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[02:00:00]  

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

Wednesday, January 20, 2016.  I’m in downtown New Orleans at Palace Café restaurant, 

and I’m sitting here with one of the chefs.  If I could ask you to introduce yourself by 

stating your full name and your birth date, I would appreciate it. 

 

[00:02:22] 

Gus Martin:  Okay.  My name is Gus Martin with Dickie Brennan & Company.  My 

birth date is 6/15/59. 

 

[00:02:31] 

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

 

[00:02:36] 

Gus Martin:  Well, I’m a chef, and I teach and I develop younger chefs and cooks and 

try to keep the tradition of the Brennan family up to the high standards that we’ve always 

had. 

 

[00:02:53] 

Sara Roahen:  Can you tell us, to begin, where you were born and where you grew up? 

 

[00:02:59] 
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Gus Martin:  Okay.  Well, I was born in Charity Hospital in New Orleans, .  I grew up 

pretty much in the Ninth Ward, right behind the Fifth Precinct, right on Rampart and 

Poland. And, , grew up with my grandparents a few years; sort of bounced around with 

my mom and my sisters.  But it was a good childhood. 

 

[00:03:22] 

Sara Roahen:  So you grew up in a house with your grandparents? 

 

[00:03:25] 

Gus Martin:  Yeah, we were in a shotgun and we sort of lived next to each other.  My 

mom lived on one side; my grandparents lived on the other side.  So most of my time was 

spent with my grandparents.  They’re from Thibodaux, so. I mean, my grandmother was 

from Thibodaux, and I cooked my first eggs with her when I was two years old, standing 

on a milk crate.  I think that’s when I guess I started my love and passion for food. 

 

[00:03:54] 

Sara Roahen:  Can you tell us, for the record, where Thibodaux is and what that means? 

 

[00:03:57] 

Gus Martin:  Thibodaux is in the country.  It’s probably about an hour and a half from 

here.  It’s right by Raceland.  If you go down Highway 90, , like you’re going toward 

Houma, it’s on the way there.  It’s a small community where, , I guess all my relatives 
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were all French. So, I mean, they were LeRays and Fontenots and Villions.  But most of 

them still live out there.  All my cousins still live out there, so. 

 

[00:04:32] 

Sara Roahen:  What were your grandparents’ names? 

 

[00:04:35] 

Gus Martin:  My grandmother’s name was Viva Birou, well, Viva LeRay.  My 

grandfather was Harry Birou—B-i-r-o-u.  , they were just blue-collar.  My grandfather 

was a blue-collar guy. , went to work every morning, got up at three-thirty in the 

morning, started making coffee.  He worked for NASA for a while.  He worked for 

Higgins during the war.  I think World War II he was working for Higgins, designing the 

transport ships and stuff like that they were using at that time.  And I got some really cool 

pictures of him in his work helmets.  But my grandmother was mostly just a housewife, 

and, , she just took care of the family. 

 

[00:05:30] 

Sara Roahen:  What kind of coffee would he make? 

 

[00:05:31] 

Gus Martin:  Oh, they liked chicory, and he liked black and strong, so I mean, that’s the 

way he did it.  Then we’d take day-old French bread and butter it up, and then he’d use it 

for dipping, .  He’d dip it in there.  He didn’t put no cream in it, but he liked a little sugar 
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into it and he used to dip the French bread in there, and that was sort of like his doughnut 

in the morning, . 

 

[00:05:57] 

Sara Roahen:  No cream, though, huh? 

 

[00:05:59] 

Gus Martin:  No.  [laughs] 

 

[00:06:00] 

Sara Roahen:  Would he make it in an electric pot or in a drip pot? 

 

[00:06:04] 

Gus Martin:  Drip pot, yeah.  We didn’t have electric, I guess.  He didn’t need—he 

never used any of that.  He was a good man, .  We used to—every day we’d take our 

walk from Poland Avenue all the way down to Elysian Fields and go to Schwegmann’s 

[supermarket], every day.  He didn’t buy a lot of groceries, but every day he’d go there 

after work.  It was a good walk, , but it was good chatting with him. I mean, he taught me 

a lot about life and in general and just how to be, I guess, a good person in life. 

 

[00:06:41] 

Sara Roahen:  So he’d walk to the grocery store every day to get, what? Something for 

dinner or— 
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[00:06:48] 

Gus Martin:  Yeah, he’d just go there to get something for dinner.  On the way there, 

there was a couple small corner butcher shops.  He’d stop there and he’d get his lunch for 

the next day.  He might go in there and say, “Mr. Jones, I need three slices of chop—.” 

So like a quarter—sort of like a quarter-pound of chopped ham, and, “I need a couple 

slices.”  He loved bologna, so he goes, “Give me three thick slices of bologna.” And back 

then, they just give you whatever you wanted.  And then you’d cut a couple of round 

steaks, .  I mean, a guy would cut them.  “I need two quarter-inch round steaks,” or 

something like that. 

 And, I mean, mostly when he went to Schwegmann’s, he would get, like, fruit or 

something for my grandmother.  So they didn’t store a lot of stuff in the house.  You’d 

really just take the exercise, I guess, and walk every day.  That was his exercise. 

 

[00:07:45] 

Sara Roahen:  He liked the ritual? 

 

[00:07:46] 

Gus Martin:  Yeah, yeah. 

 

[00:07:49] 

Sara Roahen:  I was going to ask you what the Ninth Ward was like then.  It sounds like 

it was pretty neighborhood-y. 
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[00:07:56] 

Gus Martin:  Yeah, I’ll tell you what, it was a great—, St. Cecelia right there, and I 

mean—the Ninth Ward was a great place.  It was all different cultures.  People looked 

out—I mean, people respected people. Mr. Jones would go walk by every day, “Hey, 

how you doing, Mr. Birou?” It was a good atmosphere. Our neighbors next door, if we 

took a ride to the country and spent a couple of days away, I mean, they’d watch your 

house and vice versa; you’d watch their house if they went on a trip.  But it was good.  It 

was a good mix of people. 

 You had a big park across the street, so I used to have fun as a kid, big NORD 

[New Orleans Recreational Department] parks.  We’d have all kind of activities.  You’d 

have the horse stables right there for the police, so police horses, and we used to go feed 

the horses carrots.  It was a good childhood.  But the people there in the neighborhood, 

everybody took care of each other.  I mean, it was a really good time, and I was pretty 

fortunate to grow up in that kind of environment. 

 

[00:09:12] 

Sara Roahen:  Did your mom grow up there, or did she grow up in Thibodaux? 

 

[00:09:15] 

Gus Martin:  No, my mother grew up in the Ninth Ward, and she had a good childhood.  

I mean, she used to follow my grandfather.  My grandparents had two children, my 

mother and my aunt.  They were about ten years apart, so they took a big gap between.  
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But my grandfather and my grandmother—I mean my mother—they went everywhere 

together.  So, I mean, they sort of spoiled her a little bit. 

 

[00:09:51] 

Sara Roahen:  Was she the oldest or the youngest? 

 

[00:09:53] 

Gus Martin:  She was the oldest, yeah.  She tells me some great stories about my 

grandparents.  All my aunts and my uncles. Some of them I didn’t have the opportunity to 

meet.  They were already passed on, so—.  But my grandmother was the one who grew 

up in Thibodaux all her life, and met my grandfather at a dance, and then I guess they fell 

in love at first sight, so later they got hitched. 

 

[00:10:25] 

Sara Roahen:  Was your grandfather from New Orleans? 

 

[00:10:28] 

Gus Martin:  Yes, yeah, mm-hmm.  They grew up around Bayou St. John, in that area.  

He had a couple brothers, my Uncle Clarence and my Uncle John. And every 

Thanksgiving we’d go by my Uncle John’s house because he lived by the racetrack, and 

we’d have Thanksgiving dinner over there, and that was a ritual.  After Thanksgiving 

dinner, everybody, they’d go to the track, and, I guess, watch the horses.  Plus, my Uncle 



Gus Martin—Dickie Brennan & Co.   
 

©Southern Foodways Alliance | www.southernfoodways.org 

9 

John, he would get too happy.  He used to love to have cocktails on Thanksgiving, so it 

was a good move to move to the racetrack. 

 

[00:11:09] 

Sara Roahen:  Would he make it there with you? 

 

[00:11:10] 

Gus Martin:  Sometimes, yeah.  Yeah, sometimes he’d make it there. 

 

[00:11:16] 

Sara Roahen:  That’s still a New Orleans tradition, the racetrack on Thanksgiving. 

 

[00:11:18] 

Gus Martin:  Oh, yeah, mm-hmm.  Yeah, yeah.  But, I mean, I haven’t done it in a 

while, but it was good memories. 

