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Agiiculture in the Colonial Era

Twe.tieenchmen, an Englishman, gud a Spaniard
descrive the ldclister colonial agricw!tural economy

“The meidwho [sedled] Biloxi Bay in (699, wrote Nancy Surrey in hos1916
trefise on coamerce in“French colonial Louisiena, “were interested chiefly itiining
and tradingwith scarclyjeven a secondary interest in agriculture”*® Preci( us n inerals
piwved to be non-exisient in Louisiana, agf Yolonists’ ensuing efforts to export pearls,
bl iffalo hicis, dried, ishy, and other sundiries also fell short of sppectations. With the
hopeyof Quick riclies,fading, Louisiana’s a stiny as an agrige'tural coldéms;becam: jap-
parenspatdeit graatiy hindered by a pausity of labor. Frande tiad to in#d:t sustelance
to keopithe cololy, alive in its first/sw years—not quitgashe relatiorvhip thesmother
colajitry hac env sioned.

A sequence of events ir: (be late 1710s advgyced Lou'siana agri¢alture to a
se-und leZerIn 1716, the Cromm, exasperated willntii€ grantihg bf too {niiph land to
s00 few< glonists, issued an ed.ut delineating fertile inds into narrow “l¢iiy lot” planta-
tions {oddistributing them{to/a greater numbd: of Hlanters,(3ee Anteceatiat Cadasters,
Antesedent Axes). In 1718, Bienville founded a riverside pdiand coutrier-office—New
Orleans—that would, in fiive, serve as the pre(nfcr transghivinent pauivfor crops raised
oratkose plantations, I1il”'19, in response to the labot shortage, Fiahch colonials im;
norted the first Afric{n s 'aves to Louisiana' 4 ericultufa’ produlitivi y would rely on the
toil of enslaved mer and women of Afitsandescentqr the next 143 years. At rougalv
the same time, thC st major wave of Zuropeant a ived t) Lvuisiana, among them
hard-working German and Swiss farmais whogitléd the nearby Cote des Alleinands
and proceeded tofcultivate crucial fdodhcrops fartie colgil)

Wit/ she basic compongsts of ap agticultura’seconomy in place, the 1720s
witnessed Jaaulisiana exports epand fror raw materiaihwsuch as peltry, lumour, pitch,
and tar, to.rislude tobacco, infilygpand rice.”* Thoge tarce crops, plus grainyarid garden
vegetablud predominated alonigine lowerMississipprthroughout the cloiial era.

g

A generation later, fcasgolonial officials—two Frenciinien, an Englishman,
and a Spaniard—document’< Louisiana’s growing agricultujal landscape and trade
economy, complete with£he¥pins and biases of the day.

An anonymouaB ench officer, displeased withthtstate of New Orleans (see
Passing Judgment on New Orleans Society), described £3,/.744 an agriculture- and for-
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estry-based frontier exchangé®aconomy involving commodities and supplies moving
among France, Caribbeanssoivnies, and Indians in the interior:

We trade at preser with the Americans, to whom for their stuffs and rum
westgive] chiefijypeas and beans, which are very rare [in the French West In-
diegs we also seoply themmawith timber for build{ngwhips. To the merchants
‘vh&rbring gipfts, cloth, wise, brandy, liquors, £ rm3, and meal from France,
we give in elsliange®abalro, rice, mahis [maisw!, Cotton, indigo, skins, pine
wood,c s, cedagrlpg wood, pitch, tar, or piaccres, [which are] paper bills
having no%urrency vst'in the colony.

Lastiywve supplyhe savages [Indians] (vith fusils [flintlock muskets], pfw-
der, kot knives wieedles, razors, vermiition, woollen [sic], ribbons, bin-
kets, skirts, kue/ind red cloth, and Lxar dy... for which we get skins ofwild
o, kids,mitersybeavers, venison/ hravild fowl ... 22

rrenchmait Michel de la Rouvi'liére, the commisgiijnat New @5 leans, séxibed
in Sepiember, 1752 the “present sityation of the colony imregard to rinsettlempants, its
proucts, a1 d its commerce” to his séperior in France, Nuiister Antoine Louis 2ouillé.
N.ighel’s report provides a view ¢f(French Louisiana’sgpodestly ¢ipanding4'gricultural
pructidh o5 well as New Orleans’ emerging rol€'ia rfance’s [Nejv Worl/t liude econ-
7nly:

‘the [Crown’s] vessels Came very late this year¥ [his camsed al kinds or'mer-
chandise to be sca «ce and expensive herer.. [The prical declinet’uipon the
arrival of these y&isels, which came, fifteciyit numbler, hlmost thgysher.

Ships loade¢iard unloaded Campiaihy wood fdark Esart wood from the log=
wood tree of Campirhe, Mexico, used tdwxtract apuiple dye), “timber of all sorts ant
in abundance; tolaci o in the form of saui¥and twist),)..ind'70;] and many morsnel-
tries than in the preceding [years], $fitc¢ more{ofithem Hiwe come down than twual
from the Illinc'¢ [ountry] and thed hdctaws/

“Thiedinrvests of rice an@ Zorn will borather Guntiful in the integior of the
colony,” hefpuadicted.

5idigo will not yield soaich becattg of thembuitdant rains.... The Furivis
tsountry] has furnished much fio/1if;] enlsu/ (i nas already come dowli to
supply all the posts on the way”and even the Natchitoches.... Tha,vianta-
tions of wax trees that several iiéividualsthave made in the inteligr of the
colony were astonishingly firoductive last vjinter. Sieur Dubreuil... alone
has made at least six thousana'pourils of this wax...and seve 71 fhiave gone
into the woods by the sea‘\q.cather it from the wild trees of tiimspecies. The
public here uses no otheranterial at all to furnish it light, ana edmmerce has
profited by a part of it/tafFrance and for America.

Michel is describiigthayberry trees, also known dwwax myrtles, whose berries
yield a yellow-green wax witen exposed over hot waterE; rly New Orleans was a major
regional producer angl=spporter of candle wax made from this native coastal Louisiana
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tree. Planters also experimenied successfully with cotton: wrote Michel, “I have seen
some...cotton I found tashesplendid,” though, “together with the seeds, [t]hey are
rather difficult to detacy.” The same Dubreuil who produced wax also attempted to
solve the cotton ginning problem: “Sieur Dubreuil has just constructed a wheel that by,
means of t\70 pylindeqg=¥ copper, iron, or hard woodgioined together and turning ons
over the Gither like those of sujarimills, detaches thieswseeds quickly enough to make
it possitle to profieom iin“tommerce.” (Clauds, joseph Villars Dubreuil, a not>da
buildei taspongisicor thegrtant Old Ursuline Cesivent, operated a sawmill po(v2i=d
by diverted river water afuthc present-day foot'af Zlysian Fields Avenue. Perhape,this
wafs e site witere Dubtowil designed his cottorrgin. Successful or not, it yuauind take
aimther for(z viiars forla niiechanical cottonsgine to transform plantatioi agr/ culture
in the South—and NeV Orleans’ destiny(t Un the overall climate for plantation agri-
c/dture issIhuisiang,Miehel gushed:

2l the oty products grow perie:tly. All the seasons didgerfectly dishinct.
Each ofic riakes itself felt as it hught to. The climate is sorondid. Tiwsummer
is, 10 teli the truth, a little tos . warm and stormy, but that'is exacstv the timé
whelwt!e river is high.

1lioh water struck Mighel not as a liability, bait an asst:/'One cliy iispose of
ts watel ag,one wishes without touble or expengsmndatat the game time (. watersand....
enricke’ une’s land with the'mu'd that the water'iagve s on it M2 shel wygmeqally upbeat
abailcwban New Orleang:

The settlers., hog=Zome out of their lethargy. They gl asking(:gr negroes
and really caniiCisucceed without that: Things g'e troving alofly very well.
The colony (s gfowing every day,bywitself. It is{hecessary, so¥ speak, only
to spur it on_ir the three years that ihave beefyhere abodiforty fine houses
of brick hiyve been built in New Qricans; seviza’ the plaitaions have been
organized and perfectly establifizel; sever(l shwmills £3d a number of set-
tlers hityefbeen placed on new laitds where tiicy are liviay rather wretchedly
whilg waiting for some negra workers vilic can heln Giem to develop and
clear“tkem. Some... have sudt/me nfon/)..to hatly some negroes brough ¢
frinthe Cape [Francaia).

iviichel issued a three-part resgmmen/iaian for the colony’s waccess: “send
herg g¢ od peasants, farmers, and deceat geople, a1 a supply of negroes*—and no bad
soldier3y like those who recently prowsi to be‘“almost a total loss. (The majority have
already run away or died of drunleniiess, of,depjuchery of all sorts, and of venereal
diseases [and] scurvy... Michgi®tuggested wacruiting settlers todtbuisiana from the
French islands of the Caribbgun,*especially of Martinique..(#i1 re they find them-
selves too cramped and limitgd.for their plantations....”

Fitting a man dediagted to commercial developmesnyMichel summarized that
Louisiana “is, to tell the try i, my lord, the best land thawthcte is in the world and the
finest colony that the Kingwould possess.”*®
Two years latar,war broke out between French aud English colonial interests
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in the territorially contested Sthio River Valley. The conflict spread worldwide in the
late 1750s, increasing in/aatisbloodshed and stakes. French forces in North America
mostly succumbed by {760 but fighting continued elsewhere for three more years.
Foreseeing defeat, King Louis XV in 1762 secretly ceded France’s claims west of the
Mississippi, bius the £2%” of New Orleans, to his Spanish cousin King Carlos III, in
compensfdan for Snaur’s loss(qiits Florida possegsien to the British. When France
signed tae Treaty ¢ Paris i, 163, nearly all of thesrest of French North America; (o
cludiry Touisiguercist of thoMississippi as well asiFlench Canada, became Briti(b thr-
ritor;z, Francophorie NewsCrieans not only losiit) mother country for the unwanted
Sp(wigh dons; bt gainean unwelcome new,neighbor to north: British Wast rorida.
exghsh Cap:, Fhilip Pita an was among théue new neighbors.

Rittman, deHiCyed to survey his ¢ouiitry’s new lands, described New Orleans’
gl ograplm=iad plapiation agriculture in/he late 1760s:

There are stime plantations on tlie Bayouk of St. John, 2fidyen [Bay{u Hoad]
from tliee to New Orleans, (11w settlements of the Géutilly ardsane mile
frofa thg Bayouk [sic] of Stilonn, on the side of asmail creé.cinow-filled
Baydwentilly], which als#sammunicates with tHalake Pogitchartrain.

(an les Brul¢, Chapitop's, and the German setemients [Keni'er, Hardb'w
and Hahnville areas, ré.pactively] join each otiies,and are a continuasien of
well cultivated plantfaidns of near forty pliles “rom NewtOrleans, O:twgach
side of the river....

The different artigles [grown on thesp piipiations |(d) indigo/Ontton, rice,
maiz, beans,amyi®’¢ wax-candles, and lumber. The Wdigof thic country
is much este(me 1 for its beautiful cyorir and ¢oba qualiy; ti'e colour is
brighter tha'i that which is fabricatea®s St. Dot ingo. The cotton, though of
amost pepfagt white, is of a veryShortstaple, 20¢is thererSig not in great re-
quest. Thewnliz, different sorts o1%eans, rice. air1yrtlg Conddles, are articles
in constant demand in St. Domingo.

Somfeg§ the richest plantergijince theyeasl 762, hetabegun the cultivatign
of suglir, and have erectedni k6 for s jude! ing the cales; the sugar produced
in'this country is of a yijztine quality, @id somelof the crops have been (ery
1a:¢e; but no dependCife fan beiiad on this, &gome years the wintelware
t00 cold, and kill the canes in thefghennd.?

Agricultural production in Iarisiana, fnost of which passed th ough New Or-
leans, increased markedly at the clfse of the Erench era. The colony exported 672,000
livres’ worth of produce in 1755 gzad ten tifit\s faat number in 1707.16,662,000 livres),
with tobacco accounting for the 1en’s share.”®

By the 1770s, plantation agriculture dominated the™wwer Mississippi River
landscape. Francisco Boulignyy/a Spanish officer advisingsthe Crown on Louisiana
affairs, witnessed the grow,of the colony during 176%0"277S. While “the first ten
leagues [thirty miles] upo.nentering the river are uninl{ayitable,” he wrote, “after them
both banks of the rivar.are cleared and cultivated up to r*fanchac,” near Baton Rouge.



Manipulating the Landscape 199

This means about 175 riveriity, miles on both sides of the Mississippi, to 2,000 feet
depth on either side, wesa, uvagricultural production, with livestock grazing on pas-
ture behind the plantatiyns 7 nd timber harvested from the woods behind the pastures.
Bouligny then described how the plantations were delineated:

Jand'is measwsid by rife Yrontage, and all thee lands, or most of them,
“along to viir aus indiwidudis according to theif whilities. But as arule... they
Dave S00%g,.000 varas S&river frontage, with 7,400 in depth. This is the usual
Joncefl n; but beyoiid this distance, as the niterior of the lands is not in-
habizable, tne congssion is usually augme.ita'i in depth. 2

Bolllighy is d2:(ribing the Frenchicustom (encoded in the 17(6 eilict) of
deiineating long lotspgrpendicular to rivir, ineasured by the unit arpent. Bouligny, a
Shaniardpthnslated,ar pent to Spanish vhit vara, which equatedto abozt2.8 English
teet. EdripaLouisifiinlong lots typicallran four to ten arpgnésin frontagd by forlty n
depthyuytiich gemerally align with Bouligiiy’s estimates. Wlerw the rivial taeandertend
the nawiral lavee wiretches farther ik, long lots spanngdyin depthosveightysroents
or'nlare. Names for canals, levees, oistreets reflecting fae®o-called Torty appcui line”
or“Eighty Arpent Line” are still 10{31d throughout sq@ihern Lou:siana todéy,a relic of
co:9nial-¢ra ivlantation agricultare.

Rouligny’s descriptioingf the emerging alite'planter class, and {(S\lependence
on ing1.ytionalized Africar sl very, foretells ti'z ag icultumalin basedsarictocracy that
wou'thdominate Louisiana and New Orleans for much qfiiieupcondiig century:

In all the count :its of the world, the then'who de'iczce thems(lves to the
cultivation of.s.3ysoil are generally m¢r¢’day-labgfeng,..” Of( thejcontrary, in
Louisiana theiwteigns a noble and%prodd vanity bcCause thoygstatest praise
that can be .iade of a boy is to gan'aim a goad plunter,#hat is, a man intel-
ligent in te wils of the field.*

The m@brity of the planters Wity live [arowsli] NewRrleans are the most
decent people.... Many of theia are folniér officers wom the time of the
Frei:n!;] others are merdainis whi, Jving ghived 4 certain well-bein'x.
hdvrmployed it in buviigNegrocyan'l a pie€ of land. [This] provides
shetr with the ease to/in/ rese their capital .. # T1.95 gather frequentljyto s
i*a their neighbors; and¥neir convesationSire aiways directed to th= st ite
Of the harvest.... Each one has { zang of Zlduroes according to hi¢ abulity,
and the wealth of each one is nfeagured by naming the Negroes hesdus.**

Events forthcoming in thtynew Amasicar century wouldsugment the “reign”
of the “noble and proud” planterclass, and hel make the lower Misissippi River plan-
tation region home to one of¥he nation’s highest concentratic« ¢f millionaires. They
would also subject thousandss8¢ Africans—to whom Bouligny feferenced in the off-
handed manner usually reseiwed for mere objects—to decadespf enslavement on those
lucrative lands.
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AN

Agriculture in the American Era

Sugar ax' cottongpansform the South:—dnd New Orleans

A sequence of evéasslaround the turn gf the nineteenth century uttesly Wisls-
formed, Loufsiana agrictitiwe, and launched Néw Orleans into the world efonomy.
Firal 2n 179 }ymysiave rebpliion destabilized thicrtremely profitable Frenchgugyr 1sland
afSdint-Doriizigue. Troups sent by Napolean riiled to overcome insurgentstant: yellow
wver, and'hy 1804 ¢a2/colony declared jidipendence as Haiti. The losy, diminished
Mapolean's niteres: nivthe costly and cuin»irsome Louisiana cilbny, whict he viemred
as littlc more thaila granary for Saint{U diningue. Wary of £ ver*extending his egloiial
empire,n need ¢1jmoney, and in lig/itat impending war, INapoleofivdecided to tall the
en/fiyLouifiang territory to the Whited States. Suddenily, New Crleans, for aetades
tle Orphan oftwo declining, dis{r;4sed Old World coloiéal endsires, now found itself
Sategicaiynositioned to prosper under the dominiah/of an 2emendant, gmavashedly
Zipitalistic?New World demqlrady. River commérse, Unce conwblled by “adividuals
purchasing'the rights of mopepoly from the king or'Spain,” ifawhich “wialfa circulated
in a verjspartial manner,” nowsiell under “the Amelian commeisial sistom ... of tolera-

7/

tidand competition,” wlich “diffuses [wealth] to all arotind.” Anglé American settlers
ar{1v¢d in droves to Lguisiana—some to WewOrleant to)work {s iterchants, others
t&the lower Mississippi Valley as planters.(The influffinf Ainelican, speculators was s
gi¢at” after the Lousiatia Purchase, wrotwa disappfoving but iievertheless impresgel:
rhomas Ashe in 1205} “that the characteref comiiarce inst-ntaneously changed, ana
violence and comipatition, which in Aijerica meant sontendwi, reigned triumyhait-
ly...” The numher of merchants in New Orleass/ne wrate,increased fifty-foldwin six
years.”®

Astllece geopolitical eveltsinfurfedpshree agy cuiturally related teaxnological
breakthrotghy transpired ovemtwenty yearw® 17930 Eli Whitney inventel/the cotton
engine, (& "gin,” which draniit/cely imipeoved the $eparation of cotton yint trom seed.
In timepsotton cultivation spread intq/idpvly glea ol Mississippi Vallgy*énds mostly
nor'h /»f Baton Rouge. Two years latgz, lean Etienn¥ de Boré of New Q1itans succeed-
ed in granulating sugar cane locally—4 processwracticed for centuiiesin the tropical
West Indies, but elusive in semi-tzypical Lopigiana—and replicatad the success com-
mercially. Serendipitously for L¢uigiana, the termoil in Saint-Doriwigue decreased the
supply of West Indian sugar ariiincreased demand for new Lou #i21a cane just as many
sugar-savvy Haitians arrived fo/2lew Orleans and helped laur/qajé local sugar industry.
Sugar cane cultivation swirtiysreplaced fading colonial-era ¢i¥ps throughout the lower
Mississippi River region. 7.t worthy of remark,” wrote ®uae visitor in 1810, “that the
plantations... from Natchez%to New Orleans and still love - down, were formerly appro-
priated to the culturqefmdigo and rice, but the demand for these articles...being on
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the decline, the attention of fiieplanters is now turned to that of sugar and cotton, both
of which [make] excellentstitpments...."””° New Orleans served as the transshipment
and marketing node, ai'd la er as processing center, for the region’s exploding sugar
and cotton exports. The two commodities spectacularly increased port traffic. “The ex-
portation ¢liimerce gf-houisiana, fifteen years ago, was carried on with thirty ships ¢f
moderat¢Size,” wrote Trenchn'aniFrancois Marie Beidin Du Lac in 1807 after visiting
the regihn in 1801%%2. “Simge the cultivation of gigar’and cotton, it has so increas(a,
that aliowe twodweiJred arggmployed.”>”!

