1%, \883%\ b
ik,
¢o~m$mw 7 metho m@mw\Q
m\\QOQGmo b&@@&@ 1 Q
.,Qmm\.\O \smé 40 \@Qm&.ome V/-3%
mk\ém\.\Q ) Sy,






AN

“Forest Primeval” Reconsidered

Inttiginous occupation of the Gul“Coast region

That thag ¥-colonigl Gulf Coast represeirs«d a pristine wilderness, pop{uated
by aalya few scattered Inaidn tribes living in *hZzrmony” with nature and implicitly
“aalting” the Gawn of hidiary, is a popular miscenception. Native peoples infadanum-
Uesad many, ali sred thizjrénvironment, and szaveled and traded extensively. M odern-
dayNew Qrleans woliid\be a very differen( piice, and probably in a different place, had
th ey nots

£Spanignwxpedition in 151%yecorded fully forty/indian setiieilents wittan
the figsitew milep,0f what was probablysthe Mobile River,/Atthe rives ‘nouth. Wweote
one mi¥mberrwas “an extensive tog.w, where “natives titated opze=tn in agiendly
mariner”s Jurr als from Hernanda Be Soto’s expeditich (¥539;1545) are renicte with
both peageful and violent encountsis with natives. E¥idence thawindigenéus peoples
cliayed fd-es); burned fields, tpmasported species, aivraised criips prevails 1 toughout
historictaccounts. A member*uf the La Salle expeaition in 1682 descr{odd “fine corn
fields (i1.¢%.. beautiful prairizs”in the otherwistider sely fosasied regian 1war present-
dav Vetchez, Mississippi¢’' Pierre Le Moyne, sieur d’Th<cville, upciiGrst laying eyes
onsth&rfuture New Orleansrsite in 1699, des=fifed themsea as “thickly covered with
caiet [which] burn ready,” and spotted an Indian tenduigto a prair s« fire nearby.” The
rrasses that grew follywing burning were ic'¢al food £o° Amerian 'ison, an important
resource for the natises; Iberville’s crew*saw'three bufaloeslving down on the bank”™?
near what is now Jaciison Square, plus g 1ierd of o2r)200 far(he! "upriver. Near pressnt-
day White Castle Iberville found the®xiinsive Hajogouladiadian encampment, which
he described a’: Z¢mprising “107 hul's and 2 temples, [wilk jjpossibly about 20 tc¢' 250
men and fey s#pmen and childre®”>" who.teiided “somiwcocks and hens”—-domesti-
cated chicheng, a species not nitiveto th Ney7 World. Zmnother Frenchmen bserved
“fields wherothey cultivate ther “Apillet, [which] they bslak up ... with bufisls bones.”
AboveBalai Rouge, Iberville vitited an Intian viiipge of 140 huts “on th> sispe of a hill
[coviipd with] corn fields... "

The first-person accounts ¢ abundant Indian life in pre-¢ol¢nial Louisiana
align with recent scholarship that ¢infeeases tfae jional estimates of indigenous popu-
lations in pre-Columbian Amerisa, “Therty's s ibstantial evidende/ fwrote geographer
William M. Denevan in his 1992ws'icle The Pristine Myth: The Zandscape of the Ameri-
cas in 1492, that “the Native AniCrican landscape of the earlyspixteenth century was a
humanized landscape almoser erywhere. Populations were luige[;] forest composi-
tion had been modified, ‘ghassiands had been created, wilaX*s disrupted, and erosion
was severe in places”” idians, like anyone else, expl#ijed their environment to the
capacity of their technology. Those in Louisiana, as els¢'shere, altered their landscape
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by setting fire to forests andspiwiries, tilting ecological cycles to their advantage for the
cultivation of staples andsthe¥manipulation of fauna and flora habitat. They interacted
and traded far and wide int¢ ntionally or accidentally diffusing species and sometimes
affecting the biological diversity and ecology of entire landscapes. Among those spe-
cies were clucitens, n@inh to Asia, brought by the Spaaish, and diffused up the Missig
sippi Rivfiwsa Indian tiade rotites” Wild pigs, smallpas, sugar cane, Aedes aegypti and
the yellew Teverwitvs plustyunidreds of other spesies'deemed by humans to be eitlie:
benigfezaleagues_pe myntips, cotton) or maligriwdt (nutria, kudzu, water hyadinth),
would tcllowsthe trajectozz ol the Bayogoulas’ chigkens and help alter both the i¥story
anfi Zgography £ Louisiang.

the préserce of Anictican bison (oftefiwecorded as “buffalo” or “wi'd cttle” in
iournals) in LouisiatiaWlso casts doubt of the “pristine myth.” De Soto’s expedition
t1 2kked 4ls=ysandsgat 1iles throughouf/the Southeast in th{ 1$40s angd-hever men-
tioned b156n.>® Ye£ 160 years later, Ibeppilic and his men rep@utedly sigiited thent) iuid
obsepvad how pesives utilized their hides for shelter, hairorclothing/reat far Taod,
and. bdhes fou plowing. Bison aboutitled in Louisiana w¢ivnto thassc Jbnial epay lesuit
Failie: du I'jisshn reported in 172 /%that hunters “begin“to find wiid cattle rdround
Bawon Rauge]; these animals roarsin herds over the(fiairies, 0. wlong thé sivers; last
veaja Calagtan brought dowpsto [N]ew Orleang 18wr nundre({ and eigh’y t5ngues of
attle.. Zélled during the wintei?” Between De Sato swera and that of th¢ rjench, bison
seem {0/ 1luve massively expind:d their range. Vthy?

Swsgrapher Erhard Rostlund argued that the onasthigh Indifuispopulations of
early sixteenth-century North America keot'Yison herdeun chedgoil western plains
(ttcugh hunting prasst«t), while precluding potential #son habitx in the southeast
(through extensive 1{nd cultivation).® Rut¥:£er the Eiropeariarri sal, Old World dis-
eases, primarily smic!lnox, decimated fiasive’populacians by, the thousands, even nii'
lions—“possibly (he greatest demograpitic disasier eyer”(Denevan puts the Marth
American Indian’s population declife=. 74 pefcint (fro:,3.8 million down towene
million) betw{211492 and 1800. A 1ien dispese swept (1 Cians from the land” v rote
Charles Mar/ndn his book 1491, thi‘entireeciibgical @iwien régime collapsed.” Bison
were amopgithe affected biota~aas penei ciar/es. Theshiman die-off both dukinished
hunting presgure on bison in/ch Zyest and liberated fins"grazing habitatfoieir use in
the somtiidast. Bison range, the®neory go¢s, subGaauently expanded scut) eastwardly
towz1J)the Gulf and Atlantic coasts. Ibe'r/ille in 1299 viewed the aniriZals at the fringe
of the.arange, where they affected thiylccal ecalogy and landscape.

Iberville also bore witnesgin'©699 to‘iic \errible die-oft suffered by indigenous
peoples in the post-contact New /0ild, répixrting that “the smallpox... had killed one-
fourth of the people” in a settlet.watit near present-day Baton RGse.”® Former French
officer Chevalier Guy de Sonat Gu Fossat, writing in 1791 ghis memories of Loui-
siana in the 1750s, statedsthatthe Indian “villages and...popelation have decreased
about two-thirds in numojys since the advent of the Euzortaiis, who introduced and
brought among them distises, desires, dissensions and/a! other abuses of civilization,
heretofore unknown to them.”** Soniat’s eyewitness estizqate from 1791 roughly con-
curs with Deneven’s s¢holarly assessment from 1992.
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The natives’ demise, "o, affected the landscape: fewer Indians meant fewer
encampments, fewer forast (earings, fewer fires, fewer croplands, less hunting pres-
sure, less use of natural | 2so1 rces, and more resources for other species. “[ T Jhe Indian
landscape of 1492,” wrote Denevan, “had largely vanished by the mid-eighteenth cen-
tury, not thirough a Ewgapean superimposition, but bgsause of the demise of the natiyn
populati¢i?,Ironically, “the lafi/is€ape of 1750 wad imore ‘pristine’ (less humanized)
than that 05149274

Thus,#'we Te-colotial Gulf Coast and Iumisiana deltaic plain compris{d ot
the “orest primeval” romanuicized in literature'an’l popular history, but rather &land-
scépplready tiunsformediby sequential indigertous occupations more expansiwe and
uifluential than commbjuy thought. The firf s Furopeans did not “comme ce” nistory
antr document a benthihark landscape fr¢m vhich all subsequent transformations de-
ri red; thesherely gucoentered a landsg/ipe,continually unde jipnsformption—vastly
by plgztical forced Gwer millennia, andansiderably by indigeaous humai forces qvir
centyiins.

