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INTRODUCTION

The annals of history have often disclosed 
the dark stories of strong peoples of this world who 
have seized their weaker neighbors, exiling them from 
their homes and firesides, and forcing them to begin 
life anew in a foreign land among strange and some
times hostile people. Two centuries ago a gentle and 
courageous people of French descent, the Acadians, 
were forcibly driven from the rich and fertile lands 
of Nova Scotia, and through almost incredible hardships 
and sufferings, were literally dumped upon populations 
which, in many instances, were either fearful or 
unprepared to welcome them into their midst. Some of 
them came to Louisiana about 175$, where they were 
offered homes, friends, sympathy and opportunity. They 
in turn enriched the economic, educational, political, 
religious, and social life of the State. At the same 
time they have been able not only to preserve their 
distinctive culture to a remarkable degree, but also 
to impress their way of life on their non-Acadian 
neighbors. This way of life is so animated with la 
joie de vivre that a recently accultured Anglo-Saxon
member expressed it thus: "easy to catch, and once
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caught, who in the hell wants to change?"
No attempt is being made here to write in 

great detail the story of the Acadians. Their history 
has been written; their exile has been immortalized in 
literature, music and art. After a brief account, the 
purpose of this thesis will be to present their dis
tinctive culture, to show its influence on the other 
cultures around them, and to point out to what extent 
they have assimilated those other cultures or retained 
their own.

If the people of Southwest Louisiana possess 
today the religious faith, the cultural aggressiveness, 
and the .joie de vivre. which hold even greater promise 
for the future of their state than its almost unlimited 
resources, they can be thankful to their Acadian 
ancestors, who have passed on this heritage to them in 
spite of the obstacles that would have reduced a 
weaker people to nothing more than another page of 
history.





CHAPTER I

THE ACADIANS IN THEIR NATIVE LAND
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In the Acadian land, on the shores of the 
Basin of Minas,

Distant, secluded, still, the little village 
of Grand-Pre

Lay in the fruitful valley* Vast meadows 
stretched to the eastward,

Giving the village its name, and pasture to 
flocks without number.

Evangeline. lines 20-23

The territory in Canada now known as Nova 
Scotia was variously named "Arcadia," "Acadia," and 
"Cadie." In a report of 152k to Francis I of France 
by the Italian explorer Verrazano is found a description 
of Acadian territory which Verrazano baptized "Arcadia" 
on account of the natural beauty of the countryside. 
According to the historian Francis Parkman, the word 
"Acadia" was derived from the Indian Aquoddianke or 
Aquoddie. meaning a fish called a pollock. The bay of 
Passamaquoddy, "great pollock water," derived its name 
from the same origin.  ̂ The name "Cadie," meaning 
"fertile in," was probably given by the Micmac Indians

^Garnie Williams McGinty, A History of 
Louisiana. (New York: Exposition Press, 1951),p. 60.

^Francis Parkman, "The Acadian Tragedy,"
HamerTs Monthly Magazine. LXIX, &76.
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who lived in that region and enjoyed the products of 
its rich and fertile soil.-̂

Geographically, the region of Acadia once in
cluded the peninsula between the St* Lawrence River, 
the Gulf of St. Lawrence, the Atlantic Ocean, and a 
line running due north from the mouth of the Penobscot 
River to the St. Lawrence. It included a large terri
tory comprising Nova Scotia, New Brunswick, Prince 
Edward Island, and parts of Quebec and Maine. Today, 
Acadia consists only of Nova Scotia, a name that it 
received from a certain Sir William Alexander, who for 
a short period held the province as a grant from James 
I of England.^

The climate of Acadia is much milder than that 
of the rest of Canada, and is very favorable to farm
ing. The rivers, bays and inlets provide fish, and 
there are excellent ports along the coast.

To understand the story of the Acadians, one 
must imagine oneself as present at the times when the 
numerous wars fought in Europe between France and

^McGinty, op, cit., p. 60.
A-Arthur G„ Doughty, The Acadian Exiles. 

