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  A generation which ignores history has no past—and no future.




  —ROBERT A. HEINLEIN








  
INTRODUCTION





  History is much more than this happened on that date and that happened on this date. History is a journey where there are many forks in the road, twists and turns that often lead us to fascinating back alleys where the unexpected happens, and it surprises us.




  The back alley of American history is what this book is all about. Sure, we know the basics of the Revolutionary War, the history of slavery before and during the Civil War, and so on. But underlying the basic facts are fascinating stories that are seldom told. Stories of heroic young girls who put their lives on the line to save a community during the War of 1812. The argument as to whether or not the United States has already had its first female president, although not elected by the people. The story of how the start of America’s role in World War II caused a panic in one major US city so palpable that the residents and Civil Defense began shooting randomly at perceived targets that were not there. This is only a sample of the type of stories you will find within these pages.




  I consider myself very fortunate in that I had some wonderful influences growing up that piqued my interest in history. Why I didn’t pursue it as a career option, I have no idea. I take that back; it’s probably because I had my heart set on becoming a radio announcer. But that’s another story.




  First and foremost, there was my family. Everyone—my mom, dad, sister—we all enjoyed learning about history. My mother and father could spout tidbits of historical facts at a moment’s notice. Both my sister and I excelled in history courses throughout our public school years. And that brings me to my second influence: my history teachers at good old Mahwah High School in New Jersey.




  I had some of the best teachers during my public school years, bringing what otherwise would be stodgy, boring history out of the dustbin and into the light, taking us down those back alleys to discover that there is much more to it than simply regurgitating facts and dates. They avoided painting history with broad strokes, instead, using a fine, thin brush to bring out something extraordinary about our nation’s, and the world’s, past. Classes were riveting.




  In addition to basic English courses, Mahwah High School also offered amazing creative writing and journalism classes that juiced my love of writing. One teacher, Mr. Clough, really made an impression on me. While he shared countless historical facts and dates, he was more of a comedian. He never droned on and on about a subject; instead, he injected humor into his lectures with his Groucho Marx–like mustache, delivery, and puns. More importantly, Mr. Clough was a wealth of knowledge, tossing in fascinating, little-known, and obscure stories about whatever period in history we were studying. It was the history behind the history.




  Then there were my reading habits. I must admit, I was a weird kid growing up in northern New Jersey, just outside of New York City in the 1960s. Living near the Big Apple meant one thing for our household: newspapers. Tons of newspapers, delivered either by the paperboy—flailing rolled-up papers onto the front lawn, coming precariously close to taking out a window as he weaved his bike down the street, one hand on the handlebars—or by me. Every Sunday I was sent on a mission by my dad to head downtown to the local newsstand and pick up the Sunday edition of the Jersey-centric Bergen Record, the Daily News, and the Sunday New York Times. The latter was thick, about the size of three Manhattan phone books stacked one on top of the other (you remember phone books, don’t you?).




  The entire family would devour them all, endlessly, from front to back. The Daily News was extra special because it was one of the first papers in the country with pages and pages of glorious, full-color comics on Sunday. Naturally, you would think that a boy of ten or eleven would automatically gravitate toward those. Not me. (That’s what made me a weird kid.)




  I would grab the Sunday Times and head to the last section of the paper, maybe it was section “G,” page 46, the very last pages. Here I would find obscure and offbeat news stories that fascinated me. They were no more than a short two or three paragraphs long, telling the reader about world and pop-culture events and the everyday lives of ordinary people from around the globe. They were stories that never made the headlines, sometimes tragic, sometimes heartwarming, sometimes just plain funny, and others that would leave you shaking your head, but they all painted a picture of what life was like during that time in history. Stories that have long since been lost to time.




  And that is how I became an armchair historian, the voices of Mr. Clough and my family ringing in my ears all of these years, urging me on to write my five nonfiction history books, including my previous two Prometheus Books, Space Oddities: Forgotten Stories of Mankind’s Exploration of Space and Everyone’s Gone to the Moon: July 1969, Life on Earth, and the Epic Voyage of Apollo 11. The memories of how much I used to love discovering long-since-forgotten stories in the newspaper and the offbeat stories told in my high school history classes made me want to dig deep for stories that have been relegated to the dustbin of history.




