings were much 

more humble. born on the edge of louisiana, in 

bogalusa, the fourth child of seven, she wrote her 

first words in the dirt. she would stretch out on her 

belly by a garden "held together by stones from 

the river." 

her step-grandfather would come out and pluck 

watermelons with his thumb and ring finger to 

test the heart. if the heart was good, all the chil-

dren would come running. and after a few bites of 

sweet red fruit, Vernon would return to her words. 

"i wrote them in my head and on my fingertips 

and, sometimes, a breeze would blow through the 

curtains and i’d write every word i had held in my 

mind as quickly as i could.” 

“i’d like to think that gifted writers swim in their 

mothers’ bellies with an oxygen of a different kind," 

says Vernon. "i have very few memories where a 

pen does not exist."

Vernon got off to a charmed start, one born of 

hard work and a burning gift—words so "power-

ful and raw," according to reviewers, it’s as if she is 

“reinventing the language.”

not realizing one could 

write for a degree or for a liv-

ing, Vernon got a bache-

lor’s in criminal justice from 

southeastern louisiana 

university in hammond, but 

was steered toward a master 

of fine arts at louisiana state 

university. on a used com-

puter that alternated between 

functioning and crashing, she 

tapped out the opening line of 

a story: 

"one sunday morning, during bible study, i took 

a tube of fire-engine red lipstick and drew a naked 

lady on the first page of genesis." 

the raw coming-of-age tale that emerged was 

set in the rural black southern countryside, and its 

characters were limited by poverty and prejudice.

When she submitted the story as credit for an in-

dependent study course, an lsu professor sent it 

to a new orleans writing festival. Within a week, 

new york city agents were on the phone vying for 

rights to a novel that would be nominated for a 

pulitzer prize and land on The New York Times new 

& noteworthy list. >>

FROM LOUISIANA BEGINNINGS, VERNON TAKES FLIGhT 
>> by nADene steInHOFF

rare
oxygen 

ERNEST j. GAINES AWARD FOR LITERARy ExCELLENCE
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olympia Vernon, the winner of the first ernest j. gaines 

award for literary excellence, was born in bogalusa and 

raised in nearby mt. hermon and in osyka, miss. she earned 

a bachelor’s degree in criminal justice from southeastern 

louisiana university and a master’s degree in creative writing 

from louisiana state university in 2002. her three books are 

Eden, Logic and A Killing in This Town, which was chosen for 

the gaines award. she holds the hallie Ford chair in Writing at 

Willamette university in salem, ore.

TIM MUELLER
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reviewers across the country praised Vernon’s 

writing as explosive and lyrical, fearless and erotic. 

three novels, a string of short stories and nu-

merous awards later—including an american 

academy of arts and letters award—Vernon fol-

lows an obsessive rhythm. "When my characters 

want to write, they wake me up in the middle of 

the night and they keep talking until they are fin-

ished," she says. "i like to have a constant thread 

that connects."

 she creates her first draft in nearly one sitting. “i 

dive into this grand ocean and i don’t like to come 

up for air until i absolutely have to," she says.

 “i never intended on ‘being’ a writer," she says. 

"i was simply writing. it was a part of what i always 

was." 

she remembers chatting with authors at the 

writing festival that kicked off her career. "there 

was an energy around us. something was happen-

ing to me that i had not been aware of."

it’s proof, Vernon says, that gifts are part of who 

we are. they’re something we can’t live without, 

but often overlook. "i’m grateful. thank god there 

were angels along the way to push me forward."

reprinted by permission from Willamette university 

T
wenty years ago, i began an ongoing con-

versation with ernest j. gaines. reading his 

work is always enriching, of course, but talk-

ing with this writer is a special pleasure. Porch Talk 

with Ernest Gaines, the book of interviews carl 

Wooton and i did with ernest gaines, was published 

in 1990. jonathan yardley, literary critic for The 

Washington Post, published a review of the book 

that he titled, “ernest gaines, gracefully.” yardley 

praised gaines as a gifted writer and conversation-

alist, “at once a son of louisiana’s strong black cul-

ture and a citizen of the world of literature.” he also 

noted that gaines has “won an honored place in his 

home state’s cultural life.” this stellar place of honor 

here in louisiana is nowhere more apparent than 

in the establishment of the ernest j. gaines award 

for literary excellence by the baton rouge area 

Foundation.

esteem for ernest gaines’ work reaches far be-

yond the borders of his home state. his stature 

as a writer is evident from the interest of scholars 

and readers around the world. his novels and sto-

ries have been translated into 17 languages. some 

of the scholars who have visited dupré library at 

the university of louisiana lafayette in the last year 

to work with the gaines papers housed there in-

clude professor hitoshi namekata of metropolitan 

college in tokyo, professor rudolph byrd of emory 

university in atlanta and doctoral student siham 

Fouad of tanta university in egypt. they all praise 

gaines as a writer whose fiction has powerfully af-

fected them. professor namekata said, “i think that 

mr. gaines is one of the greatest authors of our time. 

i always wanted to go to louisiana to see the world 

of the works of mr. gaines. at last, my dream came 

true.” 

how does a writer create such resonance, evoke 

such emotion halfway around the world when 

“one of the 
princely men 
of our age”

ERNEST j. GAINES

>> by MArCIA GAuDet, with C.e. rICHArD

ERNEST j. GAINES AWARD FOR LITERARy ExCELLENCE
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his sole fictional setting is a plantation in rural 

louisiana? 

While gaines’ fiction is closely tied to place, it is 

not easy to categorize. his themes and characters 

do not always fit comfortably into the expectations 

of african american literature, southern literature 

or even american literature. instead, gaines’ fiction 

deals with the ambiguities of being human. his char-

acters, formed and informed by culture and com-

munity, achieve personal dignity only when they act 

as individuals and take responsibility for their own 

actions. gaines’ genuine storytelling voice and his 

ability to see things as they are—with all their com-

plexity, beauty, injustice or absurdity—enrich his fic-

tion with compelling narrators who take us into 

their world. his mastery of the first person narra-

tive and graceful control of his characters’ point-of-

view are recognized as significant contributions to 

american literature. likewise, he has played an ines-

timable part in shaping an african american literary 

tradition based on memory of the past. his use of 

humor as an essential element of human character 

has given the figures in his stories a certain familiar-

ity and appeal to readers from very diverse back-

grounds and cultures.

