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TRAVEL

Dining With Passion On the Bayou
By BRYAN MILLER MAY 30, 2004

SIT two Cajuns together and they will begin discoursing about the authentic way to
prepare jambalaya. Add a friend and the conversation will likely expand to the art of
gumbo spicing, or how to make a perfect roux for étouffée. In either case, you may be
in for a long ride.

I recently benefited from this bayou erudition during a three-day driving and
tasting blitz of greater Lafayette, the capital of Cajundom. Nowhere in this country
have I encountered people who are so passionate about their cuisine -- a farrago of
ethnicities that reflects the Cajuns' forced migrations from maritime France to Nova
Scotia and eventually to the seafood paradise of southern Louisiana.

For my gastro-historical road trip I called an old Cajun friend, Patrick Mould, a
chef and culinary educator in Lafayette. If there is a spicy slice of tasso to be
sampled, or a sweet crawfish to be cracked, he has it covered.

In the back seat was another Cajun-born chef, Troy Dupuy, whose career has
taken him from a Baton Rouge roadhouse to La Caravelle in Manhattan, which
closed last week.

With only two and a half days to unearth some of the best food in the region, we had
to move fast. Within an hour of landing on a Sunday afternoon, Pat, an exuberant
Cajun food encyclopedia with coiled red hair and a midsection that has seen many a
fine étouffée, escorted us to a traditional backyard crawfish boil.
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It was quite a scene, with giant kettles belching steam and 400 pounds of
heavily spicy critters spread out on long aluminum tables.

''You have to warm up,'' he declared as I devoured at least two dozen, and off we
headed for another shellfish orgy.

Prejean's

The 24-year-old Prejean's is one of the best-known Cajun restaurants in the
area. It is a sprawling barn festooned with lots of swamp paraphernalia, including a
14-foot stuffed alligator named Big Al.

The food, not all of which is stellar, is nonetheless colorful and regional. Pat
perked up when he noticed alligator on the menu and needled me to order it. I
replied that my gustatory Mason-Dixon Line precludes creatures that loiter under
docks, or in snake-infested waters. Pat ordered the alligator platter, fried, which he
judged superior but could not finish.

''We'll toss them in the glove compartment in case you get hungry,'' he
threatened.

My attention turned to gumbos. The ''world champion'' chicken-and-sausage
rendition was indeed a winner, rich and dark from its blackened roux; even better
was the smoky duck gumbo with a pleasing after-burn on the palate. The classic
seafood version was loaded with firm fresh gulf shrimp, crawfish and crab in a heady
fish broth.

Prejean's was one of the first restaurants in the region to specialize in wild
game. I still remember the elk chops I had there some 10 years ago -- amazingly
tender, akin to pork in texture and with a mild game flavor. It is served crusted with
black pepper and accompanied by an andouille (tripe-based sausage) and
chanterelle mushroom sauce.

Something called eggplant Abbeville -- fried eggplant topped with sautéed lump
crab and shrimps with a cane syrup-based sauce -- was too much even for my sweet
tooth.
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Don't look for any first-growth Bordeaux; there are five whites, mostly
Californian, and 14 reds, not counting a couple of daily additions; prices are
moderate. In any case, beer seemed the logical choice with this fare.

The energetic young women who served, while engaging, seemed to expend
their energy somewhere other than in the dining room, for by the time our beers
arrived the band could have played a couple of Cajun ballads. (Live music is featured
nightly).

For dessert, I tried the Cajun gâteau sirop, a clove-scented spice cake that, sadly,
was dry.

Pat's

The town of Henderson, about 15 miles east of Lafayette, was once known as the
Restaurant Capital of Louisiana. Little evidence of those glory days could be found as
we rolled into town, zydeco blasting from the car speakers.

Pat's Fisherman's Wharf Restaurant is perched on the banks of the Bayou Amy,
part of the Atchafalaya Bayou. Inside, we learned the saucy history of its 75-year-old
namesake, Pat Huval: He was Henderson's first mayor, a restaurateur in three
different places (the first two burned down), frequently married and a self-
proclaimed chef extraordinaire. Unfortunately, we did not have the opportunity to
meet him.

Pat's is a big rambling place reminiscent of a lake lodge and with a wide
waterfront dining deck. In spite of the staff 's entreaties that patrons refrain from
sitting outside in summer, when mosquitoes the size of a po' boy await the fearless
and foolish, many do so.

''We warn them but some they go anyway,'' said a waiter (all were as capable as
they were chatty). ''Then they come inside with welts all over and ask for bug spray.''

The menu is as outsized as the mayor's reputation, and while we did not sample
enough dishes to make a definitive judgment, it's worth a visit if just for the scene.
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While the crawfish étouffée was bland, the crab version was much better,
especially with a shake of hot sauce. Shrimp are fresh and fried well, and the shrimp
and okra gumbo is fresh and satisfying.

Off the main dining room is a dance hall large enough to hold National Guard
exercises. Bands perform on Saturday nights and some Fridays and Sundays.

Black's

About 30 minutes south of Lafayette is the delightful little town of Abbeville,
which boasts three notable restaurants (one, Dupuy's Oyster Shop, was closed for
renovations). For centuries, it has been called the Oyster Capital of southern
Louisiana (this is a state of many capitals), where much of the Gulf of Mexico oyster
catch is landed.

In the center of town, housed in a towering former hardware store, you find
Black's Seafood Restaurant & Oyster Bar. This has always been among my favorite
spots in Cajun country, both for the convivial crowd and the airy setting -- old brick
walls, dozens of photos and bayou art, and thick cast-iron pillars with pineapple
ornamentation.

This being our fifth stop of the day, I looked forward to a salad or any kind of
roughage to settle things down. I quickly learned that roughage is not in the Cajun
dictionary, and that a high-fiber lunch, locally, is fried oysters on a bun sprinkled
with salubrious sesame seeds. (They are very tasty, however).

Troy tried some oyster stew, which had a thin layer of butter and cream on top,
and nodded knowingly.

''Light, actually,'' he said.

The seafood gumbo was generous and spicier than the one at Pat's, as was the
superlative, perfectly balanced crawfish étouffée.

Raw gulf oysters were available, substantially different from those that come
from colder northern waters. To my taste, the flinty and bright cold water varieties
are preferable, at least raw.
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Shucks!

A short walk took us to a nondescript modern building the size of a fast-food
restaurant that houses Shucks!, another seafood hangout.

''It doesn't look like much but I think you'll like it,'' Pat said.

The interior was sunny, clean and comfortable, with a long pine bar, plain cafe
tables and leatherette chairs. The menu is not dissimilar to that of Black's, featuring
gumbos, fried seafood and shellfish, and traditional (fried, naturally) sandwiches.

We launched our latest meal of the day with a mound of peppery broiled shrimp
and uncommonly creamy oyster bisque. I was pleased to see several seafood
''salads,'' and ordered the one with pan-broiled oysters.

What arrived appeared to be a practical joke. Piled atop a sizable platter
cushioned with chopped iceberg lettuce were enough cooked oysters to feed us and
the staff (for $9.75).

''Got to be more than three dozen here!'' Pat rejoiced, having already diminished
the count by six or seven.

They were delicious, and had retained some of their brine in the cooking, but I
threw in the towel after about 10.

You can order so-called salads with equally scary portions of shrimp, crawfish
and chicken, or all sorts of cleanly fried seafood platters.

Because we dined at Shucks! at a quiet time in late afternoon, it was difficult to
assess the service.

Café des Amis

Breaux Bridge is a handsomely restored town that calls itself, with undue
modesty, the Crawfish Capital of the World. Its leading restaurant, the Café des
Amis, is in a spacious former brick general store, with overhead fans and a six-foot
catfish sculpture dangling overhead. A congenial and comfortable place, the cafe is
well suited to larger groups.
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One of the owners, John Breaux (known to his friends as Dickie), is a former
member of the Louisiana legislature and so passionate about Cajun cooking, Pat
said, that he can hold forth on the subject for hours.

While a conventionalist, Mr. Breaux is not averse to innovation with dishes like
crabmeat Napoleon -- a mound of sweet crab under puff pastry and swathed in a rich
imperial sauce. It was a bit too rich for me.

Three other specialties are not to be missed, though: The spicy crawfish-stuffed
cornbread with an excellent crawfish étouffée; the simple but spectacular hot
barbecued shrimp Pont Breaux style; and a moist and savory crawfish-stuffed
chicken breast.

The moderate wine list features mostly California selections, starting in the mid-
$20's. We decided to stick with a light white all the way, the 2001 Kunde, from
Sonoma ($25). Service is friendly and competent.

Café des Amis holds a foot-stomping zydeco breakfast every Saturday from 8:30
to 11:30.

Beyond crawfish

Prices are for dinner for two, with a drink each. The places listed accept major
credit cards and allow smoking, unless noted.

Prejean's, 3480 Highway I-49 North, Lafayette, La.; (337) 896-3247; open for
breakfast, lunch and dinner daily; $55; Cajun music nightly.

Pat's Fisherman's Wharf Restaurant, 1008 Henderson Levee Road, Henderson;
(337) 228-7512; lunch and dinner daily; $50.

Black's Seafood Restaurant & Oyster Bar, 319 Pere Magret Street, Abbeville,
(337) 893-4266; lunch and dinner; closed Sunday and Monday; $55.

Shucks!, 701 West Port Street, Abbeville; (337) 898-3311; lunch and dinner;
closed Sunday; $45.
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Café des Amis, 140 East Bridge Street, Breaux Bridge, (337)-332-5273;
breakfast, lunch and dinner, except no dinner Sunday and closed Monday; $50. No
smoking.
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