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INTRODUCTION

The state of Louisiana was carved out of the 1803 Louisiana Purchase. Her varied history is colored by the diverse nations who ruled over her at various times, sometimes with iron fists, often with laissez-faire attitudes. Her people responded in kind and forged lives uniquely endemic to the area.

Duels in the French tradition continued to preserve a gentleman’s honor throughout the 1800s, although they were ruled illegal when Louisiana joined the United States of America in 1812. Disasters were plentiful: Mississippi River logjams, Civil War sieges, boll weevil blights, and the untimely death of the Kingfisher. The last few years brought even more disasters, such as Hurricane Katrina, sinkholes, the disappearance of an entire freshwater lake, and the notorious BP oil spill and its continuing and devastating aftereffects.

Laissez les bon temps rouler! There were good times, too. Towns were settled, oil was discovered, and a historic shipwreck, discovered at the bottom of the Gulf of Mexico, yielded well-preserved artifacts. The record-holding Lake Pontchartrain Causeway has retained its notoriety.

For entertainment, movies were made on location in the swampy marshes and baseball was once king, no matter whether you were black or white. In the 1950s, Elvis ruled the Louisiana Hayride and Billy Cannon ran eighty-nine yards to give his beloved LSU Tigers a victory. “The Celebration of Life” rock concert for hippies amused youthful festivalgoers and angered law enforcement officers.

Food, always at the heart of Louisiana life, saw improved varieties of pecans, and that meant even better pies and pralines. Louisiana frogs became part of the regional menu while supplying restaurants around the world. Louisianans loved their animals and gave a Canadian Husky a proper burial and marble monument.

Religion played a huge part in the lives of those who inhabited the region. Catholic saints needing miracles got them. Thousands seeking help from the Virgin Mary prayed for peace in a hot Louisiana field. Lepers searching for a lifelong sanctuary found one on the banks of the Mississippi River.

The call for justice and civil rights was heard on Louisiana soil. From the twenty-five-thousand-strong workers strike of 1892 to Homer Plessey’s civil disobedience, men and women fought to right the wrongs against their fellow citizens. Bonnie and Clyde ended their short, murderous lives on a lonely Louisiana road. Other murderers were put to death, a female electrocution made history, and prisoners mutilated themselves to protest the cruelties that occurred behind bars.

In wartime, the Louisiana Maneuvers project trained the leaders of World War II, and Camp Livingston housed its POWs and internees.

Through the years, Louisiana has played its part on the grand stage that is the long and continuous history of our country. Like all skilled actors, its people have the innate ability to rise above the commonplace, a propensity for vivid storytelling, and a unique gift that can take ordinary stories and weave them into an extraordinary tapestry of life. So, it’s your turn to play the audience. Grab a piece of pecan pie and a cup of coffee and relax as you enjoy this trip through Louisiana’s history.
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AND SO INTO THE FRAY . . .

1827

In the days when gentlemen settled their disputes by dueling, pistols were a popular weapon of choice. Throughout the first half of the 1800s, dueling was considered the most chivalrous way to confront one’s enemy, especially in the French-influenced areas of southern Louisiana. The custom was brought to Louisiana by French settlers who closely guarded their honor and that of their wives and family members.

In the famous Sandbar Duel, however, it was not only a gun that killed participants in the fray that ensued, but also a newfangled nine-inch-blade knife crafted with a guard above the handle to protect the slayer’s hand. The Bowie knife, named after its inventor, Jim Bowie, got its fame in Vidalia, Louisiana, and was perhaps first used here in what became known as the Sandbar Duel.

In September 1827, two Rapides Parish men found themselves at odds. It seems Dr. Thomas H. Maddox, a renowned gossiper, had repeated one of his conversations with a lady patient. When pressed for the lady’s name, Maddox refused to give it up to General Montefort Wells. Although two challenges had been declined, a duel was finally set between Maddox and Samuel Levi Wells, a bachelor who would chivalrously take his brother’s place, to settle the differences.

The duel quickly escalated into a faction war between longtime rivals with long histories of enmity. Seconds, physicians, and witnesses of family and friends were eager to see justice done.

