Raider Highlight

Archbishop Rummel High School

Blancher dad, son manage
I% New Orleans landmarks
Rock ‘n’ Bowl, College Inn

“In August, 1988, | went on a pilgrimage to

Medjugorje, Yugoslavia. While on that mountain, |
saw no visions of the Virgin Mary, but | did follow the
custom of writing petitions. | noted that | needed
something to happen in my life so that I could take
OF NB 2 7F Y e&atfenfidahcially EragglisgWRRY . {1 YyOKSNE QT M®
| S O2 y (Ahthadki®e} Was down on my luck economically and so were my mom
and dad and my sister. | felt since | was the oldest son and the big brother, | had to do
something for my family. Right there in Medjugorje | wrote my petiti2 y a ® €
Blancher said he was back from Medjugorje a week when a CPA friend of his told him of
a potential business deal in New Orleans.
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Blancher laughedandsl A RX & L 1 yoat cunnificga bhoviingalley. [Then | asked
him, which bowling alley? Hea  ARY WahA RyYAAfieySAa 2y /[ I NNRffG2yQ
GL NBI fibtérestedl Affewyv@eks went by, then | started thinking about my
petition at Medjugorje. | had asked for something to happen and thought that maybe this was
the answer. | checked into the bowling alley and learned that the Knights of Columbus were
running it and they had lost in excess of $50,000 over the past three years.€
He discovered that their lease would expire on October 31, 1988, so he decided to make
an offer on the bowling alley.
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While waiting for the owners to consider his offer, he stopped by the bowling alley to
witness the business. He said the bowling alley and bar grossed just $29 that whole day.
The owner, however, accepted his offer and Blancher became owner of Mid City
Bowling Lanes on All Saints Day, November 1, 1988, with a second mortgage on his home.
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them that the Blessed Mother had told me to do this, because everybody would have put me
away if they knew® €
Blancher said he had a heart-to-heart with his dad who told him the venture would
never work. He was spending 16-hour days, seven days a week trying to make the bowling alley
work, but had no success.
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on my knees, and told the Blessed Mother that it was not my idea to buy the bowling alley and
GKFd aKS KIFIR (G2 KSfLI YSZ¢é KS &l ARO




Somehow, he kept making payroll week after week and kept getting publicity. He said
the Blessed Mother is the best PR person ever, because she never stopped sending people to
interview him and write about his ventures.

Blancher said when he took over ownership, he sponsored a free party for
neighborhood groups in hopes they would book his bowling alley for future events. He said he
knew that he possessed the greatest catering hall in the world.

a @wned a hall with good food and drinks, a Iarge area for dancing and meetings, plus |
had 18 bowling lanestoNBy 1 £ ¢ KS SE :
never looked at this as a bowling alley, because that §
never would have worked. | marketed this as a
great reception hall that happened to have bowling
flySaodg

When Blancher sponsored that free party
for neighborhood groups, one of the persons in
attendance was fellow Archbishop Rummel =
aumnus9 R 2 AYUSNE QT1ns oK

reporter for the Mid City edition of the Times- Workers install lanes in the new Mid City Lanes
Picayune. Winter told him that he had never w201 WYyQ .2gfd

written a business article for the newspaper, but he would submit one on the Mid City Bowling
Lanes to his editor.

Winter wrote the article but told Blancher in early December, 1988, that his editors had
turned down the idea. Then in early January, 1989, Winter called back and told him that the
Times-Picayune was going to run his article.

Ghy ¢dzSaRlF&X WFydza NE MTI Moy pX Fiees- TNRY (I LI
Picayune featured a large picture of me kneeling down on one knee in a bowling lane. The
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remembered.

Prior to that newspaper article, the most games that customers had bowled on any
weekend was 60. After the article was published on Tuesday, the following weekend he had
300 games bowled.

Blancher said local celebrity Louis Nugent, who was the King for Life of the Krewe of
Motha Roux, read the article. HetoldBlanOK SNR& RI'R (KI &G aAR [/ AG& [y
catering hall in the world.
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The evening of the Endymion parade, Nugent booked the whole place for a party, hired
a band, had food and drinks, and offered bowling. Blancher said everyone there saw the
potential of the place.
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interview me for another article or television piece. As word spread, more and more people
started talking and attending functions.

In June 1993, he added Zydeco music to his repertoire of entertainment and that was an
immediate success with 200 to 400 people in attendance every Thursday night.