(Toronto: Glasgow, Brook and Company, 1920), p. 7.
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England were also fought here in America as King
William’s War, Queen Anne’s War, King George’s War,
and the French and Indian War. It was in 1535 that
Jacques Cartier saw the future site of Quebec and
Montreal and became acquainted with the Indian tribes
that became the future allies of the French. Then
in 1604, the first Acadian settlement, that of Sainte-
Croix, was made - three years before the English
settlement of Jamestown. It was a poor location,
however, and a winter of misery led to the transfer of
the colony to Port Royal, situated on a retired basin
opening upon the Bay of Fundy. Sieur de Monts, the
founder, returned to France to protect his fur trade
monopoly, and left Pontgrave in command. In 1607
news was received that de Mont’s charter had been

5rescinded and that the colony must be abandoned.
The settlement in Acadia had apparently failed, 

until 1610, when Baron de Poutrincourt and his son, 
Charles de Biencourt, returned to Port Royal with a 
royal confirmation of a grant and a new shipload of

z:settlers for the colony.
For many years after the founding of Port

^Ibid.. p. 5.
6Ibid.
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Royal, Acadia was merely a pawn on the great chess
board of European diplomacy. In 1653 Cromwell under
stood how important it was for the English settlements 
on the Atlantic that Acadia should not belong to the 
French, so New England forces under the leadership of 
Major Robert Sedgwick of Charleston and Captain John 
Leverett of Boston subjugated Acadia and brought the 
Acadians under English rule. But Charles II, who was 
willing to barter his kingdom to satisfy his vices, 
restored the country to the French rule, and the inha
bitants led quiet lives, enlivened by a few adventures 
with the Indians and the English.

In 1690, Frontenac, governor of New France for 
the second time, saved the country from ruin by re
pulsing attacks of the English against Quebec and 
Montreal, by carrying the war into the English possessions, 
and by nearly breaking the power of the Iroquois. He 
could not save Acadia, however, for it was too remote 
from Quebec to be effectually protected. It fell again
into English hands, only to be restored to the French

7in 1697 by the Treaty of Ryswick.

^Margaret Avery Johnston, In Acadia- The 
Acadians in Story and Song. (New Orleans: F.~F. Hansell 
and Brothers, 1903 ), ~p • 15.
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Then began the War of Spanish Succession in 
which the Duke of Marlborough humbled the pride of 
France and dazzled the eyes of the world by a series of 
extraordinary victories. During this war three expedi
tions sailed from Boston to conquer Acadia, The first 
two were unsuccessful, but the third, commanded by 
Governor Nicholson, took Port Royal and subdued the 
country. When Louis XIV, exhausted by his long strug
gle, agreed to the Treaty of Utrecht, 1713, he made a 
formal cession of Acadia or Nova Scotia to England,
Since that famous treaty Acadia has not changed hands.

The English imposed their domination upon 
Acadia by force, and it is not surprising that the 
inhabitants refused to become Englishmen and did all in 
their power to remain faithful to the French king, their 
religion, and their mother country. Their number was 
small, there being in 1713 only about 300 families in 
the whole province. The very poetical and expressive 
names of some parts of the country - Beaubassin, 
Beausejour, le Port Royal, Grand-Pre - were characteris
tic of the simple and peaceful disposition of a people, 
who, if left to themselves, would have been satisfied

%bid., p. 16,
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with praying to their God and attending to their 
families and crops. Because of this and the smallness 
of their number, they were not at first regarded as a 
serious menace to the provincial government. It soon 
became apparent, however, that the Acadian race, like 
most other poor and simple people, were extremely pro
lific. In a period of about twenty-five years the 
population rose to 16,000 souls. In 1754, one year 
before the expulsion, more than 9000 Acadian families 
remained under the supervision of the English garrisons.^

By the treaty of cession of 1713, the inhabi
tants of Acadia were to retain the free exercise of the 
Roman Catholic religion only if they were willing to 
be subject to the kingdom of England.^ They were, 
therefore, to swear allegiance to the new king. This 
they refused for a long time to do through loyalty to 
the king of France, and for the present, no effort was 
made to enforce it or to interfere with their religion. 
Then in 1725 the English officials resolved that the 
long delayed oath should be taken. However, the offi
cers before whom the oath was subscribed unfortunately

9lbid.
10Doughty, op. cit.. pp. 2Ô-29.
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modified the form to suit the wishes of the inhabitants, 
who swore to be faithful to King George, but were per
mitted to add that in any subsequent wars they should 
be exempt from bearing arms against the French, the 
Indians, or the English. This neutrality was the preg
nant source of trouble with the English authorities, 
and for twenty years no other oath was required of the 
Acadians.^

As to the conduct of the Acadians towards the 
English in the twenty years there are conflicting 
accounts. The truth seems to be that, though there was 
much discontent, the great mass of the people demanded 
nothing better than to be let alone. They were a

12simple and ignorant peasantry, industrious and frugal. 
Their country was most favorable to agriculture. Though 
the climate from December to March was severe, the 
temperature often falling to twenty degrees below zero, 
the summer and autumn were most propitious seasons. The 
men were chiefly employed in cultivating the meadows