Finelly, in"1812, therst Mississippi Riye! steamboat docked at the catyés riv-
erf'ont. After avfew yealongt working out technwlogical, logistical, and legal turriers
(imely theill-udvised ranopoly granted t&énventors Robert Fulton and Rob »rt Liv-
ingston, overruled by ti}z Supreme Court(n 824 ), steam shipping rapidly antiquated
slhw-mowin p keelbmat tuflic to upriver distinations, providin{; “ficient fgalsportation
for higlertand ex{oits and exterior impprts to reach New Qilaans’ wharvs.”? Chtucn
ginnifig, sugar gmntlation, and steamboat transportation £Iscthelped Wa’rench sidwery
in theWgioprancragain, New Orlegiinwas positioned toDenefit—gine e crassept,com-
mer:ial sensa—ecoming the bugieseslave mart in thesouth.

£The products of Louisiai\ are already quite(Udnsideravisy” wroteiazmer Na-
nclconic (yrevect Pierre Clémgnt de Laussat later,uitite, as helscr bed hit /r/émoirs of

he Lou.siana Purchase era. Lawssat’s descriptiomsor ¥imerigan agricultrgl expansion

into tlle Iississippi Valley £& that time, thoughsard bnicallyh \werbolis, Giwulges both
gridging admiration for the new American nation andsekasperatiofi with Old World
powers:

Wherever the/Aljglo-Americans sett].4dhd is fefrinied an(| prd jress is rap-
id. There is fiwdys a group of them Wwho act asz railplazers, guiiig ... into the
American xaicerness ahead of the sctlers... fThey clear Iynopulate it, and
then pusli,or/again and again...{\They set upather: temuarsry shanties, fell
and burn trees, kill the Indians‘0i*./e killed by them, af.¥\ disappear... either
by ded:k ¢r by soon relinquishing'to a mas2 stable falniy....

Whensti score or so of siachiacw colonis) have cCigregated into one loé
tibr, | wo printers arrivgm—orie a federalis(, the ofheian antifederalist—h.r
(e doctors, then thé Jiwy ers, and then the¢ @ariune seekers. They Slrink
LUGsts, nominate a speake:, set upmp,town, £n¢ raise many children. 1in4lly,
thiey advertise the sale of vast tract!.sfland [ '2n] exaggerate the po} wlation
[to] form an independent stat(..../ind so another star appears onfndflag of
the United States!

A district under the Spanitn Wr French 1egime might begin, end<Ctart again,
get lost again, and so swacessively until its fate is sealed... Uafier the Anglo-
Americans, a newly bosn state...keeps on growing and strefiythening. >

That growth meaiytmore shipments to New Orlearid.svhere additional legions
of Anglo-American mer¥iiants, as well as Creole andsfyreign businessmen, oversaw
handling and transshipment to ocean-going vessels bould for world ports.

The turn of ti¢ nineteenth century thus saw New Orleans transform from an



202 Bienvilles Dilemma

isolated colony engaged in asrégional-scale frontier exchange economy, to a key cog of a
vast, export-driven Atlap#ic World economy. Out went colonial Louisiana’s low-value,
hither-and-thither expo'ts, ¢ italogued in 1791 as “indigo... skins of wild beasts, timber,
lumber, planks, shingles, rice, tobacco, and corn...;”* in their place came vast, mon-
ocultural, {avilaborg!fatations of cotton and sugansthe former above Baton Rougs
the latterfGmoughopr tiie Louisiaita deltaic plain scutward to the sea. New Orleans'
ensuing prosperity ¥ar olvedhardund the financingmmdrketing, handling, storage, pro-
cessin,wnd shisel g of these two premier commuaities.

Voyagers on thesncebellum Mississip pi/vitnessed the fruits of this agsicul-
tur@y productivity lining" e river as well as floating down it. “In the whole distance to
INew Orleari:, plantatiCy 15uches plantation;imarveled Timothy Flint in 1323: ‘T have
seh in nq part of the United States such(a 1yich and highly cultivated tract.... Noble
hiyuses, mive sugar-1:vuses, neat sumy. er-houses, and nume; us negra-tillages suc-
ceed@chother [(1nw] one continued gillage..... [It is the] fiehest agricticural ittt
in thg"Wnion.”*% " Wrote English geolaoist Charles Lyell ashe Vailed noér Batos, Keuge
in theTite winter"of 1846, “A greatfilany handsome coufitny hougasy“elongirgyto the
proj.rietors af si’ gar plantations, give' cultivated aspect tothis regiorr'....”

[ e scenery is enlivened by a prodigious nasmu < of schdOtjers and [&ipe
steamers sailing down £:om’the Ohio and Red#ivers, heavily fden with cSt-
ton. This cotton has gimady been much cgimplessed... Byt it under ges, at
INew Orleans, still grewsir pressure, by steaniypd wer, to Gifiicyish itdoulk Ue-
fore embarkation for Liverpool.

The captain calciiz ed that within the first seven Hows after we (2t [down-
town New Opiedns], we had passed (i¢ Ibss thar t 2w thou andbales going
down the river®*“amounting to 350,820 dollarsAli this merciiindize would
reach the greatemporium withinéwelyy hoursin, -

Much of the “great emporitiiis” profissibnal claosserved as middlemen—
agents, factors,Jaxrsyers, advisors, beakers, reptgsentatives/— for wealthy planteis/Zach
commodity (#faivned its own ecolwmic districCwithin{ tie city: the “Cottost District”
formed ar@Und the intersectionet Carorndele. and @ravier streets, homest», the Cot-
ton Exchange and numeroud fz ctir offices; the “SugarDistrict” formednari die French
Quartes lcvee around the foot o1 Bienvitie Street/where the Sugar Exchases and indus-
triallsu sar refining facilities operated.,

The Civil War radically disropted NeviyOrleans’ agriculturd| di pendency, but
only temporarily. Within a year, offerators begarn izcruiting Chinese field hands out of
Cuba and, later, Italians out of Sieily to repiice emancipated slaviyt 7s labor sources in
the sugar fields. (Their effortywould inadvertently create a “Cliiiitown” and a “Little
Palermo” at opposite ends ofrdowntown New Orleans.) Wifiivmostly low-paid black
labor, cotton and sugar agriculture remained fundamental 49 1ile city’s economy well
into the twentieth century.

A series of factorowdethroned King Cotton ant ts Crescent City retainers in
the 1910s-30s, among.them federal regulations, foreign¥mports, railroad and truck-
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ing competition with river tzaisportation, and the westward shift of cotton cultivation
to drier areas. Cotton aczaro®in Louisiana declined from almost two million acres in
1930 to a few hundred thoy sand in later decades. In New Orleans, the total number
of cotton-related businesses listed in city directories declined from 152 in 1921 to 47
in 1945-4€, [Optton fagtirs, the quintessential powepsrofession of antebellum times
declined (fem ninety-tiree in 1§87, fifteen in 1921,&:8d only one in 1949.77

ire city’s Wegar indusiy suffered a similasfate. The new Chalmette SugarEe:
fineryfittaved thesel Jar progussing industry from st French Quarter levee to sefai-fu-
ral S¢, Bernard Parish in 1812 Disease, low yiel¢s, rrice drops, and foreign com»&sition
follGwed. Sugaiactories (mills) in rural parishesdiminished from 300 in 1920 & 54 in
1226. Louis an/’s shar{ ot the national markogfell from 11 percent around 190) to 4.5
neicent in, 1937.2% Ifi 1Tew Orleans’ Sugal Listrict, brokers, factors, and firms almost
cimpletelylisappgareceby the early 19005 The state’s sugal Lgne indgethy regained
its foating'by thel 1250s, counting ovgn:2.300 farms and fofueight miiis, but stks -
quentiee tradgpincreased competitiordropping prices, isitig cqosts)licw yialdswand
uncoogaratiye woather steadily erotiad its status. By 2003nonly 728 2gar casmy tarms
andtFirteermil s remained in oparadion statewide.”” Sagar cane cultivationréitiains a
maor past of southern Louisiana ¢iture, but less an¢i%ss so everjuyear. A fagent pub-
lication elititted Delta Sugar, bynlohn B. Rehder, endapsulated (he trend /i3 subtitle:
‘Louisi&a’s Vanishing Plantatiea Landscape.”

Petroleum, shippirz./ind, now, the tdusisr1 and eamentionstrade have long
sinc(Supplanted the handling of early American-era agricuitural cdiimodities as the
citzr's, premier calling. Yat tite modern cityscéyfe/is replgtwith their influences, from
cowrn factors’ officenin'te CBD, to sugar merchants’ maiisiongsn tis¢ Garden District
‘0 tne immense U.S. (Cuitom House on Lanbl'Street=—ohce arjong the largest govern-
ment buildings in tizgnation, built to presess receinwwn the vast agricultural riches ¢£
the Mississippi V{lle)s as they passed throwgh the QQuzin Cit(z o) the South.

-—\\JL}-‘

Constraining and /Coni: iling the River

The blessings and curses,o; "{vee conwtruction on the Mississ.ppi

Springtime river floads §uickly convinced French colgftals in New Orleans
that the natural levée (from lewes. “to raise”) provided insuffidiint protection from the
Mississippi. The first orgahized effort to heighten and reinfyrce it began in 1722-23,
when city engineers Le Biongd de La Tour and Adrien &a,t<lger planned an earthen
embankment about twelvayfeet wide reinforced with a'double palisade of timbers.
Original plans had tojhe,scaled back because of an insufhcient labor force and the death
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of La Tour in late 1723. By } /24, the first levee measured six feet wide, 3000 feet long,
and probably three feet high, but was readily breached by the high waters of the Missis-
sippi that spring. Three | rear later, a solid eighteen-foot-wide and three-foot-high levee
(plus a parallel ditch to collect seepage) lined one mile of the town’s riverfront. For,
manpower thjrcity atye-)t obligated slave owners to aasign their bondsmen thirty days
labor on Falic works, then adbptsd a tax instead.

Iiiroughoutne Faandincolonial era, “extansion of the levee line [beyond th:
city] Wamalmaogtes: lirely iy vork of private landwdevelopers supervised at th¢ lofal
level first by,commniandapts. then by parish anc\county governments.® By 17352, riv-
erflont levees éntended ‘“welve miles below New Orleans to thirty miles abaviit; by
17572, the blrmr s spani'ea twenty miles belézthe city to thirty miles upr! zer,)nd ad-
vaticed inghat direct/oriby about one mild pe year.’”!

Thitraditianarof localism confinued under the Spahsiy, as eaghisoncession
recipight vore th¢ responsibility of leysp, construction, draiftage ditch eXCavation] ird
road @ivaring. L@yPage du Pratz, who,resided in New Orle/ ns¥rom,itsioanding téthe

1730s%¥ad ppblisited his History of Eowisiana in 1758, wrf

On [ both] banks of the riv(rifuns a causey, or pmle’road {llowing cre'st
o yree] from the English Reach quite to theitows; and al€ut ten leagyes
b&0nd it; which makés about fifteen or sixtgenTeagues chwlach side (e
12ver; and which may e travelled in a coacl®rhorsebacly, on the bat-on ' as
smooth as a table.*

A league measuriig 2.5 to three milef,/Le Page’s estimatas generally concur
widsihose of an Englisizaptain who visited New Orleaistin tha lata1760s:

The Leveé. fextends from the Defouindes Angle < [ English Tuin), to the up-
per settlepsant’of the Germans, 4vhicivis a distdyce of meiythan fifty miles,
[with] a ghg/. coach-road all the‘\ay. The Levs b ‘fore.tisafown is repaired
at the public expense, [but] eaciiiithabitalt kleps that part in repair which
is oppadit’s to his own plantat on.”

Nay ifitegral flood-controi infristia ture cartwbe decentralized_and “out-
sourced” foindividuals in this\manner. Faiure of <oy one landowner to/iristall and
maintairaHroperly his portiona/ the levewwouldycoinpromise the ent(re system. An
earlysrteniipt at centralized oversight caine witl.foanish Governor Carondelet’s levee
orduince of 1792, which required (viidicated residents to raise lefeds to the recent
high-water mark of the river, while s¢iaforcingsthir sides by filling in aitches and plant-
ing grass to conserve the soil. Livestck grazingwas strictly forbidgen, and in the most
vulnerable places, “the owner wi'l Fave to have at all times a deyoait of pickets, planks,
Spanish moss and other articlesecessary to stop the crevassgs ufider penalty of a fine
of one hundred piastres.”%

A weak federal guvertiment and rural isolation,alizw2d localism to continue
under American dominie/. In New Orleans, the City Capndil gradually gained control
over the waterfront and set standards (1810) for leveé &/ nstruction: at least three feet
above the river at norigi: stage, one foot above high-water line, and five to six feet wide
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at the base for each foot in h=ight. The effort at this time fell under the direction of City
Engineer Jacques Tanesesuwiio designed embankments that, unlike today’s trapezoidal
berms, faced the river wi th a/wall of wooden pilings reinforced by an earthen backslope
which doubled as a whart. Levees in adjacent areas rarely conformed to those stan-
dards, ther{t yireducing the system’s overall effectivepass to that of the weakest link.
18, as American exjaniion ensued, leveeswof varying standrds expanded
upstreasn ava rapiaiace. Girca®t 770 levees parallal2d' the river from English Turi: (1)
to thefSwrmang@elt; by 1572 they extended up ®#Old River; and by 1844 the{dilles
reactea beyond Greenville, Wlississippi.*® A visiter during 1819-21 described e re-
gi¢ns{ artificiarwmbankiiiant” as

thirty or fortymards from the natural Sk of the river, four to six feet higi;
aild six to nilidagieet broad at the bastyextending] 130 piles on the Qast-
ern, ind ahot¥ 170 on the westelri\'de of the river.... [I[t) preservefion
is secures by ‘the obligation whic/iyshe law imposes on'eviry indiyidual to
maintaifife,good repair that pastwiiich is before his owa land...entefsed by
commissiiners who are appqiied to inspect and dirfeyrepairs>®

Fifteen years later, Josepl iHolt Ingraham desprived Nity Orleans system in
hifsravel@guy, The South-West hv a Yankee:

| Yhe levee] extends,@@mboth sides of the f/iveihto morethan one hipdied
2nd fifty miles above ¥Cw-Orleans. This levowi’ properly a Jike, tiréwn up
on the verge of th{ river, from twenty-five to thirty &t in'breadth, aitd two
feet higher than higi*water mark; leavin{:4 ¢itch, onfegse, on thepiniier side,
of equal breadtiy‘om which the earth to form thadgvée is,takal. Conse-
quently... when e river is full...th Adrface of taly river willl be four feet
higher than the surface of the countijn, 7