About four months later, Blancher said he was behind the bar serving drinks when this
ragged-looking, bearded man walked into the place and ordered an alligator po-boy. Blancher
said he knew that locals never order alligator po-boys, so he asked the guy where his
hometown was. The man told him that he was from Washington, DC.
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and | was helping out behind the bar. Around midnight one of my workers told me that | had to
meet some person from National Geographic magazine. When | saw the guy, he was the DC
man who had ordered the alligatorpo-6 2& YR KIR 06SSy Ay GKS LJX I OS
remembered.
G ¢ K Slovaddn@ place and the whole conceptofw 2 O WyEQ K S2 @it AR®
This National Geographic writer was sent by the magazine in October, 1993, to write an
in depth article on New Orleans that would be published in January, 1995, when the city would
host the Sugar Bowl, Super Bowl, the Final Four, and Mardi Gras all in a short time period.
3 Blancher said the way this writer
ended up at Mid City Lanes was miraculous.
When he arrived in New Orleans from DC,
he could not get a room because of a large
convention in town, so he booked a room
for one night at the Quality Inn Motel on
Tulane Avenue. When he went downstairs
at dinnertime, he discovered that the
Quality Inn did not have a restaurant, so
they sent him across Tulane Avenue to the
- Home Plate Inn. The Inn was open but the
kitchen was closed, so they dlrected him to the bowling alley on Carrollton
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up at my door because he could not find a room and could not get ameal. So he is eating an
alligator po-boy when the Zydeco music breaks out and he loves it. He came every Thursday
night while he was in town. On his last Thursday in New Orleans he asked if he could interview
me for the National Geographic pieceonNew Orleay 4 2 ¢ . f I YOKSNJ &l AR®
Blancher said he told the writer about his visit to Medjugorje and how he had prayed to
the Virgin Mary because he wanted to provide for his family. In his article, the writer described
the religious flavor that runs through all aspects of the city.
! F i dtdonal Eddgraphic article came out in January, 1995, CNN came here in
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Southern Living magazine in May, and Rolling Stone magazineinJuneX ¢ KS & AR®
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from his daughter who had read about me and Mid City Lanes in Rolling Stone magazine. The
nextthinglknewb . / Q& ¢ 2RI & & K 2 e live bnd moiniyfiginSuNaMl & & A v 3
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In telling his story, Blancher cannot stop chuckling when he says that all these interviews
and articles came about because a Washington, DC, writer for National Geographic magazine
could not get a hotel room for the night or find a restaurant for dinner, so he wound up in a
bowling alley in New Orleans. The rest is history and perhaps even miraculous for Blancher,




who still remembers each day his petitions to the Virgin Mary on that mountain in Medjugorje
back in the summer of 1988.

Although Blancher has strong religious beliefs today, he is no different from most
persons who grew up and were educated in Metairie. In his youth, he was reared in Bucktown,
attended St. Louis King of France School, and came to Archbishop Rummel High School as a
freshman in the fall of 1967.

As a Raider, he had limited involvement in Student Council and Big Brothers, but his
primary interest was baseball. He remembers
fondly his baseball coaches ¢ junior varsity
coach Pete Fenner and varsity coach Tom
Schwaner.

& h y She Bighlights of my baseball
career occurred during the summers of 1970
and 1971 when our Schaff Brothers American
Legion teams captured State/ K I Y LJA 2 V]
he said.

Blancher has fond memories of Mr.
Lall O adzaaStgKAGSQA
Musselwhite taught him two years and he
looks back on those classes as some of the New Orleans legend Dr. John checks out the new Rock
best he had at Rummel. Wy Q .26t 6AGK 286YSNI W2Ky
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Archdiocesan Office of Catholic Schools), who was inspirational to me. In his youth, Rosolino
was an All-District second baseman for De La Salle who taught me Senior Math at Rummel. |
was definitely not one of his best students but that did not stop him from throwing to me in
oFdUGAY3 LINF OGAOS I FGSNI aOKz22tx¢ . fFyOKSNI al AR
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aptitude tests. When | was playing ball, | could figure my batting average in my head on the
way to firstbasebdziT L &G NXzZ23f SR Ay (GKS Ofl aaNr2YZ¢é KS a

In May 1971, he graduated from high school and received a baseball scholarship to play
college baseball at Loyola University under legendary coach Rags Scheuermann.

During his early years at Loyola, the school won the City Championship by defeating
UNO, Tulane, and LSU, but soon after dropped scholarship athletics. He could have stayed at
Loyola as an undergraduate student but instead accepted a baseball scholarship to
Northwestern Louisiana University in Natchitoches and played his last three years of baseball.

G2 KSy Yeé O2ftftS3S olaSolrtt OFNBSN gl a 20SNE
returned home, finished my semester hours at Loyola, and received a B.S. degree in education
Ay al &3 wmoprplaméd . £ yOKSNI SE

With degree in hand, he taught one year at his grammar school alma mater, St. Louis
King of France, and then went to the Jefferson Parish school system and taught one year at
Worley Middle School on the west bank.