11Johnston, op. cit., p. 17.
-^Edouard Richard, Acadia; Missing Links of a 

Lost Chapter in American History. (New 'Tork: Home Book 
Company, 1895), II, 193.
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along the river Annapolis, or rich marshes reclaimed 
by dikes from the tides of the Bay of Fundy, and in 
winter, in fishing and h u n t i n g . T h e  simple farmers 
lived in rude huts which were without ornaments or 
conveniences, and scarcely supplied with the most 
necessary furniture. They made clothing of flax or 
wool of their own cultivation, and shoes or moccasins 
of moose or seal skin. They bred cattle, sheep, hogs, 
and horses in abundance. For drink they made cider or 
brewed spruce beer.^ Their domestic life seems to 
have been simple and as pure morally as life generally 
was among the humble and ignorant classes of that day. 
They were without books and without education. It is 
a significant fact that in their oath of allegiance 
nearly all the inhabitants signed their names with a 
cross. Being altogether ignorant of progress in the 
arts and sciences, they lived in perfect simplicity, 
without any of those cravings after riches that mar 
the peace and distract the minds of people. The goad
ing of ambition and envy as an accompaniment to the

^Ernest Martin, I/Evangeline de Longfellow et 
la suite merveilleuse d ,un"Poeme. (Paris: Hachette, 1936),
p. 326.

^Oscar William Winzerling, Acadian Odyssey. 
(Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University Press, 1955),
p. 6.
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thirst for gain was unknown to them. They lived in a 
state of perfect equality, without distinction of rank 
in society, anticipating one anotherTs wants with kindly 
liberality. If any disputes arose in their transactions, 
they always submitted to the decision of an arbitrator, 
and their final appeal was to the priests.^

That the priests in Acadia tried to keep the 
inhabitants faithful to the French king, in spite of 
their being English subjects, there is no reasonable 
doubt. The curé was the graide, counsellor, and ruler 
of his flock. "They needed him, not only for the next 
world, but for this one, and their submission com
pounded of love and fear, was without b o u n d s . T h e  
priests who owed allegiance to the bishop of Canada 
continued to keep the Acadians in a state of unrest.
They did everything in their power to keep alive the 
strong antipathy that the Acadians naturally felt 
towards what they regarded as a domineering and here
tical government. They taught their parishioners that 
fidelity to King Louis was inseparable from fidelity 
to God, and to swear allegiance to the British crown

ISlbid.
■^Parkman, op. cit., p. &7S.
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would mean eternal perdition. One of these was 
Le Loutre, who became famous for his control of the

17Acadians and the fierce tribe of the Micmac Indians. ' 
With a reckless disregard of the welfare of the unhappy- 
people tinder his charge, he spared no means to embroil 
them with the government, under which they might have 
lived in peace and contentment. He even threatened 
them with fire and sword if they disobeyed him. At 
the siege of Beausejour, he could be seen, in his shirt
sleeves and pipe in mouth, rushing about among his 
people and encouraging them in the defence of the fort. 
It was Acadian priests such as he who kept alive the 
suspicions of the English and helped to prevent the 
amalgamation of the races.

In 1743, the English seem to have appreciated 
the necessity of meeting the danger from the French by 
the planting of a colony in Nova Scotia. After the 
English government’s advertisement in the London 
Gazette met with ready response, 2500 English settlers 
immigrated to Nova Scotia, and to this we owe the 
existence of the city of Halifax. In three years the

'Doughty, op. cit.. p. 72. 
IS
17

Parkman, op. cit.. pp. 380- 882.
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settlement grew to 4000 inhabitants.
The French became uneasy. The Miernac Indians 

were encouraged by Le Loutre to make raids on the 
Halifax settlement, and the Acadians also joined in 
these raids by disguising themselves as Indians. In 
view of all this, the new governor, Edward Cornwallis, 
declared in 1749 that the Acadians must accept a new 
oath, which should deny them any exemption in the matter 
of bearing arms. If called upon they must assist the 
English government against its enemies.

The Acadians were then between two fires. By 
race and religion they felt compelled to refuse to take 
an unconditional oath of allegiance to the English king* 
while the English government was gradually coming to 
the decision that the Acadians must either take such an 
oath or be compelled to move to some country where 
their presence could no longer menace the peace of the 
province.2 "̂

Between 1749 and 1754 there was a quick suc
cession of new governors, more or less lenient with the

•^Doughty, op. cit.« pp. 59-60.
20

Ibid.
Johnston, op, cit.. p. 22.