 

[00:11:28] 

Sara Roahen:  What is, or was, your mom’s name? 

 

[00:11:30] 

Gus Martin:  My mother’s name is Viva, as well as my grandmother.  A lot of people, 

when she grew up, they called her “Little Vi.” Or Viva Marie. So she was pretty much 

named exactly like my grandmother. 
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[00:11:48] 

Sara Roahen:  And also Birou? 

 

[00:11:50] 

Gus Martin:  Birou, yes, mm-hmm. 

 

[00:11:52] 

Sara Roahen:  Is she still living? 

 

[00:11:52] 

Gus Martin:  Yes, my mother is.  She retired, I guess about maybe ten years ago; maybe 

a little bit more.  She did a few years.  She worked for the Brennans for many years.  

She’s the one who got me into the business.  I started in the front of the house with her at 

Commander’s.  It was my first big job as a teenager. And then didn’t care for the front of 

the house too much, so they threw me back in the kitchen, and that’s where I started 

cooking. 

 

[00:12:35] 

Sara Roahen:  Well, I wanted to ask you a little bit about your beginning of cooking at 

home.  Was your grandmother the cook of the household or did your mom cook too? 

 

[00:12:44] 
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Gus Martin:  My mom cooked a little bit; not in the beginning.  My grandmother was 

more the cook for the family.  I mean, she’d make some really incredible dishes they do 

in the country, and it’s just like—just good old New Orleans cooking. 

 

[00:13:04] 

Sara Roahen:  Can you give us some examples? 

 

[00:13:05] 

Gus Martin:  Yeah.  Well, I’ll tell you, when white corn’s in season, she’d shave the 

white corn.  She called it “red corn.”  And she’d smother—she’d render down some 

bacon and throw onions in it, and then she’d throw the corn in there, and just a little bit of 

paste, and then she’d sort of make a maque choux with it, and then we’d serve that over 

white rice with panéed pork chops.  And, I mean, that was a great meal she used to do. 

 She used to do a gumbo, shrimp and okra gumbo, that she called it a Mississippi 

gumbo, because she said people in Mississippi didn’t put roux.  She used filé to thicken 

up her gumbos, so it added a little more—. She’d get the fresh sassafras from the country 

and just thicken it up like that.  And I tell you what, I still can’t even make that gumbo 

the way she used to make it, but it was delicious. 

 I mean, it was just good home cooking.  She’d smother down pork chops or she’d 

smother down a steak or something down with onions. It was good home cooking.  She 

would go out to the country.  They’d do venison meatballs in brown gravy, and you 

would serve that with roasted potatoes or rice or dirty rice.  But she was a good—she 
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definitely had that Acadian side on her where, you know, they went more on the Acadian 

side of cooking instead of the Creole side of cooking, so. 

 

[00:14:49] 

Sara Roahen:  I kind of have a feel for that, but for the record, what’s the distinction 

there? 

 

[00:14:55] 

Gus Martin:  Well, I think the Acadian is more off the land, more of the game, and 

Creole cooking is more of between French—and I guess with African influence into it 

with the tomatoes and the okra.  I mean, they both cross-utilize the same products, but it’s 

just I think Creole cooking was—it was still smothering down things, like a shrimp 

Creole; the ètouffée, the gumbo, the jambalaya, I think that’s more the Acadian.  I think 

the Creole had with the cross of French, was more the cream, butter into it and finishing 

with cream and butter and more of the tomato products and heavier in okra and stuff like 

that.  And they both use the trinity, so, I mean, it’s celery, onions, and [bell] pepper. But 

it’s just a cross of both. 

 

[00:16:00] 

Sara Roahen:  Out of curiosity, when she made gumbo, did she put the filé in in the 

beginning or at the end? 

 

[00:16:07] 
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Gus Martin:  At the end; always at the end. And then she’d have a little jar sitting on the 

table if you wanted more.  I tried to play with it every once in a while, and it’s just I 

could never—I never can get—I never paid close attention to her gumbos?  I mean, I 

always ate them, but certain things I did—I watched how she did certain things.  It’s sort 

of like if she had a roast and it was a tougher cut of meat and she cooked it a long time, 

and then she’s making a gravy with it and she’s slicing it up, she’d always finish it with 

ice. And ice would sort of tenderize it, for some reason, right at the end.  She’d just get a 

handful of ice and throw it in there, and I’ll tell you, that meat that was tough—I mean, I 

know she cooked it a while, too, but it just—if you’d taste that meat before she put the ice 

in, and then you’d taste it after, you’d be amazed at what it did to it.  I don’t know the 

whole chemistry behind it, but I still use it at my house. 

 

[00:17:09] 

Sara Roahen:  So she would slice the meat, put the meat in the gravy, and then add ice? 

 

[00:17:13] 

Gus Martin: Mm-hmm, yeah.  I mean, that’s just an old remedy.  Her mother did it, her 

sisters and everybody.  She came from a big family of twelve people.  She had twelve 

brothers and sisters.  Back then, everybody was—they had big families, because she grew 

up on a farm.  When they rode a horse, they put five girls on a horse, and the brothers 

used to walk the horse all the way to school.  That’s the way they went to school, and that 

was about five miles. 
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 So, I mean, my uncles, they all went to—three, I think—four of them went to 

World War II. So, I mean, they were just a good southern American family.  But so many 

people were in a family because that’s how they worked the land and worked the farms. 

 My Mamere [his great-grandmother], she was a small lady.  She was probably 

right at five foot, maybe a little over five foot. Really petite.  She probably weighed about 

ninety-something pounds.  But she made all their clothes, all the children’s clothes. She 

cooked every day.  She worked the land, too, you know, especially when it was needed.  

So they come from a hard—. Compared to nowadays. You look at what people used to do 

compared—.  Their whole life was dedicated to their family and, I guess, survival and so 

it was a different world back then. 

 

[00:18:55] 

Sara Roahen:  I guess if you have twelve kids to feed, you learn how to make tough 

meat tender. 

 

[00:19:00] 

Gus Martin:  Yeah, yeah.  [laughs]  I’m telling you. Like my grandmother used to say, 

her brothers, sometimes they’d want to, you know, joke around, and they said, “You 

weren’t late for dinner, because if you were late, you didn’t eat.”  They had a good thing, 

though.  My aunt said to her little brother, my Uncle Roland—he was a good guy; he 

used to come late sometimes, so my grandmother used to save stuff, because that was one 

of her closest brothers, .  They sort of grew up around the same age and everything, so. 
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[00:19:40] 

Sara Roahen:  She’d store some food? 

 

[00:19:42] 

Gus Martin:  Yeah, yeah, yeah.  He’d cut loose sometimes, but he was a good guy. 

 

[00:19:47] 

Sara Roahen:  Not to get too hung up on the gumbo, but now that you’re a grown man 

and a chef, and you have your own gumbo opinions, what do you think about a gumbo 

with no roux? 

 

[00:20:01] 

Gus Martin:  Well, it’s different.  I don’t put—I put roux in my gumbo to give it a little 

bit of body, and it’s mostly for flavor, because it’s different.  I mean, it’s not that—.  It’s 

something I grew up on and I cherish those memories of it, and I make gumbos like that.  

The roux—roux is to give it flavor, to give it some body, some depth in cooking, depth.  I 

mean, I like it either way.  I’ve tasted some people—I don’t like it where it’s too soupy, 

and that’s the thing where I can’t get her recipe, because hers was actually a little bit 

thicker, you know what I mean? And I know it’s from the okra and I know it’s from the 

filé—I get that—but I never understood why she had nice body to her gumbo. I mean, all 

she had in it was okra, onions, a little bit of tomato.  She’d peel the shrimp, make like a 

little bit of stock with that, sort of like extract all that flavor. Because when she made 
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gumbo, it was always with fresh shrimp, and she’d use the heads of the shrimp, where 

she’d get most of that fat out of it. 

 But I like gumbo both ways.  I just don’t like the gumbo too thin, because it’s like 

a soup.  I mean, I like it with a little more body.  It doesn’t have to be thick.  I don’t care 

for it too thick, but it has to be sort of be in-between. 

 

[00:21:34] 

Sara Roahen:  So do you think that your siblings paid as close attention to your 

grandmother’s cooking as you did, or were you predisposed to be interested in that? 

 

[00:21:45] 

Gus Martin:  No, I tell you—I mean, I spent the most time—I grew up with my—I lived 

with my grandparents for a few years when my mother was going through some bad 

times in one marriage.  So I spent a lot of time with my grandparents, and I lived with 

them for three or four years at one time.  And I’ve always been curious about cooking, 

about blending flavors together.  I’d ask questions, “Why are you blending this with this?  

