Nawlins!
by
Eyes Right
New Orleans, LA – 16 people were shot here on Halloween night this year.  Two died, adding to New Orleans's already epidemic homicide rate.  164 people have been murdered within the city in the first 10 months of the year, putting the homicide rate 10 times the national average.  These are indeed dangerous streets.
Adding to the danger is a plethora of lesser crimes.  Pickpockets roam Bourbon Street in the French Quarter, and tourists are cautioned to not walk through downtown neighborhoods after midnight.  Assaults and robberies are not uncommon.
Yet, I would encourage you to visit the Crescent City.  I have never experienced, or seen, violence in any form during my visits here.  Bourbon Street, and much of the French Quarter, is indeed seedy - a multi-block strip of debauchery and excess.  But there is always a strong, and highly visible, police presence to ensure that revelers are reasonably safe, in spite of their inebriation and consistently poor judgment.  No one is forced to come to Bourbon Street, and its "attractions" are on full display for those who venture there.  So long as one walks the length of the French Quarter without entering the numerous strip clubs and obviously questionable bars, you will have no problems.
But there is far more to New Orleans than the French Quarter - far more.   The relatively new National World War II museum complex is an example.  This multi-block attraction should be a "must-see" for every American.  It contains the most thorough, informative, and entertaining exhibits concerning this extremely important part of not only our history, but world history.  If the outcome had gone the other way, many of us would likely either be dead or living in slavery now.  The sacrifices and courage of the soldiers, airmen, and sailors is recounted in full detail in the exhibits throughout the museum.  I was fortunate to visit on Veterans Day, because there was a special program honoring our WW II vets in the lobby.  It consisted of speeches recognizing the many veterans who had traveled to New Orleans for the ceremony, followed by a special performance by the Victory Belles, a trio of female singers and dancers who regaled the audience with popular songs from the era.  Tears came to the eyes of many of the veterans, now in their 80’s and 90’s, as the performers in full WW II WAC uniforms came into the audience to sing and flirt directly with these heroes. 
One of the featured exhibits in the museum is the story of the Higgins Landing Craft which were used in all of the amphibious assaults so critical to the Allied victory both in Europe and in the Pacific.  More than 20,000 of these boats were designed and built in New Orleans.  Dwight Eisenhower has been quoted (by the famous, now deceased, historian, Stephen Ambrose) saying that local designer and boat builder, Andy Higgins, and his boats “won the war for the Allies.”
There are also informative exhibits on the role played by Americans on the home front, the famous D-Day invasion of Europe (including a very detailed coverage of the D-Day beaches (along with considerable oral history from the men who came ashore that fateful day), and the Pacific Theater operations, including the background leading up to Truman’s decision to use the atomic bombs on Japan.  My only criticism of the museum is that it currently has little on the naval battles, both in the Atlantic and Pacific, which were key to our ultimate victory.  This shortcoming will soon be corrected by the addition of an entirely new exhibit in a separate building with a replica of USS TANG, one of the submarines so instrumental in the war in the Pacific.
Across the street from the museum is a new building which houses a theater showing Beyond All Boundaries, The War Which Changed the World.  This movie alone is sufficient reason to visit New Orleans, as it uses 9 digital projectors on a huge 120-feet wide screen and 27 speakers to present a 4-D experience (the seats shake as tanks rumble by and snow falls from the ceiling) recounting the words and stories of WW II participants in this fateful era.  Tom Hanks was the executive producer and narrator of the presentation.  It is a truly moving experience.  Adults pay $24 for both the museum and the film – one of the best entertainment bargains around.  There are discounted prices for seniors, youth, and military.
One other part of New Orleans which you must visit is the Garden District.  This area which was settled primarily from 1832 to 1900 contains a collection of some of the best preserved southern mansions in the region.  Once a collections of plantations, it is now filled with old homes, most in fine repair. It is also the home of the younger set of professionals in their 20’s and 30’s who frequent the many bars and neighborhood restaurants which are interspersed with the homes.  The Garden District was spared from the flooding which ravaged much of New Orleans during Hurricane Katrina, although wind damage was considerable.  I recommend spending several hours in this neighborhood and having dinner at one of the small restaurants featuring local Cajon fare.
Bottom line:  visit New Orleans, but stay away from the French Quarter.  There is so much more to enjoy.
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