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The mighty Mississippi River
is perhaps known more in
myth than in reality. As
described by great story tellers
like Mark Twain and William
Faulkner, it is a source of
adventure still hidden behind
white antebellum columns and
Spanish moss.

It is a captivating subject
laden with past symbols of the
early American character
superimposed with new, ever-
changing images of modern-
day commerce and industrial
development.

The Mississippi churns and
murmurs. Buoys anchored in
its current roar like waterfalls.
Little hissing whirlpools open
for no apparent reason, then
disappear into murky depths.

The river gathers its water
from 41 percent of the

e TRAVELING -
THE MISSISSIPPI

A JOURNEY THROUGH TIME

continental United States--
1,245,000 square miles, a vast
drainage basin spread like a
funnel to catch water from
Montana to New York. By the
time Old Man River gets to
Memphis, most of its
collecting is done. As it passes
through Baton Rouge and
winds below New Orleans, the
drainage eventually narrows to
the funnel’s mouth, known as
Head Of Pass. There the
Mississippi breaks into many
fingers and floods out into the
Gulf Of Mexico.

It is no lazy river; it carries
downstream 63,000 tons of soil
a day at anywhere between
three and a half to six miles an
hour. Barges pushing
downstream use its swift current
as an ally. Upstreamers must
relentlessly fight it head on,
power against power.

The Mississippi River, stretching over 3,000 miles as it winds through
the heart of the continent, played a key role in the early history of our
nation. By the eighteenth century, the Mississippi was depended on
for the transportation of not only goods, but people as well. With the
advent of steamboat travel, population exploded along the river.
(Map: The Mississippi Steamboat Era, Joan W. and Thomas H.
Gandy, New York: Dover Publications, 1987.)

In the early days of river travel, rafts and flatboats often made the
trip downstream where they were taken apart and their wood sold
for lumber. Englishman Fredrick Hawkins Piercy sketched this
view of Baton Rouge from the west bank of the river around 1852.
Photo courtesy of the Anglo-American Art Museum,
Louisiana State University, Baton Rouge.
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AT RED STICK_

EARLY TRANSPORT

The ecarliest rough-hewn Mississippi river
vessels were fashioned by shore-dwelling
Indians seeking trade with other tribesmen
living downstream. Birchbark canoes
carried flints, pelts, hides, semi-precious
stones and salt. Further south, pirogues
were hollowed out of cypress trees
providing remarkably stable transport in
the treacherous river currents. Fur trappers
navigated bullboats made from the hides of
buffalo stretched tightly over willow tree
frames. Other types of boats included
bateaux and crudely-built flatboats favored
by European fur traders, and keelboats
with pointed bows and rustic cabins
accommodating heavy loads of cargo and
the occasional courageous passenger.

Entitled Baton Rouge (Capital of Louisiana), this lithograph by M. Adrien Persac, circa 1857,
depicts early steamboats ferrying passengers across the river. Courtesy, Anglo-American
Art Museum, LSU, Baton Rouge.

‘While most cities have a definite
beginning in history with the
establishment of a trading settlement,
Baton Rouge was discovered rather
than founded. Indian outposts
occupied the bluffs of Baton Rouge
for untold centuries, long before the
Europeans settled North America.

In 1699 Pierre Lemoyne d’ Iberville
and his brother Bienville explored
the Mississippi River up to Baton
Rouge. The topography they found
was vastly different than the flat,
winding, southern passage to the Gulf
of Mexico; it formed a “reach” or
straight stretch between bends
measuring over 9 miles long. And
the east bank rose as bluffs--high
enough to be free from the annual
spring floods.

The explorers noted a reddened
“maypole” to which the heads of fish
and bears were attached in sacrifice.
The Indians said the pole marked the
hunting boundary between the
Bayagoulas (downriver) tribe and the
Houmas (upriver) tribe.

In their language the red pole was
called Istrouma, but the French
called it Baton Rouge or “red stick”.
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A BOAT FOR WORK AND PLAY

Navigation of the Mississippi
developed rapidly during the eighteenth
century as valuable furs and other goods
floated down the river to be shipped to
European countries. During the 1700s,
the westward-moving nation came to
depend more and more on the
Mississippi River for the transportation
not only of goods, but also of people.

Steam came to the Mississippi in 1811.
The New Orleans, designed by Robert
Fulton and Robert Livingston, was the
first steamboat to stop in Baton Rouge.
It carried three passengers: Nicholas
Roosevelt, his pregnant wife, and their
dog. The New Orleans also carried a
load of cotton, the first ever to be
shipped by steamboat from Natchez.

The trip from Natchez to New Orleans
usually took 10 days one-way, with up
to 40 passengers travelling downstream
for a fare of $18 each. Travelling
upstream, the load was lightened to 20
passengers, each paying a fare of $25.

For all its success in going down the
river, the New Orleans proved to be
poorly designed for travel any farther
north than Natchez. It took a
Mississippi River man, Henry Shreve, to
understand the application of steam

on Old Man River. In 1816 he designed
the Washington. Shreve’s design
opened the river to steam navigation,
and all Mississippi River steamboats in
the following years copied the basic
design of the Washington.

The phenomenal growth of steamboat
traffic on the Mississippi came to an
abrupt halt as the Civil War began
(1861-1865). But when the war was
over, river men were swift to pick up
where they had left off. Steamboat
builders joined forces to form pools of
boats, such as the great Anchor Line and
the Southern Transportation Line.

Trains gradually proved to be too much
competition for steamboats. High water
on the river interrupted navigation as
landings were flooded and low water
prohibited navigation by big boats.

As the twentieth century was born,
steamboating began to die. It was not a
sudden death: many steamboats
continued to travel the Mississippi into
the 1920s and 1930s. This closing
chapter of steamboats on the Mississippi
was a brief moment in the history of the
river, but for that short time the
steamboat men reigned with style, as
they always had.

LION ROUG

The wooden-hulled steamboat City of Baton Rouge was built in 1881. It ran from St. Louis to
New Orleans until December 12, 1890, when it sank at Hermitage, Louisiana. Photo by
Henry C. Norman. Courtesy, LSU Special Collections, Hill Memorial Library, LSU, Baton Rouge.

This hand-painted porcelain mug is one of three created
before the Civil War depicting a view of Baton Rouge, the
only city in the Mississippi River Valley for which there are
hand-painted views prior to the period 1861-1865. This piece
is copied from the lithograph Baton Rouge (Capital of
Louisiana) by M. Adrien Persac. Courtesy, Anglo-American
Art Museum, LSU, Baton Rouge.
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GREATER BATON ROUGE
PorT COMMISSION

The Greater Baton Rouge Port
Commission was established in 1952 by
an act of the Louisiana Legislature. The
Commission’s power and authority
included the regulation of commerce and
traffic along the river and the construction
and operation of public port facilities.

Ernest “Buddy” Wilson served as the first
Commission president. Overseeing the daily
operations of the port have been the following
port executive directors: A. Steward Wallace,
Jr., 1952-1957; E. Monnot Lanier, 1957-1958;

George W. Altvater, 1958-1959;
C.W. Herbert, 1959-1983; Kenneth J. Patin,
February 1983 - May 1983; John B. Dutton,
1983-1987; Gary K. Pruitt, 1987 - 1998 and
Roger P. Richard, 1998-present.

Governor Robert F. Kennon signed legislation creating the Greater Baton Rouge Port Commission
on Nov. 4, 1952. Present at the ceremony were (standing, left to right) Ernest Wilson (first Port
Commission president), Rolfe McCollister, Sr., Stewart Wallace, Charles Duchein, J.E. Jumonville, Sr.,
Thomas Jewell, Percy Roberts, Horace Wilkinson, and Paul B. Landry.

- 1952 -
Enabling Act Creating the Greater
Baton Rouge Port Commission

-1954 -
Construction began on
General Cargo Dock No. 1

-1954 -
Construction began on the
Grain Elevator and Dock

- 1956 -
First cargo vessel,
the S.S. Clarisse called

- 1956 -
Molasses Terminal constructed

- 1958 -
Construction began on the
Burnside Terminal

- 1959 -
The Baton Rouge
Barge Terminal opened

- 1964 -
Construction began on
General Cargo Dock No. 2

- 1988 -
Port received
Foreign-Trade Zone status

- 1990 -
Cargo dock connection completed

- 1999 -
Inland Rivers Marine Terminal
completed

-2002 -
Sugar storage and distribution
facility completed