Disaster “nspired reform in figod-controipslicy.ormsrevasse in the leecwof
Pierre Sauvé’s Iaflerson Parish plantation on Mav.3, 1849 iieoded over 200 blesks in
New Orleans, U willing up the backswamp anf1.pundatirig the city from the reat Sau-
vé’s Crevassc” riinked as the city’dwirst fl60Amntil Ka'rinta in 2005 (see “May Heaven
Avert AnotnlnSuch Catastropke! Spand fodaad the felepal government tq(Cbasider its
role in oferseeing lower Mistiship pi Ritar flood corirol. Washington respanded by of-
fering federally owned swamplands tofsiytes in/ch *iississippi Valleygdimekchange for
thei ¢ommitment to build levees, dmiti" the swarips, sell the land, an&recoup their
investmient. The Swamp and Overdlow"Land Achof 1850 spurred mcse/evee construc-
tion, but fell short of expectatione Also at thiz tithe, the federal gavernment engaged
in matters of the navigability anf Chntrol or¥¢e Mississippi by fufing two landmark
(and competing) surveys. Onyfivas led by Andrew Atkinson Hi«{ir hreys, which would
recommend a “levees-only” folicy to control the Mississippif ti¥ other, by Charles El-
let, suggested a compreherivive approach that included lefes to constrain the river,
and outlets and reservoirs/.Ctaccommodate it. Humphreyw, research would lead to in-
creased federal involvemeiit in levee development latr/in the century (and to great
reconsideration in thgmake of the 1927 flood, when the wisdom of Ellet’s research
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proved true).3®

The state also emteied the picture. In 1854, the Louisiana state legislature
formed four flood distiicts ind a Board of Swamp Land Commissioners to oversee
levee development. In time, this entity would evolve into the “levee district,” a con-
sortium of{gbernmeg bodies that manages levee zzork and possesses the power t
levy taxe(™*®, The age O1'localisa yvas ending. But tlicsywar clouds gathered, derailing
progres: tor'over,a J!27ade. Milemof existing levees /s, Louisiana deteriorated during th#
Civil Yvas

Flogd coritrol came of age in the civiliapgineering era of the late ninctaenth
certvipy. Locauypeity engineers in New Orleans proposed in 1871 an integratea dystem
oiprotection I vees aiiq iirban drainage néuworks, though full execution world take
andther generation. bGtarewide, in 1886, I{ou siana created levee districts to begin co-
ol dinatimgewee mginterance efforts. Md it significantly, at thd riqtional lgwa, Congress
created tre Mississippi River Commiggion in 1879 and dif®ated it to work with jare
Army€orps of Eacineers in controlling'the lower Missisg ppr. With (e Comymiseion
“offeriifizadyice, sCrving as a clearing hguse for technical (iatg, andganeding tyw thirds
of de'fundig 1/ quired for constriciion, levees in Louitiaiia reached d new Jevei of so-
niietication.”®'? In 1890, the state (reated the Orleanf7lgvee Distiist and tiaBoard of
Ievire Conn issioners, chargingthem with the “contsnction, r>pa'r, cont’:cl ind main-

enance'yfall levees in the Diswict, whether on rimert, Take, canal or elseWiijre... ”*!! By
1892, (v/idf-million cubic yird, of soil went intath? constmstion of fve iniles of new
leyestund the reinforcemyent of twenty-four existing miles. Over a rfuifion more cubic
yards were added to thesity’s levees in 1892-94. 1a 1907mmarth-mgeing machines were
intwduced, reducing,coaitruction costs by half while spheding wotk and improving
quality. By the late 19205, the Orleans Leve:Poard’s wokers Liad rioved an additiopal
4fteen million cubityyzards of soil to théNew Orleaiwriverfront levees in accordarica
with the exacting(standards of the Misgissippi Rivier €9 mmifsicn.*'?

While the massive earthen wellarising’aipund Niw Orleans gave its cicwens
a sense of sectiritly, the emphasis Q1 Iévees algne as the (ufense against floods- ~the
“levees only/ slicy advocated by 3lumpbreyswnd oth®s, including the public, since
the mid-1839s—backfired during tne Giiat Fiood of 1527. Levees are criticel to the
control ofa iiver but, withou! b iCup mechanisms, tizey raise the river’alevtland pow-
er andythis'worsen the chancestind consequend?) of a crevasse. In otlizr ivords, they
alleyfape tile annual nuisance of minor f'soding ¥t increase the risk“£an occasional
catasi.aphic deluge. Levees also sevelith : annugl replenishment of s¢dinent and fresh-
water that the river historically imparted to tHeGtaic plain.

The 1927 deluge flood ipapived q&i k rassage of the Flodd'Gontrol Act, which
cemented the federal governmei
mitment to, a massively augmented Mississippi River flood geafrol system. Immense
alteration of the Mississippi, valley’s physical and human geagiephy was forthcoming:
levees would be raised, bréndened, strengthened, and exterr<d; floodways, spillways,
and runoff channels weilito be excavated; reservoirs/ihcks, dams, weirs, and other
structures would be installed. The changes, mostly exectiad in the 1930s-60s, radically
affected millions of pugple, where and how they lived, and how they perceived their

2 financial responsibility for/amd engineering com-
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environmental security or risfwThe tradeoft: the Flood Control Act also specified that
the government would nat,b&liable for losses should those flood-control systems fail.

Locally, as a re:ult/>f the Flood Control Act of 1928, levees were realigned,
reinforced, and raised, creating the earthen berms Louisianians know today. Backing
up the tradt'dual levep=tontrol of the river were the Bannet Carré and Morganza spil®
ways, builts accommivdate thie/will of the Mississibpiby providing “safety values” t&
divert dingerously *igh water into adjacent water/odies. No major Mississippi River
levee Uivachesdpmrs Sccurrgdiin the New Orleans wattropolitan area since 1927.

Until recently, the Orleans Parish Levie B3oard maintained, according e the
defign grades Ohthe U.S A rmy Corps of Engindgers, twenty-eight miles of levees and
ndadwalls dadseventy-{hree floodgates aloi g the Mississippi River, plus {not/ler 101
muies of levees and Ju7)floodgates along(Lale Pontchartrain and the navigation and
olitfall cama’s > While the latter failed iifamously during Hyrj ipane Kag=pa in 2008,
expotir'g ¢ngineel1y flaws at Army Cepns and leading to t'ianification of parilh 1
vee boweds, the giwerfront levees succaecdd in keeping a twilve-foot-aliive-nommaigulf
surge Lawingrup e Mississippi fr¢inpouring into New Qrleansy ™= providyd little
coinfort to (he tins of thousandsat tomeowners whe'tlodded,becadise of gandl levee
bréachesa-failures for which, acclisding to the 192&Tinod Coirsl Act, tie, govern-
meit was no' liable*'

The control of the Miusissippi River, amperiort spanning thrée Segimes and
nearly/thi¢e centuries, repr¢ser ts one of humaiity’s grandestshanipylatics of a natu-
ral systam. It has rendered nearly as many blessings—prhatctive cfoplands, a livable
Nesv Urleans, a society flaurishing on a bount €4) deltaigplain—asgghas curses: coastal
ercwon, subsidence,salitsiter intrusion, ecglogical declit®, andleves-dependent land
levelopment schem(s that lure settlersyinvttiazardcus/tlood plaiiis. Spatially, the af-
‘ort resolved the thisat of Mississippi Kiwer flooding % New,Orleans proper—only ts
transfer that thre{t to the rising, encrqaciing Gu'f o Mexido. ‘'emporally, it sugmed-
ed in preventing frequent minor floéde —but ificizased tliy chances of an occasianal
mega-catastrojlié

Levts®) in short, both er@ble andsencinger, htian life—a classicgLouisiana
dilemma.

AN
Scoring @nid Scouring the Land

The benefits and costs o canal excavation in a delicieenvironment

Why score ana®-our thin, delicate soils andg@ivit¢ dangerous water bodies
into the heart of a bowl-shaped metropolis? That questi&y verplexed many outside ob-
servers as the Katrina a'sa played out in the late summer of 200S. Motivations for canal
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excavation that seemed ratigiialin the past now bear greater scrutiny.

Pressure to imprayewccess between the Mississippi River and Lake Pontchar-
train inspired canal plars as arly as 1718. One proposal appeared on what may be the
earliest city plat, Plan de la Ville de la Nouvelle Orléans projettée en Mars 1721. Tech-
nologically/to)y ambitiets for the era, the envisionedacanal never passed the concep
tual stagef™or did Gov. Périer’s fuggestion in 1727 fowdig a channel from city limits 8
Bayou £&. j8hn. Mcisavatersrayuxcavation in earlyssoronial times took the form of qu-
nor ditches fongeeiling rustoff rom muddy streewsswhich residents crossed on (r2ug2d
sidexnalRs (benquettes) and wooden bridges.

Arou1ith1750, Claude Joseph Villars Dabreuil directed his slaves ta, eawavate
aviver-diver o canal ¢ Wower a moulin a prauches (sawmill) on a plantaton it hmedi-
ately below New Orltars. That project, lat(r ¢:lled the Marigny Canal, eventually influ-
eliced thewstilineguity of Elysian Fields \venue when the Fa/il\garg Magsgny was laid
out imI8US. Desplitehe potential dangeso. provoking a creviee, diverfiiiy the rivirtor
hydrgiegical enggv was not uncommaorin colonial times. Xinglish Cap i JamesPittraan
repariin 1770%nat “many of the glanters” near New Qilwens “hametw-mil'sywnich
ar¢ (wbrked v fae waters of the MiSsissippi in the tirie Uf the floods, and,'30] day
anthnighttill the waters fall.”*'s Tnlpractice continuefpto the /iinerican yoars. Wrote
Fctlescud Ciiming in 1810, “amaimber of mill races'thave beer(l c it throtgnthe levee.
Dn theszaces saw mills are ervsted for sawing plankyboards for builditigfhouses, and
other¢tbi'making sugar box>s . exported to thitiHar annah@3t

Canal excavation for transportation promised £ niore prdireshan those dug
forendrgy. New Orleanjansin the late 17005 s'i relied gempncient Pywou Road to reach
Rapea St. John and KanPontchartrain, limiting cargo @id passeriger movement be
sween city and lake. (ipanish Gov. Hecter Gasondele! (iodresscd this problem in 1794
hy directing the ex¢owation of a canal to'the bayou, aividea first broached by Goverrnicr:
Périer almost sevinty years earlier. Thegnitial narriyw iitch, usec for drainage, woy'd be
widened for schooners and lined with®erc2-linedbal quettes, providing a promenadafor
citizens as wel' zs{freight access to tae fake.’'” Sompleted b¥1796 at a width ¢f fi'teen
French feet,ar% later privatized afifiwidenea i the eafiynAmerican years, the Caron-
delet Canalydeveloped into a Key,comme -cial wateryray¥or “cotton, tobagzo,lumber,
wood, lime, Urick, tar, pitch, Yar Gsand, oysters, markesing ... furs and paltrits, ™' while
also sarvig to drain runoff frox city strevts. Agjreciative citizens “erl>ctrd a monu-
mep(.) in the English, French, and Spdxish langages, purporting, t2at, * This canal
was avaigned, planned, and executed hv the Bagon de Carondelet, fct tije convenience
of the city. 7' Maj. Amos Stoddard dGescribed*digwaterway in 1812:

This canal rises in a basir... cufficiently capacious to accompmadate several
small vessels. It extend: ‘a5 direct line about two miles to 'S¢, ohn’s creek,
and is about twenty fzemywide. This is of great advantag>/t"the city, par-
ticularly as the profusts®f the lake and back country, syegh,as fish, lime, tar,
[and] pitch...find Smeasy water access to the inhabitaii’s; whereby a diffi-
cult and expensiv¥{:artage of three miles [on Bayoy™oad] is avoided.?

The waterwa 7/ ave the city access to lakeshore and coastal trade as well as to
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the piney-woods regions betiiind them. When a flatboat navigated successfully in 1824
from the wild headwatersor*the Pearl River in central Mississippi all the way to the
Carondelet Canal’s turr:ing F asin, it was hailed as “a new and interesting experiment in
the inland commerce of this country [which] will lead to events of incalcuable benefit
to the trad 5f'New @=hans.”**! A contributor to thaNew York Times later remarkes
on the bystiing specratie of thit tiirning basin, locafcdhimmediately behind the city a¢
present:day’ Basin a’d Orleans Sireets:

The comitwrce of Calalidelet Canal... is adnully increasing[ ;] a large trade
is cayfied on witll tii¢ river and seaboard towns of Alabama, Mississippi,
Flopiely, &c..../The large fleet of brigh,"ushooners, sloops, and steamis,
whith/Come up (g the city in the rear. @bonce strikes the attention of the

stranger, and'ne Jvonders how the ve:sei; ever got up...into the heart of the
240322

Zinglo-Anierican businessmenlir! the upper city réspanded thlfe loweriore-
donfingatly Cre¢l?) city’s successfi canal project, as wp'las its recent Pontchartrain
Rdil¢ad, b planing their own Ciogto-lake waterway The New Guleans Cuadl and
Binking Company invested four'taitlion dollars in 1821 to exciiate a channel to the
lai'y, meaguriug sixty feet wide accommodating six®ocdraft visshls, linefi jwith alevee
anti a pazed toll road, and terf.vnating in a turning Pesin near Julia Streg¥’yvresent-day
inters¢Cen with Loyola Avenie. For labor, thi: corpany redsuited poositrish “ditch-
ers,’who died by the thousands from disease and brutal woak; conditians.

The New OrleantyCanal, completed /) 1838 andrnicknanied the New Ba-
sithCanal to distingnisia/if from the Carondelet (“Old*®asin”)_Call, soon proved a
suceess. The waterwgy vrought to the inn>/ fity a sfehdy strcam | f sand, gravel, anG
shell for fill; lumbe’:, firewood, and clarcoul; fruitt)vegetables, cotton, and seafobq,
and myriad other/Caygo from the lake aitd coast. Fotispaviggiion canals, their adjacent
shells roads, and tiie Pontchartrain Raiioad alldmipéd cof nect New Orleans with its
neighbors whi’e Gircumventing slov aind costly tips acrgspthe land or down the Jiver.
“The citizengsaem determined to 33914 the orxdFundred,aiid ten miles of river naviga-
tion,” wrote.on€ visitor in 1832wiiots twolof{h bse proicess were under develpment. >
That observation encapsulates bmach of the 1notivatitin Jor the scoring anci4dburing of
the New @7leans landscape.

Prainage explains most of the's's”. Thé'Qd and New Basin calals were joined
by 4{ries of drainage (“outfall”) carfalsfexcavated in the 1870s as paft'yf the emerging
municipal drainage system, which ¢ase to fruiticia at the turn of the twentieth century.
Unlike earlier gravity-fed drainage ulichesanfasiive pumps propellefigainwater through
these wider waterways and intd ad acent water bodies. Becauge fney had to be lined
with levees, the drainage canaisormed new hydrological sub-basins in the lakeside
marshes, because they bisectt the ever-so-slight topography ¢-he natural basins with
severe and sudden barriets, 1ive 17 Street, Orleans, Lond~afAvenue, and other later
drainage canals (some &p/n, others covered) escortedsnwented rainwater out of the
topographic bowl, but also allowed a channel of lake Yvar to sit within and above the
bowl, a few feet from1\e1 71y developing residential neighborhoods. This is usually not a
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problem, so long as the leveestold.

Competition amangvports motivated city leaders in the 1910s to advocate
streamlining navigatiori rou es and creating new dock space off the river. The vision
soon evolved into the “Inner Harbor Navigation Canal.” A committee organized in
1918 ident{f.ci variogaHenefits that the so-called “Jadustrial Canal” would bring ts
New Orl¢ans: the creation of shioibuilding sites witliiwa protected, fixed-level harbox}
the devilopment oS w water fontage that couldshe'privately held (river frontage!in
New Gilsans wpert. tditiongly neld in the public wsist); the creation of space fdribw
facilizies'to handle; storeqai transport cargo,iard the extension of the Intradwastal
Calvlly*™

In [4a 1918, the corridor for the Canal was selected—a 5.3-mil¢ -lon ; swath
with a 1600-foot-wilte yight-of-way locatd Joughly two miles downriver and paral-
le. to Elyeisy FieldmAvenue (where, inddentally, a similar ¢/t dvwas fazaheen ninety
yearswlriier). The selected corridor bewsted definite advantigas, being ("t withifl Ut-
leans@yrish lim#n: (2) across a relatjvel “narrow land strip'between ristr and lakep! 3)
mostiytindeseloped; (4) conveniefinto existing shippingtanes ands; Urt actiziyy; 'and
(&) Gither citwv-0 wned or readily asatirable. Its riverside haif followed'a tract.awited by
th&Ursuline Nuns since 1821 (piusadjacent Convent/Sireet ana seme neafugrblocks),
whith thdnuns, “[w]ith exceptianal generosity,* Genated to the ity in 191 1. The ori-
ntatiors 'of the nuns’ propertyaad the surrounding sureet network in tfie' Ninth Ward
(preséntiay Bywater and 1lol; Cross neighbéhocds) deta=inined the Liertheasterly
orjefitasion of the lower portion of the Industrial Canalpgacerthe cofiilor got past the
deyeloped area along tha natural levee, desigh<rs dog-lggged the 9th'in a northwest-
eriwdirection to achiayesChorter route to the lake. Thus phvsica?, hivtorical, economic
ina political geograpiav 1l played roles ig sxtrg the Iudustrial Tan/ .