though gaines’ fiction has long been critically ac-

claimed and taught in universities and schools for 

more than 30 years, he received national attention 

and an audience of millions when his novel A Lesson 

Before Dying was chosen as the oprah Winfrey 

book club selection in october 1997. a movie based 

on A Lesson Before Dying was televised on hbo 

in may 1999, and later won two emmy awards, in-

cluding the award for best movie. gaines’ published 

works include six novels, a children’s book, a collec-

tion of short stories and a collection of stories and 

essays: Catherine Carmier (1964), Of Love and Dust 

(1967), Bloodline (1968), The Autobiography of Miss 

Jane Pittman (1971), A Long Day in November (1971), 

In My Father’s House (1978), A Gathering of Old 

LORI WASELChUK
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Men (1983), A Lesson Before Dying (1993), Mozart 

and Leadbelly (2005). Four of his works have been 

made into critically acclaimed films, and a television 

documentary (Ernest J. Gaines: Louisiana Stories) 

was produced by louisiana public broadcasting in 

1992. gaines’ novels are regularly chosen as part 

of the library of congress’ center for the book 

one book community reading programs, and the 

national endowment for the arts has named A 

Lesson Before Dying as part of its 2008 big read 

national reading program. For students, that book 

offers an especially identifiable benchmark of the 

author’s place in the american canon of letters: in 

1999, the book was published by cliff’s notes study 

guides, attesting to the fact that gaines’ novel is as-

signed to thousands of college and high school stu-

dents throughout the united states, alongside the 

other great masterpieces of literature in the cata-

logue of cliff’s notes.

ernest j. gaines’ work has been the subject of 

extensive serious scholarship. it has been the fo-

cus of 15 doctoral dissertations at major universi-

ties such as syracuse, university of north carolina 

at chapel hill and university of texas. there have 

been over 200 scholarly articles and 12 books pub-

lished on gaines, including the collection of essays 

Plus sur Gaines, edited by French scholar Françoise 

clary and published in paris by atlande in 2006. the 

university of louisiana lafayette, where gaines is 

Writer-in-residence emeritus, is in the process of 

establishing the ernest j. gaines center, an interna-

tional base for gaines scholarship as well as an ar-

chive for the author’s papers.

William Ferris, former chairman of the national 

endowment for the humanities, has said that he 

was introduced to gaines’ work by alice Walker, 

with whom Ferris was teaching at the time at 

jackson state university. he says, “alice spoke en-

thusiastically about both gaines’ literary talents and 

his generosity in helping younger writers like her-

self.” Ferris visited with gaines and has heard him 

read several times since their initial interview, includ-

ing a featured reading by gaines at a symposium at 

the sorbonne in paris. Ferris comments: “With each 

visit i am struck by the gentle voice of this large 

man who has shaped such beautiful portraits of the 

black and white characters in his fiction. both as a 

writer and as a teacher, he has immeasurably en-

riched our lives.” 

it is a sentiment shared by the many of us who 

have enjoyed not only the pleasures of studying 

gaines’ work but also the privilege of his company 

and conversation. the late professor milton rickels, 

a renowned scholar of american literature, was 

a colleague and friend of gaines at ul lafayette. 

professor rickels is both poetic and accurate in this 

description of ernest j. gaines: “a man whom i ad-

mire, respect, and love as one of the princely men of 

our age, a creator of the contemporary sensibility.” •

ERNEST j. GAINES AWARD FOR LITERARy ExCELLENCE

“With each visit i am 
struck by the gentle 
voice of this large 
man who has shaped 
such beautiful 
portraits of the black 
and white characters 
in his fiction. both 
as a writer and 
as a teacher, he 
has immeasurably 
enriched our lives.”

—William Ferris, Former chairman oF the national 
endoWment For the humanities
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Saturday, February 2 for the 
Spanish Town Parade

Red Stick Farmers Market
Special hours —7:30 - 11:00 am

Bring your friends

for Breakfast!

Main Street Market—8am - Noon

Stay for the Parade!
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local artist robert 

moreland created 

a sculpture for the 

ernest j. gaines award 

for literary excellence. 

the sculpture, an 

artistic representation 

of a hand, was formed 

in december. artists 

and assistants poured 

molten bronze from 

the crucible into a 

mold, which was 

broken to release 

multiple copies 

of the sculpture. 

moreland then cleaned 

and polished the 
sculptures. 
 >> photos by JAsOn PeeK



b at o n  r o u g e  a r e a  F o u n d at i o n

30

ONSITE

a different 
place
LSU pROjECT pEERS AT ChERIShED 

pERKINS ROAD OVERpASS >> by MuKuL VerMA

T
he roar of i-10 is turned up to 11 inside the former warehouse of perkins 

road hardware. above the din, lsu art historian darius spieth describes 

the highway as a “monster.” he’s lecturing to lsu architecture students 

and area property owners about the area’s transformation from wilderness to a 

jangle of shops, industrial concerns, restaurants and houses. 

his compilation, distilled from public documents, some of them obscure, is 

a segment in a project led by david baird, an lsu architecture professor who 

lives in a modern house around the corner from the overpass. baird charged 

his second year graduate students to research the area and to offer designs for 

buildings and structures that blend into the district. 

“We are trying to extract the qualities that are special and unique, that have 

been developed over decades by merchants just doing their thing,” says baird. 

not preserving the unique would result in the district losing its position in the 

market, says baird. 

consider, for instance, if the city-parish imposed a new sign ordinance for 

the district. a thoughtless ordinance would eliminate the diverse signs, replace 

them with vanilla ones. 

 “the first step for us isn’t really anticipating what the future will be, but lay-

ing out a solid foundation of people’s understanding of the neighborhood,” 

says baird. “if something does move forward, people would understand the 

uniqueness of the area.”

now that the research is done, baird is searching for $10,000 to publish it. 

here is a keyhole into what the group and spieth discovered. 
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LSU professor David Baird inside 
the former perkins Road hardware.

31



b at o n  r o u g e  a r e a  F o u n d at i o n

32

if you declared perkins road overpass to be the 

most unique neighborhood in baton rouge, a lot of 

heads would nod. but how did the area get to be 

this way?

a history of the area by lsu art historian darius 

spieth provides some clues. he scoured public 

documents—including ownership records in the 

“byzantine” filing system of the local assessor—to 

deliver the first known history of the overpass. 

his work was a segment in research orchestrated 

by lsu architecture professor david baird, whose 

second year graduate students also researched the 

area. 

here’s a glimpse of what spieth uncovered.

perkins road existed in the 19th century, but 

was known by other names, such as road from 

baton rouge to amite and middle highland road. 

in most of the 1800s, the land was wilderness and 

plantation. 

among the people who owned the land that now 

is the overpass area is the colorful philip hickey. 

born in 1778, he operated plantations in the region, 

was a captain in the cavalry in the spanish militia, 

served in the louisiana senate and built the first 

sugar mill in east baton rouge. 

by 1834, the overpass area was part of the 

richland plantation, which was originally carved 

out of magnolia mound, which survives on 

nicholson drive. 

in 1855, the richland plantation was bought by 

john and henry perkins. the road is named after 

them. the land was passed through estates and 

sales until it ended up in several hands. the city 

bought one of the largest pieces and now it is city 

park. 

in 1907, the railroad arrived, courtesy of William 

edenborn, a steel wire business owner who was 

born in germany. edenborn was attempting to con-

nect cities from shreveport to the gulf coast. his 

A BIt OF HIstOrY
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WHAt’s tHere 

baton rouge residents know the perkins road overpass is unique. here are some of 

the businesses that make it so. you may not recognize all the names, for there are 64 

businesses from the i-10 exit on perkins to the railroad tracks. 

longshore studio gallery, royal standard, overpass cleaners, george’s restaurant, 

chelsea’s club, bet-r grocery store, duvic’s, ivar’s, bolton health mart, rama thai 

restaurant, digiulio’s, red onion home goods, Zippy’s, mud and metal, cottonwood 

books, pinetta’s, cracker barrel, Zee Zee gardens, loft 3h clothing, Kean’s the 

cleaners, architectural coatings, parrain’s, bella bella, mark culotta landscape, 

beauvair Firewood, tristate road borings, plusone design, living Foods, eiland 

interiors and la salon.

