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  INTRODUCTION




  Give me Louisiana,




  The state where I was born




  The state of snowy cotton,




  The best I’ve ever known;




  A state of sweet magnolias




  And creole melodies




  Oh give me Louisiana,




  The state where I was born




  These words from “Give Me Louisiana,” the official state song, will forever ring in my heart. I am a child of Louisiana and each word of the song evokes a poignant memory. My ancestors arrived in New Orleans in 1723, more than 274 years and eleven generations ago. Jean Baptiste Le Moyne, Sieur de Bienville, founded the city of Nouvelle Orleans in a crescent of the Mississippi River, just five years before the Perrets emigrated from Grenoble, France, and established themselves as merchants in the burgeoning city.




  The Louisiana Territory was traded back and forth among nations vying for power in the New World. Louisiana was just one of the fifteen states eventually carved out of the land procured by the United States in 1803. This rich and diverse area has survived hundreds of tumultuous years, fighting relentlessly to preserve its unique culture in the face of disasters, both natural and man made. Its citizens will continue to sing the praises of this glorious land, no matter the adversity. Louisiana is their homeland, and there is no other place like it in the world.




  Also singing the praises of Louisiana, loud and strong, are the women of the state to whom this book is dedicated. From many great women I could only choose a selected few. I had to follow my writer’s muse and make difficult decisions. I tried to represent historical women across the state, from many different backgrounds and from various walks of life; however, the lack of recorded stories from the early days of settlement made that task problematic. Most of the women I wrote about were born in Louisiana—in the big city of New Orleans, in the small, rural towns along the few highways, or along backcountry roads of a rural landscape. Some found their way to Louisiana and decided to stay, leaving indelible marks on the people and places they encountered. Still others came, lived, and worked for a while, and then left, leaving Louisiana a better place for their contributions to her history. All these women sang their own distinctive songs in praise of Louisiana.




  Paramount among the remarkable women of Louisiana, in my heart, is my mother. She was Emelda Perret, and the mention of her name at family gatherings initiates a sly, knowing smile, then someone starts to laugh out loud, and eventually a raucous story ensues. Ask any one of the hundreds of Perrets now living in Louisiana and they will remember Emelda. I still remember her singing.




  So enjoy these accounts of remarkable Louisiana women. Many more stories are waiting to be told, but hopefully these few will begin your journey into the history of the Pelican State. Perhaps you will connect on a personal level with one or two of the valiant women you meet here and may they give you cause to sing your own song of praise.




  BARONESS PONTALBA




  1795–1874




  Benefactress of the City




  MICAELA STOOD BEFORE THE COMPLETED BUILDINGS with pride in her heart for accomplishing the grandiose project that would make New Orleans the envy of the young country. She thought back to the arduous transatlantic trip that had brought her home. For six weeks Micaela had weathered the crests and dips of ocean waves as she reflected on the horrors of her life and her near-death experience.




  She had been glad to be home where the smells of the French Market were familiar and the daily hustle and bustle of colorful faces excited her. But she was disappointed in the muddy streets and seedy appearance of the city that had grown to more than fifty thousand inhabitants. To escape the shabbiness of the city center, French and Spanish families had moved out to Esplanade neighborhoods and the rich American emigrants were building luxurious homes in the new uptown district. She remembered the work her father had done, years before she had married and moved away, to help the young city survive natural disasters and human enemies. She had become determined, in her newly won independence, to continue his work to make her hometown a great city.




  [image: BARONESS PONTALBA Oil on canvas, 1922, by Frank Schneider after E. A. Deharme; courtesy Louisiana State Museum]




  As she looked up at the beautifully molded ironwork that extended along the balcony of the top floor of the European-style residences, her eyes stopped on the intricately intertwined letters, A and P, representing her maiden and married names. She was proud of a job well done. She had continued the Almonester family’s work to build a world-class city, and the Baroness Micaela Almonester Pontalba had left her own indelible mark on New Orleans.