ThesmouX significant contfiluition of pre-colonfahindiganesrpeoplewto the
NeviDrlearswe know today cama ndt from these histcricdl enyironientalmatipula-
t10ms, bus,from the sharing of critical geographical ldiowledge ‘with earlyFzench ex-
olbiers. Tarcugh extensive trgmal and trading, nativas master(d 1he region."complex
‘abyrintiiof swamps, marshes, wivers, bayous, ridge Systems, and bays( 1ijey revealed
to the(nz\wcomers myriad plirt-ges, shortcuts, “sack doors/a routgs, resources, and
fogdsWshich would inform the Frenchmen’s siting and sat{leiient deCi¥ions.

“The Indians maaé'maps of the who'd countrygles me,” roflected Iberville in
1629.°° Without native ' gographical informants, Ibervil’s andshisvbrother Bienville

vho founded New Otlesns nineteen yeass lofsr based plincipaliyz or indigenous knows!-
adge, would have “Ciscovered” much I€ve g€ographymend perceived it in a far less 11
sightful manner.

VSIS
Contacdt 15121699

Initial Spanish and French ol ays intthe lower Mississip izegion

Earliest documented evidence of European explorat/cfijof the central Gulf
Coast comes from Spanish gxnlorer Alonso Alvarez de Pinfiiy's 1519 expedition in
search of a western passagtsFirreda ascended “a river whichsyas found to be very large
and very deep, at the mou inof which [was] an extensi®a,town.”” He named the wa-
terway Rio del Espiritu Sunéo, presumed for centuries’t¢ be the Mississippi but now
interpreted as probablzthe Mobile River.



102 Bienvilles Dilemma

Nine years later, Parifilo de Narvdez led an ill-fated imperialistic expedition
from Cuba to Florida and, westward along the coast. The expedition “came upon...
a very large river [and] =nteed a bay...in which there were many islands. And there
we came together, and from the sea we drank fresh water,”®® probably the Mississippi
estuary. Lanthore cygmints then swept the expeditian westward and wrecked it negs
present-dajntalvestori. There,(Alvar Nufez Cabézd s, Vaca led survivors on an epie
2,000-nrile overland o dyssayz tdethe Pacific coasta’stown of San Miguel de Culiaz{n,
MexidG¥na 1534110 rivetisiyaccount of sixteentidsdentury North America remduishin
publication to this day.

Cabezinde Vacaswsport renewed Spanish interest in the North Americaw inte-
1o, hithert perceived ¢s/4 mysterious and &apromising land. In May 153¢, He nando
DevSoto and 600 so’anrs landed near prisent-day Tampa and proceeded to explore
4/000 milesthroughauithe future Ameyi:an South. They endhiuintered thaMississippi
Rivemy eaivpreser{t-ciay Mempbhis in 1511, becoming the fifSskuropealis to sigh /ure
inlandshannel s d gain “an adequate,coriception of the mhgriitude atid inpostanies of
the Miitissippi.” ¥ The arduous jourt:ay killed hundreds ¢fweldierg = 2iuding@e Soto
hitaslf, whi,wz s interred in the river) and probably thousands of ndtives, infected by
nevwly introduced European virusés/ Luis de Moscosq1#d the su: vigors dovvisthe Mis-
sissippi af d 1 ossibly past the fistre site of New Oriduns in July 15113, buthgain there is

Juestiofna 1544 map depicts @Rio del Espiritu Sautothat resembles th¢ vississippi in
size ar/d inportance but nofin'shape and formjaugs esting®£<:coso tmok the Atchafa-
laya (Ovhe sea. If so, then ro European left documented aydetice of flaseing future New
Ofrleails in the sixteenth.ceittury.

Moscoso’s escape ended imperial Spain’s initiaryrobings ¢F'the lower Missis
iipi River. The Spar‘iaras sought not sattidarent and (cloniz.tior but riches; findino
aone, they left no ptimanent mark. ThéTrerich in geventeenth-century North Americe
also sought riche{. bjit, invested as theyz were in Now) france p1tsued a means—swade
routes and empire—toward that end.Zx lorati¢hspf the Gleat Lakes region and upper
Mississippi by M4rquette and Joliet\( 1873) helsed demys'ify the western fror'tie’ and
refute the n¢n of a nearby PacifiyOceapsburio Frefith explorer had yet gonfirmed
the connegtian between the uppar Missis ippi and the Gulf of Mexico.

An imbitious yound N Syman named René-a'vert Cavelier, sieui'd La Salle
set out, to’do just that. A resiadiit of New'FrandCsince 1666, La Salle(veiitioned “to
enddalor to discover the western part ¥ New fance,” to which Kii_z Louis XIV in
1675 illingly [consented], becaus(tFere is nothing we have mor{ atheart than the
discovery of this country....””® Thas @uthoriZed; \.a Salle formed an expedition, and,
with surprising ease, sailed downsthe¢'Missiaippi in the winter of 11532 and neared the
deltaic plain in late March. Theroutne expedition traversed coylitay “so bordered with
canes and so low... that we coulatiot hunt,” subsisting insteadsn’“potatoes and croco-
diles”!

In early April, LajSalie, in his own words, “went @5ore on the borders of a
marsh formed by the inul'dation of the river” to confyfijreports of a village that “the
whole of this marsh, covered with canes, must be crossetito reach....””> The men soon
came upon a recently'zstroyed Tangiboa [ Tangibaho] village, which historian Marc
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de Villiers du Terrage surm:sed, “must have lain very near the present site of New Or-
leans””* If so, these mayshe ¥he first recorded descriptions of the future city’s land-
scape.

After the expedition continued downriver, Father Membré described the his-
toric mom{1.(that trap<pired as the party approached,the Mississippi’s birdfoot delfs
and smel’etthe salty waters of the Gulf of Mexico:

I'Wle arrivid, on the.siith of April, at a point v here the river divides into
three chiamnels [whizh!are beautiful and /iéep. The water is brackish; after
advdoging two ledgins it became perfectly sait, and, advancing on, we dis-
coverad the open sdu, so that on the nigthy or April, with all possible solest

nity, ,w/ perforin*d the ceremony of piaiting the cross and raising the aims
of France, [taluily | possession of thaf{rivper, of all rivers that enter it and of all
thevcountry.walased by them.”

The Missiesippi Basin, in La Sgll®’s mind, now belehged to Efanre; hémanied
it afttz Fing Loajs/X1V, and Louisiariz eiitered the vocabularjy

Lafsall®) promptly returnélyto France and recofiipended tathe Sun'Zirvg the
e’ tablishment of a fortification silzf yjieagues above the;mduth o:fthe Mississ ppy, for its

sellentrpapition,” “favourable disposition of thewsavages,” fertile land, 5 climate,
militaryfaavantages, and oppeirtunity to “harass the, Spaniards‘in thosgaregions from
wheng@they derive all thejl wealth” The fortjficatipn would,also servesss a base for
preaghiiig the Gospel, conquering the silver-rich*provinsas o Mezico, storing sup-
pliespharboring and buil&iag ships, and explofting the vastmesourcesaf newly claimed
L{uifiana. A league at {hai'time measuring between 2.4,ar.d thre¢ ja/les, La Salle’s en-
visioned city probably Watailed a site aroudfBayou(vigacnal A foort or two” ther¢,
proclaimed La Salle® “would make us masiess of the! wvhole of this‘continent.””

