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CHAPTER 1

Where Y’at?

Where y’at? 
The phrase is the essence of New Orleans. The salutation

is not just a greeting. In New Orleans it is an expression of
celebration and an affirmation of membership in the subcul-
ture of this city near the end of the Mississippi River, where
the continent drains itself into the Gulf of Mexico. Hearing the
phrase, “Where y’at,” spoken in Pittsburgh, Poughkeepsie,
Potsdam, or Peoria immediately informs the listener that a
New Orleanian is nearby. It is a sound-mark of identity. 

The phrase is a greeting, but it is no more a literal ques-
tion than the generic salutation of “How are you?” or
“How’s it going?” The expected response to such questions
is usually, “Fine” or “O.K.” The greeter isn’t usually inter-
ested in the fact that the responder is terminally ill, just
learned of the death of a loved one, or has recently been
fired. When a New Orleanian addresses a friend with
“Where y’at?” the inquiry is at least as casual as “How are
you?” The expected and proper response is not something
like, “I’m right here,” but a hearty, “Alright!” which is pro-
nounced AW-rite. Much like two dogs approaching each
other with sniffs and tail wagging, this exchange between
two New Orleanians serves to identify each to the other. 
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By the last quarter of the twentieth century, the homog-
enization of American popular culture and language had
reached New Orleans. The bland, flat Midwestern pronun-
ciation of English that is featured on television had rapidly
become the standard American English. Nationally recog-
nized chain stores replaced local names such as Maison
Blanche and D.H. Holmes department stores and purple-
hued K&B drugstores. Idiosyncrasies in New Orleans culture
were lost, as, for example, the use of the term “soda”
encroached on the local usage of “soft drink” or “cold
drink,” even as older New Orleanians knew that the only
use for “soda” was to mix with whisky. The once-common
word “banquette” (BANK-it) is almost never used in con-
versation anymore; in the Crescent City people walk on
sidewalks, just as in the rest of America. Use the word
“gallery,” and listeners think of an art store in the French
Quarter or the Warehouse District rather than a porch on
an old home, yet another New Orleans usage that has
passed into history.

But “Where y’at?” has thrived, even resurged. It appears
in print, a monthly local entertainment newspaper chose
it for its name, and sometimes people wearing suits even
speak it, although mostly with conscious amusement
rather than unconscious ease. It may be that, like so much
of regional American culture and usage, it will eventually
be absorbed and superseded by the dominant forces of civ-
ilization, but for the time being, “Where y’at?” survives—
perhaps a flash of exuberance before it is no more. 

The obvious question is, where did the phrase come
from and why is it unique to New Orleans. Like so much
in New Orleans, the answer is a function of history. New
Orleans was founded by the French, with French the dom-
inant language for more than one hundred years. Yet
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English-speaking traders and boatmen descended upon the
area as soon as there was money to be made in the combi-
nation sea and river port. When Spain took control of New
Orleans from France in the 1760s, there was resistance,
some of it violent, from the French-speaking locals.
Although the rebellion was subdued, the Spanish did not
establish a strong cultural presence in the city other than
the rebuilding of the Vieux Carré after the disastrous fire of
March 21, 1788. The Spanish-influenced architecture of the
French Quarter is one of many paradoxes of New Orleans.
By 1803, New Orleans was back in French control, this time
under Napoleon, who promptly sold it and a large portion of
the continent to the United States. English slowly but inex-
orably became more and more important to commerce and
government. The era of the steamboat increased trade and
communication with the English-speaking interior of the
United States. The Irish potato famine of the 1840s and ‘50s
brought thousands of people who spoke a dialect of English
that was very different from that spoken by the Anglo-
Americans. As the nineteenth century progressed, more and
more immigrants arrived in New Orleans from Ireland, as
well as from Germany and Italy. The native French and
English spoken on the streets and in commercial offices
began to be affected by the newer idioms and rhythms of
English spoken by the more recent arrivals. Also influencing
the speakers of both French and English were the dialects
and intonations of the Africans. Creole French and a Creole
form of English could be heard on the riverfront and in the
sugar and cotton warehouses. 