What makes that taste good?”   You know what I mean?  That’s how, when I was a kid, 

how I always thought. 

 We used to—they would render off bacon.  My grandfather loved thick-cut bacon, 

so all the bacon [fat] went into the jar, and instead of buying oil we used bacon fat.  

[laughs]  But it was just the way how they cross-utilized things and the chemistry of food.  

I guess it was the chemistry that I was interested in, and, I guess, mostly the flavor 
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profile. Because some of your most memorable meals in your house draws your family 

together, and that’s what it should be.  Food is part of family, and it brings it all together. 

 

[00:23:20] 

Sara Roahen:  So you would sit down together at an evening meal or— 

 

[00:23:23] 

Gus Martin:  Oh, every afternoon, yeah.  Probably around about five o’clock. My 

grandfather would get off work, probably get home around three, and then my 

grandmother would probably started cooking around one-thirty, two o’clock.  We’d 

probably eat around—between four and five o’clock we’d eat every day, and then that 

was it.  Then we would go take a walk or do something. 

 A lot of times we’d go to Schwegmann’s while my grandmother was cooking, but 

I mean I spent a lot of time with her, especially in the daytime and when I was out of 

school.  But it was good.  It was a good thing working with her and learning her style of 

cooking. 

 

[00:24:06] 

Sara Roahen:  Yeah, it sounds really great.  So you remember—well, I don’t know if 

you remember being two years old and cooking eggs, but that happened.  Did you cook at 

home very much before you became a professional? 

 

[00:24:21] 
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Gus Martin:  A little bit.  I got in the restaurant business when I was young. I got with 

my Aunt Dot first, and she lived in Covington and Abita and all that.  But she used to 

work in smaller restaurants, so in the summer I would go over there.  That was my 

grandmother’s sister.  She had a house.  Her husband was a contractor, and every house 

they lived in, they built, and they had a small farm.  They’d have two cows, chickens, and 

they’d have the biggest pantries you could ever imagine. They’d grow vegetables all 

summer and they’d jar them, and that’s what they did.  The only thing they bought from 

the store: toilet paper and canned tuna fish.  For some reason, they loved canned tuna 

fish, but I don’t know what it was about.  But once a year they’d process one of their 

cows and they’d buy another one.  It was just they lived on the land. 

 But she got me into the—between her and my mother, they got me into the 

restaurant business.  I was a busboy for her, and she was trying to give me a feel.  I was 

pretty much the only boy in my family.  I have three sisters.  So they were trying to get 

me, I guess, moving around; try to get me active.  Sometimes all my sisters are hanging 

out, and I didn’t have no brothers, so, I mean, they said, “Put you to work.” 

 Plus, I used to help my mom out anyways, because she went—like I said earlier, 

she went through a rough time with her husband. So, I mean, I was helping her, started 

working at a young age, first with paper routes and stuff like that to help with my sisters.  

 

[00:26:05] 

Sara Roahen:  Wow.  That was a lot to take on as a kid.  How old were you when you 

would go to Covington? 
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[00:26:10] 

Gus Martin:  I was probably—I was under probably ten, eleven, twelve. 

 

[00:26:17] 

Sara Roahen:  So like in the summers you’d stay with them? 

 

[00:26:18] 

Gus Martin:  Yeah, I’d spend probably about three weeks, four weeks with them. And 

every morning she’d go get her eggs out of there and she’d look at her garden and she 

would see what she was going to process that day and what was ripe.  And then she 

would jar everything.  Everything was in Mason jars.  I mean, could be full of zucchini in 

a Mason jar, full of yellow squash.  She would pickle onions, pickled vegetables.  

Everything was in there, and that’s how they—they’d probably go out and eat once every 

three months.  They would go to have a steak dinner somewhere or something like that, 

but they were people that depended on the land.  So, I mean, that’s how they grew up in 

Thibodaux. 

 

[00:27:04] 

Sara Roahen:  It’s kind of a full-time job. 

 

[00:27:06] 

Gus Martin:  Oh, yeah, yeah.  Well, my aunt, she was a part-time—well, she worked in 

smaller restaurants, so she pretty much made her own schedule. She worked to help out, 
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but her husband was the breadwinner of the family.  He had his own little company, and 

they’d build a house here and build a house there, so he was the guy that was the head of 

the household. 

 

[00:27:31] 

Sara Roahen:  So when your aunt worked in restaurants, what did she do?  What was her 

job? 

 

[00:27:36] 

Gus Martin:  She was a waitress, but waitress sort of slash manager.  I mean, she pretty 

much—she was good.  She was the one who taught my mother how to become a waitress, 

and she was trying to get me in the front of the house. But for some reason, I just didn’t 

care for the front that much.  But she did a good job. She was a good waitress, and she 

was probably one of the hardest-working women you’ll ever see. 

 

[00:28:05] 

Sara Roahen:  So your mother—you said that she worked for the Brennans for fifty 

years.  What did she do and where did she work when you were growing up? 

 

[00:28:14] 

Gus Martin:  Well, she worked at Commander’s, and she started off as, I guess, a busgirl 

or whatever it is. Because it’s all evolved now. And then she became a—she worked her 
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way up to becoming a captain there, which is the lead waiter.  I’m pretty sure she was the 

first female lead waiter there, captain. 

Then she went to Mr. B’s.  She spent quite a long time there.  She worked her 

way up.  She left Commander’s, moved over there; then she moved into management and 

she was a manager for the Brennans for quite a few years.  I worked at Mr. B’s over there 

with her when she was there, and we worked together for about ten, ten and a half years. 

 And then she went to Bacco’s and was a manager over there.  She worked with 

Ralph a lot, Ralph Brennan and Cindy Brennan—that side of the family.  And I think she 

finished up her career pretty much at Bacco’s. 

 And right after Katrina, I mean, I know she was back and forth.  Right after 

Katrina, she relocated to Oklahoma for a couple of years because her house was pretty 

much—there was about four or five foot of water in her house, so it took a while for her 

to get her house repaired and stuff like that.  So she moved back home when she finally 

got it done.  But most of her time, she was in the front.  She was a front-of-the-house 

person. 

 

[00:30:01] 

Sara Roahen:  Was her house still in the Ninth Ward when it flooded? 

 

[00:30:03] 

Gus Martin:  No, she moved out to Kenner in 1970, and she bought a house, and she got 

a house and bought out there.  She got a great deal on it.  So she’s been living out there 

since. 
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[00:30:21] 

Sara Roahen:  So tell me about how she got you into Commander’s. 

 

[00:30:26] 

Gus Martin:  Well, I tell you, my life sort of is like a rollercoaster sometimes, I guess.  

When I was young, I mean, I was pretty much—I guess I was lacking interest sometimes 

in school. And it’s just—I had a good upbringing, I had people to care for me, but I guess 

I didn’t have any big activities.  I didn’t have a lot of—I mean, I had a couple of friends, 

but not a lot of friends.  The neighborhood I grew up in were a little bit more older people 

and so she got me into the restaurant business.  I guess I was—I needed something to do, 

keep busy. 

 So I pretty much went into—I wanted certain things.  I wanted to support her 

more.  I mean, she was struggling in some areas, and I figured if I could help her out—I 

mean, throwing papers, you make money, but you don’t make a lot of money.  I had three 

paper routes, but I figured if I could—that’s why my aunt, I think, was trying to prepare 

me to make a little more money. Just sort of upgrading jobs. 

 But it was a good move, and it wasn’t that I didn’t like the front of the house.  I 

guess it was challenging for me, because I was a young person, and I guess maybe I was 

a little bit overwhelmed.  Back of the house, I mean I already knew how to pretty much 

use a knife pretty good, and pretty much I felt I had a passion and a love for cooking, 

so—. That’s one of the reasons, I just wanted to try it out. 
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[00:32:38] 

Sara Roahen:  Well, how long did you work in the front of the house? 

 

[00:32:41] 

Gus Martin:  Probably about—off and on, probably about a year.  When I went to 

Commander’s the first time, I was more like a busboy.  Getting back, when I worked with 

my Aunt Dot, it was probably about three years in the summertime, and then when I went 

to Commander’s. I think that prepared me to work at Commander’s, but Commander’s is 

really, really fine dining, and I was working more in mom-and-pop places, so, I mean, I 

was having a learning curve as well.  It’s all about, you know, coffee service and water 

service and when to break down, when to clear a table. So, I mean, it was—.  I guess 

what I mean, it was—.  I lost my train of thought.  [laughs] 

 

[00:33:32] 

Sara Roahen:  Oh, that’s okay.  Had you ever eaten at Commander’s or a place like 

Commander’s when you started working there? 