La Salle gesout in 1684 to féwad his city Op,the gredyriver. What happened
over the next thre®years is the subjectof contsqverly antoiig historians, though La
Salle’s tragic fat&ig not. The expeditigimmissed tizadnouthgftiie Mississippi ang 1dnded
at MatagordaBay in present-day Texa¥; La Sal!< ¥ras murdcred in March 1687 by muti-
nous crew, wiie' subsequently dieca! dise/se/dy in Inaiis battles.”

La (s dle’s lieutenant ATenti de Tort 'mystifizd Hy La Salle’s disap)eatrance, re-
turned t{ L uisiana in 1685 & zelirch foivhis friend aind comrade. At one'pyint he left a
letterfo1'%a Salle in a tree hole near th{ {82 cléin.Site, and another letter; dated April
20,45i'n the Quinipissa (Quynypyssi/ Indians at their upriver encampment. Hope fad-
ed, and he returned to France. Thesa, lonti kern alive the vision of setting Louisiana
throughout the 1690s, warning thcsFrench @0gutthe English thrggt to the Mississippi
River from the north and the Splanish interests from Mexico and riorida. His message
arrived at a bad time, as FrancCgttention was consumed by the ¥Var of the League of
Augsburg. La Salle’s claim lah4vished even as it vexed the Sp{nish, who caught wind
of it in Mexico City and subsequently deployed eleven Guit/Jbast expeditions during
1686-93 to “re-discover?t/ie Mississippi. All failed, thopsiisgme came close.

Not until 1697 did French government ofl’sills return to Louisiana mat-
ters. What motivated 117 was not large-scale colonization akin to their successes in
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French Canada and the West'Indies; France at this time “had neither the material nor
the moral resources” to mak&such a commitment. Rather, they decided to act on the
Louisiana claim “primalily. | to prevent a foreign foothold at the mouth of the Missis-
sippi””” Minister of Marine Louis Phélypeaux, Comte de Pontchartrain thus directed
thirty-six-y2¢1old Frep< Canadian warrior Pierre LasMoyne, sieur d’Iberville to see's
“the moufinlof the MiSsissippi R vEr, ] select a good ¢icethat can be defended with a few
men, an'd biock entaz o thewives by other nations?”
The ofwiithargedr the founding of Lowitiana had been issued.

-—\L/ “__,,N
FYoundation ¢t Louisiana /1699

Fiid gr the exploratory jihiwse, beginning of the settleni&i phase

Iaerville, his younger@uather Jean Baptiste BaMoyne, siear de Biehville,”” and

heir ménarrived to the present™day Mississippis@ult Coast in February 1¢99 and pro-

ceedel! /w=stward into the ladyzinthine marshes &Swhat is f&W It. Berfiuzd and Plaque-
minls parishes. “When drawing near to the rocks to t&> silelter,” /(berville wrote, “I
begame aware that thergeyas a river. I passed béay een tv/G%f the rgCg, in 12 feet of wa-
ter, tie seas quite hely. “When I got close taythe rocks, I iesindsfresii water with a very
itrong current.” The 1ac!is were an illusien—"tney wordy robabiynrad lumps—Dbut the

Sseshwater current was real. “We regaractthis beautifal rives with admiration,” wrots

Pénicaut the carpint r:

The whtcis of a light color, ferjvgood te.arink, and 4wy light. The coun-
try, gnats banks, appeared ta,beeverywifr! coverad with splendid trees of
every, description, such as Wk, ashfelnjiand mai s others...upon whickiy
vis{ 1amber of wild turl-eys¥oosted ot and larGe fwith a] nett weight {G7]
“out thirty pounds!?

Iberville wondered if this greativer walthe same that La Si.le sailed seven-
teen yours earlier. He proceeded up (he delta (see map, “Iberville’s ['xt loration of the
Gulf Coast and Lower Mississippi River”). “Afi tiup land is a country of reeds and bram-
bles and very tall grass,” he wrosmor Maies, 2, 1699—which hixpned to be Mardi
Gras. Six leagues farther was %, besid” the river “makes to the wies§..to which we have
given the name Mardy Gras.” JAitn those words, Iberville intrgtuiced the ancient pagan
and Catholic pre-Lenten f2ast iito the colonial society he yms%about to found. Mardi
Gras remains today the sujy'e most famous and distinctiye ‘siitural trait of Louisiana,
and Bayou Mardi Gras rai'ss as the region’s oldest Frefith toponym (second only to
Louisiana itself).
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It was here also that Therville spelled out what was probably by now quite ap-
parent to him and his mess 115 entire landscape was a floodplain. “I climbed to the top
of a nut tree as big as m ;bo, 'y, but saw nothing other than canes and bushes. The land
becomes inundated to,a depth of 4 feet during high water. I made the decision to go
upstream.(

Ioesville proCeeded up(uer in search of thiciagendary Bayogoula Indian en:
campm:ntand laterassedithdwbluffs of Baton Resgé. The expedition then return>a
down(ivar to Bgwe s Manchar, eastward through Wit distributary into two conrlect=d
tidal!agbons they hameddlaxes Maurepas and 201ltchartrain, and back to the, Swlf of
Mxgo. Meariwhile, youiiger brother Bienville ntade a remarkable discoversmwiitle vis-
1imng with th= Mougouizcia Indians. It was he sad letter left by Henri de {Jont for his
losvfriend La Salle, dated April 20, 1685 dhd deposited at the village of the Quinipissa
(Quynyps=ta) Indimns (see Contact, 15/9-1699). By the tim Sienvillegaind Iberville
read 4nus words, Ta Salle had been gpac for a dozen year®€ Lhis lettel, “wrote(ther-
ville gonfidentlyy“removes all doubt thau the river I exploz=aTis the Izsysypz

Wity that resounding cortilymation, the early(Bwuropeas=ai loratoyyy pnase
of 'the Loutsan: deltaic landscape (2519-1699) drew’to"a close arid the setdement
nnuse began. Concerned about tnliiavigability of th¢ fhouth ot dwe Mississippi River,
Thejwille favared the Gulf Coagtifor a settlement sitéwand direcledhis mef: \C'build the
qrst outpast, named Fort Mauiwpas, on the brip'sor'Biloxi Bay in pregeri)-day Ocean
Springs' Iississippi. Eighty ore men under thCson mandafid. de Ssrville, enumer-
ated(Tinthe initial censuspin December, became the region® first Frénch residents.®
Ibsrviiie himself returned w& France in May tdsr ort higeccess tothe king: Louisiana
wasfounded.

g

“Myd to One’'s Kizees: Water tevOne’s Waist

e lelta twudscape 118,699

[N]othing more than two maihasv stripsaf land, about a musk:t thot in
width, having the sea on bath¥ides of ATi€ \iver, which...frequently over-
flows....