With the Biack Board in chargemna’the rencwned Seorge W. Goethals Con's
pany as consultiry engineers, groundywaw brokel atiyJune(s, 1918. Digging a paaior
canal through a swamp connecting & pCwerful@ver and & hay of the Gulf of Mésico
presented nun erius engineering ctalinges. For one, lefrecrhad to be built alon ; the
excavation, tOgyevent flooding ofthie lowlanacwA logk@was necessary, becayse the tid-
ally influep@nd lake lay only incims apove the's ‘a whils tie river flowed anvsviiere from
one to twanuj feet above that'ie’ €) Turning basinssweraiieeded to accomnit<ate larger
vessels

Dredges had to enter the dig sit. via trilake and Bayou Bi¢.wenue because
boringin directly from the Mississippiw as too sisky. Preventing wateloj;ged soils from
sliding into the excavation proved: cimllengiiig;“\shile occasional cypress trunks em-
bedded in the muck jammed thesuction &x:dg>s and slowed prdotess. > The recently
installed drainage system at Floiidi Walk had to be siphoned Gsmeath the canal, and
existing railroads had to be rerouted. At one point, the Dock Zedrd decided to double
the bed size from the lockto"th® lake, requiring further excavation. With labor gangs,
mechanized excavators, pile, arivers, dredges, dynamitq, aX’d other implements, the
city’s largest single-site ({astruction project to date rg@yfined the geography of met-
ropolitan region.

As the main cyinnel reached completion in September 1919, attention turned
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to the great lock.**” Located adwnt 2,000 feet in from the Mississippi, the lock measured
640 feet long, only 74 feetanide, and SO feet deep. The five-gate motorized device raised
and lowered vessels bet veer the average-ten-foot-high river and the sea-level lake. An
engineering landmark, the lock ranked among the largest in the nation at the time and
lay upon sdilsar less qsable than any previous projectsaf this type.

Thwisioned, 161 over Gy centuries, New(Osleans finally accomplished 1te
dream £t cOnnegtiiy'ake and ¥ver on January 29x1923. Eight days later, the firé't1;
Samsdnearriedy@e . 7John My Parker and distinguieléed guests through the lock, b én-
ing the Canalfor navigatign. ™ At the May S, 1€2.3 dedication ceremony of the Tadus-
trifl/Ganal, Gowernor Patler declared that the waterway would “equip Nemz Ovleans
tohe, in thelbrcadest $2/1s8, the gateway of tiae Mississippi Valley for its in{=rchinge of
aroducts with the m{rkts of the world.”*%

S aftepuits wompletion, the/Dack Board adapted 1ije canalgi=io an inner
harbes{actommgaaiing not just the passage of vessels but@uair dockirig and lofdi’g
needgAmong #ie riew features was thosix-block-long shédded Galviaz Strees,Wharf,
addea®3,192+4. Tixe modification refiosted the sentiment (fivt the diap=_ed, endyto-end
naw . of thy ol river wharves wauid someday necess taté the deveiopment Ui com-
navy, economical dock space somi€here other than t117 Mississippi. Excavation of the
Tn'thcoasal \Vaterway (“ICW}Z 1940s), a barge rowte runnin(; th rough { tblected wa-

ers fror.yTexas to Florida, furdnered that visionsThe ICWW, jutting thiréugh cypress
swam{) 2dstwardly from the In/iustrial Canal, geve n etropelitia New,Qricens another
watelymccess route to gulf waters.

The Industrial Camnl played an impoi#irc role izmthe city’s®¥orld War I1 effort.
Thed lorida Avenue Wi opened to handle increased biinesgslegsiidary shipbuilde;
Andrew Jackson Higsin) built LCM tank-cé=iiers, ES (bips, aiid P boats at a sprawl-
ing facility near Gei.:illy Boulevard; an&he Army O dartermaster Corps (1919), at th»
river end of the d/ing’, served as the Perc®of Emblrkition fc- tidops departing fomthe
front lines.

For tl e flort and navigatien witerestsptne Indult id Canal proved alsudcess.
For St. Bernfin@) Parish and many™#iinth Ward <esiden@nthe waterway severed them
from the uzipan core (see How thwutoor Th «d B came the Bower Ninth), inconvénienced
their dailyz cémmutes, and lI¢wAhd their property valsces. For the metzoptlis in gen-
eral, the ¢hsial dangerously intréGuced adiatent j7gter vodies into the ufhai heart, and
necgbsitated the erection of new leveesiahd floowalls along areas thot had subsided
belowgea level. The adjacent ICW'W Jormed)another gulf-conne/te!! waterway, its
guide levee potentially funneling sarges into (it Jpdustrial Canal and yards away from
people’s homes.

Still more pressure for, o®Cient navigation access camg “spm the shipping in-
dustry. As the vision for the Inadstrial Canal arose with Woygiy, War I on the horizon,
the idea to connect the Indusizial Canal (and thence the river)directly with the Gulf
of Mexico via a “Mississigpi River-Gulf Outlet Canal,”’Javd=/dubbed MR-GO, origi-
nated when war clouds gataered again in the early 1940475 ocal government authorities
and business leaders met with the U.S. Army Corps o1 “ngineers in 1943 and agreed
that a tidewater canal Wbuld put New Orleans and the Mississippi Valley’s vast inland-
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waterway network back in ¢oinpetition with routes that utilized the Panama Canal for
east-west shipping. Partiainaiits disagreed, however, on the route of the seaway: some
advocated an east-bank vatl from the Industrial Canal to the Gulf of Mexico; others
favored a west-bank route trom Intracoastal Canal to Grand Isle.

THe war delagal the plan until the late 19425 _when local leaders and polit;
cians in V/ashington niade heallyrcy promoting the if1&iect. Funding was lost, howeve
when Sén. Russell bbrig withdie an amendmentfhacwould have authorized $67 il
lion fdi"the pradeet when hesensed that oppositios’from advocates of the comfieting
St. Lawrence Seawdy woyla ruin the effort. Siniila: legislation met the same farévawice
agiirl by 1955.“Apparen s, upper Mississippi Velley supporters of the Louisiaina sea-
wogz were miore interelt/:¢'in the St. Lawref.se seaway, which New Orlea s o1 posed,
ant withdrew their yOtds until the St. Law(en ze project passed Congress,” wrote histo-
rian Garp“ylding #Attor Congressional/ipproval of the St. Liiy/jence segrtny in 1954,
oppouilioirto the(vesv Orleans projectfaaed.”**® A bill for N, Orleans scaway finu'y
passeinnd wasgigned into law by Presic¢nt Eisenhower o viarch 29,/L8'56.

Thesfrsephase of the projet, (1958-59) alterefawenty=="on cupiy yards
of'icgal topugraphy and bathymetry*by enlarging the {CWW between the Industrial
(_amal and Paris Road. Phase two (1959-61) dredged @ Jiarrow access chanric!from the
TO VW td th= Breton Sound, affacting twenty-seveinillion ctbid yards in/S™ Bernard
Parish. The third and fourth pitses (1960-6S apd, filtulized in 1968) efiidiged this ac-
cess claniel, from Paris Ro:d t') the —38-foot biuthyr aetric ea=our in the Gulf of Mexi-
co,aliwcavation 0f 225,000,000 cubic yards of saline maz/n.Gpoil whswecumulated on
a 4900+foot-foot-long gria@levee paralleling e lower #R-GO ipsSt. Bernard Parish,
wii' spoil from thewexdation of the spacious turning ¥asin in Now Orleans (at the

ot where the Indistral Canal, MR-GOxd ICWV.Zhl intixsed ) went to shore 1o
the area now occupiad by the Jordan Roed rerminar®!

The comble ed MR-GO channeivmeasui>d 55 feet(le¢p and 500 feet widle in
its inland stretch, and slightly larger 4t#=3s offshO1¢ portiof It eliminated 37 shiphing
miles between Miéw Orleans and th® open gulf,and proviudd ample opporturiitics for
dockside defe’gpment within thefort of New Trleansf€ailing time, ship tyrnaround
time, navig@ion hazards, and {omgestion 2l te 1d to be 1educed by the [MR-8O],” re-
ported tha A¥my Corps of Etgr iters.*>

Aivertheless, the MR-GO fellshért of f&pnomic expectations’ Wnile annual
traffChn the seaway averaged 7,193,00(\ ons o' 2ight in 1984-93, tCanage declined
steaar.pin the 1990s, accounting, fois, 1! percent of port activity irf 1990 and only S
percent in 1998.3* The project failea®vo draw‘Gicharves and dockside facilities away
from the Mississippi to become the CENT2 O} ORT that was enfisifned in the 1970s.
At that time, observers predictectat the Mississippi would befrm of port facilities by
2000. Instead, by the millennjam; the vision and the trend hady!=Cidedly reversed back
to the historical circumstanc el riverside wharves. Recogniziig the difficulty of large
container ships in navigadng the MR-GO to dock in the i<ustrial Canal, the Dock
Board decided to create d¥mega-wharf” by combining #5ij! expanding the uptown river
terminals at Napoleon and Nashville Avenues. The sopi icated new uptown contain-
er wharf, coupled witiiy/orsening delays on the narrow and shallow eastern navigation
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canals, effectively shifted the"Szlcrum of port activity back to the Mississippi by the
early 2000s. The MR-GQuzerimained open for a few shipping interests.

Environmenta'y, tF e MR-GO ranks among the region’s—or rather, the federal
government’s—worst mistakes. The project destroyed 8,000 acres of wetlands during
its incepticla’ Jubsequp=ily caused severe coastal erogien and salt-water intrusion, ang
permanefilyrtorged.a fiunimury/biction pathway fol gulf storm surges to enter the me
tropolis. DiringhtianesX atsina and Rita in 2295 {not to mention Betsy in 1954 ],
guideicwees algeg The Y-skaped junction of the Tatracoastal Waterway and MIK/GO
“fund eled” an eighteen-foat-iiigh surge into th¢\Industrial Canal, raising the level,and
spdediof the Cuwent. LeVags along all three navigation canals either were oxartepped,
aientegrate(l. ¢r in thC Cise of the Industric!,Canal, breached catastropli calli’ at the
expense of many livel. 1ywas not the first t{mejthat a man-made navigation exacerbated
a'lisastessisi1871,mhrcuch on the New Zasin Canal levee allo/w -t high Ity Pontchar-
trainayatel; fed by eMississippi Riversgrevasse at Bonnet Caure, to inlliivate thd jer
portigig of theacond, Third, and Faurth wards. The Bahnet CarréWlodod ranked as
the c10jis segend-worst deluge until"2205.3*

It took ! lundreds of lives in. St Bernard Parish, t!e fower Ninth Ward,a:71d New
Oileans Fast to convince the Arin #Corps and other(&y authoriias that thaMR-GO
mint be dosid. As of late 2007ncongressional authi®wization fdr t) le watelv7cy’s partial
losure {4in place, but funding dppropriation is nat, Closure” can mean{arly number of
things! {ri¢ Corps currently (nv sions deauthorizing, he wates=2ay fropmthentracoastal
Watfi%ay junction to theygulf, and constructing a twelva;{odewide,6cwen-foot-above-
seaslevel rock dike across tie channel at Bayati/La Lopee, a proigst that would cost
$2%7 million and ta'se da0ut six months. Literally filling@he chanrei would have cost
1early three billion dallirs, taken decades Wifomplete 7nd re\uired over one-third ot
o, trillion cubic yardowof sediment to filiealy half of twe MR.GO—a disquieting con'-
mentary on just J'ow) much environmentl havod th =jprojelit v reaked.’*® Meanyshile,
terminal operations formerly dependexion the/IMiR-GO ¢annection to the Indudsrial
Canal (which (t<e/f was silted-up by/ Katrina’s gwrge and rfr ijins bottlenecked [ v 7 nar-
row lock) ar¢dm#focating back to th€maturalbaii.e of thewississippi, where their prede-
cessors didimzsiness since 1718.&Environr. ent: | historiaiis today consider the MR-GO
a poster child for NEPA legisial‘On (passed a few yeawifter the canal was ¢ainpleted),
whichwsudiccts federal projects W0 far marevigorgds environmental-implict inalysis.

Ketrospection obligates us to 12Zall the¥sistorical context in“iwhich these ill-
fatea Uacisions were made. City autlior ties in¢imes past rightfully (vo'ried about the
diminishing importance of the Missiusippi Kivcl due to Northern canal excavation,
railroad construction, industrial developritent. and other challefacf to New Orleans’
transportation advantage (see Leasens in Over-Reliance). Given liinited levels of ecologi-
cal and geological understanding; they responded in a rationa’yzay—Dby answering the
competition with canals and Seaways of their own. The public'wid private sectors thus
scored, scoured, and scari¥d tiie delicate soils of the Nesw O'eans region because the
near-term need for draind, 2, navigation, and resource ejfiaction seemed more pressing
than theoretical storm surges and coastal erosion seemecithreatening. The effort, until
recently, hardly even 1y e to the level of an acknowledged dilemma: authorities gener-
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ally viewed such projects as pingly advantageous until they proved to be partially lethal.
Little deliberation or reflastion appears in the historical records of these decisions.

Now we know ette . It is hoped that no major canal or seaway will ever be dug
in or around New Orleans again, while existing waterways whose costs outweigh their,
benefits willl0 gatedga, if possible, closed. Reversing two centuries of canal excavy
tion is thfeder for the next ceaury.

AN

ACrip Across tiie Backswaran

Eyevitness desziptions of New Orleans’ now-disappear:a marshesyind swanifs

[Blawor d the city...all is lower'us the ocean, with #he dark woods'growing
gray in the distance, then Ulii¢, and fainter blue, 36phey vanit.aqver the 1ip
¢ ule world. >
—John Mitche, aescribing e backsuaiip
from the rgor &' the Custym House £3,1558

While riverside JVew Orleans in the 1820s bustitd with pepulation and com-
m/Tcp, those dark, grayiid rather ominousexpaises by Like Pon/ciprtrain lay mostly
wcant and wild. Impimetrable bamboo-likeyeeds coygreattheddkesnore’s thin spongl

wwils, while myriad intets and minor bay®us iitersectecthe salt gussses and terminat@)!

i1 lakeside shell bankwand detritus. Fartiies inlandpcut-ovelWawpress forests offered auf
equally forebodin ;e’ivironment. Few ihasons conip<fl:d NewsfDrleanians even td vivit,
let alone live amid, the marsh and backswamp 1 =a1 the Lake®Rontchartrain shoza

Acrosd“le lake and eastwai ¥ ito the GGlfCoast, Licw ever, lucrative comimatrcial
opportunitits’ockoned. The grozinly metfomaus ne¢d >a tumber, tar, bricks firewood,
game, and(>/1jer raw materials frofinthe pittazsroods @i the Florida Parishegjjits citizens
wanted ¢&igk and comfortaltia/acless teBiloxi, Mhile, Pensacola, and ®avond. Bayou
St. Jolimy, Larondelet Canal, and their fifiacent/hi roads—the onlypastages across
the/nzsh at the time—left much to e Gesired toiboth cargo and passenger travel. A
visitor itom Mobile in 1828 typifiea‘tlie expeiience of confused triywe ers arriving to
New Orleans from the Gulf Coast:n that era;

We landed at a place galiady I think, the Piquets [probabl§/£panish Fort,
along the Lake Pontchartdin shore], about six or sevensmilés from New
Orleans.... This short s.s/ance we passed over on a road slirting a sluggish
Creek [Bayou St. ot running in the midst of a swanpfovergrown with
cypress and others/niisty trees, rising out of a thick, ‘%K underwood.*’

A slow, bumpy carriaga,through a threatening swamp 1#ade for a sorry ingress and
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egress to a city destined for greatness. There had to be a better way.

A group of lowsstasbourg businessmen that same year endeavored to solve
this problem with an ex¢iting new transportation technology: railroad. The men formed
a company in 1829, won a state charter in 1830, gained rights to a direct, unobstructed,
five-mile rdyrconneqsig river and lake, and commesced work clearing the track beg
On April™2, 1831 rifc horse/d:ewn Pontchartrair{ :Wilroad made its inaugural ruin
Six stagicodch-likeWials beasingstate and local digariaries, a band, and the compar
stocklfCiders

move 4in the ma't iniposing manner to the sound of music amidst a large
con@iyrse of adimiring spectators, who imed each side of the road, fna
reac.2ed the lake Uy happy coincidenceat the moment the Mobile steambaat:
alrived for the filst time at Port Poriichlirtrain with the mail. The mail,and
pacipngersfigre immediately fory/a:ded to the city...and(r¢athed thaleind
Cfthe roalr iphalf an hour.’

The Port hartrain Railroad became the first railpaaa'west of ine Appalaciifans,
an‘d/0’st inthe [lation to complete s track system. Seventeen moishs later, ¥.ntro-
duged steam rail locomotion to tal City, “to the greataginiirationand wonder of a vast
coisours( oiour citizens, who.were assembled ... ta,w.thess this Hovel arla tateresting
sighit.”33?

