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Sara: This is Sara Roahen for the Southern Foodways Alliance.  It’s Thursday, January 

21, 2015.  I’m in New Orleans, Louisiana, downtown at Palace Café, and I’m 

sitting here with one of its proprietors.  Could I ask you to introduce yourself by 

staring your full name, please, and your birth date?  

Dickie: My full name is Richard Joseph Brennan, Jr.   

0:02:00.8 And I go by Dickie.  And I was born June 29, 1960. 

Sara: And in your own words, what do you do for a living? 

Dickie: I’m in the restaurant business, hospitality business.   

Sara: You’re a member of the Brennan restaurant family, and we’ve talked to some of 

your family members this week. We talked to your mother. She was our first 

interview, which was really fun.  But just for the record, could you explain where 

you fit into this clan, who your parents are? 

Dickie: Sure.  My mom and dad, Dick and Lynne Brennan.  My dad, I guess, in the 

Brennan brothers and sisters was the second-to-youngest. And my mom grew up 

south of New Orleans down in Saint Bernard Parish.   

Sara: What part of town did you grow up in? 

Dickie: I grew up in the Garden District.  Dad and his brothers and sisters lived on Third 

Street in the Irish Channel. And I guess many years later he ended up back on 

Third Street in the Garden District, and that’s where I grew up.   
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Sara: Can we just visit some of your earliest memories of the family restaurants, 

wherever that would have been?  Would it have been Brennan’s on Royal 

[Street]? 

Dickie: Yeah.  Dad and Aunt Ella had a schedule.  He worked Sundays and she worked 

Saturdays.  And so I can remember going with Dad on Sundays for breakfast.  

They had this cool office up in the attic.   

0:04:01.2 You literally had to go under a beam to get into an office.  I can remember 

playing up there a bunch.  Then out on the patio a bunch, because we had the little 

wooden swizzle sticks for cocktails, but they would float.  And there was this big 

fountain and the water would run out of the fountain and it would run down the 

flagstone and then go under certain parts and then come out again.  It was like a 

little boat, you would let it float, and I’m sure we just clogged up the plumbing 

doing that all the time.  Eventually he’d sit me at a table, we’d order some 

breakfast. And he was just running around the restaurant the whole time as I was 

in the office playing in the fountain and eventually sitting down.  I can just 

remember he’d always get me to try a different egg dish, and just the flavors.  It’s 

so different than what you’d eat at home as a kid.  I was maybe six or seven years 

old.  And I just can remember like a brown sauce or something.  What was that?  

It might have been like a bordelaise or Marchand de Vin or something, and just 

wanting to eat it again. So it was fun.  They were good memories.   

Sara: If you were choosing back then, what would you eat at Brennan’s? 

Dickie: Eggs Hussarde.   
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Sara: That seems to be the family favorite. 

Dickie: Is it?  It’s delicious.  It takes eggs Benedict to the next level.   

Sara: So you have a sibling, a sister. 

Dickie: Lauren. 

Sara: Is she younger than you? 

Dickie: Lauren is 18 months older than me.  She’s my older sister. 

Sara: Was she with you when you would go? 

Dickie: I would go with him by myself.  Now we’d go down for a lot of different things. 

0:05:58.7 The neatest thing was parades that used to roll through the French Quarter.  So as 

kids we’d all get dressed up and we’d go up to the second floor in the Red Room, 

which had a little balcony and we’d eat and just wave to the parade and just hang 

out on that little balcony and watch the parades.  We’d go for Christmas events.  

So it was always family getting dressed up and going to Brennan’s for certain 

events.  Mardi Gras was fun; that was special.   

Sara: Did you imagine yourself in this business when you were that age?  Or would 

your dad insinuate that you would be? Or what was that like? 

Dickie: Never.  My dad never encouraged me, never suggested.  His response was always 

me saying I wanted to do it and he would go, “Well, that’s great.  If you want to I 

really want you to do these things.”  And then as I got older it was very much, “I 

want you to graduate from college and I want you to work outside the family for 
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at least two years.”  And that was as far back as I can remember.  He was very set 

with that, but never, “Can’t wait for the day that you could take over so I can 

relax.”   And he was a very accomplished athlete too.  I’ve had to ask him to come 

show me how to play basketball or stuff like that in the yard as a kid because he 

didn’t want to pressure me to be in sports or what have you.  So he was incredible 

with wanting me to be happy and do what I wanted to do in life. 

0:07:58.6 

 Dickie: Now, my mother, I think she, the day I was born—what’s that prince role or 

whatever?  The prince?  “You’re going to come in and take over and do this and 

follow in your footsteps.”  It wasn’t in a negative way at all, but I think that she 

knew that I was interested and very much supported me, whereas my dad didn’t 

want to force it at all. 

Sara: We talked to your mom this week.  She was really fun, and we’ve heard a lot 

about your dad. But could you, in your own words, with your own memories, tell 

us what they were like as parents when you were young? 

Dickie: Parents? 

Sara: Well, either way. 

Dickie: Both of them?  I guess the big picture looking down at 30,000 feet, they both 

loved people.  Our house in the neighborhood—all the kids hung out at our house.  

As we got older, my sister’s boyfriend and his ten friends lived at our house.  All 

of my cousins—we all would hang there.  You had Aunt Ella and Adelaide, dad—
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they were in the restaurants, and my mother would take the kids.  We’d load up 

the station wagon and all the kids in the neighborhood, because a lot of us lived 

there in the same neighborhood.  Alex and Ti—Alex is the same age as my sister, 

and Ti and I are the same age for the most part.  I can’t think of a day where we 

weren’t connected doing something together; going to school.  And then other 

cousins that also lived in the neighborhood.  We’d load up the station wagon with 

my mother, and she always wanted to have a good time. And it was driving down 

to go get coffee and donuts 

0:10:05.1 with fifteen kids in the car, just “Let’s go get donuts.”  We just were always 

getting a big group.  My dad was the most inclusive person I know.  To this day 

we’ll do our Christmas Eve party, the Brennan Christmas Eve party. Which, my 

sister now lives in the house that we grew up in.  That was part of the deal: you 

continue to do Christmas parties. And it’s also a house off Saint Charles 

[Avenue], so she does all the Mardi Gras parties.  All I ever remember is, if it was 

somebody that my dad got to know or whatever and they didn’t have something to 

do or they didn’t have family, they were included.  We call it “extended family.”  

I think there were 300 people at the house this past Christmas Eve.  As I’m 

looking around the room, they’re my family but I’m not related to these people.  

They just come every Christmas Eve.  That was my dad.  You’re a kid and 

someone leaves you out—he just felt very strong about including people.  Don’t 

leave people out.  And I think that was part of why he enjoyed working the 

restaurant so much. He just enjoyed people.  When I think about parents and 

growing up, it was like a restaurant in my house.  It was show time every day.  
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There were people coming and going and it was never about wanting to be 

downtime.  It was always, “What’s going on?  What’s next?  Who’s doing what?” 

0:12:08.9 It was a busy life.   

Sara: Your mom seems pretty tireless. 

Dickie: Yeah, I call her like a camp director.  It’s, “What are the activities?”  We’d go to 

our summer home in Mississippi and she’d have it organized.  We’d have four 

teams.  You’re on the red, the blue, the green or the yellow team.  When you 

showed up there were charts, and it was, when was going to be the volleyball 

competition between the red and green team? And it was always activities and 

friendly competitions.  And she was real organized; very arts-and-crafts person.  

All the kids—we’d all be right before Christmas or whatever and we’d start 

making Christmas ornaments.  She’d get the little Styrofoam bubbles and we’d be 

gluing and getting the Mardi Gras beads, and there was always some kind of 

activity going on.  She was fun.   

Sara: And my condolences about your father. 

Dickie: Yeah. 

Sara: Your dad was away a lot at mealtimes, I imagine.  So was it a real traditional 

family table at home, or how did you do that?  What were meals like? 

Dickie: So when they were downtown I never saw Dad.  I’d see him in the morning 

maybe going to school, but he wouldn’t come back.  So in ’74 when the family 

split up and they left Brennan’s and moved into Commander’s, he would come 
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home between lunch and dinner.  We lived two blocks away.  And both my 

grandmothers were great cooks.  They cooked at home.  It wasn’t restaurant 

cooking at all.  And to this day we still—everyone in the family, a cousin, will 

say, “Are you making my grandmother’s red spaghetti” or whatever? 

0:14:06.4 And we would eat.  I was coming home from school from doing sports or 

whatever and we’d have dinner.  He’d go to the restaurant.  I’d go do homework. 

And he’d walk into the restaurant and would taste everything in the kitchen.  He 

had a handful of spoons and he’d taste the line.  But he would eat dinner with us.  

Most nights we had dinner.   

Sara: Do you do that?  Do you taste the line? 

Dickie: Well, he had a great regimen.  He’d go to one restaurant and did his thing.  I’m 

trying to be at four places at once, and I don’t know how to do it.  I’m still trying 

to get a regimen going.  But I do taste.  When I’m in any of the four restaurants 

I’m tasting a lot.   

Sara: You’re involved in the culinary? 

Dickie: I spend the most time in the kitchen.  I don’t know why.  I didn’t want to continue 

to be in a chef’s outfit when I stopped cooking, but I gravitate to the kitchen. 

Sara: Well, I wanted to ask about when you first officially started working—maybe 

unofficially.  When did you first start working in a restaurant? 

Dickie: Our family bought Commander’s in ’69, and at that point forward it was like our 

little playground.  I lived two blocks from the restaurant. 
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Sara: So you would have been nine then? 

Dickie: I was nine, and certainly as I got older I got more active and spent more time.  I 

think from that point forward it was being able to experience different things 

going on. 

0:16:05.8 

Sara: But did you get a paycheck? 

Dickie: No.  When did we start jazz brunch?  That’s when I really first starting working. 

Because when that took off for me—. The first weekend we did jazz brunch, 

someone on a sheet of paper had done a rendering of the façade of Commander’s 

and it said, “Take the streetcar to the historic Garden District jazz brunch, 

Commander’s Palace”; and the address or whatever.  And so my sister and I [and] 

Ti got on a streetcar on Saturday and went down and passed these pamphlets out 

all over the French Quarter, and with Sunday being jazz brunch.  And so woke up 

Sunday morning and I remember Dad and I walking to work.  I remember 

walking to work and I remember coming home.  Walking to work, he must have 

been nervous because he kept going, “How many people do you think we’re 

going to do?”  And I was like, “I don’t know.”  The only thing I could think of 

was anybody that would stop, and we would tell them what the poster was, they 

all thought it was great. They all said, “This sounds wonderful.”  And so I finally 

said, “I don’t know, 100 people.”  And he said, “That would be nice.”  When Dad 

and Ella moved into Commander’s in the mid ‘70s, if twenty people came by after 

church on a Sunday brunch that was a good day.  And so, like I said, Dad had 
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always worked Sunday breakfast at Brennan’s, which was 1,000 people.  So he 

was a little bored going from a busy, busy restaurant to, “What are we going to do 

with this restaurant?”   

0:18:05.3 So I said, “100 people.”  Well, he woke me up Sunday morning.  I put on my 

black shoes, my black pants.  I definitely polished my shoes because he had a 

famous saying: He’d go, “It’s time to introduce Mr. Shoe to Mr. Polish.”  That’s a 

Brennan thing, you know.  So I had my bowtie, my white shirt, and my black 

pants and I was going there to just help the waiters. And he wanted to do balloons, 

so there was a helium tank, so I blew up all these balloons and we put them on 

tables.  They opened the restaurant, and after 100 people came through we closed 

the door because we just weren’t staffed and we couldn’t handle it. Before we 

opened, though, people showing up—they were outside just kind of like, “This is 

cool.”  And I remember walking home, because those balloons I blew up ended 

up in trees. Because people would walk out and they were letting the balloons go, 

the helium balloons.  And that was like, “Oh, my god.  The neighbors are going to 

kill us.”  So I had to go around the neighborhood trying to see if there were 

balloons in any trees and whether we could get them out.   

[Interruption, followed by one of Dickie Brennan’s employees who mentions:] 

 Your great story about snack time, going and having snacks at Commander’s 

Palace; your pork chop to lunch. It’s one of my favorite stories. 

Dickie: Baby veal Lafayette.  I used to eat good.  That was good snacks.  I’d go by 

Commander’s straight in the afternoon as a kid. 
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0:20:00.6  

Sara: Well, can I ask a couple more brunch questions? 

Dickie: Sure.  

Sara: How did that come about, jazz brunch? 

Dickie: I guess it was in the summers, Dad wanted my sister, my mother, and I to take a 

trip every summer and he wanted to get out of the country.  And so we had 

planned this trip to go to Europe.  And it’s when the Euro Pass had come out.  So 

we were going to take a train through nine countries in Europe.  We were in 

London and we were in a hotel and it might have been like a Saturday or Sunday 

and we were eating in the nice dining room, but out in the hallway was a band 

playing music.  And I guess periodically—because we were there for like three 

weeks—he would call Aunt Ella and touch base. And it must have been the day 

we had done that and he called and said, “When I get home I want to do 

something with music in the restaurant.  I want to try and put jazz with brunch.”  

And she’s like, “That’s fine.  Just get home. Whatever.”  I think it was just 

listening to music and eating, seeing it. And that’s what he did.  He came home 

and called Alvin Alcorn, a great jazz trumpet guy and says, “I don’t want you on a 

stage.  I want you and a couple of people to roam around the dining room and just 

interact with the tables and see what songs they want you to play. And we’re 

going to put out a brunch menu.”   

Sara: Who was the chef at that time? 
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Dickie: Paul Prudhomme. 

Sara: I haven’t asked anyone else this.  I didn’t think of it.  Do you have a recollection 

for when he came on?  Or who the opening chef was? 

0:22:06.9 

Dickie: When we bought the restaurant in ’69, I remember Miss Jill, Jill Rouse, went 

there to manage.  Some people like Floyd Bealer, who was a cook at Brennan’s 

and spent some time there.  They really were so busy at Brennan’s, and the way 

they bought Commander’s: Mr. Moore had passed away, and within about thirty 

days—because of paying our respects and Mrs. Moore had said, “Well, I don’t 

want to run a restaurant.  My kids aren’t involved.”  And it was like, “Talk to us 

before you sell it.  We live in the neighborhood.”  Then we bought Commander’s.  

So it was more for the future.  So I think they had some of the long-term people 

there, but it wasn’t like, all right, someone says I’m going to be the chef.  They 

had very talented cooks that knew how to run shifts that were there, and I think 

once they moved in, in the ‘70s—and that’s when Paul was there.  It was just 

incredible.  I sure was in the right place at the right time, living two blocks away 

and everything that happened in that incredible restaurant.   

Sara: Tell me about your after-school thing. 

Dickie: This was back in the early days.  I’m a teenager and he would do tastings.  They 

were always in the afternoon, like three o’clock or whatever.  You always knew 

he was going to do them, so I’d ride my bike over and you’d eat all these 

wonderful things.   
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0:24:00.4 When he did a tasting he’d do a fried oyster with eight different sauces and 

they’re all wonderful.  But he had created this dish called baby veal Lafayette.  

And it was two scallops of beautiful veal, pounded out, and in-between—they’re 

sear them, but in-between was a kind of a cheese, like a farmer’s cheese.  And 

they had this, like a Mornay sauce on top of it. And after they seared the dish and 

put the sauce, they’d flash it, gratinée it. But it was just cheese, veal, white wine 

sauce.  I could eat about three of them, which was ridiculous.  Once they created 

that dish and I’d go over and go, “Can I get a…?” And after I got three of them in 

one standing—of just standing in the kitchen, eventually my dad is like, “You’ve 

got to quit eating that. Get yourself something else.  Fill up on a sandwich.” 

Sara: “You want some chicken?” 

Dickie: “How about some bread?”   

Sara: It’s pretty ideal.  Where did you go to school? 

Dickie: De La Salle for high school, and I went to Ecole Classique on Napoleon Avenue 

for grammar school.   

Sara: So then when you graduated from high school, what did you do?  Your dad said 

that you couldn’t work in the family business for a couple of years and you had to 

go to college.  So tell us about your trajectory. 

Dickie: I was able to work in the restaurant through high school, summers, and then my 

senior year of high school after I finished playing sports I’d go over every night 

with the dinner shift, and I was working.   
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0:26:06.0 That’s when Emeril came in.  So it was fun.  Dad and I would walk home from 

work and they had brought two guys in.  This guy, Peter—it might have been like 

a headhunter or something, or friends from up North identified two young guys, 

because we were looking for a chef.  And it was—I forget Peter’s last name, but 

he had trained as an American but he went to La Varenne in Paris and had some 

European training and was coming back. And Emeril was coming out of Johnson 

& Wales but was working in a restaurant up in Boston.  But we wanted to bring in 

a young American chef, and they were a little scarce so they brought both these 

guys in.  It was like, “I hope one of them with rise to the top.”  So I’d walk home 

with Dad every night, and it was like critiquing because I’m in the kitchen;  he’s 

running around the restaurant.  And I’ll never forget we had this big VCM—it’s a 

big Cuisinart—and Emeril was making a dressing.  It was in the middle of the 

shift and we would just try to do production while we were putting out food. And 

he hit the thing to open it before it stopped, which with this thing you don’t do.  

He did it and, boom, it just went everywhere.  And so I’m like, “Oh god, what a 

rookie move.”  I can remember telling him, “I don’t know.  I don’t know how 

much he knows.  He sure didn’t impress anybody tonight when we were all trying 

to clean up ourselves from—‘Who did that?’”  But it wasn’t a long time before it 

was obvious that he had something and that he was going to be the leader.  It was 

neat that I got to see that. 

0:28:00.3 I remember Dad and I talking about it a lot. 

Sara: What was he like?  What about him made it clear that he was going to be the 

leader?  Was it his skill, purely his skill, or was he good? 
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Dickie: He wanted to learn.  Between my Dad, my Aunt Ella, and Adelaide—what they 

had to offer him. And these were people that were a generation ahead of their time 

in believing in educating and empowering people.  It really was, because they 

didn’t have the knowledge.  Most people who ran fine dining restaurants had 

formal training.  They were French, Italian; had European training that ran all 

these great American fine dining restaurants.  I mean, they had no experience.  

They were always trying to educate themselves and they just believed in, if they 

were learning, whoever their key people were, educating them.  I had an Escoffier 

cookbook that has Dad underlining in the stock chapter. Because back in the ‘70s 

all the chefs were using bases instead of making stocks.  It was that cycle where 

you were taking advantage of all this technology and new foods and processed 

foods. It was the thing to do.  And Dad’s like, “Shouldn’t we try using the stock 

instead of chicken base?”  And Paul helped us move back in making stocks.  It 

was an environment where they were always teaching people.  I’m trying to think 

of where I’m coming from, what we were talking about. 

Sara: I asked you what it was about Emeril that made him the one. But he wanted he 

learn.  He accepted all that. 

0:29:59.2 

Dickie: And he was just non-stop with anyone of them he could find.  And if they’d say, 

“Let’s try this.  Let’s do this.”  Boom.  I don’t ever remember the guy hesitating.  

I work every day with a group of people and that’s the role I’m in, is, “Let’s try 



Dickie Brennan—Dickie Brennan & Co.   
	

©Southern Foodways Alliance | www.southernfoodways.org	
	

16	

this.  Let’s try this.”  A lot of time it’s resistance and it’s like, oh, they can’t get to 

it or whatever.  Emeril was just all about, “Let’s do it.”  He was just, “Let’s go.” 

Sara: It does seem like that’s an attitude that your family really takes and runs with: 

somebody who is willing to learn. 

Dickie: I think that’s why they accomplished so much together.  They were in a position 

to say, “Here, I’ve got this great idea.” Or, “Take this to the next level.”  A person 

who didn’t want to just, “Let’s do it.  Let’s be great.”   

Sara: So you said you were in the kitchen then.  Do you mean you were working in the 

kitchen, or you were just in the kitchen a lot? 

Dickie: I’ll never forget when I was young my Dad saying that the one thing he didn’t feel 

comfortable with, that he didn’t have the ability to do, was to take a kitchen—if a 

chef were to leave or whatever, he couldn’t run the kitchen.  He didn’t cook.  And 

he had encouraged me at that point: “If you want to learn to cook, that would be 

great.”  I had never cooked.  And so that’s when I was fourteen or fifteen and Paul 

was the chef, so in the summers I was working in the kitchen cooking.  And Paul 

was the chef.  Stanley Jackson was a great old Creole cook.  He did all the soups 

and sauces at Commander’s, and so they wanted me to learn soups and sauces.   

0:32:01.8 I wanted to get on the line and do sauté.   They were like, “Don’t.  I want you to 

learn how to do the foundation work.”  So I spent a couple of summers and it was 

really working with individuals to do the soups, the sauces, stocks.  So by the time 

it was my senior year of high school, I was working on the line.  They had created 

the bread pudding soufflé and it was becoming very popular.  I can remember 



Dickie Brennan—Dickie Brennan & Co.   
	

©Southern Foodways Alliance | www.southernfoodways.org	
	

17	

going in and spending the whole night just doing that.  We’d get that many orders. 

And to the extent that when I wasn’t there doing it, they eventually hired this old 

guy, Mr. Lou.  So Mr. Lou ended up going with Emeril, and Mr. Lou’s banana 

cream pie—that was Mr. Lou.  And so they hired him to come into Commander’s 

just because we needed someone to put out the soufflés every night.  And so it 

was Mr. Lou—that’s when he first came on with us.  I loved going, but I couldn’t 

go every night.  And they got used to me putting out the soufflés.  So they said, 

“We need to hire somebody.”  And that’s when we came across Mr. Lou.   

Sara: I’m sorry to interrupt, but was it in this era that you were working with Gus 

Martin? 

Dickie: Gus would have been there.  Gus and I were more or less in the summers when 

we were both teenagers.  I don’t think Gus was around when I was in high school.  

It was a little bit later when Gus finished with the military and stuff like that and 

he came back and started working with the family. And then he and Gerard Maras 

really connected and he went over to Mr. B’s and was there for years with Gerard.  

And then eventually he came back to Commander’s—actually when I was there, 

later on.  We worked together. 

0:34:03.3 

Sara: So you graduated from high school. 

Dickie: So I graduated from high school.  Go to LSU.  So that first summer I go to work 

for a dear friend of my Dad’s.  His name was Nick Noyes, and Nick was a 

Chicago guy that had gone to hotel school.  The one up in New York, the 
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university, college—Cornell.  So he was a Cornell graduate, a hotel restaurant 

guy, but he had bought this restaurant down in Mexico City called Delmonicos.  

And he and my dad ended up on the National Restaurant Association Board of 

Directors and they became good friends.  Mom and Dad are godparents to the 

Noyes’ kids.  So it’s coming my freshman year and, “What am I going to do?”  

Dad was a big believer, “Get out of the country.”  And this was one of his dearest 

friends and I knew him very well.  And so it was, “Why don’t we shift Dickie 

down to Mexico City with Mr. Noyes?”  So I did.  I drove a car down there and I 

spent two months in Mexico City working at Delmonicos.  And it was the most 

incredible experience.  Nick Noyes was a real visionary.  The guy was a genius.  

He loved talking about what he was thinking about. The first month I was there, 

he was there, and so we’d drive to work back and forth every day. And then the 

second month, his family had a place up in Canada, so he would go vacation.   

0:36:01.2 So I was there by myself the second month.  I showed up the first day and there’s 

a guy, he’s like, “Come sit in the office with me.  I’m going to interview this guy 

and I’m going to bring him on as a manager.”  And so it was perfect because he 

said, “Look, the first week he’s going to be just kind of getting to know the place; 

just trail with him.  Hang out with him; he’s going to get a nice orientation.”   And 

so we left the room and this guy shows me a picture.  And I’m like, “Who’s that?”  

And he said, “That was me.”  And I was like—it didn’t look anything like him.  

He was the Shah of Iran’s head valet, and I guess was a marked man, wanted for 

his entire life, and was in Mexico City.  And he was the most interesting guy still 

to this day.  He knew everything.  The Shah did it right and this guy knew every 
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china; he was just incredibly exposed.  And so it was interesting hanging out with 

him but living in Mexico, a totally different environment.  It was back then in the 

days where you’d drive down the highways, they didn’t have the walls, and you’d 

see all the poverty and the people living.  So for a teenage, nineteen-year-old or 

whatever. Living in Mexico, you saw real poverty.  But this was the power 

broker, downtown, lunch, dinner restaurant that just did it at the highest level 

possible.  So I got to see just this incredible operation and just a whole different 

culture and realized, “You’ve got to get back home.” You kiss the ground.  God 

bless America.   

0:38:05.3 But the other interesting thing was he had created this concept called the Mauna 

Loa in Mexico City, and it was a Polynesian restaurant. And so the last two weeks 

I went and worked in that kitchen so I was working with woks, cooking, which 

was incredible.  It’s a whole different process.  But recently Jeff Berry has moved 

to New Orleans.  Jeff was kind of the godfather of American cocktails and his real 

specialty is tiki bars.  And Jeff is the authority on it, to the extent that he and his 

wife, Annene—she grew up on the West Coast; he grew up on the East Coast.  

They got to this place a couple of years ago where they said, “We want to open a 

tiki bar with a restaurant.”  And as he was doing the research—tiki came from 

Beachbum Bob.  It’s not like a Polynesian or country.  It was this crazy guy that 

was making these great drinks on the beaches out in California using the juices 

and the rums and calling it tiki-ing—having a little tiki hut and tiki bar.  So as he 

was researching Beachbum Bob he found out that Beachbum Bob was born and 

raised in New Orleans.  And so that’s why Jeff and Annene decided to come do 
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Latitude 29 here in New Orleans.  And so we got to know each other and we’re 

having this great story and I’m saying something about that I’d been down to 

Mexico City and that I worked in this Polynesian restaurant and he went, “Wow, 

the Mauna Loa?”  And I was like, “Yeah, why?”  And he’s like, “Oh god, it’s like 

the cult place.”  So this guy, Nick Noyes, he had this wonderful fine dining 

European style restaurant but he had all these visions, these ideas, but created this 

incredible Polynesian—and it just tickles me that here I am finding out from 

someone like Jeff Berry. I’m nineteen years old, I’m hanging out in this kitchen 

with the woks and making all these monsoon drinks and all this stuff and had no 

idea really what this guy was creating back then and what it’s become today. 

0:40:22.1 

Sara: Is he still alive? 

Dickie: No, he passed away fifteen years ago.   

[Interruption and conversation about how much time Dickie has before he has to 

give a pre-dinner-service presentation at his Dickie Brennan’s Steakhouse.] 

Sara: I feel bad.  We’ll take what we can get.  We’ll keep talking. If you have to go, you 

have to go.  But keep going. 

Dickie: That was Mexico City.  I spent two months there.  Incredible experience.  I came 

back, was at LSU, and then next I worked in the kitchen at Commander’s.  The 

following summer I went abroad.   
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0:41:59.5 I did a summer school in Rome, Italy.  That was great.  So my cousin, Nickie, and 

I—Nickie’s grandfather was really good friends with old man Sclafani—you 

know the Sclafani’s here in New Orleans?  And so he knew that we were going to 

Rome and so he got old man Sclafani to write a letter for us and told us to go to 

Alfredo’s.  So we’re there and we made a reservation.  We’d go into Alfredo’s 

and we’d give the maitre d’ this letter and it was all written in Italian whatever 

and they give us a table.  We sit down and everything and they have the big 

production through the fettuccini Alfredo and all of a sudden this guéridon comes 

to our table and has got the gold spoon and it’s a lot different than all the captains 

sitting there doing the fettuccini Alfredo.   And this old guy comes out and it’s 

Alfredo, and with an interpreter tells us that, “Frank and I grew up best friends.” 

This was Frank Sclafani in New Orleans.  And he says, “Give him a hug for me.  

It’s my pleasure to make you fettuccini Alfredo.”  Is that cool? 

Sara: That is cool.  Too bad that was pre i-Phone. 

Dickie: You’re right.  I’m there with all these students but my mission was to go eat in 

restaurants, so that’s all we did. 

Sara: What kind of school was it?  Was it culinary? 

Dickie: It was a program that LSU did, and they coordinated with Louisiana Tech.  It was 

just an opportunity for students to do a summer semester abroad. 

0:44:00.0 And so basically the courses were a lot of history, European history.  We did 

maybe like a finance course.  We got credit for PE because we walked so much.  

It was really to live, to travel. Every weekend we went to a different country.  But 
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we hit a lot of restaurants.  So that was a nice summer where I wasn’t working, I 

was doing school.  It was wonderful.  I enjoyed it. 

Sara: It seems like a lot of people in your family put priority on travel and experiencing 

the culture outside. 

Dickie: And the reason being: What do you do for the next generation?  What do you for 

your kids, what do you do for people you want to see grow?  I don’t know, our 

family just really believes that travel is one of the best exposures.  You can see 

things in a book, you can read about it, but if you go live and experience it, it’s a 

whole different—it’s education.  And you see things and you see different ways 

of doing it.  I think it gives you such a broader foundation to work on than if you 

don’t have the opportunity to do that.  So they didn’t do it as kids growing up.  I 

think some of their mentors early on—. I’ll never forget we had become good 

friends with the 21 Club up in New York, Jerry Berns and the Kriendlers and all 

that. And Dad and Uncle Pip were up there doing some work and they literally 

told them, they said, “You all have never been to Europe?”  “No, we really never 

have.”  “You should go to Europe.”  Well, my Dad and Uncle Pip called home, 

and they had just started the jet where you could fly to Europe, and they said, 

“We’re going to go to Europe.” 

0:46:01.9 And they flew to Paris.  The 21 people set them up with their friends.  They 

stayed at the George V Hotel.  They went and ate at Lasserre.  They went and 

experienced all these restaurants. 

Sara: On that trip, they went? Like from New York? 
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Dickie: From New York. Because here were these older men. Very successful. And they 

were like, “What do you mean you all have never been to Europe?”  Because our 

family was in discussions; there was a group trying to get the Fontainebleau Hotel 

family—the Berns 21 family and our family—to combine our businesses and 

create a hospitality company.  And so Dad was going up there at lunch working 

with people trying to do numbers and figure out how to put this company 

together.  And in that conversation I think they were embarrassed.  They were 

with all these very accomplished exposed people and like, “Okay, we’re going to 

Europe.” 

Sara: “Yes, we’re going.”  

Dickie: “We’re just a couple of Irishmen from the Irish Channel in New Orleans.  We 

better get some exposure.”  But it’s never stopped.  All Dad wanted to do was to 

get us to travel every opportunity we could.   

Sara: What did you major in at LSU, or graduate with? 

Dickie: Finance.  My mom’s family was in the banking business. So I never really 

contemplated it, but I was like, “If I for some reason don’t end up in the restaurant 

business…”  My uncle ran a bank and I loved him, I love him. He’s a great guy, 

and I just loved the way his lifestyle was, and he enjoyed taking care of his bank.  

It was attractive, that if I wasn’t going to do that I was going to go ask him for a 

job. 

0:47:59.8 
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Sara: What was his name? 

Dickie: Nick Trist.  My mother is Lynne Trist.   

Sara: And so then what did you do after college? 

Dickie: So at that point it was about going to work to really go get a job and work full-

time somewhere outside of New Orleans.  And so my dream, and what I was 

working on, was going to Europe.  And with doing that, Aunt Ella was talking to 

some people and someone called back—I forget who it was—and they said, 

“Instead of going to Europe, Larry Forgione is leaving River Café,” and was 

going to open up An American Place. “Why wouldn’t you want Dickie to go do 

that with him?  He’s a great young American chef and he’s getting ready to open 

a new restaurant. It might be a nice experience.  He can go to Europe after.”  And 

so we contacted Larry and he was like, “Sure, come on.”  And so I went there to 

work with Larry.  And the other neat thing was, at the time Larry’s mentor was 

James Beard.  So not only was I there as he opened up this small little restaurant; 

he’s in the kitchen and maybe like four of us on the line every night. Richard de 

Rossi is his kind of the key guy, and Larry and a handful of us. And every Friday 

night Jim Beard would come in and eat dinner and then come give us some 

feedback in the kitchen when he finished his meal.  So I’m glad I went to New 

York, and I did go to Europe.  So I had a great experience there, working with 

Larry.  That was really at a time when young American chefs were standing up to 

the Europeans and saying, “We’re not intimidated. What we’re doing is world 

class.”   
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0:49:58.7 

Sara: That’s an incredible experience.  And I guess you had enough experience working 

in the kitchen at Commander’s to be able to go do that?  You knew your way 

around the kitchen? 

Dickie: At Commander’s—it’s people like Frank Brigtsen that were working at 

Commander’s when I was there.  I had a lot of opportunity to have skill working 

at Commander’s from the time I was a teenager to the time I left town.  And then 

from there I went to France.  There was a guy named Gregory Usher, he was an 

American, and he was running La Varenne. And so Lauren had gone there and 

she took the La Varenne cooking school.  She took their grand diplome course or 

whatever it was.  So I knew him because Lauren had been there a couple of years 

before me.   

Sara: Lauren being your sister? 

Dickie: My sister.  And so I wasn’t interested in the culinary schools.  I wanted to get in 

kitchens. And so I approached Gregory and he was like, “Sure.  I’ll help you get 

in kitchens.”  And so I worked in six kitchens about two months in each kitchen 

for a little bit over a year.  I spent two months in the south of France before I went 

to Paris because they had a wonderful language school and it was for executives 

that got transferred and had to learn how to speak French real quick.  And it was 

in this wonderful little village on the—Villefranche-sur-Mer.   

0:51:59.0 So I’m sitting there on the Cote d’Azur looking out the window at the beach 

speaking French all day long. So that was a wonderful two-month opportunity.  I 
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had great experiences on the Cote d’Azur.  Roger Verge, my family knew him, so 

he was very hospitable to me.  Who was the guy? Jacques Maximin. I don’t know 

if you remember Jacques.  He was the Larry Forgione in France.  He was the 

young French chef that they gave the award to as the up-and-coming, and it was 

the same year that I was working for Larry.  And so one of the major magazines 

got the two of them in a room together, and so it’s the young American and the 

young Frenchman.  And this guy was so cocky and just, “You don’t get it,” and, 

“You won’t get it,” and, “It takes years and all generations and you’re not there.”  

And Larry’s very calm and cool, like, “I’m sorry.  We’re there.”  He was running 

the restaurant at the Hotel Negresco in Nice.  Jacques Maximin was the chef 

there.  So I got set up to go there and visit with him, and it was bad 

communication, but then all of a sudden when it connected it said—I had just 

been with Larry Forgione working; that’s why I was wanting to reach out and get 

to know you. And I was trying to get into his kitchen; whatever. And all of a 

sudden it just snapped with him and he’s like, “Oh.”  Then it was like, “Well, yes, 

I’d like to talk to this guy.”  And he really respected Larry after all that happened.   

0:53:59.7 I guess what I was experiencing was, here this young French guy who just was 

saying all this stuff that instigated them coming together to talk about the 

differences between what American chefs and French chefs were capable of.  

They bonded, and then here I was and he was open to me because he respected 

Larry.  So it was an interesting time because as I went in the kitchens in Paris. I’ll 

never forget the first kitchen. Some of the younger chefs were cooks, the commis.  

They were like, “Are you a chef?”  And I said, “No, I’m studying.”  And I didn’t 
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have a real good stage in that kitchen because I wasn’t a chef.  You’d hear 

comments like, “Can you show us how to make a hamburger?”  So the second 

restaurant I went into in Paris, right off the bat—because they all kind of size you 

up—I’d say, “I’m a chef.”  And I was a bigger guy and so I had a totally different 

experience when I said, “I’m a chef,” because an American in a French kitchen 

back then was, “Can you make a hamburger?”  I’m like, “I’m going to beat you 

up.”   

Sara: Did you end up learning a lot from that guy? 

Dickie: Oh god, yeah.  You take so much out of it.  Absolutely.  The kitchens in Paris—

each one was unique, but what an incredible education.   

Sara: So the whole time you’re doing all this training you had your eye on coming back 

to New Orleans and being in the family business?  You never considered staying 

in Paris? 

Dickie: No.  And we were always involved with things that the family was doing.  I never 

felt like I wasn’t a part of the family business.  When Commander’s celebrated 

being 100 years old, I think it was the holiday awards—it was the annual awards, 

and all the fine dining restaurants around the country would go to Chicago and 

meet and receive the awards. 

0:56:07.7 And there was a big banquet dinner.  It was kind of in conjunction with the 

National Restaurant Association show.  People would go for the show and all the 

fine dining restaurant people would go to this banquet and receive the award.  

And our family asked, “Can we do that award ceremony, that dinner, in New 
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Orleans and have all these restaurateurs help us celebrate our restaurant being 100 

years old in America?” 

Sara: Was that the symposium? 

Dickie: Well, that came out of the dinner.  So they said, “Yes.”  And this is where if I’m 

in high school or whatever and my cousins—we’re all involved. So I mean they 

now are going to host this dinner.  So they knew everyone that was coming to 

town.  They were all going to stay at the old Roosevelt [Hotel].  They had 

everybody’s information when they landed.  We literally picked up everybody 

that came to that event.  We picked them up in cars and we had police escorts, 

motorcycle escorts, and we brought every one of the restaurateurs coming into 

town from the airport to the hotel.  And then that night, it was like a Friday night, 

and we wanted to do a seafood boil.  And so Paul Prudhomme—we go over to the 

dock where the Natchez [steamboat] was tied up on the river.  You couldn’t even 

see the river from it.  All the warehouses, everything, was still there, but there was 

a dock and we had all the chefs with boiling seafood and all this, you know, 

hampers of the blue crabs and the crawfish.  Back then nobody was doing 

crawfish boils.  Here I’m a New Orleans kid and I’m like, “What is this?  We’re 

doing a what?”  And what we did was we took everybody out of the hotel, we had 

a high school band and we second-lined all these restaurateurs down Canal Street 

to the dock.   

0:58:07.5 If I sit in my office here, if a parade doesn’t pass by every other night with 

someone second-lining a group from a hotel to somewhere—. And that was the 
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first time they did it.  And it was to impress all these incredible restaurateurs from 

around the country.  It was a great seafood boil. We go on the boat, went up and 

down the river, had some jazz music on the boat. And then the next night was the 

big dinner at Commander’s.  And we figured out how to seat 300 people, every 

square inch of that restaurant, and did this incredible menu. And it was really fall 

on the table.  We were waiting, we had plan B if the guy with the soft-shells—if 

they weren’t going to bust out, we weren’t going to have enough soft-shell 

crabs—that it was quail that a guy in Mississippi was raising for us.  It was all 

regional, fresh, and every wine was an American wine that we paired with each 

course.  We had Cakebread. Callaway had a little dessert wine, a late harvest 

Sweet Nancy that we poured with it. And Dad was concerned that all these 

restaurateurs were going to think we were going cheap by serving American 

wines.  This was ’81.  And so a local purveyor wine rep—he said, “Go find me a 

spectacular Old World wine.”  And he found this wine that was like a ’45 

Hermitage. And here’s another connection with me: it was the one that the Shah 

of Iran used when he celebrated his country being like 10,000 years old.  It was 

like one of his last elaborate parties that maybe helped his demise.  But it was the 

same wine, and back then those vintages, every bottle was numbered.   

1:00:01.2  And we had ten cases starting with the number one bottle all the way through.  

How we found that, no one will ever know.  But it was the fact that we were 

nervous about doing these American wines, we had this stellar wine to share with 

everybody to celebrate.  I can remember that dinner.  Everybody at first was 

going, “These are good wines.”  And then they were talking about, “Wow, what a 
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treat to try this other wine.”  But after that dinner, that’s when the next year—I 

forget the guys that organized, but that’s when we started doing the American 

Symposium. Because what we were telling everybody, all these restaurateurs, is 

that we don’t believe we’re European.  We’re not going to say we’re a French 

restaurant or an Italian restaurant.  We’re an American restaurant.  This is our 

regional cuisine, and what we did was a regional dinner featuring all American 

stuff.  And that next year is really when the symposium started with American 

regional cuisines.   

Sara: First of all, do you just have a really good memory, or was that weekend so 

pivotal in your life?  You remember the wine. 

Dickie: I think if you’re interested in things they like—because don’t ask me about 

something I learned in school. But the most interesting to me and what I studied 

the most and what I really enjoyed the most was this wonderful opportunity I 

always had to see what was going on in our family business, and living so 

convenient with Commander’s and being able to experience. Like I’m saying, I 

don’t ever not think that I was working in the family business.  It was an event 

like that, and I’d go over every afternoon because they were talking about, “Let’s 

do this,” and “Let’s—.”  It was exciting. 

1:02:01.4 The vision and how they came up with things they’d come up with, between Dad 

and Aunt Ella. People like Paul Prudhomme—these are dynamic people.  I’m 

fifteen years old and they want you to be involved and make you feel welcome.  

That was a lot more exciting than just trying—back then we didn’t have activities.  



Dickie Brennan—Dickie Brennan & Co.   
	

©Southern Foodways Alliance | www.southernfoodways.org	
	

31	

Your mother would say, “Go have fun.  Be home for dinner.”  You had to 

entertain yourself.  That was good entertainment.  So, no. I loved the wines.   

Sara: One last question and then maybe a wrap-up question.  I think that a lot of people 

who might read this or watch this one day will be surprised that you were a New 

Orleans boy and never had been to a crawfish boil.  Why is that? 

Dickie: Back then? 

Sara: Yeah. 

Dickie: We weren’t cooking crawfish back then.  Al Scramuzza started doing it, Seafood 

City, but it was a rare occasion that we would go out to the lakefront and eat 

crawfish.  Not like we do today. 

Sara: I think that’s surprising to a lot of people because it’s so much a part of what we 

do here today.  And one final question, which is just to kind of wrap things up: 

What is the biggest challenge for you in your business, now, being a restaurateur 

here in New Orleans 2016, ten years after Katrina? And what do you enjoy about 

it the most? 

1:04:07.7 

Dickie: So the biggest challenge?  I think the biggest challenge is people.  Our workforce. 

We have so many new restaurants, and it’s just really hard to stay staffed up.  We 

train a lot.  We’re an incredible opportunity for people when a new restaurant 

opens up, to somebody who’s not at the senior level to go get a new position and 

move up the ladder.  It’s rough and you train so many people and you want to see 



Dickie Brennan—Dickie Brennan & Co.   
	

©Southern Foodways Alliance | www.southernfoodways.org	
	

32	

them have better opportunities, but it’s just really a challenge right now.  We’ve 

found that our staff is becoming younger, but I’ve recently brought in some older 

people to try to offset what we’re experiencing.  I’ve got a handful of chefs that 

are older.  Rene Bajeux is with me.  Gunther Preuss is here; he’s in his seventies.  

Those are both European Master Chefs.  Bobby Gurvich came back to town; he’s 

working with me.  So I’ve got some mature people to help mentor all these young 

people that want to be the next chefs in New Orleans. So that’s probably our 

biggest challenge, but I think we’ve got a good solution with bringing in some of 

these older people who don’t want to run the kitchen; they want to mentor these 

younger chefs.  But what they want to do is teach.  So I’m investing in them 

because the way the workforce is going, it’s getting younger.   

1:05:51.3  What I love about it?  First, I don’t think there’s a better city in the world to be in 

the restaurant business.  New Orleans is just the ideal city to be in the restaurant 

business.  The culture here, the natural resources, the history. It’s a beautiful 

thing.  And I just enjoy people.  It’s a people business.  You get to work with a lot 

of people, and hopefully you get to take care of a lot of people.  It’s in my DNA.  

It’s the only thing I know. Done it all my life, and I really enjoy it.   

Sara: Thank you. 

Dickie: You’re welcome.   

Sara: I appreciate your time and your patience.  

[End Dickie Brennan Interview 1] 
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[Begin Dickie Brennan Interview 2] 

0:00:00.0 

Sara:  This is Sara Roahen for the Southern Foodways Alliance.  It is Thursday, 

February 3, 2016.  I am in New Orleans, Louisiana at Palace Café.  This is my 

second interview with Dickie Brennan.  We are doing a follow-up interview, and I 

guess I’ll just ask you again to introduce yourself. State your name, your full 

name, and your birth date if you don’t mind. 

Dickie: Sure.  Dickie Brennan, and I was born June 29, 1960. 

Sara: All right.  Thank you.  So I’m going to move us up to the inception of Palace 

Café, although if there are things that you want to talk about from before that time 

and they come up, that’s fine with me.  But that’s where we’ll start.  Can you tell 

me when Palace Café opened, but also how that came about.   

Dickie: That was back in late ‘80s, and I was living and working in Houston, Texas.  My 

cousin, Alex, and I were running Brennan’s of Houston, and we were looking 

there to expand to do another restaurant for the family.  So we were looking there, 

and then I was also looking around in New Orleans because I was going to head 

up doing this next project and I either wanted to be in Houston or move back to 

New Orleans.  And so I was looking around and at the same time my cousin, Ti 

and Brad—Ti was living at home with her mom and Aunt Dottie. She was getting 

her MBA at Tulane, and Brad was finishing up college, living at home too.   
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0:02:00.4 So the two of them were living right next to Commander’s and all of a sudden 

they’re like, “You know, we think we want to do this restaurant thing.”  I think 

some of my cousins avoided it and didn’t want to be in the business.  And some of 

us, I guess from day one, were interested.  So they got the bug and they were 

looking around and they had been having conversations with a guy who had a 

small little restaurant out on the lakefront.  And their thought was, “We really 

don’t have a lot of experience.  We think we’d rather start with something small 

and jump in since we’re probably going to shock everybody in the family when 

we say the two of us are interested in getting into the business.”   

 So the Sheraton had bought the old historic Waterbury pharmacy, and I guess 

with me looking around—they knew we were looking, so they asked if we would 

look at that property.  And I was in town, I’m looking at the property, and they 

wanted us to take a—we’d have to take a year sabbatical if they wanted to build a 

new tower there for the hotel.  I was very interested in doing something on Canal 

Street, and that was the right place on Canal Street.  But to have to go dark for a 

year if they wanted to expand the hotel five years into being a restaurant, we just 

couldn’t get over that.  And so at that point Ti and I had had conversations.  She 

said, “If we’re going to find something, let’s do a nice restaurant together. We 

don’t need to both open restaurants at the same time.  I know we’re going to want 

the family to support us.  It would be a lot better if we do one project at a time 

together.”  And so we did, and we even came up with the name right away.  We 

were going to do Cousins.  But we’re standing on the corner of Canal Street 
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looking at the Sheraton, and we just kept looking at the Werlein [Music Store] 

building.  It’s just the most beautiful building.   

0:03:58.3 And I guess we had known—and there are family members that we know with the 

Werleins—that a lot of their business wasn’t downtown.  It was more out in 

Jefferson.  So for that reason we contacted them and said, “If you’re all ever 

interested in freeing up the property, we’d love to do something on Canal Street.”  

And so it was just the right time.  For years they had wanted to move the main 

store to Vets, somewhere like that, and they have a warehouse here right around 

the corner.  It’s right by House of Blues.  So they were like, “We’ll put a smaller 

store there, but we’ve never done it because we’re dedicated the Canal Street. But 

if you guys want to do a restaurant, that would be ideal. It would motivate us to 

move forward with our plans.”   

 And then Ti had done a lot in real estate and she actually found a building for 

them on out on Vets [Veterans Memorial Blvd.] and it just came together.  We 

worked out a deal pretty quick, and so I moved home.  And we started building 

out what was going to be Cousins.  It even was announced.  And then we get this 

letter from someone saying, “We have this subway shop up North, Cousins 

subway shop, and we really intend to expand it and we had the trademark for the 

name Cousins and we would ask you all to find another name.”  And so instead of 

doing Cousins—what we wanted to do was the next generation of a Commander’s 

Palace.  We knew we wanted to do seasonal, regional, great quality food, great 

service, but in a more relaxed atmosphere.  So Palace Café just kind of stuck.  So 

it became the next generation of Commander’s Palace.   
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0:05:59.6 

Sara: How old were you then? 

Dickie: We opened in ’91.  Thirty-one. 

Sara: You were pretty young.   

Dickie: I came home around—I guess we started on it in ’90.  It took about a year to build 

out.  

Sara: Were any of your cousins or your sister involved then, or was it just you and Ti? 

Dickie: No.  Lauren was involved.  Then what was great:  Lauren had worked at Mr. B’s 

right out of college. She worked out front so she knew all the clientele downtown.  

And then she had had a couple of kids and lived two blocks from Commander’s, 

so they wanted her at Commander’s because she knew all of our generation 

starting to frequent the restaurant.  So she had been at Commander’s for maybe 

four years at the front door there.  And her kids, both of them, were old enough.  

And I was like, “I need you out of retirement,” because I had been gone from 

home for ten years.  And so she was with us with the opening and has always 

been here.  And then Ti and I—Brad had gone up to Chicago to work with 

Richard Melman just to get some experience outside the family and so he joined 

us a little bit after we opened.  During all the build-out and everything we wanted 

him to go get some exposure, so he had an opportunity to do that.   

Sara: So just for the record, Lauren is your sister and Brad is—? 
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Dickie: Brad is my Aunt Dottie’s youngest, and she’s the youngest of the six brothers and 

sisters, the senior generation.  And then Ti is Ella’s daughter.  

Sara: And Alex? 

Dickie: Alex is Ella’s son.  Ella’s two kids are the same age as me and Lauren.  So Alex 

and Lauren—we grew up two blocks away from each other. 

0:08:03.0 So Alex and Lauren are a month apart.  Ti and I are a month apart.  Eighteen 

months between us.  So we grew up like brothers and sisters for sure. 

Sara: When you were at Brennan’s of Houston, what were you doing there? 

Dickie: It was right after I finished—I was working in Europe and Lauren was getting 

married.  So I was going to come home and probably not go back because I’d 

been there about a year and Alex starting calling me because he had moved to 

Houston with a guy who had been a general manager for us for a while.  And so 

Alex was living in Houston, working at Brennan’s under this guy.  For whatever 

reason, this guy was gone and Alex starts calling saying, “I think if you come 

home and you come over here with me they’ll let us run the restaurant.”  And I 

won’t have to work under this guy,” who was kind of a nut job.  So I guess for 

whatever reasons I was ready to get into the family business.  I’d been gone for a 

while.  It was hard.  What I was doing was wonderful. So I was intrigued with that 

because Houston was having a hard time.  They were going through an oil bust 

back then.  So I moved over there, and it was ’85. It was when the bumper sticker 

said, “Last man out turn off the lights.”  I was twenty-five years old and 

Brennan’s had been there for twenty-five years.  We had people working for us, 
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great front-of-the-house staff.  There were a lot of Spanish—old Spanish 

professional captains, and they had been there since the day we opened the 

restaurant, which was back in ’67—is when we opened in Houston. 

0:10:01.5 So we were one of the original fine dining restaurants in Houston, so we had a lot 

of good name recognition and all that.  We had a good staff. But so much of the 

oil industry was just downsizing and leaving.  And I had been cooking.  So I went 

there and they’re like, “Well, be a Brennan and get in front of the house.”  So 

Alex and I, every day we’d show up at the restaurant. We had our coat and tie on 

and we just started dividing up responsibilities.  I did most of the stuff with the 

food, and we brought a great chef in from New Orleans who had been at 

Commander’s for years, Carl Walker.  He’s still there today.  He’s even the 

general manager of the restaurant today.  Alex had been there for a short period of 

time before me, but it had been about fifteen years where a Brennan wasn’t there 

in Houston.  So our goal was to really try to get into the restaurant, get into the 

community and just do what our family has done forever.  And that’s to be a 

restaurateur.  I had so much training, and to be twenty-five years old and all of a 

sudden to be able to get behind this thing and let me drive it for a while was fun.  

And it was nice that it was Alex and I doing it together.  So we had a safety 

blanket.  We were young.  I can remember sitting there having a big staff meeting 

after I had been there about four months, and the only thing I wanted to say to the 

whole team was about us saying, “Why are we doing this?”  And the response 

from everyone was that, “It’s the way we’ve always done it.”  So it was like, “No 

more.”  That’s the way we’ve always done it.  We’re going to look at things.  
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We’ll make them better.  Let’s make them better.  It was that point in my career 

where I was trying to learn how to lead people, communicate and evolve 

something that we had a certain culture, a twenty-five-year-old culture and it 

could be better.  It needed to evolve.  It needed to be different.   

0:12:04.3 So it was a good education for a twenty-five year old. 

Sara: I didn’t really get a chance to talk to anyone about—. Brennan’s of Houston came 

up in every conversation, but I never talked to anyone in depth about that.  So if it 

opened in—’64, you said? 

Dickie: ’67. 

Sara: ‘67.  So that would have been when Ella and all the siblings were still involved at 

Brennan’s? 

Dickie: Right.  You know the family split in ’74.  In fact Jimmy Brennan ended up going 

to Houston a little bit after we opened it.  And lived there for a long time.  He 

loved Houston.  I know he was disappointed when he moved back to New 

Orleans.  He had a lot of good friends.  And it’s interesting: the building, 

Brennan’s in Houston, it looks like a French Quarter—I mean its design.  And 

what we came to find out after we got into the restaurant was that this famous 

architect in Houston, Albert Staub [Interviewer’s note: the architect was actually 

John F. Staub], back in the ‘20s was visiting Tulane [University], and Tulane used 

to own the property that Brennan’s restaurant is in on Royal Street.  So they 

would use it for people to stay there.  And so he was there, I guess visiting, doing 

whatever work with Tulane architecture, and he etched it out and went back and 
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he built that building for the original Junior League in Houston.  So it had the 

courtyard and the upstairs, downstairs.  It was built to be their Junior League.  

Well they were trying to expand the Junior League building and move it to a 

different location, and that’s when someone contacted us and said, “This is a 

building that looks just like you all.  You all should come put a restaurant in 

Houston.” 

0:13:59.3 And so I guess they were excited about the building.  It’s a beautiful building.  It 

was built in the ‘20s.  And so we went there and opened up Brennan’s.  And then 

we opened up Dallas a little bit after that, and then Atlanta.  We were trying to do 

Brennan’s in other cities, then the family decided to split up the company. And so 

Ted was in Dallas, Jimmy was in Houston, and there was no one in Atlanta. But 

the two of them came home and joined their brother, Pip, and took over Brennan’s 

on Royal Street.  None of the brothers and sisters wanted to move out of town, so 

we had to put management in the Brennan’s of Houston, Dallas and Atlanta.  But 

Atlanta, back in the ‘70s they were having a horrible economic downtime.  

Houston, on the other hand, was a boomtown. And when the family moved from 

Brennan’s on Royal Street into Commander’s, Commander’s was really rundown.  

It was not a successful business, and so Brennan’s of Houston carried the family. 

And we had a great manager there, Noel Hennebery.   He was a great Irish guy 

from up in New York, and he ran the restaurant for all the years we weren’t there.  

And then we decided to sell Dallas and Atlanta.  We sold Atlanta to Pano and 

Paul. They had a great restaurant.  They were looking to do the next restaurant, 

and so they bought Brennan’s and did 103 West—I forget what they called it. 
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Which is fun because I’m flying all over with my dad doing all these transactions.  

We moved that summer that we built Atlanta Brennan’s. My sister and I with my 

mother moved there and lived there the whole summer with Dad during the 

construction.   

0:16:04.4 Atlanta was a big growing city back then but they had just put in an ice skating 

rink, and all the kids were going ice skating in the middle of the summer.  It was 

like, “Man, this town is cool.”   

Sara: That’s something I was wondering.  So you have all this knowledge about what 

was going on businesswise back then, and I was going to ask: Were you aware of 

what was going on at the time, or is this all information that you’ve assimilated as 

an adult? 

Dickie: I just had a lot of conversations with my dad, and I was around Commander’s a 

lot so if Dad and Aunt Ella were having a conversation, they never would say, 

“Leave the room.”  They did communicate to us a lot.  I knew—it was all 

corporations, very businesslike, so they had all these different companies.  Dad 

received a letter saying that, “You’re relieved of your services of being the 

president of Brennan’s Inc.,” or whatever.  That’s when we were going to move 

out of Brennan’s.  I’m sitting there and I’m like, “What does this mean?”  My 

dad’s being terminated by his three nephews, you know, of a business that we’re 

getting ready to—trying to divide up a company.  So I had a great understanding 

of what was going on.  It was very emotional because it was family but it was 

business.  And I think they always wanted us to know what was going on. 
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Sara: So even when that big split happened, they didn’t try to shield it from you?  You 

knew what was happening? 

Dickie: I can’t ever think of a time where they weren’t talking about it, because what I 

remember is—the hard part was Dad and Pip were so close.  And then he had two 

brothers.   

0:18:01.9 So it was like, how is that going to shake out?  And then Pip’s wife, Barbara, and 

my mother were best friends. And they had four kids, and Owen is the same age 

as Lauren and Alex, and Shannon were the same age as me and Ti, and they lived 

three blocks away.  So we were all like brothers and sisters.  I know what my 

parents’ intention was: to make us understand and to not be angry at the part that 

was hurtful, which was difficult.  It got into a legal battle at one point and people 

had to make decisions and you weren’t happy with the decisions they’d make.  It 

created a lot of unfortunate situations, but we talked about it.  To this day I’ll see 

my Uncle Pip—and it’s way back, something that happened, we got together and 

he mentioned something to me and I said, “I’ve always forgiven you.  I love you.  

You’re my uncle.  But the way your brother behaves scares the hell out of me.  I 

just don’t want to be around that. But I love you.”   

Sara: Thanks for sharing that.  It’s really sweet. 

Dickie: From my heart.   

Sara: I’m not retaining your birth date.  How old were you when that happened in ’74? 

Dickie: Fourteen.   
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Sara: You really got an education in business really early on.  And it sounds like you 

were attuned to it.  Maybe not everyone was as tuned in, but it spoke to you, it 

sounds like—the business part. 

0:20:02.9 

Dickie: My dad and I connected talking about business in the restaurants.  He was a great 

athlete and he kind of didn’t want to push me when it came to athletics.  So he 

just really backed off of that.  I think it was the area that we really connected, and 

when the family bought Commander’s and it was just right around the corner it 

was my playground.  I loved going there.  Whether it was working involved or 

whatever; I’d go to eat.  It was my afternoon snack.  I think he wanted to be 

connected to me, and I was interested, and it was something he could talk about.  I 

can’t think of a time where we weren’t talking about the business.   

Sara: It sounded like you and Ti were talking about opening Palace Café and the family 

wasn’t in on it at first.  So what was it like when you told everyone you wanted to 

open your own place? 

Dickie]: Well, let’s see.  I’m not sure who knew or didn’t but what was going on was Ti 

and Brad were working on trying to do this little restaurant and when I became 

aware of it I was like, “Why do you want to do that?  I’m trying to do something 

on this scale.”  “We just thought we’d start small.  We knew you were looking so 

we just thought we’d do something small on the side.”  And it was like, “Well, 

that’s crazy.  No, let’s do it together.”  So it was more us talking.  I don’t think 

many people even knew other than Dottie and Ella that they were thinking about 
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buying a little café and just entering in that way, versus we had opened Mr. B’s 

when we were all in high school.  So it was going to be a Mr. B’s style of a 

restaurant instead of a small little café.   

0:22:00.1 So it wasn’t a big reaction.  I think everybody was excited.  Ti and I are very 

close.  I think everybody was excited that we were going to come in the business, 

we were doing it together.  We had our youngest cousin and we weren’t sure what 

he wanted to do and he was going to come in with us; Lauren.  There were four of 

us.  It’s like four brothers and sisters opening up a new business.  It was real 

exciting.  And our parents really just—. We negotiated the deal.  I don’t ever 

remember Dad or Aunt Ella, anybody, coming to any of our meetings with the 

attorneys, talking the lease, doing the business thing.  Maybe a little bit with the 

design work. My Aunt Dottie helped a lot with the design.  But I sat down with 

the guy and we did the kitchen design, we laid out the restaurant.  Stewart Farnet 

was our architect.  They really trusted us and told us to go along with it.  We 

showed them everything we were doing but when we would show them what we 

were doing, they weren’t going, “Here, do this, this, this and this.” Which was 

phenomenal.   

Sara: Right, they weren’t full of advice and micromanaging or anything. 

Dickie: Right, it was the other way around.  They were going, “Let’s see what you got.”  

And we would show them everything we were doing.  We took the lead trying to 

develop it.   
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Sara: I’ve wondered this over the years, just as someone who lives in New Orleans and 

eats at restaurants and pays attention: Was there concern that you would be 

competing with Mr. B’s? 

Dickie: No, I don’t ever think so. Not internally, we didn’t think so.  We knew that the 

city was growing and they needed more restaurants.  There’s always room for a 

good restaurant.   

Sara: I don’t even mean I’ve wondered that specifically about Palace Café and Mr. B’s, 

but even when you open a restaurant a couple blocks from your own restaurant? 

0:24:03.1 

Dickie: Right.  No, because we knew that the business was tremendous at Mr. B’s.  We 

knew there were more clientele out there.  And it’s funny, when I opened the 

steakhouse people that never eat in any of our Commander’s, B’s or Palace were 

steakhouse customers.  What I came to find out was in this town they eat in 

steakhouses. That’s where they go to eat.  Between the Crescent City Steak House 

and Ruth’s Chris, we’ve have great institutions as our steakhouses.  So I was 

really tickled with that one because here we’ve got all this new clientele and it’s 

not someone who normally eats at Palace or B’s.  That was very interesting. 

Sara: Well, now that you mention that, tell me what restaurants you own. Just a one-line 

description of them so we have that. 

Dickie: Okay.  I’m a partner in Mr. B’s, which we did back in the ‘70s—‘78.  Then 

opened up Palace Café in ’91.  Then we opened up Dickie Brennan’s Steakhouse, 
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which is a USDA Prime steakhouse, in ’78 or ’79 —no ’98, ’99.  And then 

Bourbon House, which is our seafood, oyster bar, in 2002.  And then recently we 

opened up Tableau, which is part of the Le Petit Theater complex, three years 

ago.  So what was that—2011?  No, 2013.  It might have been ‘13.   

0:26:03.3 

Sara: How do you characterize that restaurant, food-wise? 

Dickie: A lot of times we take a little while to figure out where we’re going.  Our goal 

there was that it was such a historic property, and because Palace is more today—

updated style of New Orleans cuisine—and the same with the steakhouse, that we 

do more traditional; trying to really go back to some of the Creole foundation 

style of cooking to go with this wonderful historic little theater.  So it’s very 

deeply rooted in classic Creole, as opposed to Louisiana/New Orleans, which is 

such a blend of Cajun, Creole, Africa, everything.  So it’s a little more French 

classic.   

Sara: Now when you opened Palace Café, did you spend time in the kitchen or did you 

have an opening chef? 

Dickie: I was coming from Houston where I was out front and so we hired a guy, Louis 

Seavitt, a great guy, and he was here for the first year.  I think he was from 

Detroit.  It was just a matter time, and I think I was at a point in my life where I 

had gotten out of the kitchen; I really didn’t want to, and Louis wasn’t necessarily 

wanting to be in a New Orleans for the rest of his life. He had a young family.  I 

like it when I work with a chef where we can finish each other’s sentences, and so 
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we knew the style—.  He just wasn’t a New Orleans guy.  He didn’t know the 

food and it was just hard.  So I think out of frustration, from the fact that he 

wasn’t going to be happy in New Orleans, it was simple.  “Louie’s going to go 

home.  I’m going to get back in the kitchen.”  And we had Ti, Lauren and Brad.  

We had four Brennans out front.  It was a great opportunity.  My passion is 

cooking, I wanted to get back in the kitchen. So I enjoyed doing it. 

0:28:08.7 

Sara: How long did you do that?  I guess I kind of knew that but in a really vague way. 

Dickie: Three or four years. Because then I ended up going to Commander’s.  I went to 

Commander’s for five years.  In our generation there were thirteen cousins, and I 

think maybe eleven of us had come into the business overnight, and the family 

never planned for that.  They’re getting older and here we’re going to board 

meetings trying to talk about what we’re going to do, how we’re going to grow 

the company.  We had opened up here; we were five years old, whatever, and I 

wanted to open a steakhouse.  And other families had other ideas, and so we all 

had dreams.  It was the senior generation that owned the company and we all just 

kind of represented our parents, and we’d do the meetings and try to do the future 

planning and so it was awkward. So we brought in an outside company to work 

with us—transitions of family businesses from one generation to the next.  And 

after about a year of working with this company—and basically they had this one 

man that really worked with us; we offered him a job to come be our CEO.  And 

so Bob Pearce came and played CEO for our company and our family, and within 
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about a year we came to the conclusion instead of keeping everybody minority 

owners and everybody involved in each restaurant, that we should divide it up—

everybody take a base—which would enable the ones that wanted to go do 

something new, that they could do it. 

0:29:57.4 And it was a great plan for the parents because we bought them out of the 

business, which put us in debt and it gave them their retirement.  You definitely 

had to be serious about what you were doing at that point.  So I took Palace Café 

with my sister, and then we started working on the concept, found a location, and 

started building out the steakhouse.  The first thing Bob did was he wanted to 

reassign personnel and he wanted to get the seniors out of the day-to-day.  I mean, 

they all stayed involved. So he asked me to go to Commander’s to just help Dad 

and Aunt Ella get out of the day-to-day stuff.  So I spent five years there with 

Lally and spent a lot of time with Bob.  One, Commander’s did a lot to support 

the other restaurants; we had such a great team there. So I was in a great place to 

have that as my base, and certainly when I was developing the steakhouse concept 

and stuff like that.   

Sara: So that was a few years after Palace Café opened?  For the first year you had the 

chef from Detroit, and then you got in the kitchen for a few years, and then you 

went to Commander’s? 

Dickie: Right.  I was there for like five years, so it was ’98 when we did our succession 

planning.  So that’s, what, like seven years? 
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Sara: It seems really smart that you all did that: have someone come in and help you do 

that. 

Dickie: Yeah, we all were teenagers when our parents split the business up.  So we always 

said, “We don’t want to do that again.”  It was one of the smartest things we did 

because if we would have stayed on the same path it would have gotten really 

ugly because we’re passionate. 

0:31:56.0 And they educated us. Every family business goes through the same thing.  Once 

family members start marrying, then you go home and you communicate with the 

spouse and then you bring all your frustration home to the spouse. That’s one of 

the dynamics and the spouse is like, “Well, what’s wrong with your family?”  

Then you go to work and you kind of patch things up.  The spouse doesn’t really 

know you’re patching things up.  So, that’s one dynamic.  You’re not 

communicating with the person you need to communicate with, but you’re riling 

up the one that is innocent that’s getting a gray picture.  So, it gets emotional.  We 

were certainly going down those paths.  So now we were all given great 

opportunity, so when we go to family parties we all love each other.   

Sara: Not repeating history. 

Dickie: We didn’t repeat it.   

Sara: Your sister—can you just tell me briefly: I’ve seen on the website and read that 

she went to culinary school too. Is that right? 
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Dickie: She graduated from La Varenne in Paris.  She did their grand diplome.  It’s like a 

year. 

Sara: And what was her other schooling?  Did she have any other schooling? 

Dickie: She went to LSU, and then right after college went to culinary school.   

Sara: Now she’s a partner in all of your businesses? 

Dickie: We are partners: steakhouse, Palace, Tableau, Bourbon House. 

Sara: And you have another partner, right? 

Dickie: Steve Pettus.  Right when we went to open up Palace, we had hired a great guy to 

be an operations manager at Commander’s, Steve Woodruff. He’s there today.  

He’s kind of the senior guy that runs everything.  And then we had also hired this 

guy, Randy Stein, who’s at Mr. B’s, and both of them were guys that had come 

out of Steak and Ale.   

0:33:59.5 So, Norman Brinker—today you have the national dinner houses, the Carrabba’s, 

Red Lobster, all those national chains. When he created Steak and Ale way, way 

back he was way ahead of his time.  What he put in was an incredible training 

system to where people could actually be trained and be part of a corporation and 

run these stores.  The training of the people that ran Steak—you know, the 

regionals and the two or three Steak and Ales—he pioneered that and he sold it to 

go on to a lot of other things.  But when he sold it, a lot of these people that were 

there for many, many years—and it just kind of got crazy and they started looking 

to leave the company.  And we had picked up these two guys that were great. So 
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I’m doing all this stuff, commuting between here and Houston trying to get Palace 

going, and they were like, “We’ve got a great friend who was just like us who’s in 

Mississippi trying to get back to New Orleans. And he wants to get out of the 

Steak and Ale deal.”  And I was like, “I’d love to talk to him.”  And so I had one 

conversation with Steve and he came in as operations manager.  He helped me 

open the restaurant.  We worked together going all the way back. And so when 

we were doing the family succession plan and—. I didn’t want to be by myself, 

and I knew Lauren—she had had two more kids, so she had four kids, and she 

was like, “Look, this is how much I can give you but I’m not doing weekends, 

nights.”  So I had always grown up in the business where I saw my Dad and Aunt 

Ella and even Uncle John and Aunt Dottie all supported each other. So I didn’t 

want to run a restaurant by myself.  And I’d think of all my cousins; everybody 

had different dreams.   

0:36:00.1 Like I was saying, I was hell-bent on opening this steakhouse, and all my cousins 

felt like people don’t come to New Orleans to eat a steak.  But there I was at 

Commander’s and night in and night out, the station that gets hit the hardest is 

putting out filet Adelaide, veal chop Tchoupitoulas. I mean it’s beef.  We sell 

mostly beef in all of our restaurants.  I knew that, and I think people want to have 

a great steak.  And I had talked to Steve a bunch over the years about growing a 

company together, and here was an opportunity that I was going to be able to get 

a base to work from, and so I asked if he would be a partner with me in the 

steakhouse.  So he, Lauren and I are partners.   

Sara: He’s an honorary Brennan pretty much. 
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Dickie: If he wants to be.  He might not want to be.  He’s a great man.  

Sara: That is so interesting to me, what you just said about beef.  In all of your 

restaurants, including Bourbon House, beef is the biggest seller? 

Dickie: So they’re doing this thing with the NFL on TV, and it’s Kim Kardashian who is 

dating Reggie Bush, and they have Kim and a Saints’ player because it’s one of 

these routines they do on TV: Who knows Reggie better?  They profile the person 

and they want to know who knows better, the girlfriend or his teammate?  And 

they go, “What’s Reggie’s favorite restaurant?”  And they’re both like, “Bourbon 

House.”  What’s his favorite dish?  And the guy goes, “Oh, I know, I know.”  And 

Kim’s just kind of sitting there looking and he goes, “The ribeye at Bourbon 

House.”  And I’m like, “Oh, my god.”  The guy doesn’t eat at my steakhouse.  He 

wants to eat at Bourbon House and he’s eating the steak at the seafood restaurant. 

But no, we sell a lot of beef in all of our restaurants.   

Sara: That’s really funny. 

Dickie: It’s hysterical.  I loved every second of it, but it’s amazing how much beef 

restaurants sell. 

0:38:01.1 

Sara: I would not have guessed that at all.   

Dickie: We sell more seafood at the seafood [restaurant], but we move a lot of meat.   

Sara: You mentioned on your website a particular cattle where you get your beef. 
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Dickie: I’ve worked a lot in the last handful of years with Shannon Gonsoulin.  They’re 

over in New Iberia.  They’ve been raising cattle since the 1800s.  There were two 

other documented cattle farmers in that parish that would have been older than 

them, so they’re not the original, but I keep asking Shannon to check.  I think 

they’re the oldest owned-and-operated cattle company in America.  And so he and 

his wife—I don’t know how many generations they’ve been doing it, but he and 

his wife are both veterinarians. But they’ve always continued to do the cattle, and 

typically it goes to the small little butchers in that area back when we did the field 

trip [with the Southern Foodways Alliance] over there.  What was the little market 

where they process the grass-fed cattle that they have?  It’s just not the flavor 

profile that I need in the steakhouse.  I’m a USDA prime steakhouse, so their beef 

is not going to grade out at prime. But for the last three years we’ve done our 

annual picnic and so we take a cow from them. They bring it to town and we get 

the chefs in all four restaurants and we just divide up the cow and they work on it 

all week.  And then we do food stations in the restaurants and take out all the 

tables and everybody comes dressed in cowboy outfits and we do a hoedown.   

0:39:59.2 But the chefs just have the best time. We show how it tastes natural, and then 

they’ll do some great cooking techniques, sauces, different things to take it to a 

new level.  But it’s been fun.  Now we use ground beef from him for burgers; 

things like that.   

Sara: Just at the steakhouse or at your other restaurants? 
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Dickie: At the other restaurants.  But about the best I’ve been able to do is ground beef 

from him with the grass-fed for burgers.  And then we do on occasion take a 

steamship round for a big party to do a carving, because we’ve had success at 

really slow roasting and seasoning it up real nice to where people can opt to get 

the grass-fed.   

Sara: Which restaurant do you have the hoedown in? 

Dickie: At the steakhouse.  And Shannon has got a vintage chuck wagon, so we park it 

out front. Darin Nesbit and I, we man a grill out front so we kind of do a little 

action station out on the street. But it’s a paid event. I mean people come and it’s 

a picnic, but it’s indoors, air conditioned, like in July.  We’ve had fun with it.  I so 

much want to use local products and Shannon is a wonderful guy. They’re always 

in town.  They have a place here.  So we’ve done everything we can to figure out 

how to be connected.  I know one day—I’ve always dreamed of opening a 

market, kind of a commissary/retail outlet, and I know in that setting I can 

probably be more successful in selling the meat, his meat. 

Sara: I know that you are really passionate about local products and products of this 

region. I feel like it was at Bourbon House where I first experienced any 

distinction in where oysters came from around here. 

0:42:02.7 Am I right on that?   

Dickie: We’ll get the map out. Because every sack is tagged.  We knew where it came 

from.  When I’d travel and you’d go to the East Coast, West Coast, and you order 

oysters and they’re saying, “Well, it’s coming from this bay and that bay.” They 
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weren’t saying, “It’s an Atlantic oyster.”  We say, “It’s a Gulf oyster,” and that’s 

all we give you.  When we were going to do Bourbon House and opening it up for 

the oyster bar and being next to Felix’s and Acme [both oyster destinations], it 

was like, “What can I do different?”  And so one of the things was I wanted to 

educate my shuckers.  So I asked the guys at P&J [Oyster Company], I said, “I 

need to go out on a boat.  I need to bring all these shuckers and I want to bring 

managers and my chefs.  I want to go spend a day with your farmers.” And so we 

went down to Buras, Empire, and go on the boat with these two brothers that do 

the majority of farming for P&Js and spent a day with them; got real educated and 

came back.  I love maps so we said, “Let’s have a placemat and we could put the 

areas and every day we can tell whoever is eating it that, “It’s Area 3.  It’s west of 

the river. It’s right on the river. Or it’s over in West Louisiana.”  People love 

looking at it. I grew up with a dad who hated that people would put ketchup on an 

oyster.  He’s like, “They taste great.  If it doesn’t taste good then put the ketchup 

on.”  And so he had come across this guy, John Burke, over at Commander’s 

years ago who had taken some choupique caviar and made Louisiana caviar, and 

so we started using that at Commander’s for years—going back years.  And so 

here I’m going to open up, and instead of the ketchup—because I know Dad hates 

ketchup—I said, “I’m putting Louisiana caviar on top of these great oysters.”  

0:44:02.8 So, there were a handful of things that we did to take an oyster bar to another 

level.   

Sara: Did your dad approve of the caviar on the oyster? 
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Dickie: Oh, absolutely.  No, he loves caviar.  And that’s a real classic combination.   

Sara: Are there any other local products that you’re particularly passionate about? 

Dickie: I’m  hell-bent on getting a good Creole tomato.  I haven’t tasted a good one in 

fifteen years.  We’ve changed every variety to these newer hybrids that yield a lot 

more and [have] disease resistance.  You lose flavor whenever you manipulate 

that way.  Unfortunately the same thing happened with Louisiana strawberries.  

The strawberries that I grew up eating and the tomatoes I grew up eating, it’s not 

the same varieties.  And the interesting thing in Louisiana, it’s not a Creole 

tomato.  It’s any tomato that’s grown in this area can be classified a Creole 

tomato.  So, I think that’s part of the challenge, because people aren’t aware that 

they’ve changed the varieties.  They think they’re getting that Creole tomato or 

that Louisiana strawberry.  We had some people really interested in working with 

us right before [Hurricane] Katrina, and then I still every year try to get someone 

to do some old varieties, and I’m not successful yet.   

Sara: They’re probably harder to grow. 

Dickie: Well, that’s what they all say.  And they don’t yield as much.  In their mind they 

can’t make a profit.  But I had a really interesting conversation. I don’t know how 

much time we have, but I could— 

0:46:03.7 

Sara: We have like fifteen minutes left. 
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Dickie: All right, well this is about food. So, Eric Offray, one of our kitchen managers—

he and I drove to Franklin to go pick up some sugar, because they just did the last 

run and it’ll be done until October.  So I like to use the sugar in the raw for our 

crème brulée, and the bartenders now use it in their syrups and stuff.  So, I’m 

sitting in the office and this guy Greg Patout, who is fifth generation running this 

sugar mill in Franklin, Louisiana, and one of his growers, another guy—I’m not 

going to say Thibodaux, but—. Broussard. His name is Broussard.  And so he’s a 

farmer.  So, you’ve got the guy who does the process and the guy who grows it, 

and then the young nephew that’s another Patout in there with us, and I asked 

them, I said, “Is there a difference between the sugarcane you grow today and 

what you had when you were growing up as a kid?”  And they go, “Oh, yeah, 

there are different varieties and all that.”  “So does it taste different?”  They’re 

like, “Oh, no, not really.”  And I told them about Creole tomatoes and 

strawberries.  And all of a sudden this guy’s, “No, because there are no GMOs in 

sugarcane.  You can’t use GMOs in sugar cane.  It doesn’t work the way it does 

with other crops.” And he’s explaining how in the sugar industry the people who 

do beets—they’re having a big challenge because they can use GMOs, but the 

sugarcane guy’s always on the sidelines.  They’ve got to stick together. Going, 

“We don’t have that problem, but y’all are bringing us down.”  Big conversation, 

and all of a sudden he says, “I’ve got some that I continue to grow, some old cane.  

It’s on the side of my barn because I need to block the cold north wind from it, 

but that’s the cane I go get when I want to chew on it.”  I said, “So it is different.” 

They’re like, “Yeah.”  
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0:48:00.2 And so I started talking to them about, “Can you grow me some of the old cane 

and let’s see what it will produce.”  And right away they start going, “Well, you 

know, we [won’t] do it. Because commercially it’ll never make sense money-

wise.”  And I’m like, “You know, can’t you just grow a little bit and run it 

through?”  And he’s like, “We’re on such a timeframe with when we’re 

harvesting, there’s no way we can keep track of that and then come off and get 

this.”  Everything was, “This glass is half-empty.”  And we just kept talking and 

we had a two-hour conversation, and it even evolved into things saying, “My dad 

always said that Ernest and Julio, they do jug wine.  But they produce more 

grapes than anybody out there.  And if they wanted to grow a great wine they 

could do as good as anybody because they just were that successful in framing 

grapes.  But a guy named Robert Mondavi decided to start doing a reserve 

vineyard and his reserve wine versus his Napa Valley wine really changed things 

out in California.”  So these guys understand the concept, and I said, “He makes a 

lot of money off his reserve wine.  It tastes better. It’s reputation.” I said,  “I’ve 

got these bourbons at Bourbon House. You know, a seventeen-year bourbon, I’ll 

get a bottle of it; it’ll be gone in a day. And people pay $120 for a two-ounce shot 

of Pappy Van Winkle.”  Then that conversation evolved into the next generation.  

I said, “You guys are stuck in your ways.  You’re going to do it the way you 

know how to do it, but part of my concern is this next generation.  Are they going 

to want to farm and are they going to want to do everything you’re doing?”  I 

said, “They’re better educated.  We’ve exposed our kids.  They know so much 

more; they’re not going to want to just do what you’re doing.”   
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0:49:54.1 I said, “Why wouldn’t you just take one little area and let”—because the nephew 

is sitting there—“and let someone take that and turn it into juice?” Because we 

had evolved a conversation where it maybe wouldn’t be good to do the sugar in 

the raw but it might be great to use the cane juice from the old variety.  And so 

what’s going on in my mind, I’m thinking about what’s happened with bourbon. 

Well, we just opened a rum bar and I really think rum’s going to outdo bourbon 

down the road because it really has a great flavor profile. Especially the aged 

rums.  And so I’m saying, “Your son today who’s twenty out of school, let him 

get that juice from the old variety; let’s put it away and twelve years from now—

because we’re going to turn into rum—it could be this incredible rum that came 

from this incredible variety of sugarcane juice right off of your family farm that’s 

been there for generations with a plantation.”  It’s a wonderful story, and it’s 

creating new opportunities for the next generation.  It’s us evolving this 

Louisiana-being-a-commodity-farm-state and start doing some specialty stuff.  

You always shut down saying you can’t make any money unless you’re doing the 

commodity massive farming, and I’m hell-bent on trying to get these guys to 

think.  Well, we were leaving and Eric Offray who was with me, is dying 

laughing because Patout, the whole time we’re walking is saying, “Damn, I can’t 

stop thinking about what you’re talking about.”  So maybe we moved the needle a 

little bit.  But it’s all about— 

Sara: The Patout who was the older generation was saying that, or the nephew? 
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Dickie: The older guy. The whole time he was going, “You can’t do it,” and then all of a 

sudden he was going, “Man, I can’t stop thinking about all these things you’re 

saying.”  And the nephew is like going, “Yeah, that’s good, that’s good.”   

Sara: It is good. 

Dickie: So you never know where it’s good, but I really think in Louisiana we’re missing 

the boat.  You have kids in South Carolina College of Charleston—the things 

they’re doing there in the Low Country with food and foodways. 

0:52:04.8 What SFA has done for years. Texas has some great efforts going on.  My 

concern is in Louisiana we’re just not stepping it up.  And I don’t think we’re 

getting out of the box and looking at what the future can look like because we’re 

stuck on it’s-got-to-be-commodity.  But it doesn’t get any better than what comes 

in the backdoor.  So I’ve got to get out of my restaurant and go with people and 

say, “Give me a good tomato. These are horrible.”  It forces me, being a cook at 

heart, to go find a better product, because what’s coming in my backdoor for the 

last ten years I don’t think is acceptable.  Same with seafood.  Plus, on a pretty 

day like today I don’t mind driving to Franklin to go get sugar and having lunch 

with some friends and getting a Bloody Mary at Frank’s.   

Sara: I was wondering: They won’t bring the sugar in?  But that’s not the point.  And 

also, you wouldn’t have that conversation. 

Dickie: Do not blow my cover.   

Sara: Well, you wouldn’t have had that conversation if you hadn’t gone there.   
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Dickie: Absolutely.  And there isn’t anybody that you cross paths with that, they’ll come 

to the city to eat.  You know, love your restaurant.  I want people to come into 

town and ask for me and come by.  It’s a great networking opportunity. I enjoy it.  

It’s fun.   

Sara: You brought up your kids.  Will you tell me about your kids?  How many you 

have and if it looks like they’re going to be in the business. 

Dickie: I have two children, two grown children.  Sara just turned twenty-five Sunday.  

She graduated from college at Charleston, which is such a wonderful food city. 

0:53:55.8 She ended up getting a job in a little bakery right next to her apartment because 

the first weekend that she and her two roommates had moved out of the dorm and 

moved into an apartment they threw a little party.  Policemen came in and wrote 

them a little ticket and said, “This isn’t New Orleans.  We have rules here.”  And 

she calls and said, “I got a $1,200 ticket. What do I do?”  And we said, “Well, just 

let us know how you handle it. It’s wonderful. Glad you’re having fun.”  So she 

went into a bakery the next day to get a job.  And thank goodness, Stephanie 

Bernard, who has been a dessert chef with me for years at the Steakhouse—

coconut cake and all this—Sara had spent a couple of summers working with her.  

Sara loved to bake.  If I went home and cooked at home, if I was cooking 

something, Sara would be pulling out something to make a cake or muffins or 

whatever.  She’s always liked baking.  And she had great exposure with 

Stephanie.  And so here she’s in college and I’m not expecting her to work and 

she goes to get the job, and so she’s working the cash register and the next thing 



Dickie Brennan—Dickie Brennan & Co.   
	

©Southern Foodways Alliance | www.southernfoodways.org	
	

62	

you know they know that she’s got a little bit of background so they start using 

her.  So she has a great experience working with this Sugar Bakeshop in 

Charleston with these two guys. And then she went on to work with the dessert 

chef at Charleston Place one summer, did an externship with her, and then the 

year she graduated from college at Charleston she went and did an externship at 

the White House with the pastry chef there.  And so she’s now out in Napa 

Valley.  She’s in her second year of the baking and pastry program at Greystone 

and I’m real proud of her.  She is real serious.  She gets her work done.  I know 

professors really respect her.  She works hard and she’s got a lot of good skill.  So 

she’s very much interested in wanting to continue the family legacy.  She doesn’t 

know exactly how or what that looks like.  I think her comment to me is, “I don’t 

want to come back and do what you do. 

0:56:00.1 It’s too much.  It’s too big.”  But I think there are plenty of opportunities where 

she could take something or go in a certain direction and still be a part of the 

company but not have to worry about it.   

 And then her younger brother, Richard, he followed her to college at Charleston.  

He’s two years behind her.  He’s graduating this year and he’s been in their 

program; he started working with Craig Deihl at Cypress because he’s all into the 

charcuterie. And Craig has been wonderful with him.  He kind of took him under 

his wing, and Craig travels a lot and does a lot of events and he typically takes 

Richard with him.  And so Richard has been getting some great exposure and he’s 

grown up cooking in our kitchens.  And I think he’s going to head out to Napa 

Valley next year to start the cooking program there.   
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Sara: Wow, so you have two chefs in the family. 

Dickie: They love cooking.  And I’ve never pushed them.  Believe me, that was never 

done to any of our generation.  If you wanted to be in the business, great, get 

educated.  But I get friends all the time saying that their son or daughter wants to 

go to culinary school. And they’re like, “I know my child is not going to end up 

working at a restaurant or be a chef, and this is a big investment.”  And what I’ve 

realized over the years and what I share with people now is, “I know Roger has 

always played tennis.  How much have you paid in tennis lesions?  It’s his hobby; 

he loves it.  At some point he’s not going to play tennis.  Think of cooking as a 

hobby.  You make an investment but it’s probably the greatest thing you can give 

a person.”  People end up doing dinner parties.  It could be someone who has 

great food knowledge—they could be a young mother, not working full-time but 

all of a sudden they can help a young chef who is going to write a cookbook and 

all of a sudden have the skill to do some part-time work. 

0:58:13.5 It’s a lot more than just being trained to be a chef.  But you will use that 

knowledge for your pleasure, potential opportunities, or work.  It’s a great 

foundation thing to have.  I think it’s wonderful that you can get a good food 

education.  So I’m glad they’re doing it.  They might both grow up and say, “I 

don’t want to be anywhere near the restaurants.”  But I’m glad they’ll have that 

education.   

Sara: Somehow I doubt that’s going to happen, but it’s possible.   

Dickie: I don’t know.  You never know.   
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Sara: Well, we need to wrap this up.  Let me ask you a final question, which is: I can 

tell from talking to you that you don’t have really a typical day.  What is it that 

gets you up in the morning and gets you going?  What is the thing that motivates 

you in your life but also in this profession? 

Dickie: Food and people.  If you want to be around people it’s a great business.  And if 

you really enjoy food—I think you can tell I’m on a mission.  One, I don’t think 

we could live in a better place when it comes to the natural resources.  Mississippi 

River, the Gulf, the growing. And what motivates me is I want to leave it better 

than I found it, and I want people to think of Louisiana and New Orleans in a 

different way.  And the one part I can play is in the food world.  We need to have 

a better tasting Creole tomato.  Bottom line.   

Sara: Thank you, Dickie.  I really appreciate it.   

Dickie: Thank you.  It was fun.   

[End Dickie Brennan Interview 2] 

 