On one side were Dr. Thomas Harris Maddox, Major Norris Wright, Colonel Robert A. Crain, Alfred Blanchard, Carey Blanchard, Dr. Denny, and other unnamed supporters. The other side consisted of Dr. Samuel L. Wells III, Thomas Jefferson Wells, General Samuel Cuny, James Bowie, George C. McWhorter, and Dr. Richmond E. Cuny.

Wright and Bowie were bitter enemies. Jim Bowie was a notorious adventurer who, along with his brother, Rezin, traded slaves with the infamous Jean Lafitte in New Orleans. He was fit, cunning, and the most feared and respected knife fighter in the South. Norris Wright, although a slight, frail man in appearance, was cool and fearless. He was said to be one of the best pistol shots in the area. In at least two prior duels, he had killed his opponents. The two were on opposite sides of political party squabbles and often competed in land speculation schemes. Wright served on the board of a local bank that had denied loans to Bowie to pay off some land venture debts. Bowie felt Wright was responsible for the refusals. As a further thorn in his side, Wright recently had been named sheriff of Rapides Parish, replacing Sheriff Fristoe, who had been a friend of Bowie’s. In one of their altercations, Wright had shot and wounded Bowie. Bowie had managed to pull the gun away from Wright, and some say that if the fight had not been stopped, Bowie would have killed Wright with his bare hands.

Bowie set out for the duel on the sandbar as a friend and supporter of Wells. Because he had had a recent experience with his gun misfiring, he also wore his soon-to-be legendary knife in a silver-mounted black-leather sheath.

Crain and Cuny also had their differences, most of which centered on money and Crain’s intent, or not, to pay a bill. Cuny was irate at having to pay off one of Crain’s debts because his father was an endorser of the note. Crain was insulted by the accusations dishonoring his name.

The time and place for the duel were set. All parties would meet on September 19 on the first large sandbar above Natchez on the west bank of the Mississippi River. This noted spot for dueling was across the river near Vidalia, Louisiana, a small, sleepy community in Concordia Parish that had been officially established as a town only sixteen years earlier.

The two men brought their seconds, following the “code duello,” a 1777 Irish document that contained twenty-six rules for a proper duel, including the time of day, the number of shots allowed for satisfaction, and weapon choice. Duels usually ended with the first drawing of blood. The job of the seconds was to ensure the two men were brought together without premature violence and to attend to the rules.

Both parties were ferried across the river to the large, forested sandbar. The principals, the seconds, and the physicians would be taken to the dueling spot. Friends, supporters, and family members would remain on shore opposite, half a mile away.

Maddox and Wells were gentlemen indeed. The duelists chose their pistols, walked off eight paces, and fired. Both missed. The seconds reloaded the pistols and after two more shots rang out, both men were still standing. The dispute was ended amicably between the two principals. Wells offered an apology, which was accepted by Maddox. The principal duelists resolved their duel with a handshake and started out for a grove of willows to celebrate the new peace with some wine. The duel of honor was complete.

At this time, Bowie and Cuny rushed forward in violation of the agreement to stay put. Cuny called to Crain something about it being a good time to settle their differences; he drew his pistol and shot Crain in the arm. Crain immediately turned and fired his pistols. His bullets hit Bowie in the hip and lung. His shots also mortally wounded General Cuny. Despite his wounds, Bowie reached for the knife he had surreptitiously brought along and charged toward Crain. Crain began hitting Bowie over the head so hard with his empty pistol that Bowie fell to his knees. Wright came to the defense of Crain, drew his pistol, and shot at Bowie on the ground. When the pistol was empty, he and Alfred Blanchard attacked Bowie repeatedly with sword canes, weapons concealed in cane casings typically carried by wealthy men of the period. One thrust hit Bowie in the chest, but the thin blade was deflected by Bowie’s thick sternum. Bowie, shot and cut, made a final effort to defeat his enemy. He reached up, grabbed Wright by the shirt, and drew him down toward the knife point. With a sharp twisting plunge of the long-bladed knife, known afterward as the Bowie knife, Bowie fatally stabbed Wright in the heart. Wright died instantly. Bowie, attempting to stand and pull Wright’s sword from his chest, was shot and stabbed again by the Blanchard brothers. In the ensuing fray, Bowie managed to cut off part of Alfred’s forearm. Carey Blanchard was wounded by a pistol shot from McWhorter.

