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New Orleans music festivals booming
Post-Katrina French Quarter Festival brings in 500,000 music fans each year
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deanna bordelon, of Montgomery, texas, poses for a photo in front of Chief Victor Armstrong of the Golden blades Mardi Gras Indian tribe as he and his tribe parade 
through the Fairgrounds at the louisiana Jazz and Heritage Festival in New Orleans May 1, 2011.
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Fans cheer as rocker Jon bon Jovi performs at the louisiana Jazz and Heritage Festival in New Orleans April 30, 2011.

A member of 
the Savoy Music 
Center of eunice 
Saturday Cajun 

Jam plays the 
accordion at the 

louisiana Jazz 
and Heritage 

Festival in New 
Orleans.
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Walter “Wolfman” Washington 
performs at the louisiana Jazz 
and Heritage Festival in New 
Orleans April 29, 2011.

BY STACEY PLAISANCE
AssociAted Press

NEW ORLEANS (AP) – 
When Hurricane Katrina 
scattered New Orleans res-
idents and its musicians 
across the country, many 
wondered if the best days 
of New Orleans music had 
drowned with the city. But 
if its music festivals are any 
indication, New Orleans is 
proving its music scene is 
waterproof.

New Orleans festivals 
are as strong as they’ve ever 
been, and at least one is big-
ger than before Katrina hit in 
2005. French Quarter Festi-
val, which took place in mid-
April, started almost 30 years 
ago as a small festival for lo-
cals. But in recent years, has 
blossomed into a roughly 
$300 million moneymaker 
for the city. It brings in some 
500,000 music fans each year, 
as does the upcoming New 
Orleans Jazz and Heritage 
Fest.

The French Quarter Festi-
val is also the unofficial start 
of spring festival season in 
south Louisiana, when the 
revelry of Mardi Gras and 
chill of winter end, giving 
way to flip-flops, floppy hats 
and folding chairs toted by 
music lovers from across the 
globe.

Jazz Fest spans two week-
ends, April 27-29 and May 
3-6, at the Fair Grounds rac-
ing track, followed by New 
Orleans Cajun-Zydeco Fes-
tival in June, Essence Mu-
sic Festival in July, Satchmo 
Summerfest in August and 
the Voodoo Music Experi-
ence in October. There are 
countless other festivals 
throughout south Louisiana 
packed between the months 
of April and October, among 
them Bayou Country Super-
fest in Baton Rouge, La., and 
Festival International de 
Louisiane in Lafayette, La.

“We’re just experienc-
ing good times,” said Troy 
“Trombone Shorty” An-
drews, who was hand-picked 
to perform for President 
Obama and his family at the 
White House in February. He 
also worked on the album, 
“Rebirth of New Orleans,” 
that this year landed Rebirth 
Brass Band a Grammy, mak-
ing Rebirth the first New Or-
leans-style brass band to win 
the honor. Andrews and Re-
birth were among the acts 
featured at this month’s 
French Quarter Festival, and 
both are set to perform at 
Jazz Fest.

“For New Orleans, the mu-
sic is the heartbeat of every-
thing,” Andrews said. “Now 
that we’re on the path to be-
coming stronger again, ev-
erything is just looking beau-
tiful for us. It’s wonderful. I’m 
happy to be in New Orleans. 
I’m happy to be from here 
and be a New Orleans musi-
cian.”

Trumpeter Irvin Mayfield 
says overcoming tragedy 
and coming out stronger on 
the other end is nothing new 
for New Orleans. The near-
ly 300-year-old city has had 
to rebound from centuries 
of disasters including fires, 
plagues, hurricanes and 
most recently, the BP oil spill 
in the Gulf of Mexico.

Through it all, New Or-
leans music has flourished 
and hard times have just 
been folded into the city’s 
history.

“I think if you ask the 
question, ‘Is that because of 
Katrina?’ I really think the 

answer is ‘It’s despite Ka-
trina,’” Mayfield said. “This 
is what we do. We would do 
this regardless.”