Pickety and primitive as the line was £Abr; ham Qarey Hall cailéd it in 1847
a “relg tiom the infantile days of the art of steam propuylsion” and itglacomotive “one
thoudand mosquito power?3*), the Pontchartt>{h Railroaatiad a sionificant impact on
this,eZonomics and gecgrsphy of the lower city. It gaveadew Qrielirians, for the first:
tinte, thirty-minute atceds to the lakefronti\Jc Holster{¢ rramerus | nterprises neediny
cargo moved north: 7ard or eastward. Inalststransfeimed Elysian Fields Avenue int)/a
wide, straight, an¢’€er-lengthening théraughfaref 1i'gusand’s {fpassengers arriving to
New Otrleans after 1831 sailed not up.the Missigeiopi to tle world-renown rivé:¥ront
levee of New ('t eans—its “front dobi%—but thiehgh theRigolets channel to t'ny Mil-
neburg (pregent-day Elysian Fields ititersectidn’with Jwoti C. Simon), where, some-
times confizsed’and disoriented,t1i5y boal déd) 'Smokey®™ary” and rode dow, Elysian
Fields throtgh the city’s “badkidpor” Among these s tors were presidely/s/dignitar-
ies, celelzitles, illustrious naniagof the dug—and,\travel memoirists, ugaaily from the
Norf'seaseor Europe, who toured the 1:t5n’s iaibr cities with pen inthand. Some left
belin/irich descriptions of the trip atrd)s the hackswamp.

One of the first visitors to figcribe thastantchartrain Railroat’and the Elysian
Fields landscape was Joseph Holt uigraham(aipund 1833-34. “ItS idvantages to New-
Orleans are incalculable,” he wrde: he line represented “an avepas of wealth” on which
“a great trade is carried on witli W®bile and other places alongtne'rlorida coast ... with
safety and rapidity”**' He pa'f slx “bits” for the round-trip patsage to Milneburg and
boarded the eight-to-tentsar Wain (which, incidentally, w/sigregated by race) at an
elongated station at théx& ot of Elysian Fields. With the, cianging of a bell, “our fiery
leader moved forward, smoking like a race-horse, sléadz and steadily at first—then,
faster and faster, till \ze/itew along the track with breathless rapidity” Ingraham then
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observed the physical landscape, embracing the widespread nineteenth-century view
of the natural world as a threatening and foreboding place:

The rail-road, comiiiencing at the Levée, runs for the first half mile through
thessentre of a Uioad street, with low detached houses on either side. A mile
frorly he Leyec, we had Jof the city and all dwliings behind us [near the
Noith Claibesne interseclisn], and were flying thiSugh the fenceless, unin-
havited maihes, whne 1uthing meets the egsfhut dwarf trees, rank, luxuri-
ant undasg Dwth, tallycoarse grass, and vindascwisting and winding their
long, serpeatine foldstround the trunks (f the trees like huge, loathsome
wate.) tnakes. By the watch, we passed a mile-stone every three minutes and
a ha’fnand in lggpthan nineteen minufespurrived at the lake. Here, quifc a
villaga‘of handstshe, white-painted howdls, cafés, dwellings, store-houcis
2i2d bathing #00ihs [Milneburg] but't al once upon our view; running,past
ey, we ggndually lessened our sp't 2dy and finally came td{a il stop quathe
prer.... THcWier, constructed of pilestind firmly planked gaset, was lin€&=0ith
Jloops anawchooners, which weiz/taking in and discltaiging cargh/ ¢iving
quite a'bu: ding, business-likelano this infant port, boys, raggetinegroes,
and genglemen amateurs, we e wishing in great nupshers farthcsout in the
lakentliers were engaged fipthe delicate amusemCat of cra¥-fishing, while
& the right the water was aliwe with bathers... !

After brushing shouidars with French-ana*English-speaking f6als raising a
rucku( 2gMilneburg’s smoki>d-illed cafés and Eilliar 1 hallspfn yrahamsetcarded. Alas,
the r@urn trip did not go go smoothly: somewhere betwednthe Genfily Ridge and the
city; tke locomotive struck@nd completely selzied a cop

In 1839, theEii! shman James Silk Buckinghaisarrivad fisin Mobile to Port
Poritchartrain and barced the train through “a perfeltiswanin o1 morass... with im-
nervious woods an¢ thickets on either $ide “for the tmlf-hoyr journey to New Orlean:
He was more attufied)to the cultural lanaswape thaf tiyphysicarone. Here he desgribes
the Faubourg Marigny:

The avenue by which we enterdd the city/vias called i2¢s Champs Elysées;
and vy thing that caught'sn’ atterfao/vemind & us strongly of Paris. Tt =
lalnprwere hung from the®wentre olsar'es passiligpacross the streets, a6
Fmnce; women were/«e/n | valking unbonneted. With gay aprons anysa,s;
<¢ names of all the streeds and placeswe pfished were French; the ca-diiv-
ers, porters, and hackney-coachni¢n spokcwietly French; the shoy:. signs,
gateways, pavements, and pas(enflers moying 1n the streets, all g?&ned so
perfectly Parisian, that if a pesson could he tsansported here sudden!y, with-
out knowing the locality, it<vould be #i%icult for him to pergizade himself
that he was not in some ci#y%f France: "%

The English geologist Cnarles Lyell arrived by a Lal@Pontchartrain steamer
on Mardi Gras 1846, and travel<d the Pontchartrain Railroad,bdund for the St. Charles
Hotel. The train

conveyed us in less than an hour to the great city,%ssing over swamps in
which the tali ©y /i¢ss, hung with Spanish moss, was flourishing, and below
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it numerous shrubs jmsebursting into leaf. In many gardens of the suburbs,
the almond and peac:atrees were in full blossom([;] the blue-leaved palmet-
to, and the leave'. of a'species of iris.... were very abundant. We saw a tavern
called the “ElysiainTields Coftee House,” and some others with French in-
scrintions. Thege were also many houses with porte-cochéres, high roofs,
andlylets, antii any lamos suspended from rog@uattached to tall posts on
(a¥hside of the'toad, as 'n'tiie French capital. We inight indeed have fancied
thdt we we ¢ 2 pproaghuig, Paris, but for the peoi¥es and mulattos, and the
latge veratt'phs reminaing us that the wincow, required protection from
the sunsTeat. It watid rieasure to hear theffrepch language spoken... 3*

Durimg nis tops,01 the South in 1863%54, a disoriented Fredericl¢’ Layw Olm-
stedvencouniefed a subituntially more deyaloped and deforested environiesdt along
Llysian Fitlds Avents

‘liiere we'e 1liany small buildingswear the jetty, erecteli @ piles gver the
water—shatiing-houses, bowling-lieys, and billiard-r&o1ils, with Wbl in-
dication{\<f a place of holiday esort—and, on reachimg tiie shore %und a
slulnbei'ng village. [Then] 4 2acomotive backed, scfouming hoaiealy, down
the jelly; and I returned tq/g-tmy seat.

i ve puffed, past the (cbsaurant ... throughsheTittle villag o white Liolie-

s...and away into a densw; gray cypress forgas, For three or four rods(acput
©9 feet], each side o th: track, the treesé:ad a1 been £alind and ramd&ied,
1eaving a dreary strip ot swamp, covered with stcumps.(#So i< contsued, for
two or three milé_jthen the ground begdme dryer [Guatilly Ritye], there
was an abrupt tér gination of the grajzxwoed ; thejog)was lifting v disclos-
ing a flat coulihey skirted still, and fingZly boundespin e bickground, with
the swamp-féies [near present-dagr Lilseistate 61C intersecion). A few low
houses, oné gtory high, all havifigwerindahs vefre them, were scattered
thinly ove{'1¢

Atlengtly,a broad road struck/mby the sideiaf’ he tragls | established portion
of Elysis<. Fields Avenue]; thishouses tegame more (- quent; soon form-
ing (s age street, with smbkefascending irom beefikidst fires; windows ari

dgQus opening, maids swaening steds, b ikers” wagons passing, and brasa
strets, little built upofi, aking off at right angias/.. .

hasked the name of the village [['2dyourg{\/.igny], for my geograghy was
at fault. I had expected to be landea at New Or¥ans by the boat, andhad not
been informed of the railroad atsingemeriy and had no idea in wijat/)part of
Louisiana we might be....

There was a sign, “Café di\Fubourg, ana, putting my head@ of the win-
dow, I saw that we mus.yoye arrived at New Orleans. We 1eathed the ter-
minus, which was surfosfded with fiacres [hackney cabs (vuing at the foot
of Elysian Fields] iti4he Style of Paris. “To the Hotel St4Uharles,” I said to a
driver....*

William Howard Russell, a correspondent fro.s, London who covered the
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South’s secession from the }i¥on, arrived to Confederate New Orleans a month after
the bombardment of ForsSuinter in 1861. His trip on a steamer from Mobile attested
to the times: rumors fixw 2bout armed cruisers from the United States threatening
Southern coastal positions; armed men in uniform eyed the vessel as it steamed past
Biloxi-arealp<jiches; sprite military men on board nearly came to blows over an argy
ment; anf'%, thin, fiery-eyed l{t{ie woman... expresbetha fervid desire for bits of “Oi
Abe”—1is €ar, his ixfis; [either *or the purpose ofmating or as curious relics....” Cqn-
tinued fegssell:

At i at the steacher entered a dismal canal [Rigolets channel], through a
swadlipgwhich isywtamous as the mos{ niwsquito haunted place along/ne
infesestt shore_ . \¥Vhen I woke up at daviight, I found the vessel lying alo.ig
side a wharfa 7it)) a railway train alor gsi'le, which is to take us to the city of
¢ Orlear

A village or'restaurants or “restauacs,” as they are callCataere, and ¢t frath-
ing boxe! lias grown up aroun'i tife terminus [Milnekurg]; all théssames of
the owifers, the notices andizign-boards being Fressh. Outsiaathe settle!
menwiie railroad passes t'iinrgh a swamp, like aiindian (ungle, through
Which the overflowings of the'Mississippi creep i(t blfck currencdv The spirce
¢(EN 2w Orleans rise abgwe the underwood andwemi-tropilal ) egetatiCy of
this swamp. Nearer to ‘g, city lies a marshy.nlaiy in which tlocks of Ciitle,
up to the belly in thefso1) earth are flounde/ing ¢ mong the Wlumps of vigeta-
don. [We approachea] a suburb of exceedingly broadslanes [lows r Eiysian
Fields Avenue th= ugh Faubourg Marigzeyl, lined oiigach sidediyz rows of
miserable means@ne-storied houses, inhagited ... bl aimiserabie ad sickly
population.’

By the tim,of Russell’s visit, {ne r¥ntcharain Railroad’s heyday was begir -
ning to pass. In the fate 1850s, new raieads sulh /1y the JVev? Orleans, Mobilssand
Chattanooga line connected the city=dectly With the Gelf Coast, leaving oni,wlake
traffic to the P{nc¢hartrain. No longtr would digtiitaries ¢esgend Elysian Field< Av :nue
from points vgyldwide; increasingiy, the PonicliartraireRailroad primarily served day
trippers todyfilneburg, which besaiie mol e 6t/i resort,aid less of a port.

In 1580, a half-centy'ry " ter its formation, tisa’ontchartrain Raiinh~d was ac-
quired,b#ie Louisville & Nasiiille Rauirvad Goppany. James S. Zaclari?, using the
unmiSpkable cadence of a modern-day tour guile, described the ciria-188S Elysian
Fiela¥andscape to tourists seeking the iicturegque and the interestifig-)-a far cry from
the culturally exotic and physicallytiteatening*_\zironment reported by his predeces-

SOrs:

Leaving the city, the roaligges direct to the lake in a straight iin<, four miles,
which is the narrowest p@int between the lake and river. Waltiington square,
with the Third Présbyztérian Church (on left) at GoogdTiildren street (on
right) Shell Beach /&2, depot to Lake Borgne. At ¢h2 Utntilly Ridge (on
left), a Jewish ceriii*ery; passing through old fortiffiCitioris erected in 1862,
and the swamp, Milneburg is reached, a small vilidy>, named after Alexan-
der Milne, a‘C2r 2volent old Scotchman. This village is composed of a se-
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ries of restaurants ana‘bathing houses. At the end of the long pier is a light
house....**

Note that Zacharie mak<§ only fleeting reference to the once-vast and threatening
backswamps

LIrbenizaties-iontinudTuse expand northwpd up Elysian Fields Avenue. Ne'w
rail lineg) Ssreetcars| ¢ahals, rouds,"and later automobilas enabled easy access to the Il
An urhaen Tailroaa™hat formea's valued asset in tl e early nineteenth century becsmea
noisy"awban nuisénce in thuairly twentieth cerftusy. Protesting neighbors plajaa dieir
partsin‘the dufise of the Pontchartrain Railroad, but it was direct-line railwa; s, auto-
mouies, and Uyses thatwaled its fate.

In 1530, theslouisville & Naskwille Railroad Company, whicii®iept the
Fhntchartrain runnnsgisolely to maintain 1 franchise on thgyroute, beghn divesting
1self ofthe cintup old line. “Abandonme ‘t of the railroad walivemovesttis last balpier
in the way of a propesed thoroughfare'fiom the Mississippifiiwer to Lake Pontclivstiain
via Elysian Field| ‘venue,”* predicf=a®the Times-Picayupes titat year.¥\lso in 1950 the
Miir.¢burg (nteirainment district, Suhere generations ofi Taw Orleai¥ians recreated and
where great jazz musicians playdd, osed to make way Tor thoteawall ani lakefront
pipiect. Gu™March 15, 1932, after 101 years of sesyics’ ‘Smolgy*™Mary” ginde her last
ruil dowh tie Pontchartrain Failroad. Tracks on Elysian Fields AAvenuegsere removed
partial’nin'193S and entirely 11y 1954. By that tine, 'he adjacent backswegiip had been
clearad,drained, platted, developed, and populatec:

Elysian Fields AVenue today lacks thghnsions, 04 canopice,clanging street-
cas,ind Mardi Gras pirailes that bring farte ahd icort's status tc {t' Charles Avenue,
ltswonly claims to fame dQpe its cameos in T¢nagssee Wiliems’ /. Stietcar Named Desii
and Walker Percy’s {The Moviegoer, earneaimnore forsts convenient metaphorical iml -
cations than as a ggdiplace. But to thotsanas of peopiaa centuinand a half ago, Elysian
Fields Avenue foritd the back door toithe Quean of the South, and a rare first hand
experience acrgys the storied New (aans backasamp.

-—\'.-‘LJ o~

“Urained Dry and Covcred with Gardenel ) Iomes”

The history and corsequestes f municipal draifiige

Distributaries, tidal41'ts, and runoft flowing off the(Mlississippi’s natural le-
vee rendered the flat lakasia®flanks of Orleans Parish a {2si wetland, wooded with
cypress in some parts alwd'grassy with tidally influencedsbraskish water in others. The
uninhabitable backswamp seemed to most New Orleaizig'as to produce little more than
miasmas, mosquitoes)a 1d mud, while inhibiting urban growth and travel. Residents
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and visitors dreaded the hydtiwlandscape, anthropomorphizing it as ugly and evil (see
The Topography of Ooze)Efirts to neutralize this perceived threat through hydrologi-
cal engineering anteced :d 1 ost of the growth spurts of the expanding metropolis.

Colonial-era attempts at drainage involved ditches dug around city blocks to
feed a mak{siijit netwgzthof outflow canals, over whichswooden bridges and raised sidg
walks (baiyuettes, a tétu still H2ir' today) were built far pedestrians. In 1794, Spanisi:
Governir Caronde!tt had prismers and slaves eysqvdte a canal at the rear of theld'tr
for dréitnge andwes igationsy bayou St. John. “Casetidelet Canal” scored the cityscdpe
for viell 6ver a centary buthaidly solved New O'leins’ drainage problem. Likeyiva, the
Mdi/gmene and\Poydraseenals dug in the American Sector, and the MarigpinCanal on
risian Fiel('s £venue/dic/little to dry the stiaets and drain the swamps.

By the late 1839s, engineers guid:d )y a drainage plan envisioned by city sur-
v, .yor Lewia . Pilicthaabuilt four steamy, opvered paddle whe/sl, 50 pushgeiier through
brickecharinels tdwasd Lake Pontchapgpani. The system feli¥ato distebair wherl (vix
broke eat. A mame serious attempt osctrred in 1871, wheh tite Missiodinpi and viexi-
can (& Shize Carial Company duggirty-six miles of drditage capal=predeceysors of
the [resent-dav, 17" Street, Orleans,tind London Averue butfall cartals, of Huiricane
Kdwina infamy) before it too went'=ut of business. Fa{i#d privatc iitiatives landed the
folmhidabl> tisk back into mupisinal hands by the 1820Us, at whch time tlle City’s inad-

'quate §,stem could only remowe at most 1.5 inghes Of rain per day.