  As I was wrapping up Everyone’s Gone to the Moon, I was flooded with visions of Mr. Clough, telling us tales of a war that almost started between the United States and Canada, all because of a pig being shot; of how during the Civil War, free Blacks in the South were so afraid for their lives that many relinquished their freedom and petitioned their local governments to become slaves, believing it was safer living and working on a plantation than being free; how two young girls in Massachusetts fooled the British navy during the Revolution and saved their town. And with that, the idea for The Pig War and the Pelican Girls was born.




  My goal for this book is not to present you with a stodgy, stuffy, date-riddled history book. Instead, I want to share with you the excitement I felt when I discovered unusual tales from our country’s past. I hope you will be surprised, amused, and perhaps a little shocked when you read the little-known and compelling tales of adventure, romance, espionage, and more from our fascinating past. I hope this book is only the beginning of your own adventure. There are plenty more such tales out there, lurking in the shadows, ready to be discovered if we only care to look for them.




  Enjoy!
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  THE PIG WAR




  The islands of the Pacific Northwest are simply spectacular. The windswept rocky and rugged coastline of the archipelago along the border between the state of Washington and Vancouver, British Columbia, is topped with the dark green spires of Douglas fir, western hemlock, and red berry–laden madrone trees. The forests are spotted with grassy balds where brilliant wildflowers bloom in season. Harbor seals sun themselves along the shoreline, while giant black-and-white orcas playfully breach the surface of the surrounding waters.




  Today, this idyllic landscape is the perfect vacation getaway for those looking to add a little adventure to their lives. Maybe it’s kayaking with orcas, hiking through the beautiful red cedar and hemlock forest at Olympic National Park, or just sitting next to the water’s edge for a stunning sunset, with plenty of peace and quiet. It is a vacationer’s paradise, but it wasn’t always this way. In fact, in the middle of the nineteenth century, one of the islands in the chain, San Juan Island, came as close as it possibly could to being the site of a full-fledged war between two of the world’s great nations at the time—and it was all because of an incident concerning a pig.




  San Juan Island was first inhabited by the Coast Salish peoples over ten thousand years ago, a group of forty independent nations that speak over twenty different languages. Europeans first arrived in the region around 1770, with Spanish explorers looking to expand the territory they already held in Northern California. It was an area that the British had already laid claim to. The overlapping of claims nearly resulted in a war between the two nations, but after negotiations, a peaceful accommodation was reached and official boundaries established. This lasted until 1819, when Spain relinquished all of their land, transferring its share of the Pacific Northwest to the fledgling United States, who established the city of Seattle while the British created the city of Vancouver.




  In 1840, the British government officially added to its empire with the establishment of the Province of Canada, a sprawling collection of territories along a border north of the still-growing United States that stretched from the Atlantic to the Pacific. While most of the territory claimed by Britain was not in dispute, the San Juan archipelago, which consisted of well over 170 islands, was a different story. The largest of the islands, San Juan, was deemed to be of strategic importance to both the United States and Britain due to its location along the Salish Sea, which flowed directly into the Pacific Ocean. Both countries laid claim to the island, and soon thereafter, settlers began moving in.




  In 1845, one of the world’s largest trading companies at the time, the Hudson’s Bay Company—which had established a large string of trading posts across the Pacific Northwest between 1820 and 1850—also laid claim to the island. Up to this point, both American and British settlers had been living together peacefully on the island, but it was becoming apparent that this quiet existence would not last long. A border needed to be established between the United States and Canada. Both countries sat down at the bargaining table, and in short order, hammered out an agreement. The Oregon Treaty, which went into effect on June 15, 1846, established the official border between the two countries: A line of latitude, the 49th parallel, would be the demarcation line. For the most part, this was the perfect solution, creating a long, solid border without having to divide rivers and lakes in half. At least, this was true until the border reached the San Juan Islands.




  The treaty vaguely specified that the border at the archipelago would be in “the middle of the channel which separates the continent from Vancouver Island, and thence southerly through the middle of said channel.” The word hardly describes that passage, because if you look on a map, the San Juan Islands have several channels, including the Haro and Rosario Straits that wind their way around the myriad islands. What was the treaty trying to say?




  In 1851, the Hudson’s Bay Company established a salmon-curing station on San Juan Island, but in 1853, the US government claimed the entire island as part of its growing Washington Territory. In retaliation, the Hudson’s Bay Company, led by Charles Griffin, established a large sheep ranch, the Belle Vue Sheep Farm, on the island’s 1,500-acre coastal prairie that had been previously established and maintained by the Coast Salish people. The farm quickly grew, with over 4,500 head of sheep grazing the grass by 1859, and also boasting thirty-five horses, forty cattle, and, most importantly for this story, forty hogs.




  The farm was an enormous success and Americans took notice. Not only did the success of Belle Vue prove that the island had enormous potential for raising livestock, but basic agriculture could thrive there as well, and the number of Americans on the island started to grow. By late spring of 1859, eighteen Americans had staked claims to land on prime Hudson’s Bay Company pastures. The British government considered these Yanks to be squatters, illegally trespassing and threatening the peace and tranquility of the island, and tensions began to mount between settlers of both nations.




  Up until the summer of 1859, Charles Griffin’s hogs had enjoyed a good life, roaming freely across the island, but in June, one of the hogs crossed into land that was claimed by American Lyman Cutlar. Cutlar found the pig rooting through his potato crop. There was an unsubstantiated report that the two men had a “conversation” about the pig:




  Cutlar: It was eating my potatoes!




  Griffin: Rubbish. It’s up to you to keep your potatoes out of my pig!




  On June 15, Cutlar shot and killed the pig. Presumably feeling some remorse (and that’s only a presumption), Griffin offered Cutlar $10 in compensation for the loss of his pig. That didn’t appease the hog’s owner, who was so outraged that he reported the incident to British authorities, who in turn threatened to arrest Cutlar, deeming that all Americans on San Juan Island were trespassers, and as such, threatened to forcibly remove them.




  After filing his report, Griffin waited for action to be taken by the British government. Something had to be done to avenge the loss of his pig. Perhaps soldiers on the British ship stationed nearby, the HMS Satellite, could expel every last Yank from the island? Griffin went to bed that night fully expecting to wake up to the Satellite anchored off the coast, meaning the governor of nearby Vancouver Island, James Douglas, had fulfilled his request. But when he woke up, instead of seeing the Union Jack flying above a ship anchored offshore, he saw the American flag hoisted atop the USS Massachusetts. Not taking any chances, the Americans on the island had made their own request, asking the US government for protection. The ship offshore was their response.




  On board the Massachusetts was the flamboyant Captain George E. Pickett, the same officer who would lead the famous Pickett’s Charge at Gettysburg a few years later, during the Civil War. On July 27, Pickett and his sixty-four-man Company D of the 9th US Infantry landed on the island and made camp just north of the Belle Vue Sheep Farm.




  Upon Pickett’s landing, Governor Douglas ordered the Royal Navy’s frigate, HMS Tribune, with its thirty-one cannons, under the command of Captain Geoffrey Phipps Hornby, along with the HMS Satellite and the HMS Plumper, to move into position and remove Pickett and his men from the island, refraining from the use of force, if possible. Over the next month, Hornby was able to reinforce his troops, but refused to take any military action to remove Pickett’s army, or to remove any Americans.




  Pickett did not feel threatened by the increase in British military might, and responded by landing additional men to his encampment on the island. By August, the eight 32-pound cannons from the USS Massachusetts were removed from the ship and placed in a hastily built redoubt onshore.




  The threat of war was escalating exponentially. By this time, the British had a total of five warships situated off the coast and one thousand marines at the ready. Captain Hornby, still under orders not to use force against the Americans, began showing some muscle, demonstrating the might of the British navy by conducting live drills, firing shots from their fifty-two cannons into the island’s rocky shores. Tourists from nearby islands and the town of Vancouver on the mainland sailed over to San Juan in droves to watch the spectacle that was unfolding. Still, Hornby would not directly engage the Americans until the commander of British naval forces in the Pacific, Rear Admiral Robert Lambert Baynes, arrived to assess the situation and provide further orders.