“When you look at the area, the infrastructure is underutilized,” says baird. “it’s just 

amazing. there is a lot of growing room, partly because of inefficient use of space.”

firm, the louisiana railway and 

navigation co., provided not 

only rail service but also ferry 

service across the mississippi 

river at baton rouge, where 

there was no bridge. the rail-

road moved lumber, sugar, 

sugarcane, cotton, crude oil. 

the railroad also moved 

people, but passenger ser-

vice provided very little profit. at one point, the 

southern belle, a legendary streamliner connecting 

shreveport with baton rouge and new orleans, 

rolled on the rails. passenger service was discontin-

ued in 1969.

an aside about edenborn: he named stops along 

the railroad after cities in germany, hence essen 

and siegen lanes. edenborn fought 

with huey p. long, continuing a 

family squabble that began with 

edenborn alienating long’s father 

in a business dispute. 

by 1929, maps show that 

perkins, christian street, Ferndale 

and other streets had already been 

built, but the area was largely ru-

ral. one of the earliest buildings was 

Zee Zee gardens, which has been a fruit store, a 

clothing boutique, an antiques shop, a gift shop, 

restaurants and now is a bar. 

the state built the overpass in 1937 as part of 

long’s initiative to modernize louisiana’s infra-

structure. the area’s drainage system was built at 

the same time. the overpass improved traffic flow, 
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providing an ever-open route over the railroad. 

the overpass also made the area more accessible 

from downtown. before long, the roads from the 

city to the countryside were made of dirt.

With the overpass in place, the area developed 

rapidly in the 1930s and 1940s into the mix of 

homes, businesses and offices. about half of the 

62 buildings in the area were built between 1932 

and 1953. 

a turning point for the area was the inter-

state. opened in fall 1964 through parts of baton 

rouge, the building of i-10 erased more than a 

dozen overpass structures, about half of them 

built before 1949. 

perkins road overpass was a lure for the city’s bo-

hemians and remains so for modern ones. colonel’s 

club (now chelsea’s) was the center of the area’s music 

scene in the 1960s. hippies lived in the area for low rent 

and connection to the peace movement at lsu. 

music star johnny rivers—john henry ramistella—

got his start in the area. in 1947, the 5-year-old rivers 

had moved to baton rouge from new york with his un-

employed father, who was getting a job from a relative. 

the relative was the chair of the lsu art department. 

rivers’ music blended funk with go-go rock. his hits in-

cluded the no. 1 Poor Side of Town and Secret Agent 

Man. 

leon medica, a founder of louisiana leroux, also be-

gan his local career in the overpass district. •

1932 1941

1953

about half 
of the 62 
buildings in 
the area were 
built between 
1932 and 1953.



FrOM nuts tO sOuP
an important business in the perkins road overpass district burned in december 2006. 

but the loss of perkins road hardware will be softened by a redevelopment that keeps the 

property’s history in mind.

donnie jarreau is leading the redevelopment. he has letters of intent from companies 

wanting to open restaurants and also will build four apartments on the site. 

“i could fill it up over three times over,” says jarreau. the location—“people just love the 

area,” jarreau says—is the reason for strong demand for the space. jarreau won’t reveal the 

name of tenants until the designs are final and a deal with the state for parking spots under 

the interstate is done.

remson haley herpin architects’ vision retains the hardware store’s façade. a restaurant 

is planned for the corner of the site, a second one is planned at the rear. apartments will be 

built next to the living Foods store. 

construction is expected to begin in the second quarter and be completed by year-end. •
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I
f you see lauren stuart and a herd of blink-

ing cyclists riding toward you, don’t panic. it’s 

just baton rouge critical mass, a group that or-

ganizes mass rides to celebrate cycling and pro-

mote bike safety—hence the headlights to make 

them more visible on long winter nights. Working 

with them are members of the environmental 

conservation organization, an lsu student group 

that addresses environmental concerns in the area.

stuart, a senior studying economics and in-

ternational studies, co-founded eco in 2005. 

launched as a reaction to problems exacerbated 

by hurricane Katrina, eco is among progressive 

student organizations at lsu.

“after Katrina, there was extensive coastal dam-

age, oil spills, contaminated air and major traffic 

problems. the timing was right to address many 

environmental issues,” says stuart. 

eco started by raising money for the sierra club 

coastal restoration Fund. the group has since 

taken on a number of projects to curb excessive 

traffic, address poor air quality and promote cy-

cling as an alternative means of transportation. 

 “it’s really a quality of life issue,” says stuart. 

While industrial plants on the mississippi river 

cause pollution in the area, individuals must re-

member they do as well. “cars are big contributors 

to pollution and reducing their use is the most di-

rect way an individual can help fix the problem.”

With this in mind, stuart and the members of 

eco spearheaded efforts to promote cycling—

and thereby discourage individual commuting—on 

campus. stuart, an avid cyclist, started building a 

network of eco members and local bicyclists with 

bike Fest in 2006.

 around that time, eco also unveiled its first 

fleet of gold bikes, public bicycles available to any-

one for use around the university, free of charge. 

modeled after the yellow bike program in austin, 

texas, the gold bikes were designed to provide 

ride, lauren, ride
LSU ACTIVIST pUShES FEET AND BIKES OVER CARS 
>> by ALI sPInDLer/photo by LOrI WAseLCHuK
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Lauren Stuart
Age: 21
lsu student who founded environmental 
conservation organization and advocated for a 
pedestrian-friendly campus.

High school: louisiana school for math, 
science and the arts

Interests: traveling, yoga, modern 
dance, cycling, gardening, photography.
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easy bicycle access for students. eco purchased 

10 bikes impounded by the lsu office of parking, 

traffic and transportation for about $1 each. 