The melee left Samuel Cuny and Norris Wright dead, and four men, Alfred Blanchard, Carey Blanchard, Robert Crain, and Jim Bowie, seriously wounded. Crain, though in the opposite faction, helped carry Bowie to the doctors. Many believed the fearless Bowie would be dead by morning. He was not. After the Sandbar Fight and subsequent battles in which Bowie displayed his prowess with his knife to defend himself, Bowie figured it was time to get out of town. He sold his land and moved to Texas, married, and raised a family. When the war between Texas and Mexico broke out, his fate at the Alamo became history.

The Sandbar Fight, called the Vidalia Sandbar Fight locally, is known nationally as the Great Sandbar Duel, thanks to newspaper articles describing the fracas. Rezin P. Bowie was a member of the Louisiana state legislature representing Avoyelles Parish at the time of the duel. He and James owned the Bowie Plantation along Bayou Boeuf, where they cut timber for the lumber industry, farmed, and built homes. Rezin claimed he designed the knife his brother used at the sandbar, as a hunting knife at his plantation. Blacksmith Jesse Clifft, a close friend and neighbor of the Bowies, forged the weapon to resemble a butcher knife, with a nine-inch-long thin blade. Rezin had urged Bowie to take the knife with him to the duel as protection. Eyewitnesses described the “large butcher knife” in personal letters and reporters’ interviews. Stories appeared in newspapers across the country, and the legend was born. In a day when pistols frequently misfired, the Bowie knife became a reliable and effective backup weapon. Its popularity spread, and schools were established to teach the art of Bowie knife fighting. The Red River Herald of Natchitoches, Louisiana, reported, “All the steel in the country it seemed was immediately converted into Bowie knives.” Craftsmen often made their own versions, and by the 1830s, British knife manufacturers were also producing Bowie knives with a standard blade of 8.25 inches long and 1.25 inches wide, and a cross-guard to protect the user’s hands.

Dueling died down after the Civil War. Soldiers, tired of war, found bloodshed an unacceptable way to settle their differences. Today, a festival of games, music, and food is held in Vidalia on the fourth Saturday in September to celebrate the event. The 1827 Sand-bar Duel reenactment is the highlight of the day.


WHITE SULPHUR SPRINGS: HEALTHY OR HEALTH HAZARD?

1833

The area around Little River, a ninety-six-mile tributary of the Ouachita River and part of the watershed of the mighty Mississippi River, was considered the backwoods of central Louisiana, to be sure! The vital and navigable Little River had trouble keeping a name as settlers moved in and out of the area. The few permanent families called it variously Bayou Des Natchitoches, Catahoula Bayou, Catahoula River, or, more simply and lasting, Little River. Nevertheless, the river provided a much-needed waterway for the logging, fur trading, and cotton transportation industries in the area. As Little River wound its way through the oak-gum bottomland forest dotted with ancient stands of bald cypress, it connected the lush, but isolated, area with the larger world. The Avoyelle, Tunica, Ofo, and Choctaw tribes living here called the watery area “the spring of healing waters.” They knew it was a special place. And so did Joseph Ward.

Ward was living in Georgia when his wanderlust kicked in. He had been labeled as an adventurer, and those who knew him best knew he was looking for a new adventure. Ward figured he could find exciting people and places by heading west to Texas. By 1833, he and his fellow travelers were guiding their train of horses across the central plains of Louisiana, looking for a suitable place to camp for the night. When they found a beautiful spring just on the western edge of the Catahoula Prairie District, they decided to stop.

The travelers marveled at the picturesque spot replete with a great variety of trees and shrubs, including the water elm, bitter pecan, cypress, willow oak, and tupelo. Wild fruits and berries and the pungent and aromatic Pepper vine were abundant, along a variety of forbs and grasses. Squirrels, wood ducks, turkeys, deer, rabbit, and woodcock roamed the rural landscape, and excellent fishing was to be had in Little River. Other flora and fauna may have caught Ward’s attention. The overcup oak, native to the wetlands, was said to have medicinal properties. Its bark was used to treat fevers, dysentery, bleeding gums, and sore throats; its leaves healed wounds. A concoction of the roots and bark of the Swamp privet, a species of the olive family, provided a healthy beverage, and tea made from the fruit of the mayhaw shrub was a remedy for weak hearts and high blood pressure.