 

[00:33:37] 

Gus Martin:  Not in the beginning, no, no.  I mean, my mother, when she got divorced 

the first—her first marriage didn’t work out, so she moved to Las Vegas.  Now, in Las 

Vegas, she stayed out there, I think, about five years, and, to me, I loved it. Because she 

would take us—when she had free time—that’s one thing about my mother: when she 

had free time, she dedicated it totally to her family. And we used to go see Sinatra, we’d 
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go see—because she worked at the International [Hotel]; my stepfather worked at 

Caesar’s Palace, and they had the shows.  And when they had the shows back in the 

sixties, you sat there and you had dinner, and that was pretty cool.  So I knew—getting 

back to that, I mean, you see Elvis a couple of times, and you see a—. She well educated 

us in music and, I guess, anything that interested her that she thought could benefit us in 

life as a person, that’s what she did. 

 

[00:34:52] 

Sara Roahen:  How old were you then, during the Las Vegas time? 

 

[00:34:56] 

Gus Martin:  I was probably like seven years old; seven, eight, nine.  But when we 

started going to shows, I was probably about eight or nine.  It was cool.  I mean, Vegas 

was a big family thing back then.  It’s sort of like on Sundays, Saturdays, after crews 

from the hotels—they’d have big events for their families outside the restaurants, and 

then on Sunday they would do another thing.  Kids were playing soccer, they’d have big 

barbeques.  It was more family-orientated, so it was kind of neat how they ran their 

business and how they took care of their employees. 

 

[00:35:38] 

Sara Roahen:  Did you actually live there and go to school there? 

 

[00:35:41] 
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Gus Martin:  Yeah, mm-hmm. 

 

[00:35:41] 

Sara Roahen:  Okay.  Wow.  Yeah, that was an interesting experience, I’m sure. 

 

[00:35:46] 

Gus Martin:  Yeah, yeah, but home was home. To me, it’s sort of like I love New York, 

but I wouldn’t live in New York.  I mean, it’s a great place to visit. Love Manhattan, love 

the restaurant scenes, but home is home.  It’s hospitality, it’s people, and—I mean, it’s a 

culture and a way of life. 

 

[00:36:09] 

Sara Roahen:  Down here, you mean? 

 

[00:36:10] 

Gus Martin:  Mm-hmm, yes. 

 

[00:36:11] 

Sara Roahen:  So how did you transition from being a busboy at Commander’s to the 

kitchen?  Did you ask someone, or how did that happen? 

 

[00:36:21] 
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Gus Martin:  Well, I was struggling a little bit, and I mean, I was just looking for work.  

It didn’t really matter to me.  I was struggling, just because, I guess I was having some 

challenges.  So, personally, to me work is work.  It doesn’t really—whatever you do, you 

try to be the best you can be.   

Me and Dickie, as kids we used to wash dishes together.  But we had a sous-chef 

named Steve Mullen, and he was good friends with my mother, and he says, “Well, let’s 

give Gus a shot in the kitchen.”  And it was Raymond Sutton, he was another sous-chef.  

He left with—Paul Prudhomme was the chef back then, and when Paul left, I think 

Raymond Sutton went with Paul when he opened his place down the road. 

 I said, “Let’s give it a shot.”  So, I mean, I started off on prep and working salads 

and then working the oyster station.  Every night—we had these little ovens that you slide 

the oyster Bienville and Rockefeller and the Casinos, and I mean every night I come 

home and my mom used to freak.  She was, “You got all these burns on your arms!” 

 And I’m like, “Well—.”  So I learned quick how to roll down your sleeves. 

 But, no, I gave it a shot for like a couple of years, and I guess when I was 

seventeen, I joined the military.  It was the tail end of Vietnam in mid—about ’77, I think 

it was, and went in the military for, I think, six and a half years.  And when I came back 

out—I was going to stay in the military, but it was just a hard time getting rank there at 

that time.  So you pass your tests and you wait years before you get your rank unless you 

go in infantry, and I didn’t want to do that. 

 But I came back out and I looked for work and went and worked offshore for a 

year—about eight months, nine months—and then it wasn’t working then because I had a 

wife and two kids then, and I didn’t really have—. My wife—you know, I’m going on 
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the rigs, I’m going for three weeks, so it was very stressful for her and my family. So I 

decided to go back and started working in—I was living right outside of—I was living in 

Des Allemands and working for a company out of Houma. 

 So I got back into the restaurant business, got an opportunity to—the times had 

changed.  I was gone for six and a half years, and you’re making pretty good money 

before I went in the service, and then when you get out, everybody’s not paying anything. 

So, I mean, it was challenging when I first got out. I was working two or three jobs.  I 

was working Mr. B’s, and I was working a hotel doing omelets, and I was working a 

small restaurant Uptown that’s no longer here.  But it was a good learning curve, but— 

 

[00:40:06] 

Sara Roahen:  Let me ask you, just before we get too far, what branch of the military 

were you in? 

 

[00:40:10] 

Gus Martin:  I was in the army.  Met my wife in Panama. Was stationed there for a 

couple years, and we’ve been together—this year will be our thirty-ninth wedding 

anniversary. 

 

[00:40:24] 

Sara Roahen:  Congratulations.  Is she from Panama? 

 

[00:40:26] 
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Gus Martin:  Yes, mm-hmm.  She comes from a big family.  She comes from a family 

of twelve, so it was kind of wild.  She’s from there.  We had our first child in Oklahoma.  

I was stationed there for a year.  And then my second child was born in Alaska.  I was 

stationed up there for three and a half years. 

 

[00:40:50] 

Sara Roahen:  When you were in the service, or when you were working offshore, did 

you cook at all? 

 

[00:40:58] 

Gus Martin:  I cooked offshore, yeah.  I was a night guy, so I was the one who finished 

up dinner.  I did the midnight meal.  I did all the baking, all the pastries, and I would start 

breakfast. 

 

[00:41:12] 

Sara Roahen:  What’s the midnight meal? 

 

[00:41:14] 

Gus Martin:  On the rigs, I worked on for Huthnance, and it’s a jack-up rig, and what 

they do, it’s more like they explore.  They’ll be in this part of the Gulf, they’ll tap in 

maybe for a couple of months there and try to find oil, and then they’ll move to another 

area if it doesn’t happen.  I was cooking for a crew of about 100-and-something people.  

The midnight crew was probably about thirty people, so, I mean, I was cooking for thirty 
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people every night.  It was just me.  I had a galley hand, and he used to do the cleaning. 

He’d do the cleaning on the rigs and stuff like that, for the workers and stuff like that; 

linen and stuff like that. 

 

[00:42:03] 

Sara Roahen:  Aside from being away from your family, did you like that? 

 

[00:42:07] 

Gus Martin:  It was good money, and I sort of jumped for the money when I shouldn’t 

have jumped for the money.  I didn’t particularly care for it.  The people were nice, for 

the most part.  You got a tool pusher, he’s sort of the guy that runs the rig, and he was a 

nice guy.  I mean every once in while you run into a couple difficult people; they don’t 

like this or they don’t like that, and that’s just like—they’ll sit there and eat three plates 

of it.  I mean, there were a lot of big boys, and they’ll sit there and eat three plates of it, 

but it was kind of funny, because I’m like looking at them; I’ll say, “You didn’t like that, 

did you?”   

 But it did, it helped me out when I needed help. The money was really, really 

good, but what suffered was your family.  I’d rather come home every night to my family 

and make sure they’re all right than spend three weeks [away].  And then the bad thing 

about that is, you spend three weeks on the rig, and if your replacement doesn’t show up, 

you don’t get off the rig.  So sometimes I’d be out there five weeks.  [laughs]  So, I 

mean— 
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[00:43:16] 

Sara Roahen:  That is rough. 

 

[00:43:17] 

Gus Martin:  Yeah. 

 

[00:43:18] 

Sara Roahen:  Earlier you said that you were used to making good money, and when 

you came back, that wasn’t the case.  Do you mean the restaurants started paying 

differently? 

 

[00:43:28] 

Gus Martin:  Yeah.  Before I went in the military, I was up to—I think it was over $10 

an hour. 

 

[00:43:37] 

Sara Roahen:  That was in the ‘70s. 

 

[00:43:39] 

Gus Martin:  That was in the ‘70s, yeah.  Well, I worked my way up.  I had a couple of 

raises. But when you came out, I mean, a lot of—I didn’t check at Commander’s or 

anything, but I went and checked with Paul, and Paul says, “I can give you five, five-

sixty.”  That was, I think, a little bit more than minimum wage.  And I’m like, “Dang.” 
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[00:43:59] 

Sara Roahen:  What happened?  Why was that? 