So described one crevimsmber the turbulent, waterywosid of the Mississippi
Delta as Iberville’s expeditiof:£alled upriver in 1699. On the birks were

cane-brake...so tal’ aitd thick [and] impossible to pus through...beyond
[which] are impenctable marsh.... [A]s you ascerd, he banks appear more
and more submerged, the land being scarcely visibicaWe saw a great quan-
tity of wild gaiy¢, such as ducks, geese, snipe, teal, bustards, and other birds.
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We also saw a Mexicaiiwolf, and a species of rat which carried its young in
a sack under its belly.*

Along the verdaiil banks of present-day St. Bernard Parish, Iberville noted
that “the trggs.and the yround are getting higher and are subject to 8-10 inch overflow.
I have not, v noticastiyny waliint tree or fruit tree-whdtsoever.” Blooming vines e
tangled giamture live gakks anaWlackberry patches, forming a jungle-like scene. The ¢i¢vs
spotted tiivee allioasars, “one oiwhich was a moniter ” and killed a buffalo.*s

It is alm®at certainblit Iberville first vicwpd the future site of downtdwmn New
Otlaans on tigficalm Sati'raay of March 7, 1699, when he reported a sequence af wide
sivesineand(is)over afdintance of 2 leagues” wilich corresponds to the bef'ds the Mis-
$asippi makes throughytite modern-day metopolis. There, Iberville and his*¢rew met
a group o1vAnnocchywadians, with wheni*ney traded toolssad trinkewy, for buffalo
11eat, bour meat, pd information on how Lo find the Bayogou.« Indian.cncampniiat.
Americal bison_gized on the naturtllivees of future Ntz Orlean$s; that niduniig,
the €iex) “saw tn'ee buffaloes lying {own on the bank,” sutiich protstly disanveared
inth/re “th ck ihrest and cane-branes.”* The men sperfcshat nightwomewhdi=/along
tle present-day uptown riverfroi't Jhere, Iberville descrived eiyfnents of the Cultural,
pipysical, zndhbiological landscape relevant to himat 'd momgity—at thentusk of the
region’s renistory and the delyn of its recorded hifuqry:

I'T]here are ten huts titatched with palmeti®u/near[bv | 15 ) small t&loubt
as high as a man, rffade of canes in the form of an oV 25 yards wideind 55
long, having a fex nats inside.... All thafzound by becomggyinundated
a foot deep as 10 Vack as half a league in the wood where 1 (Giint. Both
banks of the (1ve¥ almost the entire(disfance ak{o/c"the sl a, ai* so thickly
covered witlt caites of every size ., tiltf,one can ot walk throdgh them. It is
impenetrahle Country, which wéyla e easy finslear. Mgiof the canes are
dry; wheise. on fire they burn {paaily and, \WhZr burning/make as loud a
report as a pistol shot. [ They] Ildvi'roots tlire)) and foliafeet in the ground,
which{l¢dxk like a puppet.®’

(The canegor feeds that Iberville txd otleredHlier expiurers repeatedly descuibe are a
grass specielyArundinaria gighn'sg, which is tne only hariboo native to No:#a/America.
Once fo:ic throughout Soutiq'n riveriing andgspaiian environmentg, vunebrakes”
nowgsanstitute an endangered ecosysti1a covelis X less than 2 percent of their former
ranga’®)

Iberville’s geographical désesiptionssatthis point become ¢Onfusing. He re-
corded only 4.5 leagues of upriver tavel agding: contrary winds ¢od currents the next
day, March 8, placing him anywl'ar¢ from presént-day Carrolltos o Harahan to Norco.
(The utter lack of prominent ta»marks in this deltaic plainshatidicaps both the ex-
plorer and the reader of his jé+pials.)

On March 9, Ibéwzil®recorded a significant realizitidn:

Two leagues from tne place where we stopped fa: t'e night, the Indian...
pointed out tgmmasthe place through which the Indiaiis make their portage
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to this river from thg Bagk of the bay where the ships are anchored. They
drag their canoes oveing rather good road, at which we found several pieces
of baggage own¢d by men that were going there or were returning. He indi-
cated to me that dsdistance from the one place to the other was slight.....
From here to the sea it may be 50 leagues.®

berville lowned fram 1is Indian guides the ekistence of an alternative route
to the Culf of Maxics, by fiteans of a tidal lagoor™(7,ake Pontchartrain) and a “racher
good.oad” (afiinnamed (topographical ridge)srainer than the sinuous Migsitsirpi.
Wheéa exactly, was that pOutage? It is difficult towdy for certain. Based on the ¢leserip-
tidal ¢ne possibiiity is the Bayou St. John/Bagman Road portage in New Orlgtizg proper.
Ruadbervilldssecorded (distances seem to indicate a location farther upriter./erhaps
Mywas thefiuncture mag: by Bayou Metaiie/ Metairie Road with Bayou,St. John, but
iese featuic) do nbimarch the descriptica/More likely it wasa pimor baj and teno-
graphitiriage in £+ Charles Parish, suCiips the Tigonillou/tajyou Trepagnier portase
near(heypresent-Spy Bonnet Carré Spillway.
Sinfilar,confusion arises frhnidberville’s records o1 s se€@iiu voyage tsLoui-
siany early tadiext year. “I set ofilfrom coastal Missiosiopi] with my brotiter De Bi-
aville,” wrote on January 15, 1700, “to go to the (drtage from Take Pantehartrain
' te Midailsippi, to see wheutur the barques coptdnget in tlier.” The iandscape he
ubseqguently described couldhe'in the same St./Zityrles Parigh vicinitydbe) ville visited
the yeal hefore; it could alswe in present-day &xlzans Parisi)alongas tile southern
shar= i Lake Pontchartr/in, where Iberville encounteréd an inlet:

I got to the moua/of the stream that leads to the poitage. This Uideam is at
the far end of th "lake, toward the sCutl; it is 20! 7aids wile, 1) feet deep,
and 1 leagudlong....

If this is in fact itresent-day Orleand Parish, Thetfwiile ig petitioned along priseit-
day Robert E. Jsge Boulevard betwesa Wisner «ad St. Beznaid Avenue, descriling the
mouth of Bayou't. John.

1

I {vilys to the portage, whith I found,tolse 1 lezgue 1ong, and half the #is-
tancC being full of water il mud up to the kmeeutie other half fairlpoctd,
Worc of it being a countr nOf canes aivd finegipodas, suitable to live inf I 1dd
aree canoes carried over the poitig:.

After sailing up the crooked. log-strewn bayou, Iberville aieembarked on a
slightly elevated ridge, which couidibe the Dajou Road/Esplanady Ridge connecting
Bayou St. John with the Missis{ipri River. Despite the elevatien. the land hardly of-
fered any better passage. Wrotclherville’s chaplain Paul du Ru‘ef the trip, “From the
head of [Bayou St. John?], w4t ust cross through woods bul (i1 a path where there is
water up to one’s waist and 1iiwd to one’s knees.... there wal bile occasion when I sank
into it up to my waist”*3Ferville and his men trudged acroes the ridge to the banks of
the Mississippi—possibly to the site of the modern-d< T rench Quarter, previously an
Indian village:
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I went and looked at ?he spot where the Quinipissas once had a village, 112
leagues above this po ‘tage; here I found that the land did not become inun-
dated, or did so veylittle. Trees have grown back in the fields as big as 2 feet
around.... Todyyv I had a small field cleared in which I had some sugar cane
plixted that IT%Cught from St. Domingue.... Tiasouth side of the lake is
l)0adered by.a prdirie hal: ¢ I:ague to one league(wit'e, after which one comes
tovhe tall tiges! Thisdoonwlike a fine country to livetn.”!

That waswot the cstensus.

-—\»"___/}\

“Bad Country, Dad People,” 1699-1717

Troubled 1imes in early Louitiara

Tberville’s Louisiana ‘Ciplorations of 1699 spawned a nascent ¢@ipnial French
societ{ spattered thinly aldagithe Gulf Coast! Fol owing.thi, establishilient of Fort
Maugfenas, outposts arosg on the lower Mississippi Riyel tweat prefont-day Phoenix,
Lomisiuna in 1700 and at ®wo sites near Moli’e¢)Bay ine! /U2 andal /71 (the latter of
wiksli is now modern [¥abile). A small band of Mobilcwettlers.ciea'ed land at Bayoy
St. john in 1708, mar{iny the first Europealy{liveloptiicnt in pizser :-day New Orleans.
Scarcity, hunger, ditease, natural disastar, Official ifisttentiqn, and a desperate lack'¢f
settlers (only arovnd)300 lived throughGes the entre ®plony(n 1708) made life in.early
Louisiana a dreaded hardship.

Frust(aied and pessimistid, tire Croymiin 1717 ¢pded a monopoly fo) the
commercial Agwelopment of Loujginna to 2, présiiinentsfnancier named Antoine Cro-
zat. Privatjsing Louisiana reledsea{ne g(verr ment from the hassle of maragement,
while openiisg up the possibilit hat commercializat.an might actually préseliucrative.
But lack“¢f nineral riches, scaiwicy of setturs formgritulture, and limitfd tommercial
intepytioni with Spain, coupled with rismandga‘nent, feuding, and <ndian tensions,
doord the speculative venture. “B{.d fountry, bad people,” is hoy(CGpv. Antoine de
La Mothe Cadillac assessed the Leulsiana coles yin 1713.°> When Crozat retroceded
his monopoly in 1717, Louisiana’s prospeuts stemed dim. Yet a (w.mber of important
events occurred during the Crozat; ears.

First, in 1714, Louis luciereau de Saint-Denis foundad Natchitoches in pres-
ent-day central Louisiana,escép'ishing a French presence in tl's'Red River region and
trade connections with tHgSodnish to the south and west, St/c'ad, Antoine Cadillac es-
tablished Fort Toulouse®w! d Fort Tombecbé on key rivemg intAlabama, to guard against
English incursions from the north and east. Third, in"1%.6, Bienville founded a garri-
son—Fort Rosalie, néw Natchez, Mississippi—creating a commanding riverside pres-
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ence with fine soils nearby a1ithan opportunity to monitor the potentially hostile Nat-
chez Indians. These new_ Fzenieh outposts formed clutches helping control and develop
the unwieldy and problimat c Louisiana claim. It was also during the Crozat years that
King Louis XIV died (1715) and left the throne to his five-year old great-grandson,
Louis XV, (ot whom 2:ippe, Duc d’Orléans wouldsact as Regent of France. Among
the Duc @*Qrléans’_niaity businss associates was § lamboyant maverick peddling &
bold prenosition, Fiehamewadjohn Law.

Rorn igeEsinburglein, 1671, the gifted Lawigrew rich through high-risk(114n-
cial ¢fnatiops witii Europedi aristocracy. He fetted with his millions in Parps'ig the
earty'}710s, auying him$cl€with French royalty. Impressed with his financialawisardry,
i, Duc d'Qrleans autho)ized Law to estatlish the Banque Générale in {716 When
€ 19zat surrendered Kis ) ouisiana monopdly the next year, Law pounced. He proposed
te the Dwe-VOrléams,a Douisiana land-dvelopment plan thay vpould engtth all inves-
tors anft tite coun’r ywThe scheming ris'gtaxer found the righ®patron.

Less thge d month after Crozavformally relinquithed Lonisi{ra, John Suw’s
new, Ctmpasy of'the West receivefiig, twenty-five-year (flenopolz='iiter tosfevelop
cairimlercialyzth e Louisiana colopy. with a commitmert t& populate it with.6.000 set-
tledw anda?.000 slaves during the 1isxt ten years. ThefUgmpany tizen launéised an un-
or2veden ad marketing campaign across the continent to drunt up investin 1t in Loui-

iana stk and land, and to entice the lower clagaqs t& immigrate there( 1ijough based
on grdssiy exaggerated clailas/of commercial pater dal andwahomedsto 12il, Law and
hig Cmpany of the Wegs thrust Louisiana into the fesdront of Eluepean attention
and, niore importantly 2nanore permanentl{#d- cidedgesotutely #9.tound a city to be
cael La Nouvelle Onléaist

*\,/L*’l‘\_

roundation«oi®ew Gjleansy 1717-1718

The when, whx/, ¢nd wisy of Bienbilles'colossal decisiot

Resolved to establish, thirty Itagiies up ¢he river, a burg whicki shiould be
called New Orleans, where la1itting woule™) possible from either the river
or Lake Pontchartrain.’®

Those words, scribed.ia¢he register of John Law’s Compsay of the West prob-
ably on September 9, 1717,%4¢t in motion the foundation‘cfithe riverside city first
envisioned by La Salle thirty“Sve years earlier. The name Hoafired the Duc d’Orléans,
Law’s royal sponsor; thejhdicated site came from intelligénce gathered from Indians
over the previous eighteen years regarding a strategics“0ackdoor” route to the Mis-
sissippi River. Rathei tr an sailing up 100 treacherous miles of the lower Mississippi
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(the “river route”), amid fog"ead debris and against the current and sometimes the
wind, voyagers might ingtaaawaverse the usually calm waters of the Mississippi Sound,
through a waterway kncwn ;s the Rigolets, into the protected waters of Lake Pontchar-
train, and up a small rivulet called Bayou St. John. Travelers would then disembark and
follow a tw)/1jiile Indip=itrail—today’s Bayou Road—salong a slight upland now called
the Esplatinde Ridge. tirough(theswamps to reackdne banks of the Mississippi (see
map, “Ravdu St Jokn Portage,"5700s-2002”). TosRienville, this “lake route” circan-
vented the dangees Uf the rivdrroute and mitigatecsbncerns (held primarily by His lste
brot! er iberyille, who had,l0fig favored coastal lites) about the feasibility of a rivesside
set'l-ment.

Bi€avy le fulfilido his charge during”ate March and early April 1718, when his
men began clearing danjbrake at a locale—{-tgday’s French Quarter—he first viewed in
1/599.% “Taldare woelingnat present on thi\establishment of N¢v ‘Drleanstiirty leagues
aboveyhetentran e the Mississippi®®.is about all Bienviila, wrote aboat Nev: Ut
leans@yriiest m@ments, scribed ten weelss after the effort ¢hniinengea A Englisisaan
namedtonat'zan Darby, who landed Mhe following year, rfCarded myasetail. Bienville

had

girivnd with six vessels, loaded with provisiorgaiFmen. Tied» were thiiy
wolkmen, all convicts;ix Carpenters and four‘Ganadians ... ‘{{jhe whale 16-
cality was a dense capgirake, with only a srfiatipathway [Rayou Roat ] lead-
ing from the Mississipt to the Bayou [St. j¥%hy) comnidificpting vith, Lake
Pontchartrain. [R¢sidences were] made of standingioards and 1os®, with
walls and chimneys¥f dirt and covered Y7 cypresphark....”"

Siting an oufbopt on that particula:Lilersidelpeich ofl >red the French a straté:
gic position along a least-cost, minimu-aistance risite connecting, on one hand, (he
Gulf of Mexico/(atibbean/Atlantic Weuld from fvhimce thgy tume, and on the other,
the vast North American interior whishthey sopght to devi:lop. In addition to thpor-
tage, the advan(ages of slightly upraitediland, fine'ebils, a Weil-positioned perch{or river
defense, and@asp water for the dagking of stiias’addedsto the site’s appeal. The proxi-
mate cause;mdtivating the foundaion of Néw Orleans®was the need for a Cogvenient
port and co'wpany office for/flilmsommerciai develoment of Louisiana; i€ ultimate
cause weg/thie French impertaigeed to_aefend their Touisiana claim by 10rtifying its
Misgisgippi River Basin gateway agains: (he Eng i and Spanish.

Establishing a settlement is(on® thing; ensuring its survival’aid prosperity is
quite another. New Orleans faced ftsmerous eha'enges and dilemmas; trom both men
and nature, in the years following 1ténitial fbundation.
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AN

Bienville’s Dilemma

uestidiaole geography, questionablefnture: 1718-1722

Ckeptigion. prevai’&i,among partisans_ 2.2 observers regarding the wisadm
of Bianville'ysite selectigm,16r New Orleans. Among the doubters was Father Rierre
Fr{n:pis Xavierwle Charniewoix, the Jesuit trayeley and author of Histoire dela,Nouvelle
Fravace, wholarr ved to‘wbat he sardonically‘Cascribed as “this famous city of N buvelle
Otieans” in January 1 /22. Only a few welks/earlier, the Company of the Indies (suc-
¢ ssor telsy’s Compaity of the West) ¢ ficially designated NewrOrleang-is capital of
Louisicna,'thougli werd had not yet regphed the struggling ¢tigpost.