By the middle of the twentieth century, a distinctive form
of English was being spoken by the working-class descen-
dants of these European immigrants. Their speech patterns
in turn influenced the usage of the Anglo-Americans, the
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black New Orleanians, and the Creoles of color. Spoken
New Orleans English appropriated French idioms in form,
such as “making groceries” (from faire marché, “to make
market”), and incorporated Irish working-class pronuncia-
tions, like toid for “third.” The greeting of “Where y’at?”
with its exuberance and implication of celebration became
a mark of identity of working-class New Orleanians of all
ethnic origins, and the noun, “y’at,” began to be used to
describe a working class person who spoke the New
Orleans dialect. As the Old World languages slowly disap-
peared from the streets, New Orleanians began speaking to
each other in the rhythmic intonations that have come to
signal New Orleans. In saluting each other with, “Where
y’at?” they had become Y’ats.

Unlike the larger American cities on the East Coast,
which also became home to large numbers of Italian and
Irish immigrants in the nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries, New Orleans was too compact, too cramped,
and too swampy to allow the creation of true ethnic
enclaves. There was simply no room to expand into new
sections of the city. Instead, the new arrivals settled into
established neighborhoods that allowed regular and fre-
quent commerce and interchange between ethnic groups.
The Irish Channel is actually a rather small neighborhood,
and relatively few Irish lived there. In another paradox of
New Orleans, Italian—specifically Sicilian—immigrants
tended to settle in the French Quarter, amidst the old
Spanish architecture, and soon dominated the produce
industry of the French Market, which wasn’t French at all.
The French Market was originally, and for a long time, a
place on the Mississippi River where Choctaw Indians sold
herbs such as powdered sassafras leaves, known as filé. 

Filé is used to thicken and season gumbo, a dish that
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epitomizes cultural mixture and adhesion. The word
“gumbo” is itself West African, meaning “okra.” The style
of cooking, which begins with a dark roux of flour and oil,
is French, although the filé seasoning is the contribution of
the native Indians. A pot of gumbo is thus an apt metaphor
for the development of the unique New Orleans culture.
The combination of ingredients makes the final product
more robust, more exciting than any of the ingredients
alone. Likewise, “Where y’at?” became a common saluta-
tion among the people in this mixed culture. As years
passed and generations changed, the many ingredients of
the cultural gumbo became the traits common to all. 

Common to most of the nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries European immigrants, as well as the earlier
French and Spanish colonists, was the practice of Roman
Catholicism. A New Orleans Irish immigrant may have
never met an Italian before coming to America, and he
may have never heard French, Spanish, German, or Italian
spoken, but he had attended Mass, the Latin liturgy of
which was common to Catholics of all ethnic groups.

Because New Orleans was founded by Catholics, who
have since remained the majority, Catholic immigrants in
New Orleans were never subjected to the bigotry and
rejection that was experienced by those in the large cities
of the East Coast. In New Orleans, Catholics were free to
express their religion easily and openly, without fear that
they would be suspected of being subversive agents of an
evil pope or some sort of junior devils come to America to
corrupt the righteous. Just as gumbo bubbles happily as it
simmers and harmonizes its ingredients, New Orleans
Catholicism grew into a joyful and vigorous expression of
faith and celebration that infects the daily rhythms of the
entire city. It is written into the geography of the city and
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its streets. It is part of the speech patterns. It sets the cal-
endar by which New Orleanians schedule their lives. 