With the help of friends at a local bike shop, the 

club painted, repaired and posted the bikes at des-

ignated spots on campus. stuart recalled the ca-

maraderie and skills that eco members gained 

while working on the bikes. one freshman actually 

learned to use a screwdriver for the first time as he 

struggled to repair an old bike. 

the original bikes did come with their share of 

snags. eco initially made people register to use 

the gold bikes, and the process was a little compli-

cated. the project also demanded a lot of upkeep; 

volunteers had to check and repair the bikes ev-

ery week.

improving on past policies, eco introduced its 

new set of gold bikes during lsu’s bike Week in 

october. last year, the office of parking gave all its 

impounded bikes to eco. the club then sold one-

third of the donated bicycles and raised enough 

money to repair its second set of bikes. 

the new gold bikes will not be locked up and 

will not need to be checked out. they will be left 

at random locations on campus for students to use 

freely.

stuart has high hopes for the gold bikes and 

the future of cycling at lsu. “cycling as a mode 

of transportation is a lifestyle,” she says. “our net-

work has solidified as a community, which is very 

rewarding.” 

eco was also influential in the planning of easy 

streets, the initiative to close lsu streets to out-

side vehicles during school hours. the project aims 

to make the university a completely pedestrian 

campus. members of eco and student govern-

ment met with administrative officials each month 

to address concerns about easy streets and devise 

an awareness campaign.

easy streets went into effect in july. only reg-

istered visitors, faculty, staff and delivery vehi-

cles can enter campus during working hours. easy 

streets’ goals are to ensure pedestrian and cyclist 

safety, improve timing of bus schedules and en-

courage the use of alternative transportation, such 

as carpools, buses or bicycles.

“i don’t think easy streets will solve traffic prob-

lems by itself,” stuart says. “it requires multiple 

complementary policies to succeed.” While she 

has definitely noticed more people riding bikes 

to campus since the introduction of easy streets, 

stuart believes there are still more changes to be 

made. 

“it’s extremely important to foster an active dia-

logue among pedestrians, cyclists and motorists,” 

she says. For example, she explains that many peo-

ple don’t realize bicycles belong on the roads, not 

on the sidewalks. simple education about traffic 

stuart was named one of Jane magazine’s 
“30 most influential women under 30” this 
year for her efforts with eco to encourage 
alternative transportation at lsu.
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ease tensions and increase understanding. 

the road has been a little bumpy. students and 

community members initially were less than satis-

fied with the road closures. stuart herself has been 

verbally attacked for her work with eco and easy 

streets.

yet she has confidence in lsu’s vision for a pe-

destrian campus and continued efforts for en-

vironmental improvement. eco is pushing for 

chancellor sean o’Keefe to sign the american 

college and university presidents climate 

commitment, an agreement among more than 

400 major universities to become sustainable and 

diminish carbon output.

stuart remains optimistic that baton rouge 

will follow suit. “citywide, i really look forward to 

brec’s capital area pathways project to build bike 

lanes throughout the area,” says stuart. “in my 

mind, that would be the single greatest thing to 

happen to baton rouge.” •

anotHer view: lsu’s easy streets project, which closed the campus to many motorists during 

most of the day, broke the street grid, causing traffic jams on highland road and nicholson drive. that’s 

the complaint of a top traffic engineer in baton rouge, who chose to comment on background only. he 

says the street closure was planned as if the university were an island, not part of a street network. 

lsu’s gary graham, who oversees parking and traffic, disagrees: “there was a 12 month plus study done 

with Walker parking consultants, a national firm that worked with the city as well as lsu to devise the 

program. according to city traffic engineers, there has not been any major negative impact on the traffic 

with the plan. they are in the process of retiming the traffic signals on the major streets to take advantage 

of the reduced cut through traffic so i’m not sure what your expert is basing their observations on.”
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WhAT’SNExT?

T
eachers and principals across the state agree 

that overage students, lack of parent involve-

ment, teacher quality and unmotivated stu-

dents are key issues preventing their students from 

achieving. solving even one of these issues, they 

say, could spark improvements across the entire sys-

tem of public education in louisiana. 

these findings—outcomes from a series of meet-

ings and surveys conducted by the baton rouge 

area Foundation from september to november 

2007—have produced two ideas that could yield 

promising results for louisiana’s children.

if education organizations and community leaders 

focus their efforts in a few key areas—rather than 

stretching their resources across the entire issue—

it’s believed that the level of achievement in our 

schools will improve.

the Foundation talked with teachers and prin-

cipals because they are engaged on the ground in 

schools. yet the teachers and principals say they 

have too often been left out of policy and reform 

discussions. 

in discussions with the Foundation, principals 

cited teacher quality, overage students and low par-

sPeCIAL rePOrt

lesson time
FOUNDATION’S MEETINGS WITh TEAChERS, pRINCIpALS 

pRODUCE TWO BIG IDEAS >> by nAtHAn seLF, with reBeCCA ruBIns
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ent involvement as the top three factors damag-

ing student achievement. teachers also zeroed in on 

teacher quality and parent involvement, and cited 

unmotivated students as the third factor causing 

poor results.

From the meetings and surveys, two ideas 

emerged to address two issues cited by teachers 

and principals: overage and disruptive students, and 

teacher quality. 

addressing the overage student population, the 

first idea suggests creating separate schools de-

signed to help these children reach their potential. 

this will benefit both the struggling students and 

the schools they leave behind.

the second idea, creating feedback circles, 

confronts an important side-issue that surfaced 

throughout the meetings and surveys. teachers and 

principals routinely say they are left out of curricu-

lum and other policy decisions, which they are ex-

pected to endorse and implement. 

sPeCIAL sCHOOLs
one idea that surfaced at the meetings is to cre-

ate a system of academies designed to provide an 

excellent education for students who are two years 

or more behind in their current school or who have 

disruptive discipline problems. overage academies 

could benefit both of these populations by provid-

ing individual, high-quality attention in a non-tradi-

tional classroom setting.

both overage and disruptive students strain the 

traditional classroom setting. to succeed, many of 

them need more individual attention, a catered cur-

riculum and additional services like counseling or 

life-skills training. by creating schools that specifi-

cally confront these issues, the students will again 

have the opportunity to excel. Furthermore, such 

schools will ease the pressure on teachers in tradi-

tional schools—resulting in improved working condi-

tions, a key factor in teacher retention.

to date, louisiana has taken two approaches to 

according to the public affairs research 
council of louisiana, an alarming 43% 
of new teachers in louisiana leave the 
profession within 3 years.
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target overage and disruptive students. the first, 

known as the options program, is administered by 

the state department of education and offers pre-

ged classes, vo-tech training and counseling for 

students 16 and older who are academically behind. 

students attend ged classes for three hours a day, 

and then work in one of several skills areas—such as 

welding, culinary arts, childcare, graphic arts, fast 

food service and retail. students must stay in the 

program for two years, and often leave without a 

ged or skills certificate. 

unfortunately, the options program is an un-

funded mandate, and the department of education 

does not monitor each district to ensure that the 

program is available and following state guidelines. 

in east baton rouge, options programs can accom-

modate 200—only 18% of the area’s 1,100 overage 

students. over the past two years, the same pro-

grams have served around 150 students—only four 

of these students earned a ged and only 20 have 

received a skills certificate.