New Qi'qans, according to Fatiter Charlevoix, ba'e wittle semi'!nce ta,a Supi-
tal gity"Not et piatted, the city confpuised “a hundred baftasks, plgeecin no veiygood
ordd= ;] a lavge/vare-house built af timber[, ] two or three’houses wilich wauid be no
oriflementfo a village in France; [af'] one half of a soi¢ ware-houbs, formelyset apart
€0 Uivind services.”® A recent@ansus enumerated 282 white nf=n/and wdnieti (mostly
“rench Uat some German and Swiiss), 171 Africamslaves, and twenty-oife tadian slaves
living (11 iNew Orleans prop{r.2vith another 794%egple of allistes ngarby® “Imagine
togduelf,” Charlevoix wrote two weeks later,

two hundred pef0lis... sent out to a build a city..S4ho have setl:d on the
banks of a greacyiver, thinking upon(nsthing byt ijpon piiting themselves
under covert{rdiii the injuries of th&uyeather, af'd 1ii the mealime waiting
till a plan is el out for them, and tilishey haymbuilt hotGins according to it.

That plan, under developméiic by Adfier) de Patigar and his superior, Chief
Engineer Le 1!57d de la Tour, citcutated lgvally and{r>cched Charlevoix’,h/inds.
“Pauger... hdsfist shown me a plarigof thiz ewii inver/adw; but it will not be so easy
to put intg/¥hecution, as it has been to diaw fon] pager.” Pauger’s magnifigent design
for the capitai—preserved ir t¢ i y’s Franch Quarter-reflected the high cispectations
that flawved from John Law’s grandiosgeasion fir/Touisiana, even in tiie svake of the
schgm’s collapse in 1720.

Charlevoix harbored an amizlence ¢hared by many regar{ing, New Orleans.
At one point, he expounded on th¢ outpost’s notential, which he based

on the banks of a navigablyriver, at the distance of thirty thrfe/eagues from
the sea, from which a vessalymay come up in twenty-four hoursy/on the fertil-
ity of its soil; on the n)!&hess and wholesomeness of thelciriate... ; on the
industry of the inhal¥tants; on its neighbourhood to Mifkico, the Havana,
the finest islands of Zmerica, and lastly, to the Englivh c&ionies. Can there
be any thing morec aquisite to render a city flouris!uiz?*”

Sixteen daysyii New Orleans changed Charlevoix’s mind. “The country
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[around] New Orleans, has 1¥thing very remarkable;” he wrote, “nor have I found the
situation of this so very advantageous....” He then laid out the dubious advantages al-
leged by New Orleans’ ( efer ders:

The)%est is...a snll river called le Bayouc de Saint Jean ... which, at the end of
two 'agues,.drisharges /0nlf into the lake Pont: haitrain which has a com-
“aurlicationfWith the 423, {%r] trade between tl\2 capital Mobile and Biloxi,
and withwalilie othelyposis we possess near ffigjsea. The second is, that be-
low thagelt; (he rivef’ihakes a very great turniig called le detour aux Anglois
[English 1%rn], whit:f'is imagined would'he bf great advantage to prevent
a surj sige.'"!

Charievoix déeniissed both arguments, and was equally unimpresscdwith the
narshy soils downrivesirom the city, whes&“depth continues tg,diminish '3l the way to
e sea L have ngshirig to add,” he wrote Fismissively, “about tie presentistate of 2aw
Orleans™

Charlévix’s conflicting feelungs reflected a high-stakes devase that haaeged
acfosyrcolorial Touisiana for years®4Zhere should the cgpital of the walony—t25/Com-
pony's primary counter and port--ive located? Suggestions raiij2d from ag faiveast as
ivimbile ariiWawen Pensacola, to as far inland as Natcist and Maichitoch@w The wor-
tni€st rifal to Bienville’s site #7as Bayou Manchacjuthe Mississippi Rivas, distributary
south g5 Baton Rouge explqled)by Iberville twg'dec)des earligr. Manchaagdso boasted
a shoztcar to the Gulf Coast, and suffered few of tii¢ envinsmmental 7 rovlems of Bien-
villwsite. Bienville him$'£, the eventual victGrin the devute, expreseed doubts years
edliér in a February 17005 Jetter written to MiiniSter Porichartrain!{1is last summer, I
exemined...all the lapia%in the vicinity of [ (beMississij ] river. I did not find any at al
aat are not flooded{n tne spring” Aftencailing for mare agricultulists to settle the lafi¢,
bBienville promise/5As soon as thesesettlers arripethat Laks Rantchartrain and at the
Mississippi River tizly would be transncited to the neighbarhSod of the Bayagou'as,”a
site located fargpriver from the site lfwould evemtually sg'ect for New Orleand™ Those
are the best lgzas'in the world '

Bietiville’s stance evolyeaarer thie yicirs to favar strongly the Frenth, Quarter
site. That Lie r2ceived substansiyllaiid concestions in(thé: area probably in{tiehced this
advocaciz/3lenville succeeded znially wites the Canipeny, apparently couvinced of the
strategicmiperiority of a river site over g ¢oastel nisition and impressd¢d with Pauger’s
nevigiy plan, designated New Orlealis ¢s capital ot Louisiana on Desamber 23, 1721.
“His Royal Highness having thouglt advisahiy, to make the principei establishment
of the colony at New Orleans on tisaMississippi River,” beamed agutisfied Bienville to
the Council, “we have accordin{ly Jransported here all the goods that were at Biloxi,”
the previous capital. He then i.wished praise on his superiors: “itdippears to me that a
better decision could not hate/y2en made in view of the gooU (1ality of the soil along
the river [and the] consideraile advantage for... the unload rglof the vessels.”'**

That historic—aar'd 1ateful—decision derived largely from rational and care-
fully weighted geographical reasons of accessibility, de“ar dability, riverine position, ar-
ability, and natural re OFli€es, plus a lack of better alternatives. Here is Bienville in his
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own words on the siting of Néwy Orleans:

[T]he capital cily...1) advantageously situated in the center of the French
plantations, near J1Gugh to receive [their] assistance...and reciprocally to
furpish the settars with the things they need... from its warehouses. Bayou
St.Jbhn whicki S Jehind the city is of such great fCnyenience because of the
(ommunication which it {ftords with Lake Ponliciinrtrain and consequently
with the setifblt it canndsbe esteemed too highty?”

What Bigaville faii! to mention was (haf) personal gain (he owned Vaat iand
holdings herd'ind thus s'aod to benefit if the settlement progressed), bureautiatic in-
el momehtym, and/p e luck also played roles in the decision.

Ever since, g¢eond-guessing Bientii'e’s geographical wisdom in his"nandling
o) the sitinw dilemmaias become a favgriie topic of local pyfiitry. Bienville himself
never,rfurded opog regret about his New: Orleans decisionghucoccasienilly betiaryd
second,tiioughtsaiiwords that would rdsbnate with later géitarations{ot iNew Gileani-

ans:
Th{ rivé’ has been very high“ar three months and Fangverflowetiin several
places'apove New Orleans/ I:Tras destroyed several 1&wzes sd thiat more thin
'€ of the lands of the inhabitants are submerge¢ 4.

This country is subject W such great vicisgituacv... Now there is tol much
Vrought, now too muc_: ra n. Besides the winl .arelo violent 3%

o

When the guiges of hurricanes®“atrina ajfd ‘Kita subiedrged those lands/in
lugust-September 2005, observers worlawide pofadered hoisa major city could have
been founded on‘ua/precarious a site. Jpme saw néniyiure fCmine metropolis, save Yor
its relocation tgshigher ground. In essence, the Girca-1700s Gebate of the Frenglncolo-
nials about whee to locate Louisialie’s primaly ¢ity raged bgain—under very aifferent
circumstanced,_but with similar fdsfo’'s at ffiam

Iiideld, this is a challanging site taset major(city. Yet Bienville acieliwisely in
selecting(lin 1718, because’y¢ ki lew what makes a%ity great is not its sy, but its situ-
ation. “Gite” refers to the city’s actual Sliysical fo¢ simg; “situation” meaie‘its regional
conles. and how it connects with thesworld.

