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Rhonda R. McClure, Senior Genealogist

Class 1: 17th Century: 
Colonization and Conflict

Louisiana Family History 
Research: Four Centuries 
of History and Genealogy

Meet today’s presenter

Rhonda R. McClure
Senior Genealogist

OVERVIEW
• Presentation (60 mins.)

• Q&A (30 mins.)

• Discovery
• Colonization
• Native Peoples
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Brief Chronology

1519

Pineda 
expedition maps 
entire Gulf of 
Mexico including 
Louisiana coast

1541

DeSoto discovers 
Mississippi River

1673

Marquette and 
Joliet reach 
Mississippi River, 
verify it flows to 
Gulf of Mexico

1678

La Salle receives 
a patent from 
the King to 
explore, build 
forts, find a way 
to Mexico

1682

La Salle claims 
possession of 
the territory for 
France

1684-87

La Salle's failed 
attempts to 
establish 
settlement near 
mouth of 
Mississippi

1688-1697

Nine Years' War

1699

First permanent 
settlement - Fort 
Maurepas 
established

1701-1714

War of the 
Spanish 
Succession

1718

New Orleans 
founded

Discovery

Alonso Alvarez de Pineda
• Spanish expedition in 1519

• Sailed along the Gulf of Mexico coastline from 
Florida to Cabo Rojo, Mexico

• First to explore and map this area

• Purpose of voyage: Explore the coast between:
– Juan Ponce De León’s discovery on the Florida 

peninsula
– Diego Velázquez’s discovery on the southern Gulf
– Searching for a strait to the Pacific Ocean
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Pineda’s Map - 1519

Florida

Cuba

Original map located in Archivo de Indias, 
Sevilla, Spain

Hernando de Soto
• Spanish explorer and 

conquistador

• Had an important role 
in Francisco Pizarro’s 
conquest of the Inca 
Empire

• Best known for his 
expedition into 
modern-day U.S.

Proposed Rout of De Soto
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Sources of de Soto’s Expedition
• Unnamed Portuguese soldier (known as the 

Gentleman from Elvas)

• Rodrigo Ranjel (survivor of the the expedition)

• Luys Hernández de Biedma (survivor of the 
expedition)

• Inca Garcilaso de la Vega (written 40-50 years 
after from interviews with survivors)

Comparison of All Four

U.S. De Soto Commission
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U.S. De Soto Commission Report

U.S. De Soto Commission Report

U.S. De Soto Commission Report
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Luys Hernández de Biedma
• Royal factor, Luis Hernández de Biedma
– Briefest account
– Only primary one
– May have been charged with recording the official 

expedition
– Presented to the King and Council of the Indies, 

1544

Marquette and Joliet
• Jacques Marquette and Louis Joliet (a Jesuit 

missionary)

• Commissioned by the governor of Canada

• Seeking the “great river” connecting the Great 
Lakes to the Gulf of Mexico

• Went as far as the Arkansas River in 1673

La Salle
• Rene-Robert Cavelier, 

sieur del la Salle

• 1677 – received a fur 
trade monopoly in 
Illinois Country with 
Louis de Buade, Comte 
de Frontenac et de 
Palluau

• Began to look further 
south for better profit
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La Salle
• Sought to develop colonies further south

• Goals:
– Hold lands from Great Lakes to Gulf of Mexico for 

France
– Keep the Indians “in check” with posts in the 

interior
– Control the Spanish and English with a fort at the 

mouth of the Mississippi

La Salle
• 1677: Travels to France

• 1678: Receives a patent from the King to
– Explore
– Build forts
– Find a way to Mexico

• 1678: Meets Henri de Tonti in France, who 
becomes La Salle’s lieutenant

La Salle
• 1682: Third attempt to descend the Mississippi

• Party consisted of:
– 23 Frenchmen
– 18 Indians
– 10 Indian females
– 3 Indian children

• February 3 – finally entered the Mississippi

• March 3 – took possession of the country of the 
Arkansas, in the King’s name (with “consent” of the 
natives)
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9 April 1682

La Salle - Explorations Map taken from Encyclopedia 
Britannica, Inc.

Fort St. Louis:
• Established by 

La Salle
• Dispossessed 

La Salle of the 
fort by Le 
Febvre de la 
Barre

Province of New Biscay
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La Salle - Explorations Map taken from Encyclopedia 
Britannica, Inc.

La Salle’s Return from France 
1684-1687:
• Left La Rochelle France, 24 

July 1684
• 4 vessels containing:

• Soldiers
• Mechanics
• Laborers
• Volunteers
• Several families
• A number of girls

• Stopped at Santo 
Domingo

• La Salle missed the 
Mississippi

• Landed at the Matagorda 
Bay (in present day Texas)

• La Salle murdered 18 
March 1687

Nine Years’ War
• Part of the Anglo-French Wars (1109-1815)

• 1688-1697
– Louis XIV attempts to extend France’s frontiers
– Led an army across the Rhine to seize territories
– By 1696 both sides were financially struggling

• Settled in 1697 by the Peace of Ryswick
– Series of treaties, 20 Sept to 30 Oct 1697
– Signed in Dutch city of Rijswijk

QUESTIONS?
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Colonization

1708 by Guillaume Delisle

Purpose of Louisiana
• An outpost against the English

• A ”buffer zone” between the English and Spanish 
colonies

• Provide raw materials for France

• Never expected to be a heavily populated, 
economically successful colony
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Benefits of the Territory?
• Scientists: an area full of new curiosities

• Church leaders: a savage land that needed saving

• Monarch: hoped for vast riches rivaling Mexico

• Pontchartrain: a way to checkmate English control 
of North America

• Others: opportunities for rich commercial empires

Tip
Reputation is all

1683 Publication
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1683 Publication

1697 Publication

Louisiana’s Reputation
• Fr. Hennepin’s publications gave a dim view:
– Enormous, but fertile wilderness
– Populated by wild and many dangerous beasts
– With “savages” who:
• Were cruel
• Would waylay, murder and torture

34

35

36

Class 1 : Louisiana Family History Research: Four Centuries of History and Genealogy

©New England Historic Genealogical Society, AmericanAncestors.org; produced by The Brue Family Learning Center



8/7/2024

13

Louisiana’s Reputation
• Known for a lack of minerals and riches

• Frenchmen viewed it as a “bad country”

• From returning naval officers and soldiers:
– “‘desert’ of misery and despair”

What is Louisiana?

Lower Louisiana
• The southern section of the French colonial 

Territory of Louisiana

• Included present-day states:
– Louisiana
– Arkansas (portion)
– Mississippi (portion)
– Alabama (portion)
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Lower Louisiana
Map from Robert C. West’s An Atlas of 
Louisiana Surnames of French and Spanish 
Origin

Alabama
MississippiArkansas

Louisiana

Pierre Le Moyne d’Iberville
• Born in Montreal

• Wished to fulfill La 
Salle’s mission

• 1699: April 8 – built 
Fort Maurepas

1699 – Fort Maurepas 
• Iberville left Brest, France, 24 Sep 1698 with four 

ships:
– 2 Frigates: Badine, Marine
– 2 smaller vessels: Precieuse, Leogane

• Onboard:
– 1 company of Marines
– 200 settlers (including a few women & children)

• Prevention of westward expansion of the English 
colonies
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Fort Maurepas

Louisiana Population 1699-1706
• Most of the men were Canadians
– Enlisted during the Nine Years’ War
– 1700 contingent came from Hudson Bay
– Major officers of Fort Maurepas were Canadian

• Many were soldiers and sailors employed to be 
there

• 1704 census was taken of marriageable females 
aboard the Pelican at Biloxi

• Unknown until 1706 who had brought families

1699 Census of Fort Maurepas

19
Canadians
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1699 Census of Fort Maurepas

1700 Census of Fort Maurepas

61 Canadians

1700 Census of Fort Maurepas
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War of Spanish Succession
• 1701-1714

• Charles II of Spain died childless

• France and Spain supported Philip of Anjou

• The Grand Alliance supported Archduke Charles 
of Austria

• Cost France dearly economically

• This affected Louisiana’s fledgling colony

Louisiana
• France considered the settlement a failure

• Lack of mineral wealth to extract

• Inability to encourage settlement

• Tried to create a plantation system (similar to that 
in South Carolina)

• Considered selling North American Indians to the 
Caribbean in exchange for slaves

D’Artaguiette d’Iron
• Jean-Baptiste-Martin 

d’Artaguiette d’Iron

• Named the Commissaire 
Ordonateur pour la 
Louisiane in 1707

• Arrived in Mobile in 
1708

• To stay in Louisiana for 
5 years
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D’Artaguiette d’Iron
• Lived in Louisiana during the year of the War of 

Spanish Succession

• Was aware of how the colony struggled

• He shared his thoughts via a letter in 1712 to 
Louis Phélypeaux, Count of Maurepas, Count of 
Pontchartrain

1712 Letter - translated

Antoine Crozat
• Letters patent granting 

proprietary rights to 
Louisiana in 1712

• First proprietor of the 
colony

• Asked to be relieved in 
1717
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Crozat’s Letters Patent
• Registered in August 1712

• Included a provision for the annual emigration 20 
settlers

• Clause not actually enforced

Crozat
• Goal: a quick and sizable profit

• Establish commerce between Mobile and Vera 
Cruz – failed

• Search for precious metals – none found

Forced Emigration
• Proposal from Crozat

• Was an attempt to populate Louisiana

• Took place 1716-1720

• Turned out to be a horrible policy

• Based on the schemes of British and Danish 
colonies in North America

• Haphazard method of colonization for France
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Crozat’s Proposal
• Debated and accepted February 1716

• Mentioned all the same reasons used by Iberville

• History of Crozat’s time so far in Louisiana

• Stresses the importance of more inhabitants

• Reminds of how England and Holland have done 
something similar

• Mentions types of criminals to send

Crozat’s Proposal

Those to Consider
• Faux sauniers – salt smugglers

• Arrested in the provinces of:
– Anjou
– Touraine
– Maine

• Would have been sentence to life as galley slaves

• Sending them to Louisiana was cheaper for the 
government
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Salt Smugglers
• Considered among the most dangerous

• Defied royal monopolies

• Transported & sold salt below the monopoly price

• Cost the crown millions of livres a year

• Chosen from the provinces of Anjou, Touraine 
and Maine because:
– Were of sturdy stock
– Usually from a farming background

Too Little Too Late
• Crozat’s proposal was accepted

• Didn’t go to plan:
– Took a year to select the faux sauniers
– Prisoners spent months in overcrowded prisons in 

La Rochelle waiting for a ship

• Crozat’s disagreement with the Regency Council 

• Crozat’s intentions to abandon Louisiana

QUESTIONS?
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John Law
• Director of Companie

d’Occident
• Mounted a propaganda 

campaign
– Anonymous pieces 

published
– Appeared in Le Nouveau 

Mèrcure
– Described Louisiana as a 

paradise

• Encouraged the forced 
emigration

Le Nouveau Mercure - 1718

Forced Emigration under Law
• Faux sauniers to now be treated as regular day 

laborers, except for the first 3 years they were 
engagés

• Army deserters added to the list in 1717

• Eventually allowed France to rid themselves of all 
manner of undesirables
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18 September 1719

Jean-Baptiste Le Moyne de 
Bienville

• Brother of Pierre Le 
Moyne d’Iberville

• Governor of Louisiana 
after his brother’s death

• Founded New Orleans 
in early 1718

1722 Letter 
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New Orleans – 1721 Census
• Taken for New Orleans 24 Nov 1721

• Indicated:
– Frenchmen: 290
– Frenchwomen: 140
– French children: 96
– Domestic servants: 156
– “Negro slaves” – 533
– Indian slaves - 51

Native Peoples

The Historic Indian Tribes…
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Linguistic Groups - 1700

Native Peoples
• No true written records by the people themselves

• Must rely on the Europeans who encountered 
them

• Two valuable books can lead you to these 
resources:
– The Indian Tribes of North America
– Indian Tribes of the Lower Mississippi  Valley and 

Adjacent Coast of the Gulf of Mexico

Major Native Tribes
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The Indian Tribes of North America
• Compiled by John R. Swanton

• Published by the Smithsonian Institution, Bureau 
of American Ethnology

• Arranged by state and then by tribal names

John R. Swanton
• Worked 40 years for the 

Bureau of American 
Ethnology of the 
Smithsonian Institution

• Had a major study area 
of the Muskogean-
speaking peoples (which 
included Louisiana)

The Indian Tribes of North America
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Indian Tribes… Lower Mississippi…

European Influence
• Ultimately many of the tribes disappeared

• Some moved elsewhere

• Many were decimated by sicknesses brought with 
the Europeans

• Not always treated well by those who settled the 
area

QUESTIONS?
Hire Research Services

research@nehgs.org

Chat with a Genealogist
AmericanAncestors.org/chat
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Consultations

THANK YOU!
AmericanAncestors.org/Education

Copyright ©2024
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