  Micaela Leonarda Antonia Almonester y Roxas was born on November 6, 1795, to one of the richest families in New Orleans. Her father, Don Andres Almonester y Roxas, was an Andalusian nobleman royal standard bearer, “Alférez Real,” for the Spanish colony in America. Her mother was a young Creole beauty named Louise de la Ronde.




  At the time of Micaela’s birth, New Orleans, given to King Carlos III (otherwise known as King Charles III of Spain) in 1762 by the French, was the seat of Spanish authority in the New World. The small, scruffy post, only six blocks deep, was nestled along the bank of the Mississippi where the river formed a crescent. The town of six thousand people and less than a thousand homes was surrounded by moss-laden swamps filled with alligators and fever-carrying mosquitoes. To protect residents from danger, city gates were locked at night. The city itself was a virtual mud hole, and drainage, or lack of it, was always a problem.




  Almonester, arriving in New Orleans in 1769, had become wealthy through land transfers and rental income. A generous benefactor to the burgeoning city, he used his personal fortune to erect and restore public buildings. He built the Cabildo, a mighty structure to house the offices of the Spanish government. He constructed the second St. Louis Cathedral, to replace the original destroyed in a fire, at a personal cost of $50,000 and gave it as a gift to the city. Other Almonester donations included the Presbytere (a home for priests), a charity hospital, a chapel for the Ursuline convent, a leper hospital, and a boys’ school.




  Her father attended the weekly meeting of the Cabildo as usual the day his daughter was born. He became a father for the first time at sixty-seven years old, nearly thirty years older than the girl’s beautiful mother. On this day at this meeting, he was presented with royal edicts from the king confirming him as the authority of Charity Hospital of St. Charles and its chapel (both of which he had built with his own money as gifts to the city in 1785). The first edict gave him a place second only to the governor in the hospital’s church. The second edict gave him a special pew in the St. Louis Cathedral (also a recipient of Almonester’s money). These edicts distinguished her father as a favored courtier of the king.




  Two years later, Almonester became a father for a second time, when Micaela’s sister, Andrea Antonia, was born. Micaela and Andrea’s early childhood was decorated with the accoutrements of luxury and wealth. Spanish and French families in the city formed a powerful ruling class. French was spoken in Micaela’s Spanish home perhaps because it was still the main language of the city (even affairs of the colony conducted at the Cabildo were sometimes in French, and if Spanish were required, translators were present) or more likely because it was vogue for the educated classes to speak French. Her parents were called Don Andre and Madame Don Andre.




  Some say her father had received the prime land facing the Plaza de Armas (still called Place d’Armes by town residents) in a grant in 1770 from Governor Alejandro O’Reilly in the name of the king of Spain; others say he bought the property from the city. There is no doubt, however, that he extended his influence over the city through the acquisition of valuable city property and his frequent gifts of public buildings. On Sundays Micaela sat in the prominent church pew with her prestigious family, proud that her father, by virtue of an August 14, 1794, letter from the Spanish king, would receive the kiss of peace during mass.




  When Micaela was only a year old, her father was named Knight of the Order of Carlos III. The reception was attended by more than three hundred people whose descriptions of the wondrous fireworks and exquisite feasting that lasted into the night are recorded in the early history of the city.




  But danger was lurking for the young girl. The areas where children played were polluted with human sewage, as well as excrement from dogs, pigs, and other animals that roamed the streets, the leveeless river flooded its banks, rain resulted in disease-ridden standing water, desperate cries from the jailhouse rang out from behind the Cabildo, a wooden gallows and two pillories sat in the public square to remind citizens of punishment meted out in the name of justice, and rodents and roaches roamed the town unabated. The Almonesters, and others, like their Pontalba cousins, who could afford to, vacated the city for the summer months to avoid the ravages of serious epidemics.




  Amid these harsh times Micaela was dealt an even heavier blow. Before she was three years old, the father she idolized died suddenly on April 25, 1798. Despite his largesse to the city of New Orleans, Almonester left his wife and two young daughters a fortune in land and money. True to his power and stature in the community, Almonester was buried in St. Louis Cathedral near the side altar of the Sacred Heart.




  Micaela’s quiet, protected life changed quickly after the death of her father. Her mother immersed herself in the affairs of the Almonester estate, developing astute business skills and an intuition for profit that increased the worth of the Almonester fortune on both sides of the Atlantic. But the peace wasn’t to last long. In 1801 Micaela’s beloved sister died; she was buried next to the bones of her father in St. Louis Cathedral. Her mother began to spend more time with financial affairs and a new love interest. In 1804 her mother remarried, this time to a younger man, Jean Baptiste Castillon. The marriage was a scandalous affair and a public charivari was held outside the home for several days. Citizens crowded the front door, banging pots and singing offensive songs to chronicle the disgrace. Their disapproval was finally put to rest when her mother held a lavish fete for the society patrons and promised to give a generous gift to the poor.




  Micaela was put in the care of the Ursuline nuns for her education. The convent school, just down the street from Micaela’s home, was a strict and stern life for the child of privilege. She attended school as a day student—though the school has no records of Micaela’s matriculation—and spent lonely hours at home practicing the piano.




  According to Grace King, a contemporary chronicler, Micaela fell in love with a young man but was not allowed to marry him. Many old families sought to enlarge their holdings through arranged marriages. When she was fifteen years old, Micaela was promised to the son of her mother’s cousin, Joseph Xavier Delfau de Pontalba, who had left New Orleans to acquire the title of baron from Napoleon. His son, Joseph Xavier Celestin Delfau de Pontalba, had been a page at Napoleon’s court. The Pontalbas had left New Orleans but kept a residence on St. Peter Street near the river.




  Baron Pontalba hoped to increase his fortune by getting his hands on Almonester money. Micaela’s mother obviously also saw advantages for her side in the marriage. Besides building a spectacular new mansion in the heart of the city with courtyards, a coach house, servant quarters, and eight apartments on the ground floor (one was to be Micaela’s), Louise was expanding her own fortune in France, and the Pontalba connections would be good for business. However, a savvy businesswoman, Louise placed certain safeguards on Micaela’s fortune to to protect her daughter’s future. Celestin sailed to New Orleans from Bordeaux, France, with his mother, and the young couple had three weeks to become acquainted before a brief ceremony united them as man and wife.




  The marriage between Micaela Almonester and Celestin de Pontalba was solemnized in New Orleans on October 23, 1811, by Father Antonio de Sedella, two weeks before Micaela’s sixteenth birthday. Many guests were in attendance, including members of the prominent Chamet, de la Ronde, St. Avid, and Deverge families. The ceremony was in Spanish, and Micaela understood little of what was being said. The bride’s protector was the famous French marshal, Michel Ney, Duke of Elchingen, who was represented by Bernard de Marigny de Mandeville, a wealthy, successful land developer of city suburb property. When the ceremony was over, the newly married couple stepped out into the public square for all to admire.




  Both mothers, and now mothers-in-law, accompanied the young couple across the Atlantic to Paris. Micaela was whisked off to the Pontalba chateau, Mont-l’Évêque, fifty miles northeast of Paris in Senlis, France. It was a cheerless, moated, isolated estate, far away from city life.




  The marriage was a disaster from the beginning, and when her father-in-law realized the limits Louise had placed on Micaela’s large dowry, he became obsessed with getting his hands on it. Micaela’s mother had skillfully orchestrated the terms of her daughter’s dowry. Only a third of the monies would immediately go to the Pontalbas and the other two-thirds would become Micaela’s, and consequently the Pontalba’s in accordance with nineteenth-century law that decreed that a wife’s money is also her husband’s, only if and when Celestin pledged a like amount from the Pontalba fortune to the young couple’s coffers.




  To comply with the legal terms of the dowry, the elder Baron Joseph Xavier de Pontalba agreed to sign over an equal amount of money to his son, Micaela’s husband. But he did so only in outward appearance. When Micaela found the letter her husband had signed, stating he would never take possession of his father’s money, she began a marital war that lasted nearly thirty-five years. Baron de Pontalba was often cruel to the young bride, but divorce was illegal in the Catholic country, and Micaela was forced to make the best of her situation. She kept in close contact with the Parisian Creole community and tried to keep her ties to Louisiana intact. Her mother was amassing a fortune in Paris real estate and visited her daughter often.




  Despite the bad feelings between the families and her on and off conciliatory periods, Micaela gave birth to five children. Her first son, Celestin, was born in 1813 but died in infancy the next year. In 1815 she gave birth to another baby boy, again named Celestin. Two years later son Alfred was born and then daughter Mathilde and her last son, Gaston, each birth two years apart. Mathilde died in 1821, at only two years old.




  As if the death of two children wasn’t grief enough, Micaela’s mother died in 1825. The young woman, barely thirty years old, was the only heir to the entire Almonester fortune in Louisiana and France. To take care of the family property her mother had acquired in France, Micaela moved to Paris. Finding confidence in abilities long suppressed by years of abuse, she consulted an attorney who told her that to claim her fortune in America, apart from that set forth as dowry in her marriage contract, she would have to return to New Orleans. Unlike France Louisiana recognized the right of women to own and manage property, the right to divorce, and the right to solely inherit. Seeing Louisiana as a haven of freedom, Micaela set plans to sail home in 1830.




  The Pontalbas saw her departure as abandonment, and under French law, when a woman left her husband’s household, she lost all rights to assets, including her children. The Pontalbas gave Micaela an ultimatum: return or lose the children. Micaela moved back to the family estate by the deadline set by the Pontalbas. But now her independent spirit was a thorn in their side. When they realized she was no longer under their control, the Pontalbas sought to get control of the remaining dowry and to sever her relationship with her three sons by devising all sorts of plots to drive her away, including directives to relatives to pretend that she was invisible. Micaela did not back down.




  On the morning of October 19, 1834, the Baron de Pontalba could not take Micaela’s insubordination any longer. He grabbed a pair of dueling pistols and headed up the stairs. The baron burst into Micaela’s bedroom and fired four shots into her chest. When his daughter-in-law ran away, he chased her through the house, firing more shots but missing his target. The baron’s plan to murder Micaela had failed; she would survive. The man’s obsession with power and money ended twelve hours later. He changed his will ceding his estate to a military school, completely excluding Micaela’s three sons from his fortune, and then he killed himself. A famous portrait of Micaela shows her with a ribbon wrapped around her permanently disfigured fingers, part of the price she paid for freedom when she attempted to shield herself from her father-in-law’s gunshots.




  After the bizarre occurrences, Celestin continued to hold Micaela in France by threatening her with legal action and the abandonment law. But he made a fatal mistake. Thinking himself protected by the laws of France and wanting to lay the blame for the Pontalba family scandal on Micaela, Celestin published excerpted court transcripts, a one-sided account of the shooting that presented the Pontalbas as victims and Micaela as a traitor. He distributed five hundred copies of the account. However, in France, according to law, a husband has a legal duty to protect his wife’s reputation; Micaela sued on the grounds that Celestin’s booklet sullied her good name. The court ruled in her favor and with that decision, Micaela won legal separation and complete autonomy from her husband. At forty-one years old with two bullets permanently lodged in her chest, she finally had the freedom to do what she wanted.




