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Home from home

I’ve been very lucky and had the good fortune of 
being able to travel over the years.  I’ve been to 
many countries and hope to visit some new ones 
too, but none have got under my skin as much as 
the city of New Orleans.

My first taste of the city was in 1994. Jan, Chris 
and their three children Jordan, Jimmy and 
Casey moved to Scotland from New Orleans, 
and I worked as their nanny for over three years. 
They call New Orleans “NO” (pronounced en 
oh) or “Nawlins” as they affectionately refer to 
it.  I’d never been to America, so over a cup of 
coffee first thing in the morning, I would ask Jan 
questions about it. Her vivid recollections of a 
rich culture embroiled in food, music and vibrant 
colour together with descriptions of the people 
from “Nawlins”, their strength, their character and 
their loyalty to the “Big Easy” enthralled me, and it 
seemed to me that the Nawlins folk had quite a bit 
in common with us Scots.  I dreamt that one day I 
would be able to visit to see for myself.  

My dream came true some time later.  My family 
and I have been to NO several times over the 
years and stayed with Jan and her family, now 

considered to 
be somewhere between 
our extended family and very dear friends. 
The hospitality we were shown by the family, their 
friends and neighbours was overwhelming.

Even the teachers of the children’s school 
welcomed me warmly and made a huge fuss of 
their Scottish guest. Jordon asked if she could 
bring me to class as a “show and tell”.  When 
I went to the school, I was really worried that I 
would be sitting in front of a bunch of school kids 
not knowing what to say!  I needn’t have worried; 
the children had researched Scotland and had 
each written one question on a piece of paper. 
They’d made a welcome banner and there was a 
rocking chair with a patchwork quilt and cushion 
waiting for me.

The teacher introduced me and the class greeted 
me in the polite Southern way of “Good morning 
Miss Lorraine”. The next hour was wonderful.  
The children were so excited and asked some 
very intelligent questions, and some which made 
me laugh inside. These included: “Have you ever 
see the Loch Ness Monster?”  and “Have you 
ever seen a Haggis – I have heard they are quite 
rare in Scotland.”  The children were mortified to 
learn that not only had I seen a Haggis, but I had 
been to many a “Haggis hunt” and was expert in 
cooking them too.  I explained that they tasted 
delicious, best served with mashed potatoes 
and neaps.  The most impressive Scottish “fact” 
that the children were thrilled (if a bit suspicious)
to learn, was that Haggis have two short legs 
and two long legs to enable them to run around 
our Scottish hillsides.  This amazed them – even 
their teacher.  Jordan grinned at me and winked, 
undetected by her classmates.  I believe she 
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Home from home (cont)

successfully managed to keep this yarn going 
until the kids went to senior school, some years 
later.

I became good friends with many people in NO 
and each time I visited, it became more like a 
home from home.  When Hurricane Katrina hit 
New Orleans in August 2005, I was horrified. I 
watched the news, sadly recognising places, 
restaurants and coffee bars I had visited, and 
more importantly streets where my friends 
worked, lived and went to school.  New Orleans 
wasn’t just a holiday destination, it was a place 
that I had come to know and love. The deaths, 
injuries and destruction that the floods caused 
numbed me and I felt helpless.  The length of time 
that it took for the appropriate aid to get there 
made me frustrated and angry.

My friends were lucky as they managed to get 
out early enough and their home wasn’t badly 
damaged, but they had to be away from their 
home for many months. They were separated 
as Chris, being a doctor, stayed behind to tend 
to the sick and help out wherever he could. The 
stories I heard of what was happening broke my 
heart. I stayed glued to the news and watched 
documentaries about the devastation.  I gave a 
donation which felt like a substitute for what I 
wished I could do; I never felt I was doing enough.

However, three years after the event, I have 
the chance to do more; I was invited over for 
Thanksgiving this November and am delighted at 
the thought of seeing my friends and the city that 
has changed so much since Katrina.  I decided to 
do some major fundraising before my visit.

Around 80% of the people in NO haven’t returned 

home 
because there 
is still nowhere for them to stay. 
Katrina hit the poorest folk first including the 
elderly, the sick and the disabled, those people 
who couldn’t afford home insurance nor had the 
means to leave the city.  It hit those who thought 
their house that had survived so many hurricanes 
before would survive another.  The hurricane itself 
was a significant event, but no one could have 
imagined the devastation that occurred when the 
levees broke.

An organisation called The New Orleans Area 
Habitat for Humanity relies on donations to 
enable them build affordable houses in the area. 
I’m doing fundraising in aid of this - see http://
legallee.typepad.com/.  If you’d like to help by 
giving a donation, you can do this via the website 
above or by sending a cheque to me payable to 
“The NOAHH Project”.  Any donations will be very 
gratefully received.

As a Glaswegian born in a city of strength and 
character with the River Clyde running through 
it, I know its people tend to give visitors to our 
country a warm welcome. I desperately want to 
help those folk who made me feel so welcome 
and are still homeless over three years after the 
tragedy of Hurricane Katrina.

Lorraine Johnston

Above: Lorraine (second on the left) with the 
Kansas City “Wilders” and the delighted winner 
of the guitar at one of her fundraising events.
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