Blancher returned to NatchitoOK S&a G2 021 OK ol aSolftt FyR (2
the following year. He received his M.Ed. degree in school administration in August 1978. He
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By May 1979, he had married his girlfriend, Deborah, from college and they eventually
had two children, Johnny and Eve. He believed he could not adequately provide for his family
2y F 0SS OKSNRa al fF NeE3z HemaklySomissdbnialesi B OKA y 3 {2
acquired licenses in insurance, real estate, and securities.

In the mid 80s, he started dabbling in selling crayfish because he had contacts at a
crayfish farm. From selling crayfish, he transitioned into catering crayfish boils, renting halls,
providing food and drink, and handling all the arrangements for his clients.

Blancher continued his catering jobs and picked up whatever work he could find, but he
knew that this work could not support his family in the manner he desired. That is when he
made his now memorable 1988 pilgrimage to Medjugorje, Yugoslavia.
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Blessed Mother. She has no doubt, whatsoever, intervened in my life. Who would have
thought then, that | would be entertaining famous people like Brad Pitt, Tom Cruise, Nicole
Kidman, Susan Sarandon, and a host of legendary New Orleans, national, and international
musicians like Robert Plant, Mick Jaeger, Paul McCartney, and Leon Russell in my own place?é

But John Blancher was not finished making his mark on New Orleans.
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Olde College Inn was on the market. | contacted the owner, an 85-year old surviving son, Emile
Rufin, 6 2dzi I OljdZANRyYy 3 KAa NBaAGI d

Blancher said the reason for looking beyond
Mid City Lanes is that he rented the spaceforw 2 O] Wy Q
Bowl and feared someday he might lose his lease. He
was afraid he would be left with nothing if he did not
diversify.

OBy that time in my career, | had my son and
son-in-law working with me, so I had many family
members depending on my business to support their families. | asked the owner what he
g yiSR FT2N)/2t€tS3S Lyy FyR L FOOSLIWGSR GKIFG LIN

In February 2003, he took over ownership of College Inn and turned over day-to-day
operations to his son and son-in-law until August 2005 when Hurricane Katrina devastated the
city.

The storm poured three feet of water into the restaurant and a next door building that
was included in the College Inn purchase. The original building was destroyed but he had gutted
the empty brick and steel building next door prior to the storm. He pressure washed the lone
remaining structure, rebuilt the inside, and opened a refurbished Ye Olde College Inn on
February 5, 2006.
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could reopen and | owned two of them---/ 2t £ S3S Lyy |yR aAR [/ AG& [IVY
During all this time, Blancher was still having difficulties with his property owner at Mid
City Lanes and started to contemplate moving hisrenownedw 2 O Wy &hew Icagidh.
Following many months of futile attempts at finding and obtaining a prime location, he finally
claimed property behind his College Inn restaurant.



GL 2FFSNBR (KSYKE2NRRPYIBSWNBEe oKBYg2NIKZ a2 o
explained.
. I y OK S NIRity Boyllgianes wilkhave its grand opening on Wednesday, April
15, just in time for the annual New Orleans Jazz Fest. He saidtheneww 2 O Wwoad . 2 & f
have 18 new bowling lanes but twice the people area in the kitchen, bar, stage, and dance floor.
GL KI @ ShatsceverEhdtkthiddvill work. |knowthew 2 O1  Wohtdns wik & f
follow us to our new location, plus | have someone special lookingoutforme,¢ KS &l AR®

* * *

The New Orleans entrepreneur said he could expandhisw 2 O  WFHY LIA NB €

because he has loyal family members working with him, namely his son and son-in-law, whose
main responsibilities are the College Inn.
Like his dad, John Blancher, Jr., Q cljedan his education in a Catholic grammar school.
He attended St. Catherine of Siena School and was likewise a baseball enthusiast. When he
walked into Archbishop Rummel as a freshman, his immediate goal was to play baseball for the
Raiders.
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senior year, | became somewhat active in the Genesian Players and very involved in journalism
and the Raiders’ Digesta (i | T ¥ X ¢ adrBlaftheiil KS @& 2 dzy 3
Memorable teachers he had back in
high school include Mr. Larry Schneider.
oForemost is Coach Schneider, who was my
baseball coach and role model. He was a no
nonsense person, who told the truth, and
stuck by you when he believed in you. |
have the utmost respect for him. He
treated all of us like we would be treated in
fATSZ¢ KS &FARO® I
Other important teachers in the "y
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Fenner, his civics teacher. He said that he Enjoying another great meal at their Ye Olde College Inn
looks back now on that class as one of his restaurant are (left) Piper Blancher, John Blancher, 95,
most important high school classes. Blaise Blancher, Lola Blancher, niece Luca Hankins, and
Another memorable class and teacher was ~ Wife Christine Blancher.
Free Enterprise with Mr. Don Dessauer.
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Upon graduation in May 1995, Blancher drove upriver to LSU where he played baseball
for two seasons with the Tigers.
G L ftopn®tch 5A4 program at Rummel and went to national power LSU. | was
fortunate to play under Coach Skip Bertman and to win two national championships in 1996
FYR MppTZé KS alFAROD