  Baroness Pontalba took up her family’s love of building. She bought and developed real estate in Paris. She demolished the aging, eighteenth-century palace built by Louis XIV for his son, the Duc du Maine, but astutely saved some of the unique building elements: exquisite carvings, columns, ornamental motifs, wainscoting, and paneling. She worked with renowned architect Louis Visconti to use these materials in the magnificent Hôtel Pontalba at 41 Rue du Faubourg-Saint-Honoré, which today is the Paris residence of the American ambassador.




  With this work completed, Micaela set sail with two of her sons and arrived in New Orleans in January of 1849; she was fifty-four years old. New Orleans was a different town than she remembered as a young girl nearly forty years earlier. Many of the old families were moving out of the Quarter to the newer Esplanade Avenue, and Americans were pouring into the uptown Garden District. She felt the lackluster public square of government offices that hugged the sharp bend in mighty Mississippi River needed a face-lift. Micaela had a dream to re-create the vibrancy of the Paris she had left behind. Tapping into the traits she had inherited from her magnanimous father, she would restore some of the old buildings he had built and erect her own personal monument: two grand apartment buildings on either side of Jackson Square.




  Her request, presented by agents in New Orleans and granted by the city council on August 26, 1846, called for the two rows of elegant buildings from Chartres to Conde Streets. She hired James Gallier, renowned New Orleans architect, to draw up plans for the apartments. After a heated disagreement the baroness fired Gallier and hired Henry Howard, also a noted local architect. Micaela sometimes acted as her own architect and project supervisor; she often donned pantaloons and climbed scaffolding to check on men and materials.




  The Baroness Pontalba turned the aging and dilapidated Place d’Armes, now flying the flag of the United States, into a fashionable, Parisian-style public square. The block-long rows of handsome brick and granite apartments flanking the square contained sixteen, three-story residences with French-influenced galleries and Creole floor plans. Colonnades were set on sidewalks in front of the apartments to resemble the Palais Royal in Paris.




  Even today, storefronts occupy the first level, and stairs in narrow, dark passageways behind entrance doors on the street curve upward to the private residences. At one time each apartment had a cast-iron fanlight and a bell pull with a porcelain knob. Cast-iron railings proudly display the heart-shaped cartouches with the letters P and A entwined in the intricate ironwork. The molded grillwork, designed by Micaela and her son Gaston, was commissioned from a New York company and shipped down the Mississippi River. Micaela completed her project in two and a half years at a cost of $302,000. The Daily Delta of January 3, 1851, compared the structures around the square to the fashionable designs of Paris.




  The baroness wanted the square over which her apartment buildings presided to be named after Andrew Jackson, hero of the Battle of New Orleans, the 1815 battle fought on the plantation of De Lino de Chalmette, her uncle. The Andrew Jackson Monument Association was formed to collect funds and erect an equestrian statue of the New Orleans hero in the square. Despite protests the trees in the square were cut down, and gardens and flowering shrubs were planted. The last of the stately sycamores fell on November 28, 1850, and the name change from Place d’Armes to Jackson Square was officially sanctioned by the council of Municipality No. 1. However, Jackson’s statue would not be completed, installed, and dedicated until 1856.




  Her restoration efforts and commitment to beautifying the square inspired other groups to do their part. The city council embarked upon an areawide reconstruction of public buildings and lands. The Cabildo and Presbytere would have new third floors and French-style Mansard roofs so popular in nineteenth-century Paris. The city surveyor would design and build the iron fence around Jackson Square, and money would be spent on landscaping. The St. Louis Cathedral retained famed architect Jacques Nicolas Bussiere de Pouilly to upgrade the edifice to reflect its stature in the city




  In the spring of 1851, the baroness was called back to France to take care of her family affairs: Her husband was losing control of both his body and his mind. Micaela sailed from New Orleans on a Mississippi River steamer, the Belle Kay, for the three-month journey across the ocean. She spent the last twenty-three years of her life caring for the demented Celestin Pontalba. Baroness Micaela Pontalba died in France on April 20, 1874, at seventy-nine years old. She never saw her beloved New Orleans again.
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