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KELLY'S WORLD

Extensive renovations
brings Houmas House
into the 21st century

By Lisa LeBlanc-Berry : Photography by Victoria Pisarello

kettle fountain at historic Houmas House plantation in nearby Dar-

row, located just 45 miles upriver from New Orleans on the banks of
the Mississippi River (this architectural monarch had a string of owners
powerful enough to change history). Among the many notables who
have enjoyed its hospitality have included Teddy Roosevelt, statesman
Henry Clay, Sir William Howard Russell (an envoy to Queen Victoria),
and actress Bette Davis, who stayed in an upstairs bedroom while filming
Hush, Hush Sweet Charlotte on location at the plantation.

“My wish was that someone would buy it and fix it up,” Kelly recalls.
“We arrived and the grass was high, the hedges were at least four feet
tall and the weeds were bad. The inside of the house just wasn’t what it
should be. I was apologizing to my friend for the way it looked. He said
that if I didn’t like it I should buy it.”

Kelly never envisioned that someday he would preside as lord of the
manor over the sprawling antebellum Houmas House, with its 12 acres
of gardens lined with 200-year-old oaks that survived the river’s 1927
rampage. The French house was originally built in 1780 as a modest four-
room dwelling. In its hcyday, Houmas House was known as the largest
sugar cane plantation in America and was called the Sugar Palace. It had
300,000 acres of sugar cane, indigo, cotton and corn. Although there are
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records of other improvements by a sequence of owners, the grand man-
sion that stands today did not appear in all its glory until 1840.

In 1858, a dry goods merchant from New Orleans, John Burnside,
purchased Houmas House Plantation for the sum of $1 million, intending
to make it the showplace of the South. And he succeeded. Today, visitors
arrive by limo, private car or chartered bus to tour the magnificent house
with its formal gardens and antiques (the clock on the front parlor mantel
belonged to Marie Antoinette).

The grounds have seen it all. William C.C. Claiborne, Louisiana’s first
American governor, was shot in a duel here, and Andrew Jackson tried
unsuccessfully to block construction of the house. During the Civil War,
Burnside saved the plantation from being razed by hanging the Union
Jack flag from the house’s balcony. A three-story plantation in the Loui-
siana Classical Revival style, with a colonial-era structure in the back,
Houmas House has its roots in the middle of the 18th century.

When Kelly learned that the storied Houmas House was up for sale
three years ago, he immediately called the listing agent and said, “I must
see this house now.” When Kelly walked into the house, he said, “I must
have it. Write the purchase agreement now.” Before he could sign the
papers, another party attempted to get into a bidding war, and although
it upped the price of the house, Kelly was determined, and won out.



Kelly purchased it from the
Crozat family for $2.9 million and
has spent many millions more in
renovations, including everything
from updating electrical, plumb-
ing, security and air conditioning
systems to replacing Federal-style
moldings added by previous own-
ers with ornate plaster versions
typical of 1840. From period-per-
fect furnishings to numerous new
projects, Houmas House has been
totally reinvigorated.

Kelly’s original vision was to re-
store the mansion and reopen it for
tours and in so doing, tell the story
of life along Louisiana’s River
Road, he says. But he fell hope-
lessly in love with the mansion
situated at the end of an avenue of
moss-draped oaks, and began to
envision a different role for both
the house, and for Kelly himself.

“The main thing I wanted was
for the house to feel alive again,”
Kelly says. “I want people to feel

the plantation the way it is,” but
add the luxury B&B. “Originally,
I never envisioned having these
rooms. But I had so much interest.
Among his many improvements
around the grounds is The Pavilion
at Houmas House, which Kelly
built for his niece’s wedding. It
was completed two years ago and
accommodates everything from
large banquets to weddings and
cocktail receptions, a sprawling
space that opens onto the grounds.

Aside from restoring the main
house, Kelly has added his person-
al stamp to the breathtaking gar-
dens and is currently expanding
with a new 7-acre garden. “It’s the
Monet Giverny water garden, near
the Neptune court,” he explains.
“We are putting a large reflecting
court in there. It will be open for
guests in September.” Kelly's ap-
proach to the now living, breath-
ing Houmas House is continual
improvements.

”

“The main thing | wanted was for

like they belong here. So I decided
to live here, bring life back into the
grounds and take care of my water
gardens. I am the daily overseer.”
Among Kelly’s projects in
the works slated for completion
in 2007 is an 88-room bed and
breakfast. “Very high end, very
luxurious,” he says. “It will have
every creature comfort imaginable,
including a spa. We’ve had this
request from all over, from Europe-
ans to visitors from the Far East,”
he explains. “They want to see the
plantations and the Cajun country;
but they want the elegant, high-
end hotels along the way as well.”
Kelly says that he plans to “keep

the house to feel alive again. | want
people to feel like they belong here.”

- Kevin Kelly, Houmas House

And he is having fun with it.
In an incognito silhouette of silent
hosting, he drifts in and out of par-
ties like the Great Gatsby, unbe-
knownst to guests at the sprawling
manse where he now resides. “My
favorite movie ever was the Great
Gatsby,” Kelly says. “Iloved the
grand parties where Jay Gatsby
hovered on the sidelines as the
invisible host, watching as people
danced and sipped champagne.”
Nearly every evening people show
up to dine and raise glasses, as
the sound of laughter brings the
old ghosts of the Mississippi back
to life. “I used to not like being in
pictures, but now, when people




Visitors can wander
around dreamy garden
paths that recall the
mysteries and secrets of
a bygone era.

discover who [ am, I am asked to
pose,” Kelly says. “Now, I'm the
Mickey Mouse of Houmas House.”
Kelly’s see-and-not-be-seen
approach extends to his
presence in the gardens.
“Ilove the water gar-
dens,” Kelly says. “I'm
in the water almost
every day. I'm the
only one allowed
in them, and I love
trimming the flow-
ers.” Most mornings,
visitors to Houmas
House pass Kelly
by unknowingly. Clad
modestly in a hat and shorts,
he wades amid the lilies, lov-

’

ingly tending them with pride. The
grounds, punctuated by graceful
statues, are enhanced with trick-
ling fountains, colorful blossoms
and rest areas where one can find
cool shade beneath trees dignified
by time. Camellias, crepe myrtles,
azaleas, irises, antique roses and
water lilies punctuate gardens that
incorporate bridges, picnic spaces
and lagoons.

A strong sense of symmetry
prevails in the house and grounds,
including the matching garcon-
nieres. One has been transformed
into a charming little tavern com-
plete with animals mounted on its
tall walls. One can savor a mint
julep or glass of Chardonnay and