Mayfield has said mu-
sic continues to help him 
deal with the loss of his fa-
ther, Irvin Mayfield Sr., who 
drowned when levees failed 
during Katrina. Since that 
storm, he’s been one of the 
city’s biggest champions –
touting New Orleans wher-
ever he performs and has 
opened two clubs under the 
Mayfield name.

“We all recognize we are 
part of a continuum,” May-
field said. “When you hear 
a note by Trombone Shorty, 
you’re hearing a note by 
Louis Armstrong. When you 
hear Dr. John, you’re listen-
ing to James Booker. When 
you listen to Ellis Marsa-
lis, you’re listening to James 
Black. You’re listening to all 
the folks who have come be-
fore who may not even still be 
here.”

A festival, says Mayfield, 
is one of the best ways to cel-
ebrate and present to the 
world the city’s unique mu-
sic, food, art and culture.

“A lot of our music, pri-
marily jazz music, comes 
from that outside way of be-
ing, the Mardi Gras Indians, 
the outside culture of what 
we do during Carnival time,” 
Mayfield said. “We definite-
ly have a unique position of 
knowing how to do outside 
stuff and knowing how to do 
it really well.”

French Quarter Festival 
included more than 100 Lou-
isiana Cajun, zydeco, jazz 
and blues acts on 22 stages 
strung throughout the his-

toric French Quarter in such 
places as Jackson Square, 
the open-air French Market 
and the grassy park space 
along the Mississippi River. 
Visitors came from all over.

“The diverse bands, the 
jazz and blues, there’s no 
better place to find that than 
here in New Orleans,” said 
Ken Louis of Afton, Wis., 
while sipping a cold beer as a 
jazz band played in Jackson 
Square.

“It kind of greases the 
skids for Jazz Fest and all the 
other music festivals,” said 
Ron Ondechek Jr. of Denver, 
who called himself an av-
id fan of the city’s festivals. 

“There’s lots of art, lots of 
people, lots of music. It’s just 
a great place to relax.”

But the events are also big 
business. “Festival season is 
a lot of fun and a big draw, 
but in terms of dollars, it is 
a major economic impact to 
the city,” said Kelly Schulz of 
the New Orleans Convention 
and Visitors Bureau.

“Visitors are here,” she 
said. “They’re staying in our 
hotels. They’re eating in our 
restaurants. They’re shop-
ping in our stores. They’re 
supporting other business-
es too that people might not 
think of, the bikes, the shut-
tles, people that rent scoot-

ers around the city. There 
are so many aspects to the 
tourism industry, and when 
you’ve got major festivals 
like that, it really benefits the 
entire city.”

More than 8 million peo-
ple visit New Orleans annu-
ally, and music is the big-
gest draw after Mardi Gras, 
particularly for internation-
al visitors, Schulz said. But 
there are many other attrac-
tions, including a vibrant 
restaurant scene, the Audu-
bon Butterfly Garden and re-
cently expanded World War 
II Museum. An increase in 
marketing dollars from BP to 
the city and state following 

the oil spill in 2010 have also 
helped boost tourism in the 
past two years, Schulz said.

“The city,” she added, “is 
just really hot right now.”

Want to go?
NEW ORLEANS JAZZ AND 
HERITAGE FESTIVAL: April 
27-29, May 2-6; www.
nojazzfest.com
NEW ORLEANS CAJUN-
ZYDECO FESTIVAL: June 
9-10, www.jazzandheritage.
org/cajun-zydeco
ESSENCE MUSIC FESTIVAL: 
July 6-8, New Orleans, www.
essence.com/festivals/2012/
essence-music-festival
SATCHMO SUMMERFEST: 
Aug. 2-5, New Orleans, 
www.fqfi.org/satchmosum-
merfest/
VOODOO MUSIC EXPERI-
ENCE: Oct. 26-28, New Or-
leans, thevoodooexperience.
com/2011/
BAYOU COUNTRY SUPER-
FEST: May 26-27, Baton 
Rouge, La., www.bayou-
countrysuperfest.com/
FESTIVAL INTERNATIONAL 
DE LOUISIANE: April 25-29, 
Lafayette, La., www.festi-
valinternational.com/site.php
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