
 

Beatriz Solino 

beatrizsolinoelt.wordpress.com 

instagram.com/beatrizsolino 

•  
 

New Orleans’ secret hangover cure                    

1 

Amanda Ruggeri 

30 May 2018 

On a recent Sunday afternoon, Frenchmen Street was relatively tranquil. People still 

were sleeping off the night before or finishing up late-day brunches to quell any 

lingering after-effects. Strains of jazz – an accordion, clarinet, tuba – leaked onto the 

street. Rainbow-bright clapboard houses competed with the brilliant blue of the sky. 

But the most New Orleans detail of all was the paper cup I was holding. No, it wasn’t a 

hurricane, that noxiously sweet rum cocktail every tourist sips through a straw at least 

once during their visit. It was the opposite: a remedy, affectionately dubbed ‘Old 

Sober’, said to right even the worst symptoms of fun. 

Despite how I’d been served it, it wasn’t a drink. It was a soup – sort of. More spaghetti 

than broth, this version was heady and potent, kicked up with a triple Sriracha-

Crystal hot sauce-Tabasco threat, and laden with juicy, coin-sized chunks of alligator 

meat. Of the latter, New Orleans native Linda Green, better known as Ms Linda the 

Yakamein Lady, put it best: “He look like a mean character, but he's a beautiful piece of 

meat and a delicious piece of meat.” 

Yakamein (pronounced ‘YAH-kah-main’) is one of those foods that, if you weren’t born 

and bred in New Orleans, you’re sure you’ve never heard of in your life. And then, with 

equal certainty, you suddenly know you can’t live without it ever again.  

But live without it most of us must. 

Yes, it sounds simple enough to make at home – especially as the most common version 

uses beef, a useful alternative if you, like me, don’t have easy access to alligator. Boil 

leftover cuts of beef (extra authenticity points if they come from a Sunday roast cooked 

for family and friends). Simmer with salt, black pepper and garlic powder. Layer 

cooked spaghetti, tender bits of beef, chopped green onion and a boiled egg in a bowl 

or cup. Pour on the broth, give it a shake and let the flavours meld. Add extra hot sauce, 

if you want.  
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But like any fiercely local dish, yakamein almost doesn’t make sense outside of New 

Orleans. And not just because it’s both answer and antidote to the city’s fun-loving (and 

drink-swilling) attitude. It’s also that its flavours are brewed from the Big Easy’s 

multicultural web, and its cup-and-slurp style speaks to the city’s warm, down-home 

lack of pretension. 

The dish’s legendary status even plays, in part, on the city’s black magic beliefs – because 

‘Old Sober’ is more than a cute name.  

Like so much in New Orleans, yakamein is a hodgepodge and, because it’s a hodgepodge, 

difficult to investigate. “Nobody can pinpoint exactly where it came from,” said New 

Orleans native John Bel, one of a growing number of chefs to offer yakamein on the menu 

at his upscale restaurant Meauxbar. 

It’s thought to be a fusion that resulted when Chinese immigrants and African-Americans 

blended homes, kitchens and ingredients in the early 1900s. But others say it developed 

further after World War II, or maybe the Vietnam and Korean Wars, when soldiers 

returned from the Pacific Theatre with memories of hot noodle soups. 

And so, except for die-hard foodies or fans of Anthony Bourdain’s No Reservations (which 

featured Ms Linda in 2011), yakamein is little known outside of New Orleans. When I 

mentioned to a couple of Baton Rouge residents that I was writing a story about yakamein, 

they had no idea what I was talking about. 

What everyone agrees on, though, is that no matter who began cooking yakamein or exactly 

when, it came from family kitchens and the streets. As well as being made at home, 

yakamein was sold outside jazz bars and on the sides of second lines, the parades of 

dancing, singing celebrants that got their start as funeral celebrations.  

This, as well as New Orleans’ general lack of pretension, also explains the local etiquette 

for eating yakamein: other than slurping it down in someone’s kitchen, the most 

authentic way to enjoy it is in a to-go container. Spoons not only aren’t required, they’d be 

a hindrance. 

https://www.meauxbar.com/
http://www.frenchquarter.com/secondline/