the state’s second approach is alternative 

schools focusing on disruptive students. there are 

102 of these schools in the state, serving students 

who have been suspended or expelled from tradi-

tional schools. these alternative schools, however, 

are temporary holding grounds where the average 

length of stay is less than two months.

in contrast, the suggested overage academies 

would provide troubled students a new chance at 

learning and could take a variety of forms. however, 

the schools should be full-time, regular schools, ac-

cepting students at the beginning of each year and 

enrolling them for the entire year. they should tar-

get students in grades 6 through 12, since this is 

where the overage population is concentrated. 

a potential school model could experiment with 

a rolling system that allows students to progress 

based on achievement rather than time elapsed. 

this would give students more motivation to suc-

ceed and the opportunity to catch-up, possibly 

returning to the traditional school system the fol-

lowing year.

a full investigation of best practices and curricu-

lum variations is necessary in developing this model 

further, but one thing is certain: they must be of the 

highest quality. the teachers and administrators 

must be the very best available and must have ac-

cess to funding and other resources they need to 

ensure that every child has access to an education 

system that works.

to launch this initiative, it is suggested that a pi-

lot school be designed and opened for fall 2009. 

the Foundation is currently looking for partners to 

help develop this idea further and implement the 

strategy.

…one thing is certain: schools for 
overage children must be of the highest 
quality. the teachers and administrators 

must be the very best available and 
must have access to the funding and 

other resources they need to ensure that 
every child has access to an education 

system that works.

WhAT’SNExT?
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the baton rouge area Foundation held meet-

ings with teachers and principals from across 

the state to identify priority issues that could be 

tackled to quickly make improvements to pub-

lic education. if education organizations and 

community leaders focus their efforts in a few 

key areas—rather than stretching their resources 

across the entire issue, it is believed the level of 

achievement in our schools will improve.

in all, 35 principals and 110 teachers from 50 

schools—located in east and West baton rouge, 

calcasieu, lincoln, rapides and st. mary par-

ishes—participated in the meetings and surveys. 

at the meetings, teachers and principals were 

asked to focus on the top factors impeding stu-

dent achievement.

principals cited teacher quality, overage stu-

dents and parent involvement as the top three 

factors impeding student achievement. teachers 

zeroed in on teacher quality, parent involvement 

and student motivation.

Teacher Quality: on the issue of teacher qual-

ity, both principals and teachers agreed that 

increased salaries might aid recruiting and re-

tention efforts, but also noted that work condi-

tions have the single biggest effect on teaching 

performance and retention—especially for 

new teachers. according to the public affairs 

research council of louisiana, an alarming 43% 

of new teachers in louisiana leave the profes-

sion within three years. this revolving door is a 

strain on district administrators and means that 

many new teachers never reach their full poten-

tial in the classroom.

throughout the meetings, participants noted 

that both new and veteran teachers often have 

wHat we learned
FeeDBACK Is GOOD

a common thread in the discussions with princi-

pals and teachers pointed to communications issues 

between those who make decisions—local school 

boards and state officials—and those who implement 

them—teachers and principals. in order to address 

this problem, a system of “feedback circles” is sug-

gested, allowing each of the involved parties the op-

portunity to discuss the problems facing their schools 

and districts, and to weigh in on prospective policy 

changes.

often, teachers insist, policymakers do not under-

stand the impact their requirements have on the day-

to-day effectiveness in classrooms. principals agree, 

citing loads of paperwork that prevent them from as-

sisting teachers with classroom duties and continued 

professional development. 

Feedback circles will provide a forum for resolving 

these issues, and there are already existing networks 

that could implement the suggestion. local educa-

tion funds, if willing, are well-positioned to organize 

and host these meetings. the feedback circles should 

be scheduled at regular intervals, perhaps monthly, 

and might work best if they target a specific issue at 

each meeting. possible topics could include teacher 

recruiting, administrative paperwork, accountabil-

ity, special education and minimum staffing require-

ments—all of which were cited by principals and 

teachers in their meetings and surveys.

it is surprising that local districts do not currently 

have a comparable system in place, as this could 

greatly reduce the friction between policymakers and 

practitioners. •

For more information or to read the full report, visit braF.org 

and click on news and then reports and releases or contact 

rebecca rubins at (225) 387-6126 or rrubins@braf.org.
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WhAT’SNExT?

trouble with classroom management. inadequate 

training, large class sizes, disruptive students and 

burdensome paperwork requirements were fre-

quently linked to this deficiency. in terms of work 

conditions, problems with classroom management 

can make the profession seem intolerable. the ma-

jority of exiting teachers cite classroom behavior 

and student disciplinary problems as the top fac-

tors in their departure.

Parent Involvement: principals and teachers, alike, 

pointed to parent involvement as a key factor in 

student performance. as one might expect, they 

commented that parents of the best students are 

usually highly involved in their children’s educa-

tion, while those of troubled students are often dif-

ficult or impossible to reach. some suggested that 

schools ought to be refashioned into “community 

center” type facilities in order to encourage more 

active participation in public education. by offering 

parents educational and social services opportuni-

ties at school sites, many felt that students would 

receive greater community support and increase 

their chances of success.

Student Motivation: many students lack long-term 

life goals and are simply not motivated to learn, 

say principals and teachers. school, for many stu-

dents, is seen as more of a holding pen than a 

gateway—our school culture, the meetings veri-

fied, often does not promote achievement. While 

some participants suggested that offering rewards 

for achievement can produce short-term improve-

ments, others cautioned that instilling an intrinsic 

desire to learn is necessary to encourage a lifetime 

of learning and truly prepare students for success 

after school.

Overage Students: principals, especially, cited 

overage students as an obstacle impeding per-

formance and improvement in our public schools. 

many linked this to other issues, especially student 

motivation. they commented that overage stu-

dents often set the example for younger students, 

who sometimes develop lower expectations and 

behavior problems as a result. in this way, a suc-

cessful culture of learning can quickly erode into a 

system where students neither expect achievement 

nor work toward it.

teachers agreed, commenting that one unmoti-

vated student can sink an entire class. With more 

than 64,000 students, or 10% of the state student 

population, two years or more behind, clearly over-

age students are a driving factor in the public ed-

ucation system. in east baton rouge parish, about 

7,500, or 14% of all students—and more than 20% 

of middle school students—are at least one year 

behind. •

if education organizations and 
community leaders focus their efforts in 
a few key areas—rather than stretching 
their resources across the entire issue, 
it is believed the level of achievement in 
our schools will improve.



The River City Jazz Coalition would like to thank the following contributors:

Capital One, Chase, Laura and Clark Boyce, Entergy, The John and Virginia Noland Fund, The McMains Foundation, 
The Josef Sternberg Memorial Fund, and Turner Industries

C.J. Blache and Sherri McConnell, Leo and Gwendolyn Hamilton, Tim and Stacia Hardy, Cornelius and Karen Lewis, 
Dr. Albert and Roberta Sam, and Dr. Greg Ward

www.artsbr.orgthe river City Jazz Masters series is presented by the Arts Council of 
Greater Baton rouge in collaboration with the river City Jazz Coalition.

these performances are funded in part by a 
grant from the southern arts Federation in 
partnership with the national endowment 
for the arts and the louisiana division of the 
arts. additional support provided by the ella 
Fitzgerald charitable Foundation.

Nnenna 
Freelon
thursday, may 1 
at 7:00 p.m. & 9:00 p.m.

this six time grammy nominee has 
performed with a veritable who’s who in 
jazz from ray charles and ellis marsalis to 
al jarreau and george benson. a gift to 
lovers of great vocal jazz in the tradition 
of ella Fitzgerald, sarah Vaughan and 
billie holiday!

Kenny 
Barron Trio

thursday, February 28 
at 7:00 p.m. & 9:00 p.m.

hailed by the Los Angeles Times as “one 
of the top jazz pianists in the world!” his 

seven grammy nominations and more 
than 40 recordings make this one evening 

that is not to be missed!

Don’t Miss 
These Final 

Performances 
of the 

2007-2008 
Season!
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WhAT’SNExT?BRIEFS

Number of cities with more than 10 million people, 
up from 1950, when only new york city and tokyo 
were in the category. next year marks the first time 
more than half the people on the planet—3.2 billion— 
will live in cities. 

source: state of the World 2007: our urban Future

the geeks among us can’t resist 

templeton.org, a website that asks re-

ally smart people some very diffi-

cult questions. among them: are there 

multiple universes? Will money solve 

africa’s development problem? does 

the universe have a purpose?

the questions fit the mission of the 

john templeton Foundation, which 

uses donations from philanthropists for 

discovery in areas engaging life’s big-

gest questions. 

 here’s a website conversation with 

paul davies, theoretical physicist, about 

the possibility of multiple universes.

The concept of a multiverse is a very 
ancient one. Why is it coming to the 
public’s attention again?

davies: advances in fundamental 

physics and cosmology lead to a defi-

nite prediction that the universe should 

have a domain structure in which the 

laws of physics vary from one domain 

to another. the currently fashionable 

attempt to unify all of physics, called 

string theory, suggests that there are 

an almost limitless number of alterna-

tive possible low-energy worlds called 

“the landscape.” When this is combined 

with the favored model for the origin 

of the universe—eternal inflation—then 

a mechanism exists for populating the 

landscape with really-existing universes, 

each universe being a “bubble” of ex-

panding space with its own distinctive 

set of laws dictated by where on the 

landscape of possibilities it emerges. •

new york is creating some harmony between bicyclists 

and motorists, experimenting with lanes to reduce accidents 

and deaths caused by cars banging into cyclists. the city’s 

department of transportation has built a 10-foot wide bike 

lane between sidewalks and a lane of parked cars. plastic 

posts restrict cars from entering the bike lanes.

For pedestrians, the city has extended islands to reduce 

the space required to cross from 75 feet to 45 feet. 

the first such lane in new york city runs more than seven 

blocks in the chelsea neighborhood.

new york city gets credit for experimenting with the 

lanes in the u.s., but not for innovation. they are already 

popular in europe. learn more about the project at http://

www.nyc.gov/html/dot/downloads/pdf/9thavecomp.pdf. •

safe streets

Kink in 
your think
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The Ernest J. Gaines Award for Literary Excellence 
honors the legacy of one of America’s finest literary 
treasures and recognizes the work of a deserving 
fiction writer. The winner will receive a $10,000 
award and present a reading from the work at 
the award ceremony in January 2009. Travel, 
accommodations and meals will be provided.
 
Criteria for submission: Any book-length work of 
fiction published during 2007; the writer must be 
an African-American. Submissions will be accepted 
from February 1, 2008 through April 30, 2008.

ErnEst J. GainEs award for LitEr ary ExcELLEncE

The judges reserve the right not to issue an award if they feel 
the selection pool lacks an acceptable candidate.

To enter a book for consideration, send a completed 
registration form and 8 copies of the book to:

The Ernest J. Gaines Award for Literary Excellence
c/o The Baton Rouge Area Foundation
402 N. Fourth Street, Baton Rouge, Louisiana 70802
 
Complete submission criteria and registration forms are 
available at www.ErnestJGainesAward.org. 

Congratulations to Olympia Vernon, 
winner of the inaugural Ernest J. Gaines 
Award for Literary Excellence for her 
novel, A Killing in this town. 
Judges for the 2007 award were Tina McElroy Ansa, 
Rudolph P. Byrd, John F. Callahan, Elizabeth Nunez, 
and Patricia Towers. 
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it was believed that the brain was rigid. once neurons established a pat-

tern, they worked together to function in one way and no other. but brain 

scientists seem to be disproving the idea, giving hope that injured brains 

can be rewired to recover abilities, and even trained to turn back dimin-

ished mental abilities that stutter the mind with age. 

neuroplasticity posits that the brain is adaptable and that new neurons 

fire up throughout life. 

one study shows that blind children in india retrained their brains to 

partly regain eyesight. 

an american who had a persistent mental itch in an amputated limb 

was able to retrain his brain to stop the itching. how? scientists had him 

scratch a mirror image of his existing limb. 

and there is evidence that aging brains can reverse memory loss by re-

training the mind for a few hours each day.

Want to know more? a starting point is The Brain that Changes Itself by 

norman doidge and Train Your Mind, Change Your Brain by sharon begley 

of the Wall Street Journal. •

recommended 
reading

WhAT’SNExT?BRIEFS

around these parts, homebuilders and the city-par-

ish toss angry words at each other about fees to mit-

igate the impact of housing construction. in portland, 

a city visited this year by local leaders to gin up new 

ideas, city officials and homebuilders are battling over 

carbon taxes and incentives. 

Wanting to curb greenhouse gas emissions, 

portland city officials have proposed fees on homes 

that are not extremely energy efficient, while offer-

ing to pay cash to developers who build houses that 

are 45% more efficient than already stringent green 

standards. 

homebuilders are grumpy about the idea. officials, 

they assert, are offering the proposal in an escalating 

battle with chicago, seattle, austin and san Francisco 

to be the greenest city of all, reports the Oregonian.

 the battle in portland illustrates again how local 

and state governments are moving rapidly to combat 

global warming. 

For instance, late last year, maricopa county in 

arizona announced it would replace 2,000 vehicles in 

coming years with hybrids and other fuel-efficient ve-

hicles. san jose is considering green standards for 

commercial buildings that equal requirements for city 

buildings of more than 10,000 square feet. 

but portland’s carbon tax is the farthest-reaching 

proposition among rules for protecting the environ-

ment. Watch oregon this spring for the next battle to 

be green. •

green is green
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companies working on potentially break-

through energy technologies are laying low, 

providing scant information about their 

work. one of those firms is eestor, which is 

developing an ultracapacitor—a device that 

can be rapidly charged with electricity at 

very little cost. eestor’s technology could re-

place the combustion engine over time, elim-

inating the need for gasoline.

the company gained credibility because 

of an investment by Kleiner perkins caulfield 

& byers, the venture capital firm that has in-

vested early in big internet hits, including 

amazon.com and google. 

eestor doesn’t have a website and the 

company talks little to the media. a product 

is expected from the firm this year. 

meanwhile, another energy startup with 

a big idea got publicity when google an-

nounced investments in alternative energy 

in december. makani power, led by an mit 

grad, is working on wind energy, but not on 

the ground. 

“capturing a small fraction of the global 

high-altitude wind energy flux could be suf-

ficient to supply the current energy needs 

of the globe,” says the company’s website. 

“makani is developing high-altitude wind en-

ergy extraction technologies aimed at the 

most powerful wind resources.”

though the website does not offer tech-

nology details, it does have entertain-

ing bios of the staff, which is led by chief 

scientist saul griffith, an mit ph.d. who 

is in the national inventors hall of Fame 

and co-authors children’s comic books. 

accomplishments of other staff members in-

clude california citrus squeezer champion, 

one of the world’s foremost kite designers 

and an international baton twirling cham-

pion. •

hush, hush

“capturing a small 

fraction of the global 

high-altitude wind 

energy flux could be 

sufficient to supply 

the current energy 

needs of the globe.”
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Christine Neglulescu 
teaches ballet student 
Colleen jackson at 
Episcopal School. The two 
will be traveling to Austria 
with Renee Chatelain and 
her Mid City Dance project.
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T
ia Wade is selling candy and baking sweets 

to pay for a trip to austria. across town, 

emily lutz worked during the holidays and 

is raising money in other ways to travel with Wade. 

their link is dance teacher and former attorney 

renee chatelain, a founder of mid city dance who 

teaches dance at episcopal 

school. this summer, chatelain 

will travel with tia and 12 other 

mid city dancers and emily and 

10 episcopal dance students 

to austria, where they will per-

form together at innsbrucker 

tanzsommer, a dance festival.

“i really, really, really love 

dancing,” beams tia, a 12-year-

old who attends glasgow 

middle school, “and i’m excited to be with my 

friends.” 

adds emily, “i’m excited about performing, 

watching other performances and really getting to 

see a different culture.”

each dancer is raising $1,000 to help cover ex-

penses. chatelain is raising money to pay remain-

ing expenses. 

tia doesn’t have her $1,000 yet, but she has 

been selling candy, baking sweets and selling $1 

blessings at greater st. james baptist church to 

get there. dancers from episcopal have also been 

working diligently to raise their 

money. emily, a senior, wrapped 

gifts with her classmates at 

barnes and noble during the 

holiday season. 

created in 2004, 

tanzsommer has become the 

most popular dance festival in 

austria. young! tanzsommer, an 

offshoot for youth dancers, fea-

tures just five american compa-

nies each year. the troupe comprised of mid city 

and episcopal is among the chosen five. the baton 

rouge dancers will perform seven times in three 

cities from june 25 to july 6. they will visit Venice 

on a side trip. 

the group got a quick nod to perform in the fes-

MID CITy, EpISCOpAL DANCERS pERFORMING IN AUSTRIA 
>> by ALI sPInDLer/photos by LOrI WAseLCHuK

united,
we dance

since 2002, donors of the baton 

rouge area Foundation have 

given $72,000 to the mid city 

dance project, which teaches 

dance to underserved kids.
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tival when auditioning before a festival director 

who flew in to watch them in baton rouge. after 

observing only a few routines in september, she of-

fered them a spot in young! tanzsommer.

chatelain believes that the spirit of her dancers 

convinced the judge. “there is such vivacity about 

them,” she says. “they love to dance so much and i 

think that really came across and won her over.”

chatelain co-founded the mid city dance project 

13 years ago. she was attending law school and 

wanted to continue her love for dance by teach-

ing in the inner city. “mid city started out with un-

derserved and special-needs kids and it has grown 

to bridge gaps between many communities,” she 

says. 

What began with a handful of children dancing 

at the dr. martin luther King community center 

is now a sizeable dance troupe with participants 

from across the metro area. mid city’s 400 dancers 

range from elementary school children to students 

from southern university and lsu.

“mid city has shown me how little it can take to 

impact another life and we always try to teach the 

kids that,” says chatelain. “they have to learn that 

they can touch the lives of others not only with 

their talent, but also by positively impacting the 

community.”

she meets with the group up to seven evenings a 

week, depending on their schedule. mid city’s ma-

jor performances include “Giraffes Can’t Dance,” 

“Inner City Nutcracker” and “The Fading Line: 

Commemoration of the 1953 Bus Boycott.”

Chrystin johnson practices for The 
Nutcracker. She is a student in the Mid-
City Dance project and will be traveling 
to Europe this summer.

Renee Chatelain, director of the Mid City Dance project, works 
with jade Flint during rehearsal for The Nutcracker. Flint will 
also be traveling to Europe with the dance project this summer.

GRANTED
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the dance company has been featured in the 

Wall of america, a giant mural that highlights in-

terpretations of the american work ethic from all 

50 states. the dancers’ energy and spirit attracted 

artist ellen griesedieck, and she chose to incorpo-

rate the mid city dance project as the louisiana in-

stallation of the painting. the project is chaired by 

paul newman. 

in 2001, chatelain took a one-year break from 

her law career to establish the dance program at 

episcopal. she didn’t return to law and continues 

to teach at episcopal.

because she crosses divides, chatelain brought 

together dancers of mid city and episcopal. it 

made sense to choreograph the austria perfor-

mances around bridges. the two troupes will 

dance together in one routine, showing how they 

collaborate with dance as a common ground.

the path for chatelain has not been easy, but it 

has been worth the effort. she relates the experi-

ence to the biblical miracle of the loaves and fish: 

no matter how many children want to dance or 

how few resources they have, mid city dance in-

cludes everyone and always manages to succeed. 

“there may be momentary exhaustion, but the 

ripple effect is very powerful. the bottom line is 

that you may have all kinds of administrative prob-

lems, you have to write grants and you constantly 

fight to make things work. but when a child in a 

walker shows up wanting to dance, and you give 

her that opportunity—that’s what keeps me moti-

vated.” •

Chatelain works with dancers Tya Wicker and jessica Carter. 
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C
andice alexander is surrounded by the 

things that come out of her head. paintings 

and prints are hung here and there, crowd-

ing her into the center of the room, where another 

canvas awaits her brush. 

this is what you expect from an artist’s space. but 

what you don’t expect is its location. 

For more than seven decades, her studio was a 

classroom inside central school, which was shut-

tered when it outlasted its original use. destined for 

demolition, the building was salvaged by residents 

of lake charles, who decided it would be fit for art-

ists like alexander.