A strategic situation near‘the fiouth o1North America’s greatast river allowed
French colonials to exploit and pigtect theimyas! Louisiana clajm effectively from a
single point.

Had Bienville locatediNew Orleans farther upriver (sut’4 75 at Bayou Manchac
or Natchez), the city would h&ygbeen too inconvenient for cdasiil traffic and unable to
answer enemy incursions, lisatner words: good sites, but bgU’situations.

Had he located it/ rabther east, such as at Mobile®ar Biloxi, he would have re-
linquished the critical MissiSsippi River advantage and/sti'l suffered flooding problems.
Ditto for locations tagtisgavest: bad sites, bad situations.
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Had he located the,ciws farther downriver, the site would have been that much
more vulnerable and presaridus. The site he finally selected, today’s French Quarter,
represented the best av:ilab/> site within a fantastic geographical situation. French ob-
server Francois Marie Perrin Du Lac captured succinctly in 1807 the horns of Bien-
ville’s diler{iri

| Where is(1otifor a g1t distance a finer, more®levated, or healthier posi-

twn [for Wew Orleansiwlf higher, it would e Joo distant from the sea; if
»107

lower, sehiect to ind ndftions.

BiepmLie's wisdonirbecame apparentmzound the time of Du Lac’s yigiy,as New
Orivans emusg-d as ond,of the most important cities in America. It was shown again
Wfter Hurtfcane Katrnalwhen the FrenchQuarter and other historical areas all evaded
f50ding.

Why, then, 15 a major Amerigiutyity located in this preblematic site? Recaule
it malieperfect/riyional sense at the fime of its founding—*\time wheiixian dépended
heawilven Waterporne transportatiory and when this pardcular®@iic offered(tig best
waterborne duatss to what provegia,be the richest valltyon eagth.

Carman geographer Friedrich Ratzel cont(nnlated New Orleans®site-ver-
ws-situatinn dilemma in his I'o79s assessment of iniden Amelics. “New () leans,” he

udged. “just as poorly located’as a city, or mgfdyrecisely 4s a dwelliiig ) lace, as it is
excelllrtly located as a comunat cial site” He therwdfied: “Tris st-mefiianed advantage

hawdaatie up for all disadvintages”'*®

oS

IYewitness: New Orizans, ¢irca 1730

A Frengh woman and a Dutcriinan {escr be the eanly New Orleans cityssape

Drimary historical document( itbut €:xly New Orleans oftefi record the ac-
tivitzal_of prominent men or the mihugia of ship manifests, bills of"Syle, inventories,
and the like. Eyewitness descriptiding, of the anierging cityscape and*society, written
by everyday residents, are valued eaveptions’ Cne came from a yg&ihg woman in 1727;
another from a young man durir o the late 1719s to 1730s

The arrival of the Ursuiime Nuns to New Orleans in 172 #marked a significant
milestone in the installation 7t tench culture into New Orleui's) vis-a-vis the Catholic
faith, formal education, and tiiw presence of women. Among th1{) sisters was an articulate
young postulant named\ arie Madeleine Hachard de St Swnislaus, who endeavored
to dedicate her mission to her country’s notoriously pia¥iematic Louisiana colony.

After a harrcvy 1g journey, Hachard and the nuns landed at New Orleans on
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August 6-7, 1727, finding ‘t¢%; persons on the wharf on account of the early hour”
(5 a.m.). They were escasteduto their provisional quarters, a two-story house owned
by Bienville on the pre ent.ay 300 block of Chartres Street.'” There, the cloistered
postulant wrote a series ot lucid communiqués to her father in Rouen, who, duly im-
pressed wifh yhat a lgsabhistorian would describe ashis daughter’s “epistolary talent?
and “worGrqus expericiices,”' 0 cubsequently had thicinpublished.

O] ur citvimalled New Orleans, capital of ali Lo risiana,” she wrote,

is situatedhon the bagc/of the Mississippi Fivqr, which is at this place wider
thar{ the Seine at(&wen. On our side of tiilriver, there is a levée in good
conditioh to preverivthe overflow of thgmiver|[;] along [it] is a large ditchs®
reccive the wati1 that runs down the sidjpe, with timbered palisades to ¢n-
fine it. On thd'other side of this river/the e are wild woods with a few huts in
wiich lodge tiilislaves of the Company of the Indies.

Her perspactives perhaps tilit>¢ by her relativelyprivilegefi /Gircumseances,
Hacl'are. found'a c.ty that defied her low expectations.

Our'wity is very beautiful (!l constructed and regalarly Wuilt[,] as I sw
&%it on the day of our arrividl; for since that day v'é)have always remained
is oiir cloister. Before g arrival, we were givin,a very bld ilea of [Now
Orleans]; but... peoplcihave labored [since theil for its improveme @@ he
streets are very wide/and) straight; the prin/ipalbne [now Decatur Stiee] is
4lmost a league long. 1ne houses are built with woodad-frént ap/! mortar,
whitewashed, wait scoted and latticed. The houses aré wgvered with shingles
which are thin }fQuzds in the shape of siats, [with! afythe apj/clipnce and
beauty of slatg, i Guffices to tell you,that here is,suilg pullicly % song, in
which it is sa(d that this city has ag fiis/in appecriirce as tae C ty of Paris;
thus, this te' s you all.!!!

Hachard 5¢t New Orleans in_the contest 0fits r¢gidnal geography: “ have
been curious tg'inform myself aboutftie state o1 soil gfthis country.... Yould! this
place sometimes’Louisiana and at.outers Milsisfippi, but:t ought to be Louistana.''?
She then exviained to her father Wae stor/ ¢ifLa Salicand the claiming of“\quisiana,
reflecting th> historical perspgytives at thattiine. “[ T |h{ name of Mississiboilis that of

the river_slle explained. Regaiifig topCagzms, she 1ied more to clarify:

It is a river to which M. de la falic"gave the iume of Colbert, becadne M.
Colbert was then minister gf swt. But tl¥is name of Colbert hal nd: been
left to it and they have contituét to nanie'ic the Mississippi River. [ Others]
name it at present River St,1.Cuis. It 43, he ‘argest river in all Afn 1ica except
the St. Lawrence. A greal m: ny rivers fiow into the Missisgipol. It is from
seven to eight hundreaiZsagues from its source to the Guli'bfiMexico into
which it empties.

Aleague being 2.5 Jthree miles, Hachard’s estinfute \5'accurate: the Mississippi
is about 2,340 miles from 1:eadwaters to mouth. “But it/s 1 ot navigable,” she continued.

No vessels cariyp/ cend or descend on it except boats able to transport twelve
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or thirteen persons. /Vitseover, this river being bounded by forests of high
trees, the rapidity of idacurrent caves and hollows the ground of its banks so
that the trees fallin it 'such that] the passage of the river is obstructed.

