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Alan Walter, Spirit Handler 
Mixing equal parts poetry, botany, and alchemy behind the bar at loa  

 
The bar at loa is crowded every night – and not just with its signature patron mix of hotel 
guests coupled with local artists and entrepreneurs fueling the city’s rebirth.  Ten or 
eleven varieties of herbs and other floral are arranged in glass vessels on the copper 
bar top, an easy sprig’s distance from the apothecary-like operation.  Opposite the 
herbs, lit by dozens of votives, are several tiers of house-made flavored syrups and 
bitters, an uncommonly rich supply prepared by Walter on what can only be described 
as a simple butane camp stove.  And there, in the thick of it all, serving his 
breathtakingly original concoctions from an expansive collection of vintage glassware, 
is Alan Walter, [AKA “Spirit Handler.”] 
 
As his title suggests, Walter’s role is far too big, vague, and complex to be classified as 
“bartender.”  He’s a trained classicist; a published dramatist; an energetic forager; an 
inspired poet; and an inveterate collector.  He’s also an amateur chef, a lay-chemist, 
and an irrepressible researcher.  Walter has met his match in Sean Cummings, the 
visionary proprietor of International House, whose bar, loa, serves as both laboratory 
and lounge. Cummings cultivates creativity, and lures those who revolutionize the city’s 
age-old customs.  
 
To the full complement of classic distillations behind the bar, Walter adds the wealth of 
his own preferred, if esoteric, spirits: a dozen or so aromatized wines, twice that many 
grappas and eau du vies un-aged whiskies and armagnacs, amari, and less classifiable 
potions, such as Elisir M.P. Roux, something like a darker, richer Chartreuse. He clearly 
favors the exceptional: created by small-batch producers led by artisanal distillers who 
share his passion and craftsmanship.  

 
Enter the hotel’s majestic lobby on a typical weekday, and the aromatic scent of one 
syrup or another wafts, while reducing on a camping stove, from the bar just beyond 
Walter’s ingredients venture well beyond the expected; Spanish moss, clover -- even 
kudzu and catnip -- are fair game, just a handful among many that show up in the 
cocktails at loa.  “Syrups are a great way to focus and condense flavor,” says Walter, 
who began experimenting with the technique long ago, before it made a trendy 
entrance on the culinary scene. Walter enjoys the freedom to spend a good part of the 
day alone, conjuring recipes and procuring and preparing his ingredients. Inspiration 
even comes from meandering through City Park and neighborhoods along the 
lakefront, cutting clover, or plucking low-hanging pine needles and Spanish moss from 
the oaks overhead.  These stops are for foraging the raw materials; those, like moss, not 
destined to be used fresh, muddled à la minute at the bar, require more work.  
 
The Moss, for example, yields up its full flavor only after a tea is extracted by multiple 
brewings, then sweetened and reduced for hours to create a syrup with a 
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concentrated earthy sweetness.  It is employed in the cocktail called the Jean Lafitte 
(Walter’s drink names often nod to local history and geography) and tips off its 
uniqueness by arriving in an amoeba-shaped tinted glass saucer rimmed with 
Powdered Lime and Fennel.  
 
The little glass bowls are just one benefit of Walter’s habit of collecting vintage 
glassware. “The scale of our bar is just intimate enough that the natural rate of glass-
attrition is keeping pace with the collection. The older glassware offers genuine style 
and character, and bartenders enjoy choosing the appropriate piece for a given 
drink.”    
 
Collecting has been a lifelong mania for Walter.  Growing up the eldest of five children 
in Hammond, Louisiana, where his father taught literature at Southeastern Louisiana 
University, he was passionate about science, and wanted to be a paleontologist.  “I 
lived out a hefty portion of my youth at old building sites with a metal detector,” he 
recalls, “and I always had about thirty collections or so going.  It was the act of finding 
that was so thrilling – and still is.”  Not surprisingly, edible walks with a local botanist also 
enthralled young Walter; their impact on his current work couldn’t be more direct.   
 
He has a degree in Greek and Latin languages from a liberal arts school, the University 
of Dallas, and an MFA in Directing from Swine Palace Theater and LSU in Baton Rouge.  
In his ‘year-off’ from Katrina, he sought refuge at Nashville’s late great Zola Bistro; in 
New Orleans, he’s worked for chef Ian Schnoebelen of Restaurant Iris, and chef John 
Harris of Lilette.  He has collaborated with chef Marcus Samuelsson in creating a 
cocktail called Chasing Flavors.  His work has been featured in Food & Wine, Southern 
Living, Garden & Gun, and StarChefs.com.  Running loa, he has charge of one of the 
city’s best hotel bars – according to New Orleans Magazine, which also declared him 
Bartender of the Year in 2007.  The sum of his rich and varied experience informs his 
creativity-in-a-glass in deep and delightful ways.  Says Cummings, “In an age of 
sameness, Alan’s is a refreshing personal style born of great originality.  He brings 
artisanal focus to his craft.”   
   
His preparations complete, and as someone who relishes ritual and the drama of 
theatrical presentation, Walter is right at home behind the bar in the flickering light of 
about 75 votive candles.  Not to be hurried, as the sun sets, Walter takes a tour through 
the bar to illuminate them all with great precision, noting with a wink,  “I am possibly 
prepared for whatever the evening may bring.” 
 
For more information: 
Simone Rathlé – 703.534.8100 
simone@simonesez.com 
 