  As cannonballs were being lobbed at the shoreline by the British navy’s cannons, the Americans were reinforcing, and by August 31, they had 461 soldiers on the island, with a total of twenty-two cannons. The situation was quickly getting out of hand. It appeared that it would take only the slightest provocation, intentional or not, by either the United States or Britain, and the two nations would be at war once again, just forty-four years after the end of the War of 1812—only this time it would not be over political disputes or philosophical reasons. This time it would be over the killing of a pig.




  With a shooting war seemingly inevitable, cooler heads finally prevailed. Rear Admiral Baynes finally arrived on the island, and despite intense pressure from Vancouver Island’s governor, he refused to order an attack on the Americans, saying, “[I] will not involve two great nations in a war over a squabble about a pig.”




  At the same time, word of the “Pig War” had made it to the desk of President James Buchanan in Washington. Buchanan dispatched the commander of the US Army, General Winfield Scott, to the scene to negotiate an agreement to end the conflict. Upon Scott’s arrival, an agreement was quickly reached that would allow one contingent of soldiers from each side to remain on the island: One would establish what would be called the American Camp on the south side of the island, while the British Camp would be established on the northwest side.




  War had been averted, and both sides lived peacefully together, respecting the agreement for the next twelve years. With the signing of the Treaty of Washington in 1871 by the United States and Britain, the issue of who controlled the island was left to an international arbitrator, Prussian king and German emperor Kaiser Wilhelm I. He established a three-man arbitration committee that would settle for the last time the borders between the two nations around islands of the Pacific Northwest. On October 21, 1872, the committee ruled that the boundary between the United States and Canada in the San Juan Island chain would be down the center of Haro Strait, which meant that San Juan Island would now belong to the United States.




  British troops abandoned their camp on November 25, 1872. American troops left in July 1874. Just over one hundred years after the Pig War incident, the US government established the San Juan Island National Historical Park. Under the management of the National Park Service, visitors today can walk or ride bikes around the island to view the spectacular wildlife and incredible views. They can also visit the sites of the American and British Camps, where two great nations nearly went to battle over the killing of a pig.




  



FOOTNOTE TO HISTORY: THE QUASI-WAR


  

In 1778, the fledgling United States signed its first international agreements, the Treaty of Amity and Commerce and the Treaty of Alliance, with France. When the rebellion against the British monarchy began in the United States three years earlier, the French government under the reign of King Louis XVI sided with the rebellious colonies and began trading with them. The two agreements signed in 1778 took that relationship one step further by officially forming a military alliance between the two nations. They also affirmed that France recognized the United States as an independent country and required that the United States and France would have to both agree to any peace agreements with the British before they could be signed.




Trouble arose between the two nations following the overthrow of King Louis during the French Revolution in 1789, five years after the Revolutionary War had ended. The newly formed French Directory was angered when the United States signed the Jay Treaty with Britain in 1794, which cleared up a series of previously unresolved issues stemming from the Revolution and generally normalized relations between the two nations. One of those unresolved issues was allowing the United States to begin trading freely with Britain and its Caribbean colonies.




When the treaty was signed, across the Atlantic Ocean, the newly formed French government was at war with several European countries, including Britain. When the United States declared that it would be neutral in the French war against Britain, the French government became incensed. The declaration of neutrality flew in the face of the previous treaty agreed upon by the United States and France in 1778.




In retaliation, the French government issued an order that allowed for their naval vessels to seize any American merchant ship they came across, effectively treating the United States as an enemy. Between 1796 and 1797, over three hundred US merchant ships and their cargo were seized by French privateers. In response, the United States withheld any payments it owed France, accrued during the Revolution.




Tensions began to boil over. In November 1798, one of the first US Navy ships, the USS Retaliation, spotted what they thought was a friendly British ship on the horizon, but by the time they got close enough for a good look, the crew realized the ship they had spotted was French. By then it was too late to attack, and the Retaliation became the first US Navy ship to surrender without a single shot being fired by either side. Not long after, the USS Constitution encountered the same ship that had captured the Retaliation. The ship fired off a few shots, and the French ship surrendered.




With only sixteen ships in the newly minted US Navy, it is quite impressive to think that the American navy captured eighty-six French privateers in one year. War was never declared between the two nations, which earned this event in American history the moniker, the “Quasi-War.” While not a recognized conflict, it served as an end to hostilities between the United States, Britain, and France for twelve years, before the beginning of the War of 1812.
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  THE TALE OF THE PELICAN GIRLS




  The history of human habitation along the American Gulf Coast—specifically, the northern Gulf Coast in and around Mobile Bay, and the second-largest river delta in the country, the Mobile–Tensaw River Delta in Alabama—is a rather complicated and choreographed story between nations. Over the years, the area has been claimed by Native Americans, Spain, France, England, and Spain again, before becoming part of the United States.




  The bay and delta that made this human habitation possible is an incredibly fertile region with a myriad of freshwater rivers, streams, and marshes flowing southward before emptying into the Gulf of Mexico. The region is rife with flora and fauna. The wide bay and expansive river delta are prone to extensive flooding, which pushes the rich nutrients in the water over the banks, making the soil perfect for growing a variety of crops.




  The region in and around the bay and delta was first inhabited by Native Americans as far back as AD 1000, with one tribe, the Mabila, proving to be highly successful in establishing permanent settlements there. Known as “mound builders,” the tribe built towering earthen mounds by digging one basket full of dirt at a time by hand, using shell hoes, then piling the dirt up in the center of the settlement, creating mounds as tall as 45 feet. Tribal leaders and religious figures would reside and hold ceremonies atop these mounds. The tribe’s name would eventually be anglicized to “Mobile” when Europeans arrived, for which the bay and future city would eventually be named.




  The first European to venture into this new land was Spanish explorer Alonso Álvarez, who sailed along the Gulf Coast looking for locations to create new settlements for Spain. Álvarez came to the bay in 1519 and began a survey of the rich landscape. His exploration resulted in Spain establishing several settlements along the northern Gulf Coast, including along the banks of Mobile Bay and its feeding rivers and creeks. Most of these failed and were left vacant, except for one of note—a settlement to the east of the bay that would later be called “Pensacola,” in what the Spaniards called “New Florida.”




  It would be almost two hundred years after Alvarez arrived on the scene that the story of the Pelican Girls begins. In the late 1600s, the French began exploring the Gulf Coast of this new land and discovered that Spain had all but vanished from the scene. The French established a settlement in what would later become Biloxi, Mississippi, but a yellow fever outbreak devastated the settlement, and it was temporarily abandoned.




  In 1700, while charting the coastline of the Gulf of Mexico for the French government, cartographer Claude Delisle sailed up the shallow waters of Mobile Bay and entered the delta. What he found was a paradise, a virtual Garden of Eden. In his journal, Voyage de M. de Sauvole du fort des Bilochies ou Maurepas aux Thomies, sur la differentes fois (“A Voyage to the Mobile and Tomeh”), he wrote:




  

     The river divides into three branches at the boundary of their lands [the Thomees], and makes two islands which are very beautiful, and deserted in several places. This place is adorned with beautiful peach trees that are covered in fruit, but I do not know the quality they are since they were still green. There are also grapes which cover the banks of the river.







  Two years later, in 1702, Jean-Baptiste Le Moyne de Bienville and his brother, Pierre Le Moyne d’Iberville, moved the settlement in Biloxi eastward to Mobile Bay. The brothers sailed approximately 27 miles up the shallow waters of the bay, entered the Mobile River, and established a crude fort along the banks of the river. The rudimentary outpost was named after the king of France, Fort Louis de la Mobile, or Fort Louis de la Louisiane.




  While the river, delta, and bay were prime locations for establishing a new colony, it also had its challenges. This area of the Gulf had a subtropical climate, which meant that the colonists fought extreme heat and humidity. The waters around the fort were teeming with alligators, and mosquitoes swarmed in the swamps and marshes. Despite these hardships, the settlers continued to make a go of it, many being spurred on by the rumor that hidden somewhere in this “paradise” were untold riches. Instead of working the fields and building up the settlement, these settlers preferred searching for the legendary gold.




  The French government deemed it much too dangerous to send women and children to a new land, so the first colonists to arrive in Mobile were basically all men. Having very few women in the new settlement made it almost impossible to foster population growth, and without female companionship, many of the male colonists (known as coureurs de bois, or “runners of the woods”) began having relations with women from nearby Native American tribes, much to the chagrin of Bienville.




  Not long after the fort was established, Bienville wrote to King Louis XIV several times, urging him to send women to the colony in order to foster a sustainable population.




 

    If you want to make something of this country, it is absolutely necessary to send this year some families and a few girls who will be married off shortly after arrival.







  The king was reluctant to fulfill the request. He had been down this road before and had been burned when he sent women to be brides for male colonists in the newly formed French colony of Martinique in the Caribbean. Between the years 1680 and 1685, 250 girls were sent to the island. These women had “questionable backgrounds,” many having been prostitutes, and were described as being “poor creatures.” Upon their arrival, the women were presented to single men by displaying them on a platform and auctioning them off to the highest bidder in what became known as the “white women trade.” Many of the women refused to marry the men who had purchased them after the auction was completed. Bienville remembered this history as well and stressed in his letters that the women sent to Fort Louis had to be “suitable women.”




  After much prodding, the king relented. At the time, France was embroiled with Britain in what was known as Queen Anne’s War, so with a shortage of manpower and a vow to not make the Martinique mistake again, the king turned to the Catholic Church to begin the process. His instructions were to find women that were virgins, with character beyond reproach, and with no family or prospects for starting a family in the future in Europe.




  Under the supervision of the bishop of Quebec, Monsignor Vallier, the Church began canvassing convents, looking for suitable women to sail to the new settlement. To be considered, the young ladies would have to be from good families, sit for rigorous interviews, and produce a letter of recommendation proving that their character was of the highest standards. In the end, twenty-three young women ranging in age from fourteen to nineteen were promised husbands and a glorious life in what was described to them as a Garden of Eden.




  In October 1703, the twenty-three women selected climbed aboard horse-drawn carriages and made the arduous 300-mile ride from Paris to the French seaport of Rochefort. In Rochefort, the girls, along with Father Henri de la Vente (the newly appointed pastor of the Mobile parish), Monsignor Vallier, three additional priests, and four nuns, would board the ship Pelican and along with two escort ships, the Charente and Renommée, to protect them from British warships, set sail for the new colony.




  Queen Anne’s War, however, caused the warship Rochefort to arrive late, and the Pelican’s passengers were forced to wait several months before departing. During that time, rumors about the new colony began to spread among the women. While they had been promised a new life in this so-called paradise, with the chance to marry one of the brave French patriots, instead they heard that the colonists were barbarians, living in poverty—that the fort was in a state of squalor, a haven for disease. Some of the women began to rethink the offer and wanted to back out, but when King Louis sweetened the deal by offering the women additional gifts and a substantial allowance, they changed their minds.




  The Pelican finally set sail, but without its escort ships, its first stop being the French seaport of La Rochelle. The ship was delayed several more weeks before it finally began its journey to Fort Louis on April 19, 1704. From that moment on, the group of young women heading to Mobile would be known by the name of the ship they sailed on: the Pelican Girls.




  The ship’s first port of call would be the French colony of Cap-Haïtien, Haiti, in the Caribbean, a much-needed respite after the long sea voyage, during which many of the girls fell ill. Only a scant 30 miles from the island, the ship ran into a vicious squall and nearly capsized. Father de la Vente wrote, “We almost perished in the storm.”




  After spending some time in Haiti, the Pelican left port and headed to its next destination, Havana, Cuba. Arriving on July 7, 1704, the bishop of Cuba, Diego Evelino Hurtado de Compostela, greeted the girls and gave them decent lodging, introduced them to Caribbean delicacies, and took them on a personal tour of the city. The Pelican departed Havana on July 14, 1704, and headed north to the Gulf Coast and the Spanish-controlled colony at Pensacola, which was approximately 60 miles east of the mouth of Mobile Bay. The ship was denied entry into the city but was allowed to anchor offshore, where the colony sent supplies to the ship.




  Finally, after a week anchored offshore, the Pelican set sail for its final destination, an island at the mouth of Mobile Bay known as Massacre Island (known today as Dauphin Island). By now, a little gift from the island of Cuba had reared its ugly head and was taking a toll on the crew and passengers. While in Cuba, they had been subjected to swarms of mosquitoes which, unbeknownst at the time, carried the dreaded yellow fever. By the time the Pelican had reached Massacre Island, half of the crew and several of the girls had died from the disease. Yellow fever would run rampant across the entire Gulf Coast for the next century.




  Due to the shallowness of Mobile Bay, the girls disembarked from the Pelican and boarded shallow-draft boats to make the final journey to the French fort in Mobile. They finally arrived on August 1, 1704. According to Professor Charles Gayarré in his book, History of Louisiana, the colonists were puzzled when the women first stepped off the boat. They didn’t understand why they were there, but that soon changed:






   [The] excitement became intense when the inhabitants saw a procession of females with veiled faces proceeding arm in arm and two by two to the house of the governor, who received them in state and provided them with suitable lodgings.







  The colonists’ questions about these new arrivals were answered the following morning by a priest who read an announcement that had accompanied the Pelican to Mobile:




  

     His Majesty sends by that ship 20 girls to be married to the Canadians and others who have begun habitations at Mobile in order that this colony can firmly establish itself. Each of these girls was raised in virtue and piety and knows how to work, which will render them useful in the colony by showing the Indian girls what they can do, for this there being no point in sending other than [those] of virtue known and without reproach.







  The women must have been sorely disappointed when they stepped off the boats. This was not the Garden of Eden they had been promised. The fort itself was not a fort, per se. Instead, it was a collection of dilapidated shacks with dirt floors surrounded by pools of stagnant water in ditches that were teeming with mosquitoes. The women also soon learned about the men’s poor work ethic, and that there was a severe food shortage. The women found themselves relegated to eating Indian corn and acorns.




  There were no prearranged marriages for the girls, and unlike in Martinique, where the women were auctioned off, each of the Pelican Girls was allowed to choose their future husband. In fact, before leaving France, the women had been armed with information about each potential suitor, including their background and financial situation. The women could then choose their own husband from the fifty or so bachelors.




  It wasn’t long before weddings were being held. According to historical accounts, there would be a courtship and an engagement period, followed by a wedding ceremony, all of which were conducted by Father de la Vente. Courtships and engagements must have been very short, however, since it was recorded that ceremonies were held on almost a daily basis during the first month after the Pelican Girls’ arrival. By the end of the month, all—except one, which we’ll get to in a moment—were married.




  The women began life in the new colony, making the best of a bad situation. Disillusioned but determined, the Pelican Girls demonstrated great resolve to ensure that their fortunes would turn. At one point, the women united to stage what would later become known as the Petticoat Rebellion, revolting against their lazy husbands, denying them food and kicking them out of their homes until they got the message and began providing for the women.




  The rebellion worked, but changes were slow in coming, with conditions in the new settlement still appalling. The women, now feeling strength in numbers, brought their grievances to Bienville, who became frustrated and infuriated with the women, calling them “pampered city girls.” The situation prompted Bienville to write to the king and demand that next time, he send “hardworking country girls.”




  Along with the Pelican Girls, the ship had also brought another passenger from France, a midwife named Catherine Moulois. Sadly, only months after arriving, Catherine died, and the duty of midwife for the colony fell to Marie Grissot. Grissot attended the birth of the first child in the new colony to survive, a boy, to François and Anne LeMay, on October 22, 1704.




  In the end, most of the girls married except for one, Françoise du Boisrenaud. According to the story—as told by the Wayne Saucier family, descendants of the Pelican Girls—the cousin of Bienville and lieutenant to the king, Pierre Boisbriant, asked Françoise to marry him. Bienville, for whatever reason, forbade the marriage. Instead, the founder of Mobile insisted that the young woman marry another man that he had chosen for her. Françoise refused, and the infuriated Bienville shot off a letter to the governor of the Louisiana colonies, demanding that the governor command Françoise to marry the man he had chosen for her. Once again she refused, and once again, Bienville became angry and wrote a terse letter to the king’s colonial minister, Jérôme Phélypeaux, comte de Pontchartrain, demanding that he intervene and force Françoise to marry the man Bienville had chosen for her. Pontchartrain denied the request, but for whatever reason, after all of the commotion, Françoise and her chosen husband, Pierre, never married. Perhaps it was to put the controversy to rest once and for all. In any event, Françoise remained in the settlement but never married.




  An interesting bit of information was brought to my attention when I first wrote about the Pelican Girls. It is a tantalizing story that comes to us from a book written by Elizabeth Hammond in 1819, titled Modern Domestic Cookery and Useful Recipe Book. Hammond states that during their stay in the Caribbean, the Pelican Girls acquired a unique vegetable that was up to that point unknown in the New World. It was called “guingombo” or “kingombo”; today, we call it okra.




  According to Hammond, when the girls arrived in Fort Louis de la Mobile, Bienville’s housekeeper, Madame Langlois, cooked a fish stew for the girls. She tossed in locally sourced seafood and vegetables that were grown by local Indian tribes. The girls offered Langlois their okra for the stew, and the housekeeper added a touch of the French spice, filé powder. The result was what Hammond believed to be the first documented gumbo to be cooked and served in the New World.




  Several years after the arrival of the Pelican Girls, the original French settlement in Biloxi was reestablished, and in 1719, a new group of women sailed into that colony just as the Pelican Girls had in Mobile. For a number of years, Fort Louis de la Mobile was the capital of the French Louisiana territory. The capital was eventually moved to a new French colony, New Orleans, after its founding in 1718.




  In 1728, another ship sailed from France to New Orleans with yet another group of women destined to become wives to the colonists there. These women carried small wooden boxes that the French government had provided, called casquettes. Each box held what little precious possessions the girls were allowed to bring with them, which led to their sobriquet of “Casket Girls.”




  But this fascinating tale of France colonizing the New World all began with the Pelican Girls of Mobile. To this day, many Mobile residents proudly proclaim that their roots stem back to this intrepid group of young women.




    



FOOTNOTE TO HISTORY: AMERICA’S OLDEST CITY IS . . .


  

Fair warning, the following is a trick question: What is America’s oldest city?




As the Florida Department of Tourism and the University of West Florida Historic Trust will tell you, it all depends on how you look at it. It could be either Pensacola on the Florida Panhandle, on the Gulf Coast, or St. Augustine on its Atlantic coast.




There is no debating that St. Augustine is the oldest continuously occupied European-settled city in America. It was established fifty-five years before the Mayflower landed at Plymouth Rock, and forty-two years before the British settled the colony of Jamestown in what would later become the state of Virginia. The Spanish laid claim to what became known as St. Augustine in 1565, and it has been inhabited ever since. According to city historians, explorer Don Pedro Menéndez de Avilés first set foot on the future settlement on September 8,1565, to the cheers of the six hundred voyagers who had arrived with him. The city was named after the patron saint of brewers, theologians, and printers.




Pensacola, on the other hand, was actually first settled six years prior, in 1559, by conquistador Tristan de Luna and a contingent of 1,400 people. After years of plying the waters of the Gulf of Mexico, searching for a suitable site for a new settlement (Pensacola was first identified as a possible site in 1513 by Ponce de León), de Luna chose Ochuse Bay, which is known today as Pensacola Bay.




De Luna immediately set about establishing a colony there. All seemed well at the settlement until the night of September 19, 1559, when a tremendous hurricane struck the region, lasting a solid twenty-four hours. The entire settlement and de Luna’s fleet of eleven ships were completely destroyed. Survivors attempted to rebuild, but mosquitoes, disease, and attacks from local Native tribes forced them to abandon the site in 1561. The king of Spain, Philip II, deemed Florida too dangerous to settle, and no further settlements were established until St. Augustine in 1565. Pensacola was eventually resurrected and became a functioning settlement in 1698.




So, Pensacola was the first European settlement in what would eventually become the United States, but St. Augustine is the first continuously occupied, and both cities are understandably proud of the role they played in American history.




By the way, just off the coast of Pensacola, three of Tristan de Luna’s ships that sank during that massive 1559 hurricane have been discovered by archaeology professors and students at the University of West Florida, an incredible historic find from the first attempt at settling and taming this New World.
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