21
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Acadians, but in 1754 Charles Lawrence assumed the res
ponsibilities of governor, and the Acadians had to deal 
with a man who was thoroughly out of sympathy with them 
and who was bent on forcing them to conform to the 
letter of the English law or expelling them from the 
province. Proof was found that the French were pre
paring to attack Fort Lawrence and seize upon the whole 
or part of the province. William Shirley, Governor 
of Massachusetts, and Lawrence, Governor of Nova 
Scotia, with the approval of the cabinet of London, 
resolved to anticipate the blow by seizing upon Fort 
Beausejour at the head of the Bay of Fundy, on the 
isthmus that joins Nova Scotia to the mainland. It was 
part of the scheme by which the British resolved to 
force back the French along the whole line of their 
alleged encroachments. Braddock was to attack Fort 
Duquesne on the Ohio, Johnson was to attack Crown Point 
on Lake Champlain, Shirley was to attack Fort Niagara, 
and Colonel Monckton was to attack Fort Beaus6jour. 
Monckton had a small force of regular troops, but his 
chief reliance was on 2000 New England men whom Shirley 
was to send from Boston under Colonel John Winslow. 
These men encountered very little difficulty in con
quering Beausejour, for the cowardly and weak commander
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of the fort, Captain Vergor, surrendered at the first
attack. The fleur de lis was lowered, the British
cross was raised in its stead, and the place was

22rechristened Fort Cumberland*
After the capture of Beauséjour, Fort Gaspereau 

surrendered also, and there was no longer any obstacle 
to prevent Lawrence from accomplishing a design which 
he must have been cherishing for some time. He deter
mined to remove from the province all the French 
Acadians.2  ̂He immediately, therefore, demanded the 
unqualified oath of allegiance, which up to that time 
the Acadians had absolutely refused. Early in June, 
the principal inhabitants of Grand-Pré and other 
settlements brought a memorial to Captain Murray, the 
military commander of their district, and asked him to 
send it to Governor Lawrence. It declared that the 
signers had kept the qualified oath they had taken, 
and demanded that the guns, pistols, and other weapons, 
which they had lately been required to give up, should 
be returned to them. They were told in reply that 
their conduct had been undutiful and ungrateful, that

22Parkman, op, cit.. p. 8B4.
^Doughty, op. cit.. p. 93.
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they not only had not complied with the terms on which 
they had been allowed to keep their lands, but they 
had also furnished the enemy with provisions and 
ammunition. The Governor went on to say that they 
had some secret reason for wanting their weapons back, 
and that now was the opportunity to prove their loyalty 
by taking the oath of allegiance before the Council.
The Acadian deputies at first refused, and then they 
yielded to intimidation and consented. They were told, 
however, that an oath taken under compulsion could not 
be accepted. They therefore declared that before 
taking the oath they must have a written promise of 
exemption from bearing arms against their own people.
A meeting of the Nova Scotia council was held and it 
was decided to find ways of sending the settlers out 
of the province far enough away to prevent their 
returning to molest any new settlers. The governor 
decided to do this as quickly as possible in order to 
use the body of New England troops under Winslow that 
was stationed for a limited time in Nova Scotia.
Colonel Monckton, therefore, seized the men of 
Beausejour, and Winslow, Handfield, and Murray 
did the same at Grand-Pre, Annapolis, and Fort Edward.2Zf

24Ibid., pp. 106-113.
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Picture the scene at Grand-Pré. Winslow
issued a proclamation calling upon all the men to meet
him at the village church on Sunday, There he was at
the appointed time, with his 290 men fully armed to
meet the intended victims. Four hundred eighteen men
answered the call and assembled in the church. What
was their consternation upon hearing that they were
prisoners, that all their property was confiscated,
and that they were to be torn from their homes with
their families! No resistance was possible, as they
were unarmed. They were put for safe keeping on board
four ships on September 10, and on October $, 1755,
the men were joined by the women and children. Four

25days later the ships received sailing orders.
This was le grand dérangement2^ of which the 

descendants of the Acadian speak to this day. Winslow 
completed his work in December and shipped 2510 persons. 
Monckton, Murray, and Handfield were equally successful, 
and more than 6000 persons were violently expelled from 
the colony. In order to compel them to surrender, the 
dwellings and churches were burned, and the crops were