2t public consensul, d iven in part by‘tato’vn woma, of means, fnally arose
durifigehe Progressive Erg of the 1890s in support of a sezibudrainasewffort. The New
Ofrleails City Council responded in February 4643 by diresting thesDrdinage Advisory
Bowsd to gather datasgndidesign a solution, funding it wit,$709,002. No lethargic bu
-eaticratic committe€ th = Drainage Advisoxz30ard as¢embled the best and the bright-
ast in the city, “succiasful engineers, intéanational exparts onoublic health...men wns
believed New Orlzar's’s history of incqnéiusive sliirnuyhes iith ".. nature could emd in
a rousing victory for the city.**

The €aziheers’ findings, preschted inslanuary €55, included a summa'y of
past drainagf stempts, a new langd=scale topCgraphic/iiay, and fresh meteorological
and hydrolgpical data. Their propased solitior : use natutal topography to drai runoff
from within TWew Orleans’ vri /Gy hydrological sub-vacins to low poinss tifatein, then
instalkputaps to propel the watd! uphillthiough/uttail canals and intofadricent lakes.
A neglVorK of waterways of varying magaitudes wiuld facilitate the iriCsicate dendritic
drainage system: Street gutters wou.d ollect gurface flow and dir¢ct )t into covered
branch drains; branch drains would 1i&w into &) drains; main drains would flow into
gravity-fed branch canals; branchycanals %hulll flow into a cent:zifmain canal at the
lowest spot in the city, where prizaping stations would speed thes'raw of water into it.
Another set of pumps would theii propel the water uphill thygugh the outflow canals
(already in place since the 8<) and finally into adjacent lakes T ontchartrain and Bor-
gne s

Construction, wiich began in 1896, received affj)daitional boost in June 1899
when voters (including women, who had the suffrage &ithis special municipal-bond
referendum and enthtyastically supported municipal improvement) overwhelmingly



Manipulating the Landscape 221

approved a two-mill property®ax to fund waterworks, sewerage, and drainage. This im-
portant moment in localdertiocracy launched the Sewerage and Water Board of New
Orleans, then and now ‘he ¢ ganization responsible for these Herculean tasks.

By 1905, workers completed forty miles of canals, hundreds of miles of pipe-
lines and d71j5s, and gixipumps draining 22,000 acrgs,with up to 5000 cubic feet pgs
second ((%w,). This.éiiurt repiesented only 44 perfent of the original plan, but it a:
ready tr’ nstormed 15’ landusape: Wrote George Whastiington Cable,

there is a®walubrity s could not be wh¢a the mosquito swarmed every-
whe.when the Jbvelof supersaturation in tne soil was but two and half feet
froppthe surfacgpwiiere now it is ten fedc@smore.... The curtains of swafiip
foredtsce totally (2 ne. Their sites are draaed dry and covered with miledof
gardened hotaes?™!

Awictim{uféts own success, the,d:ainage system ab@ited urbafiiztion arld 1r-
creaspe’inpermmaabie acreage and thus “inoff, forcing in V1€ the Digirage Advisory
Boaruwa recanvirie and expand thewvstem—somethinguhat repseved threpgiiout
the ¢arly to Laid- wentieth century, Vithat originally comiprived a,“wet “drainage oystem,
inwhichacres of open land absoro>/| a fair amount of£¥noff, gracwally grevinto a “dry
syseem” ir caivable of storing thaaccumulation of st¥iden intende, 1atense (auialls, thus
‘orcing 4'p the pumping capacly and giving the.svstem zero leeway inPumping that
water D1

Among the boayd employees was a quiet yound Tulane efigineering gradu-
atesnained Albert Baldwin™ood, a descend(#/Lbf the gmarninentRouligny family. In
1622, Wood presentad 1:{s/design for a “screw pump,” an &formaus iaipeller that would
draw water out of the{sui tion basin and jinto/tte disclia-de basiy rar idly and efficiently.
Eleven “Wood pumi¢” were installed Byl Y ¥S; mapyware stillin use today. The brilliart
and modest Woo( advoted his career to I¥ew Orl¢an: rain{ge “hallenge; his patented
Wood screw pumps were adopted in“€5na, Egipy India, €2d the Netherlands. “While
Wood is often (n2flited with drainin& INew Orlagris, he acttiilly made an existinf: sy stem
faster and mgrmeflicient.

Ngyz Orleans’ home-graw i drainage technologies effectively neutralized the
city’s age-old‘topographical ¢ dyrdrological constraiats. A land rush fronycte old riv-
erside,civfsinto trendy new lakeb!de suburds ensyiod; assessed property(raliie citywide
grew/Curiiig 1900-14 by 80 percent, to (3250 nuilon. Death rates tha®yranged around
7 peldant in the late 1700s (seventy\ni ual deaths per one thousanf population) and
4.3 percent in the 1800s, declinedgtGu.8 peréeniiin the two decades rollowing the in-
stallation of the drainage system.>>* vialaritind typhoid deaths d>¢rpased tenfold, and
yellow fever disappeared foreyerafier one last epidemic in 190

By 1925, the New Orleaiis drainage system served 30,290 acres with a S60-mile
network of canal, drains, and f17'es and a total pumping capacivy'of 13,000 c.f.s. Neigh-
borhoods with names lik&T.areview and Gentilly Terrace'¥#<se in the spacious style
of suburban California, %world away from the traditighal tocal cityscapes a mile or
so away. Pumps that were originally located behind the®:ty’s old neighborhoods were
now in front of its nevi¢ nes.
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The Sewerage and Vvater Board in modern times drains over 61,000 acres in
Orleans and neighboringgetierson Parish of nearly thirteen billion cubic feet of water
annually. Ninety miles (f ca rered canals (many beneath neutral grounds), eighty-two
miles of open canals, twenty east bank pumping stations, two West Bank stations, and
ten underpa’sPpumpggeiimbine to siphon rainwater jnto neighboring water bodies =
45,000 cLonten times e 1916 Cipacity and “enoufiiso fill the Louisiana Superdomie
in 35 miautes.*32 Mids. of Naw Qrleans, from uptoyps 1o the French Quarter to Genvi by
and Liwiew pliwe Hoey’sBnsin” in Old Metairie 2afjefferson Parish, drains nortlivérd
throsoh'the 17" Street, Qrlcans, and London £3ze/iue canals into Lake Pontchadbrain.
Bywiter and tueUpper aind Lower Ninth wards,%once a single natural hydrelacieal ba-
simuntil it vas/bisected by the Industrial Conal, drain into that man-mad= wi cerway.
New Orleans East dfanps mostly northwald iato the lake, except for the area south of
Cnef Memt yr Highmray,which flows intg the Intracoastal Wat/r Wy and gashto the gulf.
Algiens ai3o0 1t owl basin, drains into s rian-made AlgiersfCanal and sGuthward a6
BayogRaratarignrainage of the “old ci¥y,” west of the Indusirial Candlis deperidient
on thefmmediatoaction of engineefirso power-up the pufiips andgat Jat rungZ mobi-
lize Hut to “hake Pontchartrain agg00n as possible, befare it accumulates “inthcoowl”
‘Liiere areyno retention ponds for talnporary water stféiige. More tacent sysams, such
as't) New Oileans East, were yisely designed to beimare forgiliin : there] lajoons and
ypen ca.nls store a certain aniwunt of runoff, gisingsthe system some icpway before
requirnglit to pump the wéter out. Thus, less pumyr capacity=s needsd. and response
time/ihaxtended.

The draining of.tiie New Orleans bidgiwamprmaically gltered nearly every
imug.nable geographyz ¢iiVew Orleans, from patterns offirbassinfidstructure and ar,
“hitectural style to sjatil distributionseof ¥#linicity. rice, anciclass (see “Two Centu-
sies of Paradox”). It -aworked hydrologymnd'topography bysslashing open the marsiids
with canals and linil\g them with earthén berm(,_tids crelitin g new sub-basinmand
dangerously penetrating the city’s heartwith syrg)-proneaterways. It changea Mew
Orleans vertid)liv) allowing freshly.drained hysdric soils(t¢ ubside by as mariz a; ten
feet. It migh/ ke also affected 1gTil climpate; (einperatings in New Orleangincreased
by eight dggeees in summer atidwaroppec by Jour inawviitter between 1900,a1xd 1918.
The Weathe"Bureau attributec e polarization te tizadrecent swamp drairage, which
reducad Yesrace water and its stabilizing,enect oy 9ir temperature.’>*

Municipal drainage represente/the sui{'e most dramatic titnsformation of
the NGy Orleans cityscape, deliverizo/many hlessings but also crdatihg the circum-
stances that rendered Hurricane Katiina’s floG&v.yters not merely disastrous, but cata-
strophic. The brilliant engineeringsciutiofathal “drained dry” the crfaded backswamp
and allowed it to be “covered witingurdened homes,” had indeedGpated scores of beau-
tiful neighborhoods and thousarids of happy homeowners. It'so enticed people into
harm’s way with a fatally falsesplise of security.
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“Ornament to the City”
The I.grfront Project, 19£6:1934

Five miienfrom the'%astling quay of th Nlississippi lay historic New Qsleans’
“otlsyr “water qnt: the grassy shore of the semi-brackish inland bay known by‘se qua-
Siynusnome( oi Lake Poiishartrain. Low, m/rsiiy, and remote, the lakeshq('e re mained
a"wilderness i the ganly decades and a sliaytytown of fishing camps and jCrry-built
shiacks intGithe earlv tientieth century. [The only exceptionsfare West 1iad, Spanish
rort,arfGMiineby.g, which served as lakeZont resorts for cityz Gwellerse=¥ mini-#¢yss
for thawaterways ad railroads connectirlg with downtowd.

The mulyicipal drainage praiect of the early 1900s transforningd those maishes
into/viluabl> rec! estate. As white 12iddle-class New Ofidwnians eagesly movedut of
ol riverside neighborhoods andijity the new lakesidsssudurbs, i¢aineers tirnéd their
atientiontotard reinforcing the lakeshore againes ticfricane(injluced ¢{dam surges,
suén as {ne one caused by thé Great Storm of 1915wAt first, the Orleapsl.evee Board
ouilt afingzee about 300 feef in'and from the niarshis shore (ow Roberw. Lee Bou-
levapd). but the high humus and water content of the soiiswresaltedn shrinkage and
subsit'ence. A more ambivipus solution had H#th envisioited decaa®s earlier, by city
susve yor W. H. Bell, wkigsé) Plan of Property Improvemef.isfor the Lul:e Shore Front of the
City of New Orleans ((578) first broached (hefdea ofi-Hitibinil g fl¢od protection with:
residential and recrfational land creatian. “¥hy setts for a flimsy levee when you {aa
build a solid seawgiiynd create high, drjmcenic refl gatate atingsame time?

In 1924, ciiief engineer Col. Maicel Garpand 4vas c¢mmissioned to develin the
concept, and Y1'hin the year emergeduvith a pidel’so amUitious that the Leve® Loard
needed additional constitutional axthidrity to'Whprove ifgACurving levee reinforced by
a stepped canctete seawall, over fiviniledlofig land a halmile offshore, wotid be built
in the lake; (3bttom sediment5sguld then Ue dredgid ind pumped intoli€ bemired
enclosur'y/0"hind it, creating 143 land ovas five faet tigh. Colonel Gargaud’s plan also
callesfor'the improvement and sale ol thZ new's41d to offset the original $27 million
priCoag.

Work on the “Lakefront J{iyprovement-Rroject” began in 15Zo. A temporary
wooden bulkhead was constructea 2500-2, fudifeet offshore to arfdiavation of two feet
above lake level. Lake-bottom sédirient was then hydraulically pumped behind it until
flush with the levee top. The bul'shead was then strengthened and raised by four feet,
then filled again to the brim'ZiFe entire process took over tiife> years; the result was
2000 new acres of lakefrent 1and, averaging four to six feet(abi've lake level or roughly
half the elevation of the4wural levee. A stepped concrefaseawall, designed after similar
structures on the Florida coast, completed the project':2/1930.

What to do"w1.n1"this scenic new land? One plan allocated most acreage to
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recreational parkland use; anSther proposed lagoons and canals among parklands and
residences. A compromisa,ailowed for the public recreational development of lands
between Lakeshore Dive 7ad the lake, and residential and public-facility develop-
ment (sans lagoons) of remaining areas. Land sold to pay off the Levee Board’s bonds
spawned nfy/esidengiaineighborhoods such as LakaVista, Lakeshore, Lake Terracs
and Lake(Suks, deveioped durin21939-60. The Laliciont was also home to Pontcha:

train Bal:cti¥(for whitel onlyybiawks bathed at Lincaln Beach from 1955-64), an ama/e-
ment G, magims,recreasipnal facilities, and a bwinch of Louisiana State Univessity

thatdrecime the Uliiversitiz ol New Orleans in 19753 ¢

Lakefront was and is giiarna-
men! o the city” wrote" gaographer Peirce Lewtds, “one of the very few plagestwhere
twantieth cdntiry city(p/a ining has truly indpwoved a large area of an Amel ican city”

“It is some thegsure of the projec(s stale,” continued Lewis, “that a municipal
aicport wamhdded sm,tiie Lakefront scheihe,almost as an afte{t 1pught,#*farough the
efforta bt Politicaliywonnected Levee Bpaid president Abe Ghaishan. Buiiin 1931-73
on a fiiyngular ppainsula jutting into,the'lake, Shushan Aifnoit requiidd'no reql cosate
acguisiton, #lid 1ot interfere withfsisting infrastructuf@uprovidad=Cbstrugipn-free
appigachesynd departures, and alidwed for inexpens ve“expansiorn’ farther 1fto the
lae®7 Asthe time one of the finel#airfields in the ng(i6n, ShusaimAirport; wlong with
thi>Naval Aj - Station, played g important role in“preparatior for the airwdr against
ermart sand Japan. Today, the'200-acre man-made peninsula, now Lakeripnt Airport,
hosts (¢ 5;579-foot-long airs rir, a terminal witisgre .t Arc-Bady styling, aind extensive
use lymsorporate and private aircraft.

Now more thapoiie-quarter the age 5 f1e cityptlye Lakefygnt'pads the north-
ertwidge of New OrlaatiiSom the Jefferson, Parish line t&%he Indusiial Canal. In utte;
sontrast to the old ritvertront city, Lakefrons™ew Orledns todazis £ pacious, sprawling.
suburban, relatively prosperous, and pituy to expandive harizon-wide vistas of wae(s
and sky. It presen(s ¢)subtropical coastarmbiend= as3ociat(d 1iore with modermday
coastal Florida hundreds of miles awey; than wiu) historit\siverine New Orleanifive
miles away.

Degbitp its success in crefiing newsres.dential fang, the Lakefront Project was
primarily ¢esigned to resist guifited storia su/ ges. Itserved this functionweil during
Hurricana, KNatrina, remainir’s /{f)stly dry while prewasting ten-foot-highitake waters
from spiii=y into eight-foot-low residential neigifhrortioods. The same Gannot be said
for tidyslender levees and floodwalls litiihg the 'Cty’s outfall canals—"the very canals
that ei;gbled urban expansion towarc th: lake, 4nd necessitated the Ilak»front Project.
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Buckets, Gutters, Cisterns, and Taps

Potahiwater rmhlems in a city surtounded by water

New Cileanians (¢ obtained their fomestic water by purchasing,it¥=om
streetwendolg—one picliyiue for four buckets—or scooping it themselves ffom' the
Mitissippi. Flememakers would then remoy@he sediment with stone, alifinor char-
agarflters andstore the “wool and transparent “water in earthen jars.*® For all#e impu-
1ties, it ranked as ththest fresh water souraasdiround. “When filtrated, it igtransparent,
1ight, soft. pleasant’ aitd wholesome,” rep ¢ :#ed Maj. Amos Stod(!srd in 1622, “The salu-
brious yuality of {Mississippi River] v{a.e¥ is attributed in p'irt to the rije and aulpsir
[and'th¢ river’s aVep and rapid curfens..
ragdiquspofvergto the resource:

.73 Another obsusver iffai 802 ascridwed mi-

The Creoles say the Mississippi water, which th¢y/d#ink, has a%endency

1ak > them prolific. It isgafact, that women who'iother par(s ol world ¢oiurs

never breed, have becCige pregnant in a year @%er their arrival in JSysi-
360

ana.

Water for other<'omestic uses came /fgm shallovymuddy“ells dug in court-
ye-ds) The great river flosfing but one blolk away wen' largely ulyicrutilized for lack
Oig,mechanized syste.ito pump it over thf 18yee and(¢istribule it ghroughout the city

A system vfortiiy of Biblical tim&wwas atte'npted in 1550 on the levee at 1)
salines Street. Slayas pumped river whiter into a riiyed tank-"which thence flowed by
gravity through ha'low cypress logs toysubscribers”Famed @rChitect Benjamin H."B.
Latrobe designef.a vastly improvedmystem a feuri/ears laterva steam pump my@yuted
in a three-story pumphouse would Graw wat{r flom the I%ssissippi, store it irr"aised
cast-iron resdipoirs, and distribuidlil to yfeally basiitiand through a netwiqrk of cy-
press pipel toresidences. Ovema dctade inwe'makin’ afid fraught with lega! problems,
Latrobe’( ;vgterworks were find 1y’ compPlated threemars after the architZets death (to
yellow fewer), and served the city from{1323 to /87 ¢"His son, John H.¢5:"Eatrobe, wit-
neslad the operation in 1834:

The water works erected by, ‘ny 1ather are 1n ¢ peration...I saw this morning
the water bubbling up fromytile pipotiints the large cast irol)/ofx around
them, and running off in a7 id stream through the gutters.£isevery corner
were crowds of negro wuitwn filling their buckets and water caits supplying
themselves from a lesi#i¢fled place than the margin of th J1ver. After my
father[’]s death thes&uworks, in an unfinished state, fell {i7ythe hands of the
corporation, and [t {8 present state] is much less é¥ciciit than they were
capable of under a pepper management.®*!

Today, a beautiful littio//ark at Decatur and Ursulines honors Latrobe’s achievement.
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The city’s rapid growsth in this era spawned new private water companies.
Premier among them waattierCommercial Bank of New Orleans (1836), whose wa-
terworks system served varis of the Second Municipality now comprising the Lower
Garden District, Garden District, and Irish Channel. Sixty-horsepower steam pumps
located at {¢ijoupitogle and Richard streets draftedswater from twelve feet beneath
the Missis¥ippi’s surrace at a pac? up to 2,280 galions per minute, and propelled
through an‘eightec:ihch-wiadn200-yard-long irgm,vipe into a raised reservoir spin-
ning alieatire git=L 0ck. Frop there, a network oiwtialler cast-iron pipes deliver(:c the
graviv-red water t6 compaeriial and domestic Wlieats, who paid a rate of three Gallars
pe{ igad. By ‘Ole accouliy,nearly 1,300,000,0allons per day were distributeaa this
ieaner in 13473

The Commérdial Bank oversaw (orhmercial operations from 1836-69, after
waich thestity toolmaver until 1878, whiin it deeded the systeidrover taptiie New Or-
leans¥‘ater Work's " Eompany. Monopgisscatus, upheld in ¢urt, precliitcd the ris Bf
compting systgmas. By the 1880s, ahout eight million ga'los per, du”ivere guiiiped
througXsevemty-ne miles of cast-ifonpipe, creating a snfall,domgaticater supply for
thoge tew wiyo sere connected te.t¥ system. Lack ofanodern purintation proCesses,
pi&wmismanagement and unreliabi!ty, rendered the sfslam inadc§uate and'iarced resi-
dends to s tisty their potable-water needs through wint one wrier/ describiz/17h 1893 as
‘one of {ae strangest and most Wistinctive featuras,ot™New Qrleans|:] cifjcting-tanks
for raily;whter in almost evely coor-yard.”

Rising above the puligns, the rose-trellises(a/y! the stately¥nagnoliastwe these
huge, hooped, ¢rreh cylinders of woGd. Tliey sugg st /'normoig v/atermel-
ons on end apUywith the tops cut off7 Nine-tefihs Of ths water used for
cooking and,cwinking is this cisterfiavacdr... 3

Into the (18! Os, “practically the Whole citzcebenddd on rain water caugiason
their roofs and stored in cisterns as {1 Sourcefot Mrinking wwater.*%* This meant Vhat,
during dry spe'ls. many residents of this watepgurround(:¢ Vity actually suffercd ysater
shortages, p{r#fyularly the poor lifiig in theback-of-tolvimDuring droughtsgwater was
sometimeg telivered” simply bjwpumpir.z it faroughsthe open gutters. This tactic, in
1883, sepancipitously provides. chother Mississippi Biver resource toaN<w Orleans:
“Mangnor diese gutters are alive with gmail fishfahd river shrimp, and‘théy furnish a
harys) to the boys who catch them.._

The progressive municipal-iarrovemint era of the late 18(Us)inally inspired
the development of a full-scale mbaern mufiiCippl water system (as well as drainage
and sewerage systems) in New Quledns. Relealch conducted at {Aaflubon Park in the
1890s helped determine optimalsinethods for purifying sedifhsit-laden river water,
debunking claims that only artesian wells or Lake Pontchartrgiincould provide potable
water. The New Orleans Sewerage and Water Board, establighed'in 1899, sited the new
waterworks plant in the exihame upriver neighborhood e£Ciollton. This location oc-
cupied, at the time, the seinisrural edge of the city, upst/edm trom sources of urban pol-
lution and above the salt-water intrusions occasioned by“axtremely low river stages or
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hurricane-induced gulf surg=s®° The site also provided the maximum amount of head
for distribution to housessbevause it tapped the river at a slightly higher stage that in
other parts of the city. (The  iver gains about 1.5 inches in stage per river mile heading
upriver in the metro area; thus the river at the Carrollton intake flows on average over,
one foot hiz/wr than g=he French Quarter.) Locatipg,the plant 3000-4000 feet frops
the river R¥pt it safe rom shipping activity, wharves,wad railroads, while siting it juse
within £ae Orleansi2irish Zinehept it within localsgovernment control, even if it'¢isl

The Carroilton Water Works Plant, staite/l in 1905 and opened in 19Qspdrew
waleisfrom theMississippi,by an intake pipe.antl pumped it into a “head hause,” the
coatrolling hode at the Center of a series of aeinforced concrete reservoir, Th > water
then passed slowly ¢vey the “grit reservo(r, Jwhere the coarsest particles settled out,
t}hen retussd to theshead house to be piimped into the “limefnixing resp=ioir,” where
lime :/d sulfate ¢t iton were added fopyafiening. Next, the fvater returned'to thelnad
housg™ be sensa the “coagulating resexvoir,” where finerbaiticles ordipendeavadi-
ment Ware precipitated out. Finallythe water was again(Seat baglst=the headshouse,
strain’2d thriuel! sand filters, pousedtinto “equalizing r>seivoirs,” tredted with'd small
dcbage ofichloride gas, and storea ia'the clean water w€il 4o await dulivery. Eight pumps
thip propellrd the purified wygter through distributian mains(to ltity resicelits every-

vhere elisept Algiers. Water niwins were laid stazting¥n 1905; by 1910(uipy extended
512 nfue; by 1926, they mixasared around 70Cumil 2s and spaiyned mast of the urban
foptOiiat. The number of water meters soared from ameind 5,000 12stalled in 1900
(ope Per fifty-seven people) to 22,600 in 1919] 56,6004m,1920; 2 jiearly 96,000 in
1627——one for everyfolspeople, or roughlv.every honseliald. Fa thid' manner, modery
>noimeering technold gy delivered a tiny,frat:on of tiu¢ sunofligf thie North American
interior—33,000,0C2 gallons per day ifithe 1910s,0:49.01 percent of normal river vol.
ume—into the kifchns and courtyards 0&New C tlewpians.?’

Today, a greatly enlarged Cérrllton Plail operatis on the same centurjwold
site; while theltidatment process is m&dernized, some leyrantique infrastructure re-
mains. Wate{ig)drawn from the Milssissipni tizough téve,screened intakes gtraddling
the parish Zipe: the three-pumpp2.1U-mill on-¢ allon-3-ady New River StatianDuilt on
the Jeffersarside in 1982, an/ t'@backnp Old River (@«k Street) Station, Wil four cir-
ca-1928 plainps on the Orleans side. DrawitwatesSows downhill for abdat ¢ight blocks
towzi)the East Bank Water Treatment(®.ant, witire lime, ferric sulfaty, and polyelec-
trolyiCs,are added. The water is ther'\(1) slowly paddled through nfixing and settling
basins, where fine-grain river sedineiits are nicti.ynically removed and returned to the
river; (2) disinfected for bacteriasyith polyy ha’phate, chlorine, {nithonia, and treated
with lime to adjust pH, soften tizasvater, and control corrosior;£3) pumped through
a second complex of large reservvirs for further settling andisinfection; (4) treated
with fluoride for tooth pretedcion; then (S) passed through.t\w0 sand-filtration facili-
ties for final treatment. Tiytap-ready H,O is either stored 1:4¢2n large round tanks lin-
ing South Claiborne Aveilie, or pumped through the S#&sh Claiborne or Panola Street
stations to thousands of East Bank customers. The WestZank and adjacent parishes are

handled through sepaiy’e, similar systems.?*
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Into the twenty-first Santury, the Carrollton and Algiers plants distributed 125
million gallons of river waterper day through 1,610 miles of water mains (ranging in
diameter from three to “,S fe >t along trunk lines to eight to twelve inches under French
Quarter streets) to 160,000 service connections and virtually the entire population.
This abundaiwater qu;ply remains one of the city’ssgreatest and most reliable blesg
ings—ch€ap, at abonr $0.03 /gl an, and surprisingly Mvgh in quality.

1ite prebluta’is theyinitastructure, primagily the power stations and the pioi
netwdirwof whiels Une-thigdris roughly a centuryweid. Concerns remained tol¢ratle,
patctabie, and largely hidach until Hurricane K/itrina arrived in late August®200S.
Wihdg uprooicitrees, rédlsed houses, and broke 4inderlying water lines, but.the pumps
Kopt water { ov ing thioagh the system. Afiis the levees broke, however, | floo/iwaters
swamped,the century-dld South Claibor{ie (lectrical power plant, stilling the move-
o ent ofatlsilife-systaniing resource to/ e, thousands of pelpiy trappgadin the city.
ManypJNew Orlednitns who remainedsuiing Katrina rem¢inher well (iiat unseftin’g
moment on Wedpesday, August 31, whex a twist of the tap/vicided a spée.of russy weter,
a spudls, of o1, axid a dark new oufiagk on the city’s futGi, Thezasast now sy water
to dsihk, ncyindvor sanitation, na, stiowers to escape £ae heat,and, ost gmutiously,
nothydrant water to extinguish fir¢s’ Blazes claimed sC0kes of strawtures, evos,as water
in'nydated them.

Heroic action and creative jury-rigging am tite part of the Sewefage and Water
Boardfa (wed reasonably st fe ap water (as wel.as s -weragesaiid draipace o return to
unfléSuled areas by late Sgptember, and to most of thessity tonths(iater. The system,
however, remains gravelrcémpromised, with 90,000 patehed leakgya villion dollars in
stomdi-related damagas, 5.2 billion needed. to replace (% aging dutribution system
wna $125 million tolip/iate the antique twbrity-fiverczile Sotth flaiborne electrigal
alant—one of the lei¢ of its type in the Tatioch—wititmodenn sixty-cycle motors.>®

Serious (is These problems age,"hey arl sbivable{ N:w Orleanians remain
blessed with an abundant and reliablecipply ¢i ihesh wat'y, especially in light O&the
municipal wat{r’shortages in urban'arcas acrgsg rne natifr. ind globe. A water su plus
in the Cresc¢n®City and a shortagdin Floridaixve ledGeme to ponder the gconomics
of exportingMussissippi River Water as a ¢omr lodity,*”" The water is here, the Shipping
lanes and,pot facilities are edcasiished, the technalogyds available; the anijicpstacle is
cost, anafpresent trends contitue, willing'buyefsimay someday call. Miore ominously
for Miciv Orleans, future water shortages /i the uil'anizing Southeast riiay motivate the
divers.an of certain eastern tributarits ¢ f the Mississippi, much like'ncthern Califor-
nia rivers have been rerouted to quenth the tliispf the state’s southern metropolises.

Indeed, New Orleans haaitrits hands ivhat may prove td béithe most coveted
natural resource of the twenty-fiias’Century.
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Lessons in Over-Reliance

The once-lofcy andainw-dimifsished economic imphariance of the Mississippi Rive?

1he Poitof New Oiltans recently ranle@d, as the fourth busiest shippingaort
in thematior! wvith 6,000 0®an-going vessels caiiing per year and 2,000 depqiting or
loairg nearlymninety peillion tons of cargo. (vWhen combined with the nefivjPort of
£outh Louisiefia along tis River Road, it easuy ranks first nationwide. Betduad\atrina,
we city’s port suppéited over 107,000 jobsspumped $13 billign into theylocal econo-
v1y, earned an add tional $2 billion, and (¢ntributed $231 millibn to state tax cofers
annuatjsImportéat as the shipping infdalitry is to the city, i*.is nowhef@near anfur.da-
menial ;s it wals i1 historical times, (wiven New Orleans e1jayed a'wear-monopuly on
Misssippifvallgy trade.

As ulftrans-Appalachignipgion developed inthe eally nineteenfi™wentury,
2 emergiiig frontier society produced immense supjlies of agsiquitural gaminodities
Wi gearch Ofsources of demar'd. T\ Missouri huntes, ai IllinoiswOrn farmds, a Missis-
Jippi catton grower, or a Lopiiana sugar plantegnadllittle chdice but toxhis his harvest
downritsr to reach urban markets on the Easterniwzaboard an¢) EurdoenShipping out
of 'z trans-AppalachianéWest, which nearly tripled from “pproximaiely 60,300 tons in
1810ito 176,400 tons ift /825, went down “he Mississitiv1io New (Uileans to a degree
Ghqver 99 percent; 0112 tiny portion foufilits way Spt tiie (reatLakes and St. Law
‘Clice River or othep1&utes to eastern mankets.””" AL the premidsiransshipment pofife
vefore reaching onanseas, New Orleans prospereluin finaniino, marketing, and han-
dling these commad.ties. Planters also 4ised the river'ty getéodiew Orleans to cohaict
business, meetayith financiers, buygsupplies fCi tieir estatey, educate their clai'dren,
or socialize apa shitertain. Few othéivganspoitacion optioiis existed, particulariy*when
bulky commn.¢d ties needed to,benhvedfory distafie’s. The lion's share o New Or-
leans’ spedticular wealth andsmeteoric riswbetweer( thie Louisiana Purcla3g and the
Civil W& Spn be traced to {571+ elatehactivity, agw, cotton and sugar_part and later
as a haindler of coffee, tropical truit, afifiymyriad /«lier freight. The aptebellum river-
frorc I astled with carefully managed@h:pping activity; protruding deck¥and wharves
spanned well over two miles, witlisceiain sections reserved specifivally for flatboats,
steamboats, schooners, ferries, o¢an-goingseilitg ships, and “planters’ pirogues.””
“So long as New Orleans enjoysfie) present &dvantages by locaticz#on the Mississippi
river,” wrote the New Orleans'ize ;n 1836, “so long will her coldirerce continue to be
augmented, and her property‘emsured.””* Nearly everyone ag¢eli. “Mississippi Obses-
sion” is how one historian wauld later characterize the city’s Jupreme confidence in its
geographical advantage *’*

The advantage dia ot last so long, at least nofin its purest form. Competition
started in 1825, whe@ithw newly completed Erie Canal gave New York City and the
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Eastern Seaboard waterborne®ascess to the trans-Appalachian region. Excavation com-
menced a decade later onsth&dllinois and Michigan (I & M) Canal, which would give
the emerging city of Cl cag! a piece of Mississippi River trade. More canals followed;
emigrants flowed westward, and new river towns and cities sprouted on the western
frontier. St{t=\va laterqgsvernment report,

Lonfore] 1{35ftranspoiintion had been north aid south on the river, and
1Tew Orledns from advantage of position had de reloped commercially with
uttle errcst on her plinc.fn 1835 the trade vis to some extent diverted to an
eastfind west diref¥an by the opening of ti%/zrie and other canals, [while]
Pittsburyand Cincinati were rapidly davelping....%”

In the 18305, Yccording to one Kistprian, “an increasing percentage of west-
e/ n prodmeitravelad ointhe canals diregily,to the East. New/Uifeans’ shaip of the to-
tal was(eriy output was decreasing, busthe tremendously rgpia rate of growth t{kiig
placesn,tiie agrisuitural West concealeciVew Orleans’ deglitiing positihs.”37¢ W iieseas
Westers shinmelsis to New Orleanticomprised at least @@, percent.aithe posys total
rece rts in 1840 they fell to only 15%percent by 1858; thatactivity iriereasingly fiowed
eabtwardson the Ohio, across the'(rzat Lakes, and thr@Jigh man‘aede candis, or rolled
or dn evey- ncreasing netwop's,of railroad tracks: 2y another!measure, (N2Jv Orleans
sontrollid over 99 percent o1 wans-Appalachian.shipping uo to 1825,U4s only 80 to
90 perc -t in the 1830s, 60.to)70 percent in tl3,18 :0s, andwatound 50 pascent in the
185@8uky the eve of the Civil War, New Orleans’ formes Iviiesissippi™alley monopoly
had toe shared with the thie Canal, the I & I#'Uanal, the,New Yor'x Uentral Railroad,
thadew York & ErigRafZ0ad, the Pennsylvania Railroadithe Raltisiore & Ohio Rail
s0ad, and an emergii o 1.étwork of other tish’portationoptions th roughout the Mid-
west.””” “[ T]he flow of western trade réwersid itself, wvrote fwo prominent historian/;
“the economic wiit Jmown as the Missiswippi Valley Had bden turned on its head, so
that the Mississipp1 River was flowingsrth”?7

Gettifg dshrinking share ¢ aramaticaily grow/r gantebellum econdmy (see
graphs, “New 2rleans’ Meteoric Rse ...and R:lative Desline, 1810-1860”), New Or-
leans concomtrlated on short-téim cirichiaent After ali"Mississippi Valley siipments
to New Qrlevns increased thi't: Hix-fold from 1810 tcw560, when over2,197,000 tons
of domests commodities kepiie city’s wharvesibusiling.’” The city (re v spectacu-
larly/&9o, Uoasting in 1860 over twenty (irnes ti:{ropulation from lat<,colonial times.
Why*maste time preparing for a raii v ilay when business is boomingjright here and
now? Even after the Civil War, Nepr Qrleans’ e ulation continued to grow by tens of
thousands per decade, and the riyar femaitie d t) e city’s most relighlefsource of income.
It was still faster and cheaper tciship agricultural commodities’sown the Mississippi
through New Orleans to Liverpddl (forty cents per bushel apd thirty-one days), than
to send them on rail to Chicuags, to Buffalo by lake, to New Yol by canal, and then to
Liverpool (sixty-four centypei’bushel and fifty-two days).>?