After two years at LSU, Blancher transferred home because of his family business at
w2 01 WyhMay. 18P He received his B.S. degree from Loyola University in political
science.
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so my dad asked if | would help out temporarily. 1said | would even though | was seriously
O2yaARSNAY3 3A2Ay3a G2 I 6 aOKz22fxé KS SELXLAYS

Blancher said he really enjoyed the work he was doing and is so thankful he did not
pursue post graduate work, because working with hisdadatw 2 O  Wwagtefinitlghis
future.
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He continued to work solely withthew 2 O1  Wyisiess, whenhe had a
conversation in November 2002 with some Rummel friends who mentioned that Ye Olde
College Inn restaurant was for sale. Blancher said he did not give much thought to the
restaurant until his dad brought it up at Thanksgiving dinner.

Gae RFER a1SR YS I adhideihat /wpuldEeSifbitds rebllyofithd y R L
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Blancher, his dad, and the two owners scheduled a meeting, came to an agreement, and
the Blanchers walked out the meeting as the new owners of the famed Ye Olde College Inn.

They took over ownership on February 5, 2003.
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We were always in food service but now we were proprietors of a New Orleans landmark. |
immediately leftw2 O] WyyOR .@%Aly FdzZf GAYS G /2tfS3S Ly

Blancher said he found the restaurant business tough. He said it was not just dealing
with customers but the cost of doing business with those customers. Blancher said he had to
learn everything about running a restaurant while he was actually running a restaurant.

oTwo years and six months later on August 29, 2005, Katrina hit and everything
OKIy3aSRZI¢ KS &l AR®

r ﬁ:‘““ Although the storm devastated his business and the
}\‘\gd P city, Blancher was able to rethink the whole College Inn
' \ business. He said that he was able to stand back from the
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BEAUTY AN situation and make decisions without the next customer
SUPRLY

e é ﬁ@@ walking in the door.

His restaurant was destroyed by three feet of water,
but the family owned another free-standing structure right
next door to the original College Inn. While trying to put
Mid City Lanes back in business, the family also knew it had
to pressure wash the new College Inn building and to do considerable inside work, but they
could see a new opening in the future.

dGhy b2@SYdSNJI -epengdwi2sOn p X yid@Sery it day we started
putting total efforts into bringing College Inn back. Then on February 5, 2006, the three year
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anniversary of our owning the restaurant, we re-opened College Inn for business in our new,
nextdoorf 2 0F GA2Yy 2X¢ .t yOKSNI o2FadSRo®
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were so glad we were back. Back then the people of New Orleans were constantly looking for
the next place to eat since the storm had knocked out so many restaurants and food was a bit
scarce. People wanted to return to landmark restaurants and they were also forgiving when
F22R aStSOdA2ya IyR aSNIBAOS 6SNB ljdzAdGS tAYAQ
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put together a profitable menu, a five-day workweek, and a dinner-only establishment. As time
went on we discovered that five nights a week with dinner only was a better business model for
dza GKIlYy aS@Sy RlIeé&a gAGK fdzyOK YR RAYYSNEE¢ KS
Because of the new work schedule, Blancher was able to spend considerably more time
with his wife, Christine Penedo, and their three children: Piper, 7, Blaise, 5, and Lola, 3.
With the upcoming move and opening of theneww 2 O  Whéx@doar @ BistCollege
Inn restaurant, Blancher sees changes ahead in the family businesses.
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in 50 years, so there are changes ahead forw 2 O1 W yar@ we h&vénbt had such a
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The senior Blancher told of a conversation he had with a longtime playground friend

whowasinw2 O Yofickvenirg. o

w2 O1 Wwyaghacke@witlh people and we had the Bucktown All Stars pIaylng when
this friend came up to me. He told me =
YWW2 Kyyes R2 @2dz NBI
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Blancher asked.
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hottest club in town with the best
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Blancher said that owning a night club
and restaurant were never his dream jobs
because he always wanted to be a
professional baseball player.

a ¢ KA aot nylidéa to own a bowling alley or a restaurant. All | ever sought was to
provide for my family. That was my petition to the Virgin Mary in Medjugorje in 1988 and
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EDITOR’S NOTE: This is the next in a series of website feature articles that will highlight
outstanding achievements of Archbishop Rummel High School alumni, faculty members,



parents, or students. The websiteintSY R4 (2 YI 1S GKA& dawlARSNI I A3K
link on the front page of the site.

So we can feature other prominent individuals, please submit names of persons from our

school family who are doing outstanding work in their fields. If you know of anyone who

could be featured, please email Joseph Serio, communications director, at

iserio@rummelraiders.com or news@rummelraiders.com . Please check weekly for updates
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