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The Mississippi Delta

All night, the ship swayed on a bed of famelling silt. Butfar from
complaining, | rejoiced instead to feel myself rocking on this mud, as | had just
traveled two thousand leagues to see it. From a geological point of view, nothing was
more interesting than these vast alluvia still in a deqnid state. Theseasds and
clays, slowly worn away by flooding and by centuries of erosion from the mountain
ranges of North America, form a thick stratum of two or three hundred meters. Sooner
or later, through settling and the influence of geothermal heating, they will be
transformed into vast foundations of rock and will serve as the basis for fertile and
populated regions. These fine particles filter through the sea continuously in a creative
process that adds islands, peninsulas, and coastline to the continent, cargks by
the Florida current, they are deposited a thousand leagues away on the banks of
Newfoundland.

Toward daybreak, the captain pondered how to escape our bed of mud, and sent
one of his launches to the mouth of the river to find a pilot. The swaft disappeared
in the morning mist and the sound of its oars, growing more and more faint, finally
died away toward the north. We tried in vain to follow it by sight and sound without
being able to penetrate the thick layer of fog that separated ustfisaadenly, lifting

! Reprinted \ith permission from John Clark and Camille Martinn &xpandedversion is
availablein Clark, J. and C. M#&in. 2003.A Voyage to New Orleans: Anarchist Impressions of the Old
South(revised and expanded edition). Thetford,VT: Glad Day Books.
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our eyes, we caught sight of it again, seemingly suspended from a curtain of clouds.
The launch, after having crossed the first trail of mist that crept on the sea and blocked
our view for a few cable lengths, reached a space plrfieee of humidity and,
appearing to us beyond the fog, seemed to drift through limpid air. These parallel
zones of mist and transparent atmosphere are not rare at the mouth of the Mississippi,
where currents of fresh water and salt water meet and mindif#erent temperatures.

During two hours of waiting, we could leisurely observe the whales that are
plentiful in these waters. These animals always frolic with their families, and gather in
groups of two or three that always stay together. All theirem®nts are rhythmic and
interdependent. Sometimes, several whales leap out of the water one after the other anc
plunge back after tracing an enormous parabola. They give the impression of several
cogged wheels slowly rolling, all engaged in the same sysfegears. A group of
whales seems to form a single mechanism.

Finally, we saw a black point leave the mouth of the Mississippi and head
toward usi it was the tugboat coming to extract us from the mire. It gradually
increased in size, and soon | was abl@bserve all its details. | had not yet seen an
American steam vessel, and | have to say that this one delighted me, first of all because
of its bold shape, its speed, and its resolute air. | found in it a youthfulness, and also a
heroic bearing that ldd to admire it seemed as though it had led a life superior to
that of humans. Leaning slightly to one side, moving the powerful levers of its
machinery on its deck like gigantic arms, unfurling its thick plumes of smoke up to the
horizon, and heaving@rolongedand loud rumbling at regular intervals, it seemed like
a supreme realization of power. With each turn of the wheel that brought it closer to us
| found it still more amazing. Soon it was at our side. It pirouetted gracefully, took
hold of a cablghat we threw out to it, and without a tremor attached itself side by side
to our ship.

The two bows were hardly touching when a young man leaped from the paddle
box of the wheel and jumped onto our deck. He kept his cap on his head and at best
mumbled be ween his teeth the word Acaptain,
greeting. In an instant he was on the poop deck, grasping the helm and giving orders to
the flabbergasted sailors. He was not on board thirty seconds when the keel of our ship,
underthe pull of steam power, began to plow through the silt. A true American, the
pilot did not waste a single second on politeness. Taking a liking to this man of a

di fferent race, Il went wup to hi m. He di
steps, b drew out of his pocket a bundle of newspapers which he held out without
|l ooking at me, without expecting the | e

glaring naiveté to thank him, and | got as far away from him as possible, to engross
myself inreading theNew Orleans Daily Delta
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The mouth of the Mississippi. Drawing by de Bérard, after Reclus.

[ é]

After having launched us into deep water, the pilot took his money and left us
without saying a word, and without even the semblance of couiflsy, leaving our
ship in the middle of the river, his steamboat set off again to sea in order to fetch
another threena st er . But we didndét remain ther
boats loaded with oranges, liquor, sugar, and shellfish wereduintim their pilings at
the edge of the river and came to offer us their goods.

The village of Pilotsvillé where shacks made of boards rise up along the left
bank, is commonly known by the name of Balize. Actually, this name belongs to
another village stablished by the French settlers at the Southeast Pass, but since the
Southwest Pass has become the principal mouth of the Mississippi, the pilots have
transplanted both their industry and the name of their miserable town. Surely there are
very few placesn the world that look as sad and desolate as Balize. The narrow strip

2 Now called Pilot Town. This and all subsequent notes are by the translators.
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