A discussion of New Orleans Catholicism is not an
excursion into nostalgia. The expressions of faith, worship,
and celebration are vibrant, not merely remembered
episodes of childhood and adolescence. Vestiges of
Catholicism do pop up in the national popular culture,
such as a long forward pass in football referred to as a “Hail
Mary.” A term in popular usage for admitting fault is a
“mea culpa,” even though most of the users of that phrase
are not aware that it is from the Latin prayer of confession,
the Confiteor, recited at the beginning of the old Latin
Mass. Elsewhere in America, lapsed or former Catholics
may state—sometimes with disdain, sometimes with fond
memories, sometimes with indifference—that they were
“raised Catholic,” implying that they are Catholic no
more. Even a non-church-going New Orleans Catholic or
one who professes atheism or agnostic tendencies does not
use that phrase. In New Orleans, Catholics who are born
that way remain that way. It goes with the territory. It is
like wearing a comfortable old sweatshirt or a favorite pair
of tennis shoes. To escape Catholicism, you must leave
New Orleans, and even then the change may not be per-
manent. In an essay in Time magazine, New Orleans
author Anne Rice, writer of vampire novels, tells how she
left New Orleans and Catholicism but felt the compelling
need to return to both. She explains that being in New
Orleans, living again in the city where she was raised,
made her feel love for place, family, and God. Even New
Orleans’ most famous playwright, the brilliant, manic
Tennessee Williams, eventually surrendered to the warm,
soothing embrace of y’at Catholicism and was baptized
after decades of immersion in New Orleans culture. 
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Catholicism in New Orleans is like the aroma of the
sweet olive trees so prevalent throughout the city. It is
sweet, ubiquitous, and persistent. It is reassuring; it
embraces you sensually; it is impossible to avoid. Even
people who are not Catholic are Catholic. A prominent
New Orleans lawyer, William Rittenberg, a life-long resi-
dent of the city who learned the Jewish traditions at
Temple Sinai on St. Charles Avenue, once explained sim-
ply and cheerfully with a broad grin of exaggeration that,
“In New Orleans, even the Jews are Catholic.” After all, the
city’s most elegant boulevard is named for a Catholic saint,
St. Charles, and it is the address of two synagogues but
only one Catholic church. The joyous, expansive practice
of New Orleans-style Catholicism goes along with the exu-
berant greeting of “Where y’at?” Indeed, it could be said
that being a y’at is being a Catholic, at least in form. 

The Second Ecumenical Council of the Vatican, popu-
larly known as Vatican II, took place in the 1960s and
brought many changes to the nearly two thousand-year-
old Roman Catholic Church. One of these changes was the
use of the vernacular, the local language, in the liturgy.
Catholics who grew up hearing Mass in Latin began to hear
the prayers in English. In keeping with the Vatican II poli-
cy of using the vernacular in ecclesial matters, the discus-
sion of New Orleans Catholicism in this book will provide
the appropriate guides to pronunciation and translation
into correct y’at usage. 

New Orleanians are known for their ability to mispro-
nounce street names properly. For example, the street
named for the Greek muse of dance, Terpsichore, is pro-
nounced TERP-see-coar. The French Quarter street named
for the French town with the magnificent cathedral,
Chartres, is pronounced CHAW-tuz. Therefore, to be true
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and authentic to y’at Catholicism, this book will also be a
guide to pronunciation explanations of the local usage. 

The y’at idiom appears mostly in speech, in the complex
intonations, pauses, and stresses of the spoken word.
Occasionally, however, it appears in print, as on the bumper
stickers popular with anti-abortion y’at Catholics: “Ya mama
was pro-life, Dawlin’.” Those who seek to keep abortion legal
have yet to come up with a bumper sticker to respond. 

This collection of the practices and history of New
Orleans Catholicism is not intended to be a comprehen-
sive study of all that is special and unique about being a
Catholic in the Crescent City. Instead, like Mardi Gras, it
is a celebration of what is joyful and fun in the religious
culture that is so deeply imprinted into the metropolitan
area that it is impossible to avoid or to ignore. The greet-
ing of “Where y’at!” is a statement of shared exuberance,
warmth, and optimism. In July 2002, World Youth Day, a
convention of Catholic young people, was held in Toronto,
Canada. The big event of the conference was an appear-
ance by Pope John Paul II. As the Holy Father looked out
over the crowd of teenagers and young adults cheering and
yelling like they were at a rock music concert, he may
have seen a sign raised by young Catholics from New
Orleans. The sign read, “Where y’at, J.P. II!” The pope
should have been flattered to have been greeted as though
he were from the Crescent City.

The old Latin Mass began with the prayers at the foot of
the altar. The priest would say, “Introibo ad altare Dei,” “I
will enter into the altar of God.” To which the kneeling altar
boy would respond, “Ad Deum qui laetificat juventutem
meam,” “To God who gives joy to my youth.” That joy of
celebrating and living Catholicism is very much alive in New
Orleans, long after the Latin has been dropped from use. 
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