 

[00:44:01] 

Gus Martin:  I don’t know.  It was a lot of restaurants.  I don’t know.  I don’t know if 

people were overpaying or what.  I was gone for six and a half years.  I don’t know what 

happened to the job market.  But it was different because everybody was paying about the 

same thing, anywhere from five-fifty to six-fifty an hour. 

 

[00:44:24] 

Sara Roahen:  Yeah, that’s not enough for a family. 

 

[00:44:27] 

Gus Martin:  No, no, no, but it was good.  I mean, I knew—I knew I was going to get by 

and I knew I just had to establish myself, and once I showed people—once you show 

people your work ethic and what you’re about—I mean, I had confidence in myself that 

I’d move up pretty quick. 

 

[00:44:46] 

Sara Roahen:  Can you talk about Paul Prudhomme a little bit and working with him at 

Commander’s when you were young? What he was like in that period of time? 

 



Gus Martin—Dickie Brennan & Co.   
 

©Southern Foodways Alliance | www.southernfoodways.org 

32 

[00:44:57] 

Gus Martin:  Yeah.  I tell you what, Paul, he was a true—he was from the country. You 

what I mean? And he was a really good chef.  He taught me a lot.  He taught me a lot 

about cooking, about his style of cooking.  I mean, I had conversations with him because 

he would cook something a certain way, and my people from Thibodaux would cook it a 

certain way, so I would compare what his thoughts were.  But he was good.  I mean, he 

could blend flavors.  He was into rich food.  Back then, it was more rich.  He had a 

lighter style, too, but, I mean, he used the creams and the butters, and he used the dark 

roux.  He was more, I guess, the Acadian side. 

 But he was a good leader, good to me.  He was a good teacher.  He was fair.  He 

was firm.  I got a lot out of it.  I mean, working with him, I learned about what his 

thoughts were on, I guess, food chemistry, and what he blended.  He took a lot of great 

dishes from the country and evolved them into, I guess, fine-dining cuisine.  And people 

really until this day love his food.  He was a big influence on me, I guess.  I mean, he was 

my first chef, my first true chef that I worked for.  I think he did a great deal for the State 

and for our city, and I think he influenced a lot of people’s style of cooking over the years 

who have come through the ranks—and then touched a lot of people.  So he was a great 

person. 

 

[00:46:52] 

Sara Roahen:  How old would he have been back then when you worked for him? 

 

[00:46:56] 
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Gus Martin:  Well, I mean, I was— 

 

[00:47:02] 

Sara Roahen:  You were a teenager. 

 

[00:47:05] 

Gus Martin:  Yeah, I was a teenager, so I was fifteen, sixteen—fourteen, fifteen, sixteen, 

seventeen. Something like that. 

 

[00:47:12] 

Sara Roahen:  He was like in his twenties, thirties? 

 

[00:47:16] 

Gus Martin:  He was a little bit older than that, I think.  Yeah, I think he was probably 

around thirty, I guess. Maybe thirty or thirty-five, maybe.  Maybe less. I don’t know. 

 

[00:47:29] 

Sara Roahen:  Did any part of his style feel like what you knew from your 

grandmother’s cooking in her family? 

 

[00:47:38] 

Gus Martin:  Some of it, yeah.  I mean, sometimes when I looked when he made his 

roux and—I mean, it sorted reminded me of the country and the way my grandmother 
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made—my grandmother made roux for certain things.  But sometimes, some of his style, 

his techniques looked the same as my grandmother’s from the country. 

 

[00:48:02] 

Sara Roahen:  He seemed really soft-spoken.  Was he back then? 

 

[00:48:06] 

Gus Martin:  Yes.  He wasn’t—he never—. Some chefs are a little intense and stuff like 

that.  He wasn’t.  He wasn’t intense.  I mean, he was direct.  He’ll tell you direct.  He 

used to just pull me to the side and, “Maybe you should have did it this way,” and, “This 

is what I’m talking about here.” Some chefs, they’ll be a little more aggressive than his 

style.  But Paul was always, to me, a little bit more laidback.  I’m sure, you know, we’re 

all human.  I’m sure he had his moments at times, but it’s—he’s a really good chef. 

 

[00:48:51] 

Sara Roahen:  Are there things that you do today or ways that you mentor other chefs 

that you think about him—you got from him? 

 

[00:49:00] 

Gus Martin:  Yeah, well, I’ll tell you what, I have a couple of his cookbooks, and I 

reference back to when we worked together. Like his oysters Bienville. I mean, I love 

that recipe.  There’s certain things that get you.  When I do ètouffées or stews or soups 
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and stuff like that, I reference back to some of his stuff and how he did it.  I mean, he 

could blend flavors.  He could blend them. 

Sometimes—like we had a conversation one time because we had this one dish, 

and it was funny because I think somebody put too much cayenne in the sauce, you 

know? And I’m tasting it, and I’m like—I said, “Chef, I think this is a little spicy.” 

 And he goes—he tastes it, he says, “Gus, it might be.  But I’m just catching it on 

the tail end.”  [laughs] 

 I said, “Well, Chef, you want me to redo it or—?”   

 He says, “No, no, no, it’s going to be good.  Once you put the protein into it and 

mix it all together, it’s going to be perfect.”  And to a certain extent he was right.  To me, 

it was still a little spicy, but you don’t question it that much.  It was kind of funny 

because he was looking at me and he was tasting it. So it was a good thing. 

 

[00:50:28] 

Sara Roahen:  For the record, can you tell us what oysters Bienville is? 

 

[00:50:36] 

Gus Martin:  I’ll tell you what, there’s some white wine in it.  The recipe I used with 

him is, it’s a little bit of Worcestershire, green onions, it’s chopped shrimp, it’s chopped 

mushrooms real fine.  It’s sort of like a topping for oysters on the half-shell, and then you 

bake it off.  There’s a little bit of roux to bind it together, or basically flour, and parsley’s 

in it as well.  They pipe it on top of the oysters and they bake it, and when you cut into it, 

I mean, it’s just good eating.  It’s the way to go.  Oysters back then—I mean, a lot of 
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things I like from the past—you don’t see a lot of baked—you see like charbroiled 

oysters, which are great, but I used to like the toppings.  I mean, Rockefeller, Bienville.  I 

just think sometimes people get away from what we’re about. And I know food is 

evolving and people are eating healthier and lighter and stuff like that, but every once in a 

while, go out and treat yourself.  So that’s the way I look at eating. 

 

[00:51:43] 

Sara Roahen:  Do you do those kinds of baked oysters at any of the Dickie Brennan & 

Company restaurants? 

 

[00:51:48] 

Gus Martin:  Well, we used to do them at Bourbon House, and we went to a charbroil, 

but we’ll run them as specials.  When I do—I got a dinner coming up in about a month 

from now; that’s a part of their menu.  I offered them, so, I mean, I like old classic. I 

think that’s the way people used to eat.  It’s sort of giving people something from the 

past.  We used to do the Casino, too, where you have the bacon and like a red sauce on it, 

too—or Creole.  But there are so many great toppings.  Like charbroiled oysters, when 

they’re done right—I mean, you go to a restaurant and you eat in a restaurant, there ain’t 

no better eating.  You get that French bread, and you dip the rest of that shell up, and 

you’re ready to go, . 

 

[00:52:45] 

Sara Roahen:  Where do you like to eat when you eat out if you have a night off? 



Gus Martin—Dickie Brennan & Co.   
 

©Southern Foodways Alliance | www.southernfoodways.org 

37 

 

[00:52:48] 

Gus Martin:  Oh, I’ll tell you, there’s so many great restaurants. I, when I’m off, I go 

with my mother once a week to have lunch, and we pick a different place all the time.  So 

we might go get a po-boy one week, we might go to Parkview—or Parkway.  We go to—

we just pick a restaurant.  I like Herbsaint.  I think that’s a great restaurant.  I mean, I’ve 

eaten at Mondo.  That’s a little bit—I like that restaurant.  But there’s so many great 

restaurants.  Dante’s Kitchen. A good friend of mine owns that, so, I mean, it’s—.  I like 

Brigtsen’s every once in a while.  I like Brigtsen’s because it’s just that New Orleans type 

of food.   You know what I mean?  And then I’ll go out—I’ll eat at Emeril’s.  Emeril’s, 

and we’ll check out a [John] Besh restaurant, and—but it’s just a melting pot.  There’s so 

many great restaurants.  Me and my wife, we eat sushi once a week.  I love sushi, so, 

that’s my getting away from the New Orleans thing. 

 

[00:54:06] 

Sara Roahen:  Were you at Commander’s with Frank Brigtsen at any point? 

 

[00:54:11] 

Gus Martin:  No, no, no, no. 

 

[00:54:13] 

Sara Roahen:  Okay.  Because I know he worked there at some point with Chef Paul.  

Can you sort of tell us your trajectory then?  I mean, you haven’t only worked for the 
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Brennan family, but you’ve worked a lot for the Brennan family.  Give us your career 

trajectory, if you would. 

 

[00:54:29] 

Gus Martin:  Well, sure. I started at Commander’s in the mid-‘70s; went in the military.  

When I got out of the military, I did ten years at Mr. B’s [Bistro]—ten and a half years at 

Mr. B’s.  And then I helped open up Bacco’s, which was a restaurant there. 

 I had the opportunity—Jamie Shannon—.  When Emeril was leaving 

Commander’s, Jamie Shannon was a good friend of mine for sixteen years before he 

passed, and he was moving into the chef role there.  And we were both sous—I was a 

sous-chef at Mr. B’s, he was a sous-chef at Commander’s.  We used to hang out a lot.  So 

I had an opportunity to become a sous-chef over at Commander’s, so I went back to 

Commander’s, I guess ’93 to ’97. 

I had the opportunity to become the chef at Palace Café in ’97, and took over here 

for a couple years.  I sort of moved up into Dickie’s [spot], I guess, corporate chef.  I 

guess that’s what it was back then, where we had the steakhouse and we were developing 

Bourbon House. So I did that. 

 Right after Katrina, I sort of gave my position up, and we were going to move to 

Austin.  My wife’s sister lives in San Antonio.  I didn’t want to get too close, but, I mean, 

but we sold our house a couple—three times—and they couldn’t get insurance for it.  I 

didn’t have really any water damage;  I had a little roof damage.  So it was good sign, so I 

stayed and— 
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[00:56:11] 

Sara Roahen:  Oh, you sold your house but the buyers couldn’t get insurance? 

 

[00:56:15] 

Gus Martin:  The buyers couldn’t get insurance, so they didn’t want the house then.  So 

it was all good.  I mean, it must be for a reason. 

 So I started working for Ralph.  I was at Red Fish [Grill] helping him out until I 

find out what I was going to do in life. I mean at that point.  So then an opportunity came 

for me to become the chef at Ralph’s on the Park, which I did that for two years.  After 

two years, I moved on to Muriel’s, and I did six and a half years at Muriel’s.  Rick Gracia 

and Anthony Palomo—we all worked together.  I worked with Rick at Mr. B’s for many 

years, and Anthony was at Commander’s, so I thought it was a good fit so went and did 

that. 

 Recently, I’ve been back for almost getting close to a year and a half, and my role 

is here I’m training and developing.  I work between all four restaurants again, and it’s 

good to be back. 

 But I’ve done some traveling too.  I mean, I’ve cooked in Taiwan.  For three 

weeks when I was at Commander’s they sent a couple of us to do a food thing there.  I’ve 

cooked for the U.S. Embassy in Ottawa.  And we did a bunch of research on Bourbon 

House while we were developing Bourbon House, and had the opportunity to go with 

Dick Senior and Dickie and the family to France for about a little over a week and then 

spend some time in New York.  So, I mean, it’s—on the way back. It’s been a good 

venture for me. 
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[00:57:59] 

Sara Roahen:  It seems like the Brennans, they sort of view travel as good educational 

opportunities for themselves and for people they work with. 

 

[00:58:08] 

Gus Martin: Yeah.  Well, I’ll tell you, this family, it’s a great family to work for.  I 

mean, they want people to be successful.  They work hard for their businesses to be 

successful.  We try to stay cutting-edge.  We try to always evolve.  We try to always 

think on how we’re going to be better as a family, as a team, serving our guests.  It’s 

challenging, you know, the way our business is nowadays with so many restaurants.  But 

the thing I care about, the thing—I mean, I grew up with the family.  Their love and their 

passion. And their love and their passion toward the people that work for them is—you 

don’t see that.  I mean, you can go to other restaurants, and I know people get taken care 

of and stuff, but this is, to me, it’s always been a family—sort of what I grew in.  It’s not 

what you see on the TV and all this.  It’s genuine.  We care.  Dickie, Steve, Lauren, it’s 

just a trickle effect on how we try to develop and train people and care for people and 

want the best for people every day.  And I think if you work with people and you train 

people and people learn from you every day, then it’s just a trickle effect.  But it’s being 

part of a good person and a good human being, so. 

 

[00:59:54] 
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Sara Roahen:  It seems like you’re sort of an honorary cousin.  You’re in the same age 

range as the second generation of Brennans, and you did grow up with a lot of them. 

 

[01:00:05] 

Gus Martin:  Yeah, mm-hmm, oh, yeah, yeah.  So, I mean, yeah, we had—we had our 

good times.  When you’re kids, you’re young and you’re learning and you’re trying to 

absorb as much as you can, but it was good times.  I mean, it was good times working 

next to Dickie when we were teenagers.  It was a good atmosphere.  His father was one of 

the big—I didn’t have a father most of my life, so his father was one of the biggest 

influences in my life. 

 And a lot of people don’t realize—just my conversations—. It’s sort of like when 

we went to France. I mean, the group’s all right there and we’re a few steps back.  We’re 

just talking about life and we’re talking about people and we’re talking about restaurants 

and we’re talking about food and we’re talking about wine, and it’s just like—. 

It’s such a great—he was such a great man.  He helped me out.  He helped me 

realize certain things.  He’d tell me—he knew when something was on my mind: “Hey, 

Gus, come here,” and we’d have great conversations.  I mean, he guided me in a lot of 

areas, and it’s great to see how his son, Dickie, has the same vision.   You know what I 

mean?  It’s just, it’s sort of like seeing his dad, how he drives the ship with us, and his 

vision on what we’re trying to do and trying to always evolve and trying to always get 

better and—and not letting little things get to you, but just trying to, “Let’s do what’s 

good for our guests, but let’s do what’s good for our team as well.”  
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[01:01:59] 

Sara Roahen:  Well, that’s really sweet.  I didn’t know that you had the relationship with 

Dick Senior.  Is that what you call him? 

 

[01:02:08] 

Gus Martin:  Yeah, uh-huh.  Yeah. 

 

[01:02:10] 

Sara Roahen:  I was going to ask you, like, you worked with and under, side-by-side, 

with so many great chefs.  I was going to ask you: Who was your most significant 

mentor? But maybe it was Dick Senior.  Maybe it wasn’t a chef. 

 

[01:02:28] 

Gus Martin:  Well, Dick taught me a lot about—I mean Ella.  Miss Ella, she taught, she 

me so much, too. But Dick was, to me, he was the father figure.  Ella taught me about the 

business, I mean, and she taught a lot of people about the business. 

 My mentors in the culinary side of it was Gerard Maras, who was the chef at Mr. 

B’s for many years.  Jamie Shannon.  Jamie Shannon showed me how to manage.  He 

always thought he was a better cook.  I told him he was the Yankee from up North, from 

Jersey.  But he taught me how to manage people, really how to work with people closer, 

for me to be a better developer. 
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 Gerard was the food guy.  I mean, Gerard, farm to table. Just totally into food, 

intense in food, highest expectations you’re ever going to see. He really—Gerard has a 

love and a passion for food. 

 Jimmy Smith was an old Creole chef who worked for the Brennans for fifty years.  

He just recently passed, I guess about five years ago.  Everything you want to know about 

Creole, Cajun—he was just an old Creole, Cajun-type chef.  And he’s spitting fire a lot of 

times, but once he seen that you were really into it, he was like a world of knowledge. 

 But I was very fortunate to work with those three individuals.  And they were a 

good foundation for me.  Paul Prudhomme was a great foundation.  [Gerhard Brill], he 

worked at Commander’s.  He moved into the chef role there.  He was a good influence on 

me. 

 I mean, that’s one thing: you can look across the board, the Brennans develop 

really great chefs, and they realize, down the road, people are going to branch off.  But, 

for the most part, their chefs really—they’re dedicated to the family, they work with the 

family.  They’re all about the farmers.  They’re all farm to table.  They’re all about 

basically teaching and developing.  I guess what I try to do is try to train and develop 

what I learned over the years into the younger chefs, and into the cooks, to keep that 

tradition going. 

 

[01:05:23] 

Sara:  Well, I have so many questions and comments to come out of what you said, 

which is really great.  I’d forgotten that you’d worked with Gerard Maras.  But one thing: 

so your current position—what is your current position? 
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[01:05:40] 

Gus Martin:  Well, I came aboard to pretty much just train and develop, and maybe 

down the road, if the school opened up, have an opportunity to teach.  I know there’s a 

couple snags going on right now with the school.  It’s not moving as fast as we 

anticipated it to do.  So Michael, he was more the corporate guy; he was the corporate 

chef. Michael Farrell. And he moved on from his position.  So I sort of maybe slipped 

into his position right now.  So, I mean, I go between all four restaurants.  I go where 

there’s a need.  Right now I’m spending a lot of time at Tableau, but I might go to the 

steakhouse and work there for a couple of months.  My routine was I would hit one 

restaurant one day each week, and whoever needed that fifth day, that’s where I’d work.  

But right now I’m sort of—we had a couple people that moved on, moved out of state, 

down the street, and I’m sort of concentrating with Chef John down there and giving him 

some support down there, so. 

 

[01:06:55] 

Sara Roahen:  By “down the street,” you mean— 

 

[01:06:57] 

Gus Martin:  At Tableau, mm-hmm. 

 

[01:06:58] 
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Sara Roahen:  So, for the record, there is a culinary institute?  Is that what you would 

call it?  When you mention the school, there’s a culinary institute that’s sort of in the 

works?  

 

[01:07:07] 

Gus Martin:  Yes, yes, mm-hmm. [Interviewer’s note: Gus Martin is referring to the as-

yet-unopened New Orleans Culinary and Hospitality Institute, or NOCHI.] 

 

[01:07:10] 

Sara Roahen:  And then can you tell us what the four restaurants are in the group that 

you work with? 

 

[01:07:16] 

Gus Martin:  Well, we have Palace Café, which we’re sitting in right now.  So the 

restaurant is, I think, what? Twenty-six years old; going on twenty-six.  We just redid the 

whole kitchen.  Then we have Dickie Brennan’s Steakhouse, which is probably about a 

block from here.  I think that that restaurant is a little over sixteen years old.  We have 

Bourbon House, which is on Bourbon and Iberville, just a step away from the steakhouse, 

real close.  Then we have Tableau down in Jackson Square, and that’s the baby.  I think 

that’s a little bit—a little over three years; probably getting close to four. 

 

[01:08:04] 
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Sara Roahen:  So how does it feel to be in this position where you were mentored by so 

many people, and now you’re the mentor? 

 

[01:08:12] 

Gus Martin:  Well, I’ll tell you, it’s easy in some aspects and in some aspects it’s—a lot 

of the people that are chefs in these restaurants were my sous-chefs, so we grew up.  I 

mean, a lot of people still—even though I left for six and a half years, or left the 

company, when I came back, there’s still a lot of the people I worked with are still 

working for the family, which is a big credit to every—to what I talk about. I mean, about 

how we talk care of people.  But I guess the sous-chefs are—I know a lot of people, but 

there’s a lot of young chefs that I’m trying to train and develop and getting them up to 

speed on—. Just giving them suggestions and ideas and getting their thoughts on what 

they think food is about. 

 And it’s not just food. To me, the hardest thing about being a chef is managing.  

[laughs]  It’s just, you deal—you might have a crew of twenty people, but you have 

twenty different personalities, and how to bring the—you’re only as strong as your team, 

and what I try to teach these young chefs is how you can get the most out—how you 

bring your team to the top of your potential.  And, for the most part we do a really, really 

great job.  A couple of these guys, I mean, they’re just young, they’re green, so my job is 

to sort of develop and get them up to speed. 

 

[01:09:48] 
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Sara Roahen:  I should say for the record that it might not be clear to everyone, but 

when you went to Muriel’s for six and a half years, even though you were working with 

people who’d been part of the Brennan restaurant family, that’s not a Brennan restaurant. 

 

[01:10:02] 

Gus Martin:  No, no, no, no, that’s a separate, outside restaurant. 

 

[01:10:06] 

Sara Roahen:  Separate but connected. 

 

[01:10:07] 

Gus Martin:  Yes, yeah. 

 

[01:10:09] 

Sara Roahen:  You know, one thing that’s been really interesting to me over the course 

of the past couple days of talking to the Brennans and people who have worked with the 

Brennans, is that I didn’t realize, like, how fluid it could be between branches of the 

family.  It seems like you’ve worked for almost every branch of the family, but it’s like—

I don’t know how to say this—there’s no tension when you, like, cross branches. 

 

[01:10:37] 

Gus Martin:  No, no.  I mean, they’re all cousins.  Everybody’s the family’s cousins, 

and I don’t think there’s—they all have great philosophies on business.  I’ve worked for 
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Ralph.  I’ve pretty much worked for pretty much every one, and they all have good 

philosophies.  Their focus is their guest, hospitality, service, food, and bringing our New 

Orleans flair to people. 

You know, cooking and hospitality is about making people happy, and I think 

that’s what it’s about.  I mean, I know that’s what it’s about.  It’s from the way you’re 

greeted at the front door when you walk into a Brennan restaurant, to the way you’re 

seated, how the waiter takes care of the table, and how the food comes out, and the 

timing.  And even dessert. And when you’re leaving, how you’re told, “Goodnight.”   

You know what I mean?  It’s just the whole nine yards.  And it’s sincere.  It’s not the, 

“I’ve got to do this.”  No, it’s sincere, about people. We want people with great energy.  

We want people who care.  And, you know, is the world perfect?  No, it’s not, but that’s 

our goal every day.  And it’s sincere from us. Everything we do in a restaurant is very 

sincere in making sure that experience for that person, we just blow them out the water to 

the best of our ability.    

 Some people come out and eat once—it’s an anniversary.  Let’s take care; we 

take care.  You go to a lot of restaurants—XXP, XXP.  Well,  something, I said it back in 

the seventies, everybody’s XXP.  Everybody who walks through that door is XXP, and 

that’s the way I treat—that’s how I concentrate on consistency on food; that’s what I train 

my staffs.  That dish is about consistency. Doing that dish the same way every time, the 

proper cooking technique.  But looking at the smile on somebody’s face and the 

enjoyment when people are eating dinner or eating lunch—having a lunch or a business 

lunch or a party.  It’s just like, if we do that, then we won that game.  We’ve won it.   

You know what I’m saying?  I mean, we’ve made a customer for life, and it’s not just 
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like, “Get you in and get you out.”  That ain’t what we’re about.  We’re about taking care 

of our guests and our crew. 

 

[01:13:15] 

Sara Roahen:  What do you think your greatest strength is as a teacher? 

 

[01:13:20] 

Gus Martin:  Well, I tell you, my greatest strength: I think I’m a good leader.  I think 

I’m level-headed.  I think I’m a great teacher.  I try to set people up.  Because, it’s like I 

tell people, as I got older—a little bit older—I want people—I think I teach greater now 

than I did before, .  And what I mean by that, I mean it’s just like I want to continue to 

pass this torch to people.  I mean, I hope I got ten more good years in me, and I know I 

got ten good years in me, but it’s the realization of it is I still work the line every day.  I 

think that’s what a lot of people respect about me, is I get down on that line with those 

cooks and I get my hands dirty, and we just cook and, I mean, that’s what it’s—it’s 

cooking, but it’s teaching.  It’s working next to a young person and saying, “No, this is 

how you do it.  This is how you season it.”  I mean, a little salt, a little vinegar. If it’s a 

salad. And this is how you pull it up. 

 I guess my strengths are—is hands-on, working the line.  The reward is when they 

get it.  You might teach somebody something twenty times, and you’re like, “Man, where 

am I going wrong?”  Then I start getting into my own head: “What do I have to do to get 

through to this person?”  But when that person gets it, it’s just that’s the reward.  It’s like, 
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“Wow, finally got it.” And then you tell them, “Great job.” But it’s developing young 

people.  

It’s sort of like what’s really unique about our family is I got the opportunity to 

jump around from different Brennan restaurants, and in our group we have four 

restaurants.  So you learn your own identity; you start forming your identity when you 

work under different chefs.  So you might work at Tableau for two years and then have 

the opportunity to work with Chef Darin at Bourbon House. Which, he was my right-

hand man for probably seven or nine years, and his style is a little bit different, but guess 

what?  He’s probably one of the hardest-working chefs you’re ever going to see, and he’s 

a great teacher.  But that’s how cooks started to form.  I mean, when you work under 

different chefs, you pick up that from this chef and that from this chef, and then when 

you do move up, then you got the opportunity to be a sous-chef.  Or sometimes you move 

into the first-cook role, and then you move into garde manger or a saucier role, and then 

you finally get into your sous-chef role.  Then you already have your foundation built 

strong, and you just continue to grow. 

 It’s sort of like when I was at Commander’s, I got moved into executive sous-

chef, and I went over there and I think it was within three or four months—. And we had 

six sous-chefs there, and they’re all like, “How’d you move up so fast?”  And I’m like—

because you’re levelheaded.  I mean, it’s a lot of things, but then when I said, “Man,” I 

said, “Man.” I worked there four years, and I said, “Well, man, I’m ready to be a chef.”  

You know, you’re never ready to be a chef. I came over here and became a chef over 

here, and I said, “Whoa, this is a thousand times faster.”  So, I mean, but it was a good 

thing. 
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But it’s just experience and building your foundations, and that’s what I try to do 

with the culinary people, and I think that’s one of my biggest strengths, is, I guess a lot of 

it’s leadership and guidance, but I’m still that hands-on guy.  I’m not going to sit there 

and do the limelight all the time and all that stuff.  I want to be in the kitchen. Because I 

think chefs should be in the kitchen. They should be training and developing young 

people, and that’s how we get stronger as teams.  But the bottom line is you have to—

which you got to look at in young people: you got to have that love and that passion if 

you want to cook.  Some people want to be professional cooks; that’s what they want to 

be.  They don’t want to go up, and there’s nothing wrong with that.  But you take people 

and you want the best for everybody.  You want everybody to grow, and that’s what I 

love about this company. 

 

[01:18:02] 

Sara Roahen:  Oh, you’re really passionate. 

 

[01:18:05] 

Gus Martin:  Oh, yeah. 

 

[01:18:05] 

Sara Roahen:  Also, like, I mean, you really speak as if you’re part of the Brennans, the 

family. As you are. 

 

[01:18:11] 
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Gus Martin:  Yeah. 

 

[01:18:13] 

Sara Roahen:  Well, before we have to finish, I want to ask about your kids, because I 

read in one interview that your kids are involved in the restaurant industry. 

 

[01:18:23] 

Gus Martin:  Yeah, well, my daughter helped.  Jeanette, that’s my second child, she 

helped develop the—she tested all the recipes here for the Palace Café cookbook [“Palace 

Café: The Flavor of New Orleans”].  Her and another young lady, Miss Castanza.  Linda 

Castanza.  Her name is Jeanette Martin; that’s my daughter.  But she’s in the medical 

field now. Well, she’s finishing school.  She’s been playing around with college for about 

fifteen years, I guess.  I don’t know.  I hope one day she graduates. 

 Then my son started working at Palace Café when he was fifteen years old.  He 

spent every summer until he went to Southern Miss for a couple years.  He majored in 

music, he was in the marching band; decided he wanted to be a cook.  He’s a sous-chef at 

Tableau now.  He worked his way.  He worked with Gerard as well.  He worked with 

Susan Spicer for a couple years at Bayona’s, worked with Eman Loubier in Dante’s 

Kitchen for three or four years.  He was a sous-chef at Noodle and Pie up on Magazine 

and State [Streets], I think it is.  And then he came aboard with us.  He started off at 

Palace and then he moved down to Tableau, so.  But he’s definitely—I’ll be honest with 

you, I think he’s turned in to be a really, really passionate and a really good chef.  I mean, 

I’m not saying it because he’s my son, but he has that love and passion, and he’s about 
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teaching and technique.  I told him he needs to—his challenge as a young chef is he 

wants everybody to be up here with him, when he has to bring them up here.   You know 

what I’m saying?  So.  But he’s getting there.  

 

[01:20:28] 

Sara Roahen:  How old is he? 

 

[01:20:29] 

Gus Martin:  He’s thirty years old.  My children are thirty-six, thirty-five, and thirty.  So 

he’ll be thirty-one in June.  I got Christmas twice a year.  They’re all born in June, a week 

apart, and it wasn’t planned that way, believe me.  My first daughter was two months 

early.  But they’re all good.  They’re all good kids.  My other daughter, she works for 

AT&T, and she never really got into the restaurant business, but she loves to cook at 

home with us.  We’re good.  We have a good family, and we try to do the right thing 

every day. 

 

[01:21:13] 

Sara Roahen:  What is your son’s name? 

 

[01:21:14] 

Gus Martin:  Gustar the fourth.  I’m the third.  I go by Gus.  He goes by Gustar.  That’s 

my real name.  I’m the third.  But he doesn’t go by Gus; he goes by Gustar, so. 
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[01:21:29] 

Sara Roahen:  It must be pretty gratifying for you to see him sort of, I don’t know, 

repeating history a little bit and learning and growing like you did in the same 

atmosphere. 

 

[01:21:39] 

Gus Martin:  Mm-hmm.  What’s kind of wild is he—when I was in high school, I 

played music, drums and trumpet.  He plays percussion.  I mean, he’s traveled across the 

United States competing in drum corps and all that stuff.  He majored in music.  A couple 

years at Southern Miss and now—.  But I think that ties in.  I think music ties in, I mean, 

with food.  He’s really better than I could ever imagine with food, with food chemistry.  I 

mean, my food is more refined to New Orleans and to where I grew up and my roots, but 

he’s big into Asian food at times, and then he’s big—he’s more international.  But he 

definitely knows how to blend flavors, he definitely knows how to teach it, he knows 

flavor profile.  I mean, he’s got a—his passion for it is just incredible, and I’m really 

proud of him. 

 

[01:22:49] 

Sara Roahen:  My last question is: Could you talk a little bit more about how you think 

music and food are tied into one another? 

 

[01:22:59] 
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Gus Martin:  Well, I just think it’s that passion and it’s the chemistry, I guess.  I mean, 

it’s sort of like teaching and developing.  Everything’s in place.  It’s sort of like the 

music, especially down here, too, what do people do when they eat?  [laughs]  I mean, 

it’s all about music and food.  That’s our style.  But I think it’s just the technique of, like 

when you’re doing something, like when you’re playing that notes and hitting that 

notes—cooking is the same way.  It’s just like you’re—like he’s playing percussion, 

right, but if you look at him when he’s teaching, he’s doing the same thing,  you know 

what I mean?  He’ll get on the line and he’ll do that every once in a while. [Makes a 

drumming sound on the table.]  He’ll go next to the guy, and the guy is like, “Yeah.”  He 

says, “It’s just like this, listen.” [Makes a drumming sound on the table.]  And then he 

goes up there and he plates something.  So I mean, it’s like a blend. I guess it ties in like 

that. 

But, like Zydeco.  I love Zydeco.  I think when you go out and you go to a 

festival, and then it’s just—or the brass bands or whatever.  It’s sort of like go to one of 

our jazz brunches, or our brass brunch at Tableau.  It’s just the atmosphere, it’s the feel, 

and it just all ties in together.  So that’s, I guess, what I’m looking at.  But I think it’s all 

structure and how you do it. 

 

[01:24:27] 

Sara Roahen:  Well, thank you so much for giving us your time.  I had a great time 

talking to you. 

 

[01:24:32] 
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Gus Martin:  Well, I hope I helped you out.  [laughs] 

 

[01:24:34] 

Sara Roahen:  You did.  Thank you very much. 

 

[01:24:37] 

Gus Martin:  Yeah, yeah.  All right, well, thank you for having me. 

 

[01:24:39] 

Sara Wood:  Let me ask you a couple questions.  First of all, I want to know if you’ve 

gotten to cook for Metallica yet. 

 

[01:24:44] 

Gus Martin:  No.  I did cook for the Rolling Stones. 

 

[01:24:46] 

Sara Wood:  I saw one interview you said you wish you could cook for Metallica. 

 

[01:24:51] 

Gus Martin:  Oh, I do. 

 

[01:24:53] 

Sara Wood:  You’ve got to get them in here. 



Gus Martin—Dickie Brennan & Co.   
 

©Southern Foodways Alliance | www.southernfoodways.org 

57 

 

[01:24:55] 

Gus Martin:  Yeah. 

 

[01:24:56] 

Sara Wood:  I bet if they saw that, they’d come in.  That’s pretty cool, to cook for the 

Rolling Stones. 

 

[01:25:00] 

Gus Martin:  Yeah, I did.  Their Steel Wheels concert, I was working at Mr. B’s and we 

catered them, and we went in there and I sat down with Ron Woods, talked to him for a 

little while.  His brother Roy—I thought his brother Roy was him, but it wasn’t him.  He 

goes, “No, that’s my brother.  That’s my brother.” 

 So they kept offering me, “Come on, you got to drink.” 

 I said, “No, I can’t drink, dude,” I said. 

 And then Charlie Watts, the drummer, I sat down and talked with him for about 

thirty-five minutes, and I said, “You ain’t eating.  What’s up?  You don’t like the food?” 

 He goes, “No, I don’t eat until after the concerts.”  He goes, “I’ll eat a banana or 

something,” but he goes, “I just play so hard, I get so sick.  I’ll go all over the stage.” 

 

[01:25:47] 

Sara Wood:  Yeah, it’s like working out. 
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[01:25:48] 

Gus Martin:  Yeah.  And then, yeah, but, anyway that was really cool.  That was good.  

That was good. 

 

[End of interview] 


