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“By its commanding position in this vast country, New Orleans will assemble in its port a huge amount of
commodities from the Torrid Zone for exportation along with products from the Temperate Zone. It will offer
the most advantageous assortments of goods from European and West Indian cargoes. It can, in fact, expect
to become one of the richest markets in the New World.”

Above New Orleans in 1972 (top left), 1983 (top right), 1986 (bottom left), and 1987. U.S. Army Corps of Engineers—New Orleans
District



Contents
Preface 9

Introduction The Geographical Perspective 11
Chapter 1 Situation 15

Geological Origins of New Orleans’ Precarious Perch 16
Early European Cognizance of the New Orleans Region 18
The Arrival of the French 19
Enter the Le Moyne Brothers 20
Outposts in the Wilderness 23
Founding of New Orleans, Phase I: 1717-18 24
Where to Site the Principal City? 24

French Quarter Site 26
Bayou Manchac Site 27
Natchez 27
English Turn 29
Lake Pontchartrain Shore 30
Other Sites 30

Competition and Indecision, 1718-21 32
Founding of New Orleans, Phase II: 1721-22 33
Influence of Geographical Situation on the Character of New Orleans 34

Chapter 2 Topography 37
Original Topographic Circumstance of the New Orleans Region 38
Repercussions of Topography on the Development of New Orleans 45
Topographic Observations 50
Topographic Change 54

Topographic Change to Keep Water Out
The Mississippi River Levee System, 1722-Present 54
The Lakefront, 1926-34-Present 57
The Hurricane-Protection Levees, 1965-Present 58

Topographic Change to Remove Water
The Drainage System, 1893-1915-Present 59

Topographic Change to Create New Land
The Batture, 1790s-1830s 62

Topographic Change to Improve Navigation
Carondelet (Old Basin) Canal, 1794-1938 66
The New Basin Canal, 1832-1950 69
The Inner Harbor Navigational Canal (Industrial Canal),

1918-23-Present 73
The Mississippi River-Gulf Outlet Canal, 1958-68-Present 77

The Mundane and the Catastrophic: Other Topographic Change in New Orleans 78
The Topographical City 80

Chapter 3 Culture 81
Paths: Origin and Development of New Orleans’ Radiating Street Pattern 84

The Arpent System 85
Initial Appearance of the Radiating Pattern 86
Spokes in the Crescent 88
Endurance of the Arpent-System Pattern 98
Arcs in the Crescent 99
New Orleans’ Radiating Street Pattern: Some Observations 105

Edges: The Porous and Shifting Nature of Canal Street 
as an Urban Boundary 110

Districts: Sense of Purpose, Sense of Place

Nodes: Essential Places

Landmarks: Clues of Identity

Conclusion Isle of Orleans
Appendix
References
Index



Roofscapes of the Vieux Carré, 2000. Photographs by author



Preface
Lofting through the Southern twilight on a connector flight from Dallas, I take note of passengers’ reactions to the
enigmatic deltaic geography below as we approach for landing in New Orleans. Many are business travelers antic-
ipating tomorrow’s convention; others are reading, asleep, or terminally oblivious. But an interested few gaze
motionlessly out their scratched little windows on the world, peering through the subtropical haze into one of the
most dynamic, precarious, and storied places on Earth. Ten thousand feet beneath us lies the watery lithosphere
and earthy hydrosphere formed by a great river flailing methodically at its terminus, spilling sediments gathered
from the western slopes of the Appalachians to the eastern ramparts of the Rockies into a gulf of a sea of a great
ocean. It is a fantastic show, startlingly distinct from the familiar patchwork quilt of woods and fields charac-
terizing most of our journey over the region. The rectilinear landscape of township-and-range America has 
disappeared; man has arranged things differently in this exceptional terrain. We are now south of the South.

To the west, what first appeared to be a stolid forest is suddenly intersected with orange rays of the setting
sun, producing a blinding glint in the form of an enormous spoked wheel. It is the remnant cypress swamp of
the Manchac wilderness; loggers a century ago extracted trees along canals radiating from a hub, creating the
bizarre pattern. Through this swamp two centuries prior passed French explorers seeking a strategic toehold at
the clutch of what would become the richest valley on Earth.

Directly below us is a large body of gray water that confuses some passengers. A bay? Gulf of Mexico?
Hurriedly unfurled maps reveal it to be Lake Pontchartrain, a lesson to newcomers who knew since grade school
that New Orleans was “on the Mississippi” but until now were unaware of this enormous and well-proportioned
lake. Now we swing about and gain views of the swamps to the west, which bear a disconcerting resemblance
to the northern taiga landscape for their cypress trees killed by salinity and bleached gray by the sun. A 
passenger on one side of the plane points out a flock of white egrets gliding in formation over the wild-looking
terrain, a common scene in televised nature shows but incomparably beautiful from this perspective. By this
time, the setting sun casts a golden glow from behind us, making the vegetation more verdant, the swamp water
blacker, and every tree and stump salient. A futuristic superhighway, raised on pilings and penetrating the envi-
rons like twin laser beams, jars the prehistoric sense of the scene; the visitors will soon get firsthand knowledge
of this highway as Interstate 10. An occasional camp deep in the swamps is the object of someone’s marvel;
imagine living out there. . . .

Suddenly, across the cabin, someone exclaims, “There’s the Mississippi!”Heads bob up and turn toward
windows; a murmur arises. Satisfied smiles cross once-perplexed faces. This they’ve been anticipating: the
mighty Mississippi . . . steamboats heading for New Orleans . . . Dixieland. . . . A lifetime’s worth of clichés
and images registers. Even the preoccupied conventioneer peers out the window to see the great river. And
great it is, absolutely unmistakable, meandering in magnificently yawning bends and clung to tenaciously
by what appears to be all the human existence in the area. Roads, properties, industry, and agriculture all
address the river in the way that ribs adhere to a snake’s vertebrae. The passengers are witnessing settlement
patterns first surveyed by French colonial engineers over a quarter-millennium ago. Now we start to follow
the river, and a sense of confident satisfaction registers with our engaged passengers, some of whom turn
about occasionally in the hope of sharing their discoveries with their apathetic seatmates. They have gained
an initial geographical comprehension of life in this deltaic landscape: most human existence here clings to
the Mississippi River. We have locked on to the homestretch of that river, wending toward the sea on a 
slurry plain of sediment and water. Inevitably there will be a great city near the mouth of this river, and in
a matter of moments we will find that city, sprawled out in splendid isolation amid an inhospitable and
ephemeral geography. 

All eyes remain on the river. Smokestacks and grain towers shadow serene fields and densely canopied forests;
linear communities of chimneyed shacks intersperse with the occasional columned mansion; vessels of various
size and purpose engage at this fleeting moment in their ancient endeavor. A glance toward the southern horizon,
through air pregnant with humidity, reveals an intricate labyrinth of marsh, water, and forest fraying out into a
black infinity that says, we are nearing the edge of the continent. Finally, the aircraft swings into orientation with
the runway, giving one side of the plane a concatenated vista down three or four meanders of the Mississippi,
those in the foreground shrouded in dusk but a particularly spectacular crescent in the distance glittering in a mil-
lion lights. “There it is,” someone says resolutely. “There’s New Orleans.” Vivacious and sparking in its solitude,

cast upon a watery surface such that it looks as though it’s floating, this place cannot be mistaken for Dallas or
Atlanta or anywhere else.

Truth be told, it usually ends there. Most flights plunge into the suburbs of Kenner, where the mystical twi
light milieu abruptly submits to strip malls with Winn-Dixies and Burlington Coat Factories. But every so
often, circumstances require an aerial revolution around the metropolis, giving lucky passengers a grand tour
of this destination of which they have heard so much all their lives. Leafy suburbs of ubiquitous ranch houses
and commercial arteries of fast-food restaurants (disappointing those passengers who subconsciously expect
ed narrow streets and iron-lace balconies to characterize the entire metropolitan area) give way to a busier
cityscape, where some houses are grander and others more tightly clustered, where the trees are more exuber
ant and sprawling, and where the streets radiate outward toward the Mississippi. Almost everyone with a win
dow seat is now rapt with attention.

The scene intensifies as we continue downriver. Foliage diminishes to reveal a nineteenth-century
streetscape of multifaceted silver-gray slate rooftops and countless chimneys, which just as quickly disappears
for wharves, industrial facilities, and superhighways. Then a surprisingly lofty skyscraper district delivers yet
another surprise to the observers, whose eyes take in the modern city but fix on the hypnotic mathematics of
the Superdome. The syllables of its name float around the cabin, mixed with snippets of 
Square,” “see the cathedral?” “that’s the French Quarter.”
visitors get a sense that the symmetrical grid-pattern urban village now below us is the heart of it all, the orig
inal city, New Orleans at its most historical and classical, perched so dramatically at a cusp of the Mississippi.
The panoply of steep rooftops, courtyard gardens, and narrow streets alive with pedestrians spans an area larg
er in size and more uninterrupted in its distribution than some had expected. Further banking reinforces recent
ly learned lessons in the local geography, as views of other intriguing neighborhoods, canals, bridges, wharves,
and parks are gained. As the aircraft returns to the lake, passengers indulge in one last panoramic vista of the
city, looking directly into the Mid-City crux from which streets radiate out to the arcuate river. A final approv
ing whisper of “Crescent City” is heard. The anticlimactic ritual of landing and deplaning allows those atten
tive passengers to absorb their new spatial understanding of New Orleans and its region, spicing their desire to
finally know this city on their all-too-brief visit.

Time and Place in New Orleans
City, and the geographical patterns humans have formed while making history in this exceptional place. It
examines the history behind the geography, and the geography behind the history, of the first and last great
city on the Father of Waters of the North American continent. But on a more fundamental level, this book
addresses the wonder and curiosity evoked by this splendid, tragic, festive, and distinguished American city,
in those fortunate enough to live within its limits and in those who only get to view it from a connector
flight from Dallas.

“I never could find out exactly where New Orleans is. I have looked for it on the map without much
enlightenment. It is dropped down there somewhere in the marshes of the Mississippi and the bayous
and lakes. It is below the one and tangled up among the others, or it might some day float out to the Gulf
and disappear. How the Mississippi gets out I never could discover. When it first comes in sight of the
town it is running east; at Carrollton it abruptly turns its rapid, broad, yellow flood and runs south, turns
presently eastward, circles a great portion of the city, then makes a bold push for the north in order to
avoid Algiers and reach the foot of Canal Street, and encountering then the heart of the town, it sheers
off again along the old French quarter and Jackson Square due east, and goes no one knows where.”

A Note on Terminology
Local lexicon reflects New Orleans’ geographical and cultural peculiarities and, like the city, evolves over
time. The following notes clarify usage of certain terms throughout the book.

French Quarter: “French Quarter
of the City), “old city,” and “original city” all refer to those blocks bounded by present-day Iberville Street, North
Rampart Street, Esplanade Avenue, and the Mississippi River. In certain contexts, it also includes the blocks
between Iberville and Canal, though this strip of land is historically and technically not in the French Quarter. The
blocks between Barracks Street and Esplanade Avenue were also not in the original plat but are now officially
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part of the French Quarter, and are considered so here. In discussions focusing on the late eighteenth and early
nineteenth centuries, the present-day French Quarter is also referred to as “the city,” since all other areas were
either rural or only recently subdivided.

Faubourg: Faubourg or fauxbourg (“false town”) is French for suburb, namely inner suburb. It described the
subdivisions of old plantations beyond the limits of the original city starting in 1788 and was commonly used
into the early 1900s. Its use diminished for many decades but was revived in the 1970s by the historic-preser-
vation movement and neighborhood organizations (not to mention real-estate agents), starting with the
Faubourg Marigny. The term is now commonly used as a synonym for “historic neighborhood” in New
Orleans, but excluding (by definition) the Vieux Carré.

Central Business District: Faubourg Ste. Marie , “Faubourg St. Mary,” “St. Mary,” “American Sector,”
“Central Business District,” and “CBD” all generally refer to the area loosely bordered by present-day Iberville
Street, Loyola Avenue, Howard Avenue, and the Mississippi River, although in certain discussions, the “Canal
Street corridor” (between Iberville and Common) may be considered separate, since this remained a commons
for twenty years after the 1788 subdivision of Faubourg Ste. Marie. This latter term is generally used for dis-
cussions recounting the late 1700s and early 1800s, while Faubourg St. Mary, St. Mary, and the American
Sector are utilized in antebellum and postbellum contexts, and Central Business District and CBD refer to the
area in the twentieth and twenty-first centuries.

Directions: The cardinal directions only serve to confuse in crescent-shaped New Orleans. Instead, lakeside,
riverside, upriver (or uptown), and downriver (or downtown) are used as surrogates for northward, southward,
westward, and eastward—despite the compass’s needle.1 I prefer upriver/downriver to uptown/downtown,
because references to the flow direction of the river remain true no matter where you are in the metropolitan
area. Confusing at first, the system works well (except perhaps in the Mid-City/Bayou St. John area) and makes
more sense locally than allusions to distant poles and stars.

Downtown/Uptown: Everyone has their own feel of where downtown becomes uptown in New Orleans (and,
relatedly, whether the words should be capitalized as distinct places or lower-cased as general areas). This is
the way it should be. Most people today would divide the two places-of-mind somewhere near Howard Avenue
and Lee Circle, perhaps along the Pontchartrain Expressway, which roughly separates the harder, congested
streets of the commercial sector from the softer, leafier environs of the residential section. Others refer exclu-
sively to the Garden District or the University area as uptown and the French Quarter and Central Business
District as downtown. Years ago, Canal Street would have been seen as the demarcation. Understanding the
two distinctive yet nebulous areas is enabled more through the rich variety of people’s adamantly defended def-
initions of them than in a dogmatic attempt to formalize them. 

Neighborhoods: Neighborhoods are delineated and named historically, colloquially, officially by the city, and
by local and federal agencies for historic-preservation purposes. Rarely do all boundaries and names concur.
Neighborhoods are referenced all five ways in this volume, but primarily by the official city designations. See
pages 82-83 for official names (city designations, National Register Historic Districts, and local Historic
District Landmarks Commission districts) and pages 89, 93, and 95 for historic names.

Historical Eras: The French colonial era refers to the years from 1682 to 1762 in regional contexts and 1718
to 1762 for New Orleans discussions. The Spanish colonial era of New Orleans started secretly in 1762, pub-
licly in 1764, politically in 1766, and militarily in 1769; it concluded secretly in 1800 and officially in
November 1803. The second French colonial era started secretly in 1800 and formally in November 1803, and
ended with the Louisiana Purchase in December 1803, when the colonial era drew to a close and the American
era commenced. The American territorial era lasted until 1812, when Louisiana became a state. The antebel-
lum era generally refers to the years after the Battle of New Orleans (1815) to the outset of the Civil War, with

the latter decades of this time span often described as the 
semiautonomous units (1836-52) is sometimes referred to as the “
menced with secession in 1861 and lasted until New Orleans’ surrender in 1862 (though some close this era
with the end of the Civil War), after which the era of occupation and Reconstruction lasted until 1877. 

Geography: Geography is defined and discussed in the introduction, but this opportunity is taken to empha
size that geography not only considers the physical lay and shape of the land but also the distributions and pat
terns of phenomena, including human activity, upon it.

Sea Level: Topographic elevation being so minute (yet so historically significant) in this region, the methods
of measuring the varying level of the sea as a standard of comparison are relevant. Most elevations cited in this
volume are in reference to the 
Sea Level Datum of 1929), which is a mean-sea-level estimate fixed among twenty-six measurements at
coastal sites throughout the United States and Canada taken over a number of years starting in 1929. Thus,
“three feet below sea level” means three feet below the sea’s average level as measured by this vertical datum,
which is close to, but not the same as, the level of the Gulf of Mexico where the Mississippi discharges. NGVD
1929 was superceded by the North American Vertical Datum of 1988
ies by researchers at Louisiana State University revealed that, because of subsidence on the existing set of
benchmarks, true elevations in southern Louisiana are possibly up to four feet lower than previously thought.
The establishment of a new set of high-accuracy benchmarks will provide updated elevations for Louisiana as
well as up-to-the-minute measurements of subsidence.

Maps in This Volume
Maps in this volume were made by the author using 
raphy, remote sensing, and image-processing technology. Information depicted in the maps (topography, his
torical aerial photographs, neighborhoods, etc.) was processed, interpreted, and mapped from raw data derived
from a wide range of sources listed in the acknowledgments and references. 
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Introduction

The Geographical
Perspective

Many people perceive geography as a variation of geology or a collection of Earth facts, an antiquated discipline
with little to offer in the modern world. This is unfortunate, because geography provides a perspective—a spatial
perspective—fundamentally relevant to a wide range of interests, from the physical to the cultural. Geography is
a broadly defined discipline that identifies, analyzes, and interprets the spatial distributions of phenomena as they
occur on the surface of the Earth.2 It addresses the questions of “where” and “why there,”3 complementing the
historian’s questions of “when,” “who,” and “what impact,” or the physical scientist’s questions of “how” and
“why.” This, of course, is oversimplification: there are branches within geography that ask all these questions and
other disciplines that would be remiss in neglecting geographical dimensions. Nevertheless, the revelation and
explanation of spatial relationships are fundamental to geography. “The geographic method is concerned with
examining the localization on the Earth of any phenomena,” said Carl O. Sauer, a preeminent figure in cultural
geography. “The Germans have called this the Standortsproblem—the problem of terrestrial position—and it rep-
resents the most general and most abstract expression of [the task of the geographer].”4

The academic discipline of geography is divided into the physical and human realms. Physical geography
investigates the biosphere, lithosphere, hydrosphere, and atmosphere through specialties such as biogeography,
geomorphology, oceanography, and climatology. Human geographers specialize in urban studies, economics,
culture, history, and other areas, seeking to understand “the areal differentiation of human activities.”5

Geographers of any stripe may investigate at the regional level, in which numerous questions about one par-
ticular place are considered, or at the topical level, in which one particular question is studied across various
places. Because the concept of spatial distribution is fundamental to all geographical research, the metrics and
tools of the discipline, such as cartography, geographic information systems (GIS), remote sensing, geodesy,
and spatial statistics, are considered specialties in and of themselves. Geography in general is interdisciplinary
and synthesizing, and may be employed qualitatively or quantitatively. Broadness is its strength.

Time and Place in New Orleans is a historical geography—a history of past geographies—of New Orleans
and its environs. Parts of it, namely the discussion of the siting of the city in chapter 1, may also be described as
geographical history, in that “its aim is the better and truer explanation of historical events by reference to those
facts of Geography which have influenced them.”6 Geography investigates both physical and human phenome-
na, hence this book is as interested in natural levees, battures, and subsidence as it is in Creole residential patterns,
the rise and fall of the Cotton District, and why Audubon Park is shaped like a wedge. While traditional histories
of New Orleans may identify the colonial era, Louisiana Purchase, and Civil War as major milestones, this 
historical geography views the subdivision of rural plantations, construction of the drainage system, and excava-
tion of the Industrial Canal as watershed events (sometimes literally) in the city’s past. As the St. Louis Cathedral,
jazz, Mardi Gras, and Creole cuisine figure prominently in other books about New Orleans, less-famous but
equally important features such as the Esplanade Ridge, the St. Mary Batture, the Rigolets, and the New Basin
Canal play starring roles here.