But what really got Ward’s attention was the sulfurous liquid bubbling from the springs in the area. The aromatic familiarity reminded him of the home he had left behind, the resort town of White Sulphur Springs, Georgia.

At this time medicinal and restorative resort springs were gaining in popularity. Salt Sulphur Springs, Red Sulphur Springs, Hot Springs, Warm Springs, Bath Alum Springs, Cold Sulphur Springs, Yellow Springs, and Black Springs were being nationally advertised from Tennessee to Ohio and Arkansas to New York as curative spa locations for various ailments.

Dr. J. J. Moorman had expressed the widely held beliefs of the medical profession at the time when he said, “Mineral waters possess great and valuable powers, and are in many cases superior to the medicines of the apothecary’s shop; and when used under proper and judicious discrimination, are well qualified to assume a place in the great medical minds of the world.” The cures could take many forms: curative, diuretic, sudorific, and alterative. The effects of the mineral-laden waters stimulated glandular secretions, alleviated chronic inflammations, overcame obstructions, and eliminated offensive debris from diseased systems. Patrons who partook of the “waters” were promised that their blood and organs would be restored to their “natural condition.” They frequented the mineral water resorts to stimulate languished circulations, revive natural secretions, return elasticity to ailing vessels, and restore energy to muscle and tissue.

Ward decided to settle in the area. To stay connected to his home-town, he named this spot in the Louisiana wilderness White Sulphur Springs and planned to recreate the resort and spa that was so popular in Georgia. He set to work immediately building the resort, as well as the accompanying business establishments the spa would need to succeed. He erected a two-story hotel for overnight patrons and a general merchandise store where guests could get necessities. Ward wanted his resort to be known for its hydropathy, the therapeutic use of mineral water as a cure for all sorts of ailments. For this type of therapy, people would often stay at a resort for months. Some came seasonally; others visited annually. Ward hoped his patrons would enjoy the curative powers of the sulfurous springs so much that they would return often and stay longer.

Of course, attracting a clientele to visit for extended periods of time required offering social entertainment. To indulge his patrons, Ward provided the distractions of a gambling house complete with roulette wheels and card tables, while a spacious dance hall and music accommodated the more lively set. Of course, a place to buy liquor was also needed, so Ward built a welcoming saloon. It is said the Bowie brothers, Jim and Rezin, who made numerous trips across Louisiana to San Antonio, frequently stopped here. Jim Bowie, often hiding out from creditors (he was involved in a land speculation scheme) and the law (he also engaged in some slave and booty smuggling), found the rural resort a pleasant respite.

As word got out about the luxurious sulfur springs resort, patrons poured into the area. Many traveled by steamboat up and down nearby Little River. LaCroix’s Landing became a popular debarkation point. As the “Springs” became a nationally known spa and medicinal resort, Ward built extensive living quarters for his slaves who catered to his guests. Ward was astounded at the success of his resort.

The combination of drinking and bathing procedures produced the best results for sufferers. During the day, ailing patrons drank the bubbling water to cure everything from dyspepsia, jaundice, urinary infections, and diabetes to female diseases, paralysis, bronchitis, and tuberculosis. They also bathed in the medicinal sulfurous springs to ease rheumatism, gout, and diseases of the skin. Freedom from care and rest from weary thought added to the restive atmosphere. As the popularity of the resort grew, so, too, did the rumors. After a story circulated about a local woman discovering a Spanish coin in the dirt bank down along nearby Trout Creek, adventurers flocked to the area. Another popular story was that there were so many fish in Trout Creek, the white perch and trout had to swim upright. The resort became popular for couples looking for a restive spot under the shady trees, as well as invalids looking for the bubbly water that would cure all their ills. Accounts chronicled by a local historian tell tales of so many cured lame patients at the resort that discarded crutches were hauled away by the wagonload. For some guests, simple curative therapies included fishing, walking in the woods, and breathing fresh air.

The “Springs” continued to expand, gaining a nationwide reputation. By 1850, the community had added a grand hotel where champagne-filled glasses were raised in nightly toasts as uniformed slaves doted on guests’ every whim. Well-manned livery stables cared for the four-legged visitors. Even the Civil War did not prevent the success of the White Sulphur Springs resort. In fact, stories of wealthy locals who had put their money in wooden kegs and buried them for protection from Union troops brought more fortune seekers to the area after the war. More businesses sprang up as well, indicating
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