But “[p]hysioldy sts make a distinction betw#yn tie growth and the devel-
opment of an organism,” pointed out historian John G Clark. “New Orleans [in the
nineteenth century] exr erienced growth, but...did not demonstrate a developmental
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capacity comparable to thatoi*ather major urban centers, [doing] little to expand upon
or improve her natural adwariiages.”** Over-relying on the Mississippi River, New Or-
leans’ conservative business class faltered in developing back-up competitive advan-
tages in value-added industries and investing in the latest transportation technologies.
In particul(r Pompetisin from railroads—from nopexistent in 1830, to 9000 milga
of railroafi¥sack in_1550, to 193,500 miles in 1906-%eroded the city’s once-exalted
destinys New Orlears”ranking @mong American gities in terms of population helfs/il-
lustratc¥he irogies wiring ofphsolute growth withweiative decline: when the city gvier-
whe'nurigly controiled tha, ivilssissippi Valley, itgropulation and rank increasedpérom
seyeith-largestia 1810 tunGfth-largest in 1820.ard 1830 to third-largest in 1240 ¥ts all-
time peak. Tutis canals'aid railroads begaii directing wealth elsewhere, N ew Drleans
dropped to fifth plact 11 1850, sixth in 1850,'and ninth and tenth after the calamity of
the Civiliti: 38

INew Orlcans’ economic dilenmnea—exploiting todgy‘aboom veisds prepiyun’g
for tgtmarrow’s opst——was not lost op.the city’s business clss:*On the Whritrary,leaders
frettedGonstantly“about encroachingsompetition. “We lfawe beergant Sstomessia 100k
to tlie Missiisinpi as the protector offour greatness,” wroté onge shrewd edjtorslist in
1609;

We have thought that 43]ong as the mighty... T%sher of Waters continsas to
roil past our city, ourfuperiority in a compferci! point ot ‘siew, neveli wgz be
cuccessfully attacked."Time, the corrector ot af'{zrrors, has de monsfraced the
fallacy of our belif¢. It has shown us thatave are byl means im;reghable;
that our positiopgunequalled though, it “ay’ be, cafe made y8pless to us,
when railroads a¥#'canals, intersecting the valley o1 & Misgissipy1 in every
direction, oft(t t('the producer a chelveiland redd e "trans t...

New York s her great Erie Cafial. bUston h2iWestern »Wilroad, Philadel-
phia her ¢in7is and railroads, Baltimore her cowtiyanicatian's with the Ohio
Valley—by all of which a largé portion of our legitimiaie, trade is diverted
from s/ Charleston, Savannah. arid even+fopile are (i¢v"preparing to grasp
at a fhave of the spoil.....

Ii*th¢ meantime New @yleans has conwslited herseli with contemplating t/1¢
v lgsissippi, boasting €717 magritGcent positiénand unbounded resoiuces,
a11d yet has done nothing at all tgfpeeserve/n¢ adwantages which naft.ualias
conferred to her.... [S]he has hegwa to disCiver that the steam ef.yine or
even an artificial ditch is a poworfi 1 rival .4 3%

Local businessmen did_tale actigl, hut it proved negiifible in the face of
daunting economic-geographicé! realities. Ranroads eventuallyscame to New Orleans,
but, isolated as the region lay 118 the great Northern metropoliges, could never rival
the intricate web of tracks tl(inified the Midwest and the Jizst. Some value-added
industries arose in the eaf’iztwentieth century, but they mol#iv handled petroleum and
chemicals, employed relut vely few laborers, and arguah'yz Gecasioned more costs than
benefits to the local society. Major shipping canals wot!d also come, dug in the 1910s-
60s toward the worti.w/.1ie goal of making the port more competitive. But in a tragic
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irony, the artificial waterways®llowed salt water and hurricane-induced storm surges
to penetrate city limits and, 1152005, nearly caused the death of the very city they were
supposed to enrich (se¢ Scor ng and Scouring the Land).

Ever-expanding Northern waterways, seaways, railways, highways, airways,
and pipeliresneant o) by the 1900s, the monopa'izonce enjoyed by New Orleans
on Missigsippi Vallev tiaffic notv/ic oked more like mUiepolistic competition. Whereat
waterbarne'transoCdtitionanoved nearly all freightinearly-nineteenth-century Aialr-

ica, orfiysabouty’c= Crcent giintercity commercianfeight travels on inland wate yviys

=g
todasz: tiie rest is tandledyby railroads, trucks,pivelines, and aircraft. A modein-day
cofton or sugaivproducéipunlike his ancestor, now has numerous transportatien op-
tidas to get [lislommdd/t/"to market, few of which involve either the Missi sipr i or the
€ 18scent City. He mign) only need to confe t)) New Orleans for a trade show—by air.

Imhe 19525 aind 1960s, a tech/ivlogical breakthrouft ransforgaid the ship-
ping éalustry. Tospeed the handling of%eight in individualiZad odd-shaped unit!, el
gineerdevelopgd standardized “contarders” gripped by ¢-anes and géniriesén 1imss-
produdiion prodylike a factory. Thewimple but revolutiditusy idega!Wed fopthe efh-
cienzhandliye o cargo between vassel and train or trua's, with aminnium oflasor and
Aotk spage. Containerization swep# through the shipplng indusciygwithin‘afew years
anairadic{lly altered the geogrpphies, economies, andicultures (f port citics worldwide.
't meant that great ports no lorger really needed.gzeavport cities; rival foijis expanded
in smdUirpopulation centels (witness Gulfpor' uMi sissippis; ar operad v remote ar-
eas (Witness Port Fouchgn, Louisiana). In New Orleans, (htusands(oflongshoremen,
sterecibres, dock workers, alid other riverfroni=faborers gmaually lest their jobs to ma-
chiwls, or to competing‘yorts and their machines. Worlt, yet moot vessels currently
ralling at the Port of!New Orleans constittéa/tankers ¢r cargo wessels, which generate
aven fewer local jots,than containerized\snips. The hospitality industry now trumip's
port activity as th® city’s premier sourge Sfemplo zm =it.

Containerization also mean.ut greal pirts no {inger needed to occupys so
much waterfr{ncfipace. Mechaniza'ioil meap#syconcentr{tfign. In New Orlear s, rhany
riverfront wliafyes and warehouseSHeteriomte Fand weisleared away for recreational
and tourisy@elated venues, suchas the I'foor walk, YWoidenberg Park, and, tite River-
walk festivai“inarketplace (14755)80s), The procass &£ reclaiming” tha,ri‘sifront for
peopla,ciiatinues today, as plaiiiiers prapise afatiguous stretch of fub ic facilities
and/£1)en space from Poland to Jackson3'enues.his is a healthy trent—and, oddly, a
revers.an to historical times, when ci%iz//ns “pramenaded” nightly albn); the riverfront
to enjoy waterfront breezes. But italserreflects™a Jrobably irreversible downturn in the
industry over which New Orleans,was fotdel to reign. The Pdrt #f New Orleans is
still critically important to City w£New Orleans, employing thGsands of people and
generating millions of dollarsbut, in truth, the city today neegythe port more than the
port needs the city.***
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By its commanding position in this vast country, New Orleans will...be-
coftingne of thevichest markets in the New World.
—TJames Pitot, circa 1802

New Oriwans'will be fegever, as it is now, thefnuphty mart of the merchan-

Uise b from nfolq than a thousand river(;] no such position for the

accumulation and.perpetuity of wealth antyns wer [has] ever existed.
—Thomas Jefferson, 1804

...a port or twa, | fiere] would make ysnasters of the whole of this conti-
naat.
—René-Rol ¢ :t/Cavelier, sieur de L. hale, circa ™4

Many fastors explain NewOileans’ failure to athidve thoollieadyvisions
from CCaturies pdst. Chief among fiiwm is the ineluctabicwealitygdeathe Misyissippi
Rivds) desprig,it’ magnitude and importance, now repeasents but one of a putiper of
trdwsportation options in and outwf the world’s ricliesy valley.” (¥ ]aith ifihe invul-
neribility of geographic locatien, dulled the mind @ad tempéeec the er’ecles of the

yusiness sommunity of New, Utleans,” wrote histarian John, G. Clark, ( pieventing its
leader® \19m calculating acciraely and quickly‘he s gnificameiof thrguts (& their com-
merf1dkhegemony.* Omce the third-largest city in thel).5y New, Oileans fell to the
thisty-first largest in 2009, aiid as low as the six)-eventleinrgest citjpin che country one
vearafter Hurricane®Zatiina (see graph, “Tracking New @rlears’ Astent and Decline
1790-2007").

The historieal splendors of ola®™ew Orleariwthat #emain with us today meg
be viewed as a gian¢) and splendid vegtige of an‘scoriomicizengraphy that no lgmoer
exists.

Biological Manij:ulation

Human agency iwne translosation of species—
and transforaation 0)vhe environment

Describing species (19" native” or “alien” to a partica’a’ place presupposes a
certain order in the world, a"perception that selected life fofry “belong” to delineated
ranges. In reality, specias /nove about as much or as litfic%s circumstances or seren-
dipities permit; some cross entire hemispheres season{!lx while others unintentionally
wander permanently "G 7i¢w regions and continents. Humans have participated in this
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biological diffusion by dispersing themselves as well as thousands of other species, in-
tentionally or accidentall;sCategorizing species as native or alien, and thence presum-
ing the former to be beaign and the latter malignant, is a human construct, one that
ignores spatial and temporal continuums—not to mention our own place in nature.

Yer ojre canmptvefute that the pace of specigs translocations has radically ag
celerated(with the teciiiiologictl'a ivances and econbinic globalization of the past cew
tury. Nar cah one avay, thator Wvery introduced spacies that proves to be lucrative'ajl
benefiiv!, (suches; th Louisjuna, sugar, cotton, aix’soybeans) or otherwise dedirable
(suc',as' cherished “Southeifl” ornamentals sush s azaleas and crepe myrtlesynoth-
erglaig indispatebly destiugtive and costly. Anthropogenically translocated.socuies in
gineral are Inown as “Ugtioduced,” “non-inéigenous,” or “alien” species; tl ose/ hat are
wicwed aspests are alcribed the adjectives/ot ‘invasive” or “nuisance.” The tags are sub-
ie ctive, ame! \ometimes Sontested.®

Doussianasthumid subtropigshyciimate, myriad waearways, aiiu’ produciie
coastiivwetlandspmake it ideal habiftat “or the establishm=nwvof specits thatevilived
elsewiitre. Gunturies of shipping tfufic have occasionef™he acgidasll relogation of
hpnireds olisne ties to this new gnvironment, while diliverate introductions or agri-
cuitural ezops, animals, and ornarni¥ital plants accoun(or even riidue biolog.wal reshuf-
fling. Rail-oads, canals, roads,gad interstates perforta critical {cohromic fya‘tions but

Iso serta,as conduits for furtiter biological diffsiony The result: rougiuypa thousand
specie’s 0" flora and fauna dacé unknown to Liuisis na nows#ive inghe Ssate. Of the
werli 100 “worst” invasive species according to the Fraficivenvirofiinental organiza-
tion Fondation d’Entrepyrise,at least thirteen 04u’ in soypthern Loyipiaiia. One-third of
ThedVature Conservand =% “Dirty Dozen” list of the moS€destzmuctive invasive specieg
‘n tne U.S. are found {2 Douisiana, a state,thofcomprise: Hnly 1'4 pe ‘cent of the nation's
sonterminous land“area. The U.S. Gédlagical Survey’s database of non-indigenots
aquatic species slows that Louisiana has'more inro 1hced dauitic plants (thirtystwo)
than any other state except Florida, wizich has fdri)-five. Itts home to almost twownd-
a-half times th: Aferage number of intrdducedsauatic plir.grper state.

Foytgparticular invasivefjpecies have’ cause@™disproportionate damage to
southern Isguisiana ecology atidysociety. Twg were intivduced accidentally,“wo de-
liberately.Fiistorically, Aedeg a gipti ranked as the, risast detrimental, averids it went
all busuitaoticed. This mosquity, native (& Afrifd) arrived to the Caritihe:n and later
FrepCi) coronial Louisiana in the early 170s, pr&aably in water storetyon slave ships.
Aedes wagyptiitself was merely a pest, au it carried the yellow fever vi“uswhich claimed
the lives of over 100,000 Louisiani¢nspand 40,68 3 New Orleanians, between 1796 and
190S. Discovery of the culprit in the €arly 9000, remains one of H sc¢ry’s great medical
breakthroughs. Mosquito contrcllias since eradicated yellow feyyr in the region and
nation, but Aedes aegypti still thrives in New Orleans, and contiues to transmit dengue
and yellow fever throughout ‘s tropics.

Water hyacinth, a'usti aquatic plant with a beautitotpurple flower, was delib-
erately introduced as an 6Zhamental at the 1884 World ) dustrial and Cotton Centen-
nial Exposition at Audubon Park. Other individuals arotad the same time imported it
directly from South Agterica. Finding ideal habitat in the highly productive freshwa-
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ter wetlands of southern Leuivéana, hyacinth established itself throughout the region,
clogging waterways, out-aanipeting native aquatics, starving water of light and oxygen,
and creating mosquito \abi at. National newspaper reports attested to the incredibly
rapid spread of the aquatic plant; the following piece appeared in Illinois in 1895 under,
the title “Naj igation Ipa;ieded by Flowers.”

imassisted it migrani¥s,making a lot of troub:%én Louisiana. It is a plant,
awater hywcinth, whicisa man from New C rleins saw and admired about
three yeoss ago whil( 41 visit to ColombiasHe brought some bulbs [home]
and @rew them inftahs in his front yard. iisbout two years patches of the
flower appeared 1 Rayou St. John.... InanGther year the bayou was full st
it, £ tiat navijaiin was impeded. Nigy all the canals near New Orl¢ans
are overrun afitycovered up with thifiiyading flower; great masses of it are
floating in thefwike; rivers running into®ne lake are chokedywith it, and 1has
trave led aJ undred miles to the wést vard of New Orleans.”¥

Two yieiplater, Congress appropriated funds “té¥nvestigate lie obsimction
of ipe navighioleywaters of Florida, Louisiana and other.south A&ifauc and glulistates
bt il plant lesdwn as the water [{nsinth™%—a costly‘aad congfant battle Wikich con-

inues to'Unis day.

Ewsly more damagingtowoastal wetlandeareutria, atarge furbed=ng rodent

rom Argentina originally imgearied to CalifornigiOnfur in 18Q9. Specinien’ made their
way undler controlled circuristances to breeders®a/s5t. Bernaru Parisli, %sho sold some
to*! e Ncllhenny family{{of Tabasco Sauce fame) duriitthe Depiassion. Intention-
all§ rpleased animals (151#9-45) and escapees siosequéntly spreaflfom Avery Island
throughout the coastaymarshes, oftentimegyided by sinte iishdind,game officials, whe
swwed nutria as a bgono the state’s fur (hanping indusiry. They waste—until the 1985,
when fur fell out of tavhion in favor ofileatiser for wanien’s Cuats. Prices dropped front
over ten dollars a'\pel” to as low as a doilar; trapperalye ked fousther lines of worl(, @ad
the nutria population exploded. The rodents detou 'ed marsigrasses in expansiza, Con-
tiguous areas kits'wn as “eat-outs,” Csposing tiuhy silty cudsial soils to wind andwivater
erosion and (34aerbating the degladfitionI sundreds'ot thousands of acredlof coastal
marsh. Th{y 4iso displaced nativewmuskracpspulatiofiseA state bounty prgijram offer-
ing four gGrfive dollars per ta'l Lias motivated soméazappers to pursue figérid again, re-
sulting'e 1.6 million kills since 2002 anweducifig siria-damaged mars.wf om around
80,00( acres per year to 34,000 in 2207 But, with phenomenal rebieductive rates
and a gdographical range now spamninigall thre€icontinental-U.S. coats nutria are like-
ly to remain a permanent part—ar d cause—at th shrinking Louisiana landscape.

During the World Way"i], era, shipg/arriving from Ead‘/isia unknowingly
brought in a tiny winged pest whicii today costs New Orleanian{£ 300 million annually.
Formosan termites, infesteddimwooden shipping pallets, fojir{ran agreeable climate
and plenty of wooden hotigind’stock in the port cities of Hyuston, Mobile, and New
Orleans; they soon spread/ imoughout the Gulf South vidwhipping lanes and relocated
lumber and railroad ties. F& years, the household pesfici e Chlordane drove the For-
mosans out of treatedmtsctures and into urban trees, wearening them structurally and
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oftentimes causing their cqligpse. When Chlordane was banned in 1988, Formosan
termites proceeded to infast Trouses, showing a particular taste for the old timbers of
historical structures. R @ control attempts by the U.S. Department of Agriculture

ave, at best, only stabilized the problem, which has since spread to@

and local entities h

the entire ern ti the United States. Formosa=a termite control efforts are no

literallzr&dded e ciEE@: during the 19 ustom-designed traps top Q
; er,

with u ed um ere drilled into h Quarter sidewalks, their

pose ng téom
ew,wou rg@t any “good” can@om these four biological i uc-

a
tiof1;samon y oth imilarly, few would claim that other importati such
e eat, s ns, p r ornamentals &é& azaleas, and game birds s ring-

ent costly ecolo evils that must be eradicated.

native species on and sugar, N@rle ver would
ically as it did d\#s nineteenth-c y heyday.;’On @
ductions demo e that humans a&e nt g-
f their environsffreak accident or afiwive tié int
told consequen the future. g’