Historical geography emerged as a subfield within geography over the past two centuries and has proven both
fascinating and enigmatic. The term has variously referred to the history of geography as a discipline; of explo-
ration, discovery, and mapping; and of changing political boundaries. By the 1900s, as geographical thought grew
more sophisticated, historical geography came to its current meaning, which is, in more or less words, the recon-
struction of past geographies of a place.7 Represented graphically, historical geography’s realm of interest occu-
pies the three-dimensional matrix formed by time (history) on one axis, location (geography) on another, and the
phenomena of interest on the third axis.8 In a more utilitarian explanation, imagine a series of thirty maps depict-
ing an important theme of a city, with each map showing the theme’s geographical imprint in 10-year increments

spanning the city’s 300-year history. This theme may be industry locations, distribution of ethnic groups, trans
portation networks, topography, locations of churches, green space, government land, or countless other phe
nomena. Now imagine cycling through each theme’s series of maps through time and visualizing the dynamic
expansion, contraction, dispersion, erosion, aggradation, shift, or disappearance of those themes over the years.
Finally, consider comparing the dynamic cycling of one theme to those of related themes, or to those of other
cities or in other eras, or to other data in the historical record. The effort to reconstruct, measure, map, explain,
and ultimately understand the spatial patterns of the past, up to the present day, is one way to conceive of histor
ical geography. The subtitle of this book, 

The contributions of historical geography
the evolution of land-division systems, the development of Latin America, and sundry other topics are signif
icant and unique. But some scholars view the term as a redundancy—“
while others see it as paradoxical, arguing that history narrates variation through time and geography describes
variation through space, two distinct axes, one linear and the other multidimensional.
more reflections on historical geography.) Scholars routinely squabble about the nature and role of their respec
tive fields, but the yearning to formalize a definition for this somewhat nuanced concept obfuscates the indis
putable fact that a cognizance of the lay of the land and patterns of human activity adds greatly to the under
standing of historical events, and vice versa
appearance of a place. This is the stance assumed in this book, however it may be categorized.

The goal of Time and Place in New Orleans
humans have exploited, enjoyed, tolerated, battled, and created throughout the tumultuous three-century his
tory of this city of great and renowned character. It pursues this goal by examining three premier circumstances
influencing the city we know today: situation, topography, and culture. In “
damental geographical circumstance of New Orleans and any city, its physical location, from its geological ori
gins, to its discovery by Europeans, to the conceptualization of New Orleans, to the controversy of its siting
and foundation. A comparative analysis is presented of the sites in the running to be the capital of French
Louisiana ca. 1720: the present-day French Quarter site, Bayou Manchac, Natchez, English Turn, Lake
Pontchartrain, and sites along the Gulf Coast. The chapter concludes with a speculative discussion of what New
Orleans might have been like had it been sited elsewhere.

In “Topography,” we examine the remarkable influence that a few dozen inches of elevation have on a city
built upon a deltaic plane straddling the level of the sea. “Major” topographic features—some barely above the
swamp, but the less there is, the more it’s worth—and the revealing cityscape built upon them are discussed
and mapped in detail. Then we look at episodes of topographic change in the city, executed to keep water out
(the river levees, the Lakefront, and the hurricane-protection levees), to remove water (the drainage system),
to create new land (the St. Mary and French Quarter batture), and to improve navigation (Carondelet Canal,
New Basin Canal, Industrial Canal, and Mississippi River-Gulf Outlet Canal). The positive and negative
impacts of these engineering projects are discussed. 

In “Culture,” a dauntingly vast and interwoven influence, we focus the discussion on five elements of a city
identified by Dr. Kevin Lynch
landmarks. For paths, we explain the ancient origins of New Orleans’ distinctive radiating street pattern in the
crescent of the Mississippi, and how each path through uptown New Orleans from Mid-City to the river fell into
place from plantation days to the present sans the guidance of central planning authority. For edges, we discuss
and debate the oft-heard legend that Canal Street formed a cultural barrier between the city’s Creole and American
populations. For districts, we review the “where” and “why” behind New Orleans’ industry clusters, focusing on
the Cotton District, the Sugar District, and Newspaper Row. For nodes, we set forth criteria for identifying 
“geographical nodes” in the city—specific points that serve as metaphors for New Orleans’ historical mission as
a nexus between the exterior world beyond the Gulf of Mexico and the interior world accessed by the Mississippi
River. Six sites are presented as qualifiers for this title. Finally, for landmarks, we present a photographic collec
tion of those quirky and majestic elements of the New Orleans cityscape that send clues of geographical identity
to observers traversing its storied streets and distinctive neighborhoods. A graphical thread throughout this 
historical geography is a series of maps, satellite and aerial images, historical and modern photos, bird’s-eye 
perspectives, graphs, and charts presented to emphasize and quantify the relevance of the spatial dimension. One
of the thrills enjoyed by those who appreciate the geographical perspective is the sense of discovery that arises
from a careful analysis of a simple street pattern or feature in an aerial photo that turns out to be a direct descen
dent of a centuries-year-old influence.

2. Haring, Lounsbury, and Frazier, 5.
3. East, 4.
4. Sauer, “Foreword to Historical Geography,” 6.
5. Ibid., 7.
6. Fawcett, 7.
7. Smith, 84-85, 91-95.
8. Cant, 134-37.

9. Guelke, 3, 6, 7, citing the interpretations of Immanuel Kant, Richard Hartshorne, and others.



That said, Time and Place in New Orleans is decidedly focused in its breadth. It is not by any means intended
to be a comprehensive history or geography of New Orleans. It does not cover every square mile of Orleans Parish
proportionally throughout all its history. Rather, it concentrates on selected aspects of the city’s physical and
human geography and examines their characteristics, influences, and transformations over time, with an empha-
sis on the older (pre-twentieth-century) part of the city. The book makes no pretenses of being a scholarly work,
because it is based largely on secondary sources of data. Rather, it is a synthesis of secondary and primary histor-
ical data (in a ratio of roughly three to one) infused with descriptive and quantified geographical information and
interpretations. The liberal use of footnotes is designed to direct the reader to additional sources of information.

City (topic of Number of Rank City (topic of Geography Rank
research) Geography research) Ph.D.s per

Ph.D.s 100,000
Population

Los Angeles 59 1 Columbus 4.0 1
Chicago 48 2 Denver 3.6 2
New York City 36 3 San Francisco 3.3 3
Columbus 25 4 Portland 3.2 4
San Francisco 24 5 Boston 3.0 5
Detroit 22 6 Washington, D.C. 2.6 6
Phoenix 18 7 Milwaukee 2.5 7
Boston 17 8 Austin 2.4 8
Denver 17 8 Baltimore 2.2 9
Baltimore 16 10 Detroit 2.1 10
Milwaukee 16 10 Oklahoma City 2.0 11
Wash., D.C. 16 10 Phoenix 1.8 12
Houston 15 13 New Orleans 1.8 12
San Diego 14 14 Los Angeles 1.7 14
Portland 14 14 Chicago 1.7 14
Austin 11 16 Seattle 1.7 14
Dallas 9 17 Cleveland 1.4 17
Seattle 9 17 Nashville 1.4 17
New Orleans 9 17 San Diego 1.3 19
Oklahoma City 9 17 Memphis 1.3 19
Memphis 8 21 El Paso 1.0 21
Philadelphia 7 22 Houston 0.9 22
Cleveland 7 22 Dallas 0.9 22
Nashville 7 22 Jacksonville 0.8 24
San Antonio 5 25 Fort Worth 0.7 25
Jacksonville 5 25 New York City 0.5 26
El Paso 5 25 San Antonio 0.5 26
Indianapolis 4 28 Indianapolis 0.5 26
San Jose 3 29 Philadelphia 0.4 29
Fort Worth 3 29 San Jose 0.4 29

A Measure of Geographical Research on New Orleans
Number of Ph.D. dissertations with keyword “geography,” for the 30 largest U.S. cities (left), and same
data normalized for every 100,000 population (right, 1990 population data). These data were derived from
keyword searches of the city, state, and “geography” in the Bell & Howard dissertation database. The data
show that, although New Orleans is widely recognized as a culturally unique city in a geographically
exceptional area, it has not enjoyed a corresponding amount of attention from geographers. (Note: Both
city and state were used along with “geography” as keywords, to minimize the number of false positives
that would result from city names such as Phoenix or San Jose. To hold all data to the same standard, city
and state were used consistently, even though this strategy undercounted some cities. This explains why
New Orleans is listed with nine Ph.D.s in this table but fifteen in the text.) Source: Bell & Howard
Information and Learning. Dissertation Abstracts Online/OCLC FirstSearch (2000), Ann Arbor, Michigan

Despite the plethora of historical and cultural literature on 
geographical analyses of the city—a paradox because the Crescent City, down to its very sobriquet, exudes 
geography, from its exceptional deltaic landscape to its strategic situation on the river to its diverse population
and port economy. It is the flattest, lowest, and geologically youngest major American city, populated by arguably
America’s oldest multicultural society, occupied by a phenomenally large inventory of historical structures laid
out in a fascinating urban design, credited with deeply influential cultural and economic contributions to the
nation. It is the gatekeeper of one of the world’s great rivers, master of a major river and sea port, and an urban
enclave in the most dynamic ecological region in the nation. For well over a century, it was the unquestioned 
powerhouse of the South and among the nation’s top cities; today, it is a major node in the world shipping 
system, regional home to 1.34 million people, and a travel destination of over 10 million visitors annually. One
would think that New Orleans would thence attract keen attention from geographers of all specializations. This
does not seem to be the case.

An unscientific survey of scholarly geographies about American cities gives this author the distinct impres
sion that New Orleans gets short-changed in such analyses, sometimes not even earning a listing in the index.
Case in point: the 596-page Historical Geography of the United States
of five brief paragraphs, in the context of a discussion on sugar cultivation. They are barely mentioned in the
chapter on the South.10

The best geographical profile of the city is Dr. 
Landscape, a 115-page monograph that imparts more true understanding of the Crescent City than any other study
its size. Dr. Lewis noted the general “scarcity of serious scholarly work” on New Orleans, especially “compre
hensive studies of the contemporary city,” geographical or otherwise.
others at the University of New Orleans’ Department of Geography
of Urban and Regional Planning

Author, Year
Murphy, Linda K., The Shifting Economic Relationships of the Cotton South: A Study
1999 of the Financial Relationships of the South During Its Industrial 

Development, 1864-1913
Owens, Jeffrey A., Holding Back the Waters: Land Development and the Origins of 
1999 Levees of the Mississippi, 1720-1845 
Hogue, James K., Bayonet Rule: Five Street Battles in New Orleans and the 
1998 Rise and Fall of Radical Reconstruction
Komins, Benton J., A Reading of Cultural Diversity: The Island of New Orleans
1998
Kelman, Ari, 1998 A River and Its City: Critical Episodes in the Environmental 

History of New Orleans
Choi, Youngeun, Urban Effects on Precipitation in the Southern United States
1998 of America 
Bixel, Patricia B., Working the Waterfront on Film: Commercial Photography 
1997 and Community Studies
Cheek, Ronald G., The Development of a Methodology to Visualize the Cancer 
1996 Risk Potential from Industrial Releases of Air Carcinogens
Rohli, Robert V., The Association between Anticyclonic Weather Changes 
1995 over the Central Gulf Coast and Large-Scale Circulation Changes 
Knopp, Lawrence Gentrification and Gay Community Development in a New 
M., 1989 Orleans Neighborhood
Kim, Soon Tae, A Quantitative Evaluation of Landsat for Monitoring Suspended 
1980 Sediments in a Fluvial Channel 
Francis, Barbara Journey-to-Work Patterns: Their Spatial Dimensions in Selected 
M., 1975 Inner City Areas of New Orleans
Sauder, Robert A., Geographic Change on the Downtown Waterfronts of Boston,  
1973 New Orleans, and San Francisco
Johnson, Eric S., The Latin American Foreland of the Port of New Orleans
1968
Campbell, Edna F., The Port of New Orleans
1931

Ph.D. dissertations with keywords “New Orleans” and “geography” listed in the Bell & Howard database.
While the degrees conferred were not necessarily in geography, the titles reflect the diversity of topics
unified by the discipline. Only one degree was granted by a local university, with four others from LSU
in Baton Rouge. Source: Bell & Howard Information and Learning. Dissertation Abstracts Online/OCLC
FirstSearch (2000), Ann Arbor, Michigan
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10. Ralph H. Brown, 40-41, 130-50.
11. Lewis, 3. See also xiii.



Other geographical treatises on the city are hard to find: a query of the Bell & Howard dissertation data-
base, which covers 1,560,000 studies written from 1861 to the present, yielded only fifteen Ph.D. dissertations
with keywords “New Orleans” and “geography,” listed in the accompanying chart. (“New Orleans” and “his-
tory” produced 239 hits.) This is as much a statement on the paucity of New Orleans geographical research as
it is on the lack of geographical research in general.

Perhaps this open niche is beginning to be discovered: from 1931 to 1980, an average of one dissertation
on New Orleans geography per decade was written; from 1995 to 1999, the pace increased to almost two per
year. Other sources of information on New Orleans’ spatial dimension are occasional articles in professional
journals such as the Louisiana Historical Quarterly, The Geographical Review, and The Journal of Southern
History, vignettes such as Tulane University School of Architecture’s The New Orleans Guide (1984), and gov-
ernment documents for civil engineering and urban planning projects that often do commendable research in
historical geography without employing that term. Perhaps the reason for the lack of research on New Orleans
geography is that there is only one academic geography department in the city, at the University of New
Orleans, and, though an excellent department, it does not currently confer Ph.D.s in the field. (Louisiana State
University’s geography program in Baton Rouge is nationally known but, until recently, has specialized in rural
and folk geography rather than urban topics.) Geographers, plying a discipline predicated on location, tend to
focus on their own stomping grounds, thus places with few geographers tend to get few geographies. There
may also be the factor of exceptionalism: New Orleans is often viewed as an exception to the national norm,
and thus may be eschewed by scholars intent on proposing unifying theories. Similarly, some researchers may
assume that New Orleans is more anomalous from other American cities than it actually is, and thus may shy
away from analyzing it through methods developed elsewhere.

Countering this scarcity of geographic work is the recognition by other students of the city, particularly in
architecture and history, of the relevance of geographical factors and patterns in their areas of interest. The out-
standing Friends of the Cabildo New Orleans Architecture series, started in 1971 with the landmark Lower
Garden District and now eight volumes strong, is especially cognizant in this regard. Dr. Joseph Tregle’s
research on Creoles and Americans in nineteenth-century New Orleans revealed residential patterns of these
ethnic groups that countered conventional thinking. John Churchill Chase’s classic Frenchmen, Desire, Good
Children . . . and Other Streets of New Orleans! (1949, now in its third edition) adeptly tells the history behind
the city’s peculiar street names with equal doses of humor and keen geographical observation. James S.
Janssen’s Building New Orleans: The Engineer’s Role (1984) is one of the few books to focus on this funda-
mentally important but underappreciated aspect of local history.

In the area of literary fiction, one must recognize the role of novelists and playwrights in instilling a sense
of place in the mystique of New Orleans. Recall Tennessee Williams’ clever and poignant metaphor in his
greatest play, in which a puzzled Blanche DuBois, upon arriving at her sister’s house from the L & N train sta-
tion, recounts that “they told me to take a street-car named Desire, and then transfer to one called Cemeteries
and ride six blocks and get off at—Elysian Fields!”12 A Streetcar Named Desire (1947) “returned New Orleans
to a preeminent place on the literary map of America,”13 and may have also placed a map of New Orleans
(artistic license and all) in the mind of literary America, casting its streets and neighborhoods in an aura of mys-
tery and poignancy. Other works do fine jobs of capturing sundry elements of New Orleans such as its Carnival
traditions, music, food, politics, and society. It is hoped that Time and Place in New Orleans will add a tiny bit
of the neglected geographical perspective to the wealth of literature on this city.

Analyzing the history of a place through the contours of its geography provides intriguing insights and
hypotheses but sometimes leads to overstatement of the role of geography in history. Approached rationally, a
geographical understanding imparts a spatial perspective in deciphering the history of a city or any human
endeavor. How can one interpret New York City history without understanding its harbor? Or Dutch history
without considering the country’s low seaside elevation? Or Jewish history without understanding the distri-
bution of Jews throughout the world? Or the Appalachian region without its rugged terrain? To illustrate fur-
ther, imagine a hypothetical city portrayed as simply a dot on a blank piece of paper. If viewers of this primi-
tive map were asked to speculate on the history of that city, they would be guessing about everything except
its existence. If lines indicating rivers and streams were added to the map, viewers may make slightly more
informed speculations as to the city’s history: perhaps it was founded at the confluence of two rivers, where
accessibility would make it an optimal trade center, or perhaps it used the river for irrigation. If topography
were added to the map, the viewers may gain a better understanding of the “where” and “why” of the city, and

if soil types, transportation corridors, demographic distributions, street networks, political boundaries, climat
ic trends, and other “overlays” were added to the map, the viewers may pose initial hypotheses about the his
tory of the city. This illustrates the power of geography as well as its shortfalls in historical analysis: geogra
phy provides a fundamental, macroscopic setting and circumstance affecting and reflecting the human events
that play out upon them, but many profoundly important historical events would be beyond the reach or expla
nation of geography. The presence of rich alluvial soils or well-drained uplands may geographically explain
the siting and development of a community—major components of its history—but it may not explain a local
economic crash that impoverished its people or a historic event that characterized the place for decades. The
geographical perspective is valuable—indeed, critical—when synthesized with a parallel historical perspective
but misleading when overstated as the “master key to history.”

Another fallacy in geography
cemeteries are an adaptation to New Orleans’ high water table,” or “New Orleans’ crescent-shaped street net
work was designed to conform to the sinuous Mississippi.” The high water table was only partially the moti
vation to bury above ground; cultural factors weighed more heavily. Likewise, the city’s streets were not
designed to conform to the river any more than Denver’s were laid out to match the mountains or San
Francisco’s to the bay. In fact, the radiating pattern formed gradually as wedge-shaped long-lot plantations
were subdivided independently by their owners, passing on the geography of the rural 
tem to urban subdivisions. The role of the river is indirect. There are some cases in which geography truly does
play a deterministic, causal role in history—natural disasters come to mind—but most situations are more com
plex and multifaceted, and one should be wary of easy explanations.

A constant theme throughout the discipline of 
nomena, akin to ecology in the natural world. For example, it is difficult to describe the impact of the
Mississippi River on New Orleans without mentioning the natural levees created by the river (thus providing
dry ground for the city) that were subdivided into long-lot plantations (thus providing the basis for modern
New Orleans’ fan-shaped street network). A single geographic feature may have myriad repercussions, which
are rarely related in a linear, univariate, and deterministic manner but rather in complex, multivariate relation
ships, indirectly affecting any number of consequences. Yet when we examine New Orleans’ geographical cir
cumstances here, we itemize each one—situation, topography, culture—like an ingredient in a recipe. Is this
an ideal way to analyze the historical geography of a place? In short, no. The itemized, thematic approach runs
contrary to the contention of interrelation. Nevertheless, any complex topic can and must be broken down into
manageable subtopics to achieve understanding, otherwise we would be stalled at the surficial level, fumbling
with semantics as we try to detail the effect of every ripple upon every other ripple when a thousand figurative
pebbles are tossed into a pond.15

as it may be, is illustrated by the concept of the “
dozen or so data layers—roads, towns, state and county boundaries, rivers and streams, place names, and recre
ational areas—which are overlaid at a constant scale and depicted in various symbols to form a map. This is
the task of the cartographer. Taking these spatial data layers to another level—explaining their provenances,
characteristics, effects, evolutions, and interrelationships—is the task of the geographer.

And that is the goal of this book
ical circumstances and patterns that humans have exploited, enjoyed, tolerated, battled, and created over a span
of three centuries, thus producing this city of great and renowned character, New Orleans.

13

12. Williams, 15. In the 1951 movie, the character speaks these words in a memorable sequence filmed on location at the foot of Canal Street.
13. W. Kenneth Holditch, “South Towards Freedom: Tennessee Williams,” in Kennedy, 62.

14. East, 2.
15. “If we imagine a series of air photos taken of a single area . . . and viewed as a motion picture film by geographers and historians, the histo
rians would quite possibly consider it a historical picture, but certainly geographers would call it geographic.” To analyze these complex data
through both time and space dimensions, “the ambitious student must seek ways of reducing some of the difficulties to the minimum . . . by select
ing a relatively small region of restricted variation in area and affected by a limited number of factors producing historical change” (Hartshorne,
49).