“it’s prime real estate,” says alexander, whose 

work is displayed across the state, including in 

baton rouge at the arts council building and at 

the arts market in downtown. “my studio was in 

the back of a trailer when i was going to school at 

mcneese. after school, one of the judges in town in-

troduced me to the space and i’ve used it for five 

years.”

she travels around the country, searching for in-

spiration and creating her art, knowing that she can 

return to her nominally-priced studio to continue 

her business.

now known as the central school arts and 

humanities center, many other artists use the avail-

able space, including an older group that relies 

on each other’s knowledge to improve their abili-

ties. an artist accomplished in color exchanges tips 

with one who has an exceptional ability to draw 

perspectives. 

but for more than 70 years, this space near down-

town buzzed with the voices of children. When the 

school opened in 1912, it was for all ages. as lake 

charles grew, central changed with it, eventually 

becoming an elementary school. then the school 

system used it for offices, eventually moving out 

and padlocking the building in the early 1980s.

uncared for, the building began to rot, just blocks 

from the center of downtown. so the school board 

decided to tear it down, only to find that residents 

of lake charles loved the old place—and did so 

fiercely. 

“mayor Willie mount was approached by some la-

dies who believed it was intolerable that such an 

important part of the community would fall into 

pieces,” says irene Vandever, executive director of 

the arts and humanities council. 

 mount, now a state senator, challenged lake 

charles residents at the time. if they wanted to 

keep the building, they had to be willing to pay for 

By pRESERVING ITS pAST, LAKE ChARLES SpARKS ITS FUTURE 
>> by MuKuL VerMA/photos by LOrI WAseLCHuK

art school



candice alexander is assured of an inexpensive space to paint, 

thanks to the people of lake charles.
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its renovation. they were, passing a tax to cover a 

$1.3 million bond issue for the conversion of central 

school into an arts center. 

the city’s renovations preserved the heart of pine 

floors with cypress trim. the original slate chalk-

board and brass railings remain, as do the 13-foot 

ceilings.

the building is 54,000 square feet spread over 

three floors. classrooms are spaces for artists, arts 

organizations and performances. the lake charles 

symphony, the art and humanities council of 

southwest louisiana and the literacy council of 

southwest louisiana are located in the building, 

as is the mardi gras museum, the only one open in 

louisiana after hurricane Katrina, says Vandever. 

the black heritage gallery and the arts 

associates gallery are in the space; a children’s the-

ater uses the former school’s auditorium with seat-

ing for 450. 

still, there could be more. “there is never enough 

studio space and there is a huge demand and a long 

list,” says Vandever. 

demand is strong because the studios are priced 

by the city for the small wages earned by most art-

ists. alexander says rent is 50 cents per square foot, 

or $350 per month, for her 700-square-foot stu-

dio. her payment to the city also covers utilities and 

cleaning services. 

the city’s return: the arts center can be a lively 

place. alexander’s opening in spring 2007 drew 

300 to the center. the michout Family concert in 

november was sold out, with a live broadcast from 

the center to national public radio.

activists want more. the arts center is set for an 

upgrade, thanks to Friends of central school and 

laura leach, whose family is prominent in lake 

charles business and who sits on the lsu board of 

supervisors. Friends are raising at least $100,000 

to start an endowment to pay for improvements, 

including a new plaza designed by architect joe 

champeaux. his firm of champeaux, evans and 

hotard is not charging for the design. 

champeaux says the plaza will include oak trees, 

a small monument to balance three others already 

at the arts center, benches arranged to create a 

space for small performances and new lighting. 

construction should begin in spring. 

“i believe that the fact that residents were willing 

to pay for this building speaks to how the commu-

nity feels about it,” says Vandever. “it’s the last link 

to all those wonderful pieces of architecture that 

were built at about the same time. people want to 

hold onto the past, and to celebrate it.” •

The old Central School has been transformed into a public arts center in Lake Charles. Members 
of the Dolby Elementary Art Club (above, center) work on plates for a printing project that is 

being taught by Candice Alexander. Benita Corley encourages Ruth Shelton as she works on a 
watercolor painting. They are members of the Studio 347 art collective. 



A member of the 
Studio 347 art 

collective works 
on a painting. 

The women 
meet once a 

week at the old 
Central School.
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h
e is a streak of blue, silver and white, flick-

ering across tV screens, moving faster and 

faster toward a man running at him, taking 

him down to cheers of millions. 

he does this sundays, sprinting from his line-

backer position for the dallas cowboys to level the 

opposition.

but today, with no pads or helmet, bradie james 

sits calmly, his emotions swinging between melan-

choly and upbeat, talking about his mother, who 

died of breast cancer in the same year he lost his fa-

ther to liver disease. 

it was 2001. bradie was working harder than ever. 

Keep it up, his coach nick saban told him, and you 

will play in the nFl. that wasn’t his goal. he toiled 

to escape. “i was just trying to keep busy with foot-

ball so i wouldn’t have to think about my mother.”

his mother, etta, tried to keep her boy safe from 

her decline. “by the time i found out, it was near the 

end.” 

his mother died in his sophomore year.

talking about the loss now is for healing. 

establishing Foundation 56, a donor advised fund 

of the baton rouge area Foundation, was for hope. 

through its soul survivors program, the foundation 

asks poorer women to be screened for breast can-

cer. they usually avoid early detection out of worry 

that breast cancer would require time off for treat-

ment. Who would take care of their families, they 

fear?

in videos shown at lsu and southern games, 

james has promoted early detection. he wants to 

fund a breast cancer screening van, a way to reach 

women who live in rural areas.

the message: get screened because your families, 

men like bradie, need you for many years.

When he stepped on this path, bradie james 

didn’t know why. six years after saying goodbye to 

his mother, he has the answer. “i get to save lives.” 

—mukul Verma

TIM MUELLER

CODA

bradie james
LINEBACKER, phILANThROpIST



Introducing an uplifting alternative to the present—

GiveNorthshore gift cards. 
 Buy GiveNorthshore cards and give them to nonprofits in St. Tammany, 

Tangipahoa, Washington and St. Helena parishes. They can redeem them 
for money to do good works in your community.

 
Or buy and give the cards to a friend, family or colleague; 

let them support their favorite Northshore charities. 
 

You can buy gift cards at GiveNorthshore.com They won’t be re-gifted. They’re good.

Northshore Community Foundation 
635 Lafitte Street, Unit A  Mandeville, Louisiana 70448 (985) 624-7160
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permit 485

Our donors have…Planned a new Baton rouge 
downtown…Funded a safehouse for runaway children…

Partnered to build the shaw Center for the Arts…

they believe $200 million over four decades 
to improve lives is a start…that more good must 
be done…Cities need smarter planning to make 

traffic flow…Children need more schools that think 
differently…Hearts need more live jazz.

Join our donors to create the next great place.
If you don’t do it, who will?

Find out how to open a charitable fund by calling 
Jake Holinga at 225.387.6126.

Hilton Capitol Center shaw Center for the Arts

Youth Oasis