Hashard had by this time experienced a southern Louisiana summer. “We are
here nearer t3'the sun_than in Pguen,” she wrote, “with®ut, however, having very greiit
heat. Wititer is rat!ictymild 4% luges about three nivaths, but it has only slight w/ie
frosts.” St then Guscribed thwegion’s biogeogralihy

We liave been assiiad that Louisiana is fodsdiimes larger than France. The
lands aiw very ferd's and yield several grop¥ each year, not along the riyas
wh(re here ard n15tly forests of oaks ¢3d other trees of prodigious size| nd
height, and rge¥,canes which grow fyGil fifteen to twenty feet high. But ata
felz leagues, ‘Lhgte are prairies, fields, @ plains [with] cottan-trees[,] Syca-
mor s, mu beiry trees, chestnut tie( s’ almond trees, walnu':/rees, fig rees,
lemon trees, Orange trees, pom/gmate trees, and othérs Which ke the
beauty/Gshe fields. If the soilawzelC cultivated, there wauld notshe W=y, bet-
ter imthewvorld. But, for thaty would be necessaryfttshave thasnt e peo-
plell....I Generally] the peopithere live in idleness/aiithapply theinselves to
scarcely anything except hiu\t ig and fishing.'"®

‘11 insinuation that £eri¢ulture around Newy Urleans 11047727 ogcuried mostly
.n prajzies distant from the ziWr is curious. Haghar{ might Iiyve been {4eiring to cul-
tivation’around the Bayou 5i. John area, or alowy the Metaire and Gentilly ridges,
whith had been cultivatetias early as 1708. Onshe may siiply have Uaen misinformed.
Tl e {{recocious young Y¢ than concluded her tréatise or Lo uisiand g esgraphy with this

fa.
Incse:

You tell me, car father, of your having boughtytwlarge®gaps of the state of
Mississip)i, <nd that you do not¢hete find tli= ¢ t)y of N(w tJrleans. Appar-
ently, those maps must be verymals)) for thig™Uity, the canital of the country,
would/n 54 have been omitted( 1 sorry tLa¢it cost /W, hundred and ten
cents, to Duy maps on which you cannd:/afld the nlacs of our residence. I
thinfthey are going to mak>/0/'w mgps/un whiciiv zill be marked our sett!-

ot

sipparently the father s'subseguent mad purchase still fell sholt ot Hachard’s
highfcortographic standards. Writing in 2pril 1728, she said,

the map of Louisiana of whicinyou infems=me having made the purchase,
in which the city of New Gileans ig sliciyn ‘on the shore of £7ake named
Pontchartrain, at a distan{e ¢f six leaguc®trom the Mississippr Zaver, is not
correct; for our city is ¢ttainly not situated on a lake, but oli£n " very banks
of the Mississippi.''®

On March 15, 1729, MaripMadeleine Hachard de St. Staniius, in the first such cer-
emony within the preseritiday United States, became Sijser St. Stanislaus Hachard."'¢
The twenty-one-year-old nun served New Orleans for Cier thirty years, dying in the
waning years of Francy’, Louisiana dominion. The Louisiana Historical Society, writ-
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ing in 1902, described Sister 2fadeleine Hachard as “the pious and charming woman
whose letters form one 2£t1:v most important historical documents for the study of
[New Orleans’] early hi:tory ... "

o

ReneatinSiscer Haciiura's Chartres StreetCidister passed one Le Page du Praw,
who itniessed _iew Orlealis évolve from a mergeciearing in the late 1710s to an Witib-
lishecwsomminity of the(I720s. “At my first arrivel in Louisiana,” he recollectdd 1t the
17505, New Srleans

existed only /n thme; for on my lan{iing I understood M. de Biainville [Bi-
anville], comnioadant general, waf) only gone to mark ¢livhe spoty e
pitclied ughan this spot in preferenc! to many others, morcfagreeallaiynd
sommodidus; but for that time ta's/was a place proper ghough; beglady, itis
not eve 7 1fan that can see so fif'ss some others. As the principdiwetucment
wagd'tnen at Mobile, it was ploper to have the capit'l 1ited at®viace from
whith tlere could be an eaggpcommunication withe¢his postpand thus a be?
ter choice could not have be>:l made....

Hé note'f some advantages of Mew Orleans’ situatiGin

. T]he town being on tie banks of the Missisippi, vessa's, the” of ashotsand
ton[s], may lay th'iir sides close to the shore even at'aw water {ind| need
only lay a smallGpidge, with two of theii“yrrds, in brapr to loggs unload,
to roll barreldancbales, &c. without fatiguing tha siip’s crewv. liiis town is
only a league(from St. John’s creek [Ezeu St. Jolu [ wherc pas: engers take
water for M bile....!'®

The grout.ison which New Orleaks is situated;"osing an cal'th accumulated
by the agze...is of a good quality for agrictltu e.... Thistend being flat, and
drowriyl)y inundations for ¢:veral agesfUannot fail:¢ tie kept in moisture,
ther2/%ing... only a mole ¢i/bank togre it the Vg trom overflowing i;
angtwbuld be even too nfaisy,and in| apali le of cultivesion, had not this moie
beea/made, and ditch/SYdug] to faciutate the ¢railing [of ] the waterd, Dt
‘Fiy means, [the regidid v mises| Wbe cultjvatedwith success.!"

Yet/ e Page (as he signed his name) ¢id.tecord sonte misgivings:

I should imagine, that if a tdwn*was at tnis')y to be built in this province,
a rising ground would be,pit¢hed ¥phn, o avoid inundatiohy; {land] the
bottom should be sufficitatl/ firm, for bearing great stongre-itices. [But]
without seeing stone, c.%hs least pebble, in upwards of a huniired leagues
extent...such a propofiin is impossible.... '

Le Page then described the ity proper, probably reflectifigtiic years 1728-34, when he
spent the most time there:

The place of aiy's [now Jackson Square] is in the middle of that part of the



118 Bienvilles Dilemma

town which faces therivar; [there] stands the parish church, called St. Louis,
where the Capuchinswafficiate, whose house is to the left of the church. To
the right stand fae pison, or jail, and the guard-house; both sides of the
place of arms are®=ien up by two bodies or rows of barracks. This place
stands all opentto the river.

fulshe streets are laid ¢u: both in length and (0reedth by the line, and in-
telvect and dress eagh Other at right angles. The Streets divide the town in
tJ fifty-fivelisles; eleventlong the river lengihwi se.... [E]ach of those isles
is fifty square toisesfird each again dividfd into twelve emplacements, or
comipartments, for 18dging as many families” The Intendant’s house stands
behind uie barracks'on the left; and thegnegazine, or warehouse-general ¢

hinttk2 barrack( ¢ n the right, on viewig the town from the river side. Che
Governor’s hbule stands in the middie f that part of the town, from which
wewo from thdplace of arms to th hapitation of the Jesyltyswhich is tear
the town. A he nouse of the Ursulin [17] Nuns is quite at the iid of thattwn,
so the rigs; as is also the hospl:zL 5f the sick, of whig'\the nunsfifve the
inspect qriFWhat I have just d¢Sesibed faces the river."

Theygres cest part of the houses 1§ of brick; the rest as2 or'timber anabrick.

[ T]here are many habitatiorsstanding close togetiir; each iicling a causy
[(pivised path] to secure his ground from ifsndéations, vingh fail ndie
coilie every year with t' e spring....'»

Springtinie river floods threatned human endeave's on water <5 well astand:

[A]t that time [#5high water], if any,shifs/1lappenfi®be in th&warbour of
New Orleansythsipeedily set sail; because the prodifious gmancity of dead
wood, or treds torn up by the roots;#vilich thelr'v T brir»s di wn, would
lodge befor/ the ship, and break the stqutest ca' les.'*

Settlemeirtenot only spanned the forty ar 56#1ver muies above and below New

Orleans, but bglsind it toward the lalm,In the fol'qr’ing passages, we can discerzzRayou
St. John, the gaiison later known as Spanish Iorf, present‘day Gentilly Boulevatd, and

the Rigolets @i« Chef Menteur, pagses:

‘gteague behind the t{iw', lirectlzback fromthe tiver, we meet withg bay-
i or creek, which can vlar largeshodts witli hars.

From this creek to the town, a'paft of its banks is inhabited by pl&izers; in
like manner as are the long Banks of angttiar creek: the habitaticis’of this
last go under the name of Gintilly.

At the end of St. John’s,Cretk, on the banks of the Lake [PS}tchartrain],
there is a redoubt [Spanisi¥fort], and a guard to defend it

[T]raveling obliqualy {som the lake], we meet the [Righlzi’s and Chef Men-
teur] Channels, zvh/ciiiead to Mobile.... >

Beyond thegwmical and urban geography of eariy New Orleans, Le Page me-
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