25Ibid., pp. 135-137.
26>rhe great disarrangement.
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destroyed. The fugitives suffered frightfully, and 
many women and children died of misery. They were hud
dled together like sheep on board the transports, to 
be scattered about all along the Atlantic coast among
a hostile people speaking a language unknown to them

27and having a creed different from their own.
The exiles were taken to New Haven, Boston,

New York, Philadelphia, Hampton Roads (Virginia), 
Charleston and Savannah. In most instances the 
governor of the colony had not been notified of their 
coming. Governor Dinwiddie gave shelter for the winter 
to those arriving in Virginia and then sent them to 
England in the spring. Philadelphia received them only 
after much pressure. As soon as the exiles reached 
Georgia, Governor Reynolds decreed their banishment.
In most instances they were people unwanted because 
they were strangers. Their lot was very hard and many 
returned to Acadia, to be expelled again in 1762.
Some went to France where they formed a settlement at 
Belle Isle. Others went to the Antilles. Many at last 
found a true home in Louisiaia, "the new Acadia," 
where they were the most hospitably received because

2?Johnston, op. cit., p. 30.
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of the natural ties of race, religion, and nationality 
held in common from the mother country of France by 
the colonists of both Acadia and Louisiana. At the 
peace of 1763 a number of Acadians returned to Nova 
Scotia.

Just when the Acadians reached Louisiana is 
not definitely known. There is a tradition in the 
Mouton family that Salvador Mouton reached St. James 
Parish in 1756 and settled t h e r e . I t  is probable 
that some of the refugees who were sent to Georgia and 
the Carolinas traversed the wilderness and paddled 
down the stream to plant a settlement on its banks 
below Baton Rouge. It is quite certain that some came 
from Maryland by that route.^9 The first written proof 
of their arrival in Louisiana is a letter written by the 
French Commissaire Foucault at New Orleans dated 
February 28, 1765, which states that approximately 
193 Acadians arrived from Santo Domingo. Louisiana now 
belonged to Spain as a result of the Treaty of 1763, 
but the Spaniards had not yet taken possession of the

Harry Lewis Griffin, ’’The Acadian Story.” 
Address delivered by Dr. H.L. Griffin, Dean Emeritus 
of the College of Liberal Arts at Southwestern Louisiana 
Institute on the occasion of the Acadian Bicentennial 
Celebration, 1955.

^^Felix Voorhies. Acadian Reminiscences. (New 
Orleans: E.P. Rivas, 1907), pp. 93-107.
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colony when the Acadians landed on the levee of New 
Orleans with their wives and children, helpless, 
destitute, possessing only a few articles of wearing 
apparel - they who a few years before were prosperous 
farmers with comfortable homes and fertile fields.^®
The French officials received them most kindly, and 
when the Spanish took over, they too gave them every 
assistance in securing suitable homes and farms on 
which they could begin life anew. Charles III of Spain 
was determined to make the Acadians useful colonists, 
and with their help, not only hold Louisiana but also 
increase its internal and foreign commerce. He there
fore sent large sums of money to be used in rehabili-

31tating his new colonists.
The Acadians continued coming in large numbers 

to Louisiana. According to historians, about 4000 of 
them reached the State, but today their descendants have 
multiplied the original number many times, and in spite 
of later extensive Anglo-Saxon colonization, have given 
the•countryside a predominantly Latin population of 
300,000 Acadians.

3°Henry E. Chambers, Mississippi Valley Begin
nings. (New York: G.P. Putnam, 1922), pp. 13333L34.

22Winzerling, op. cit.. p. 159.



LOUISIANA - A SECOND ACADIE
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Beautiful is the land, with its prairies 
and forests of fruit trees;

Under the feet a garden of flowers and the 
bluest of heavens

Bending above and resting its dome on the 
walls of the forest.

They who dwell there have named it the 
Eden of Louisiana.

Evangeline. lines 858-862

The Acadians settled all along the Mississippi 
River and adjoining bayous, and their descendants are 
to be found in every parish in lower Louisiana. They 
can be divided into three principal groups. One, about 
130,000, can be found around Baton Rouge; the second, 
about 65,000, is settled in the valley of Bayou 
Lafourche: in and around the cities of Houma, Thibodeaux, 
and Napoleonville; the third and most important founded 
their homes on the prairies along Bayou Teche (rendered 
so popular by LongfellowTs Evangeline), and more west, 
the parishes between the bayou, Texas, and the Gulf of 
Mexico. This last group comprises nearly 300,000 
inhabitants, and is proud of several small cities: 
Lafayette, New Iberia, St. Martinville, Abbeville, 
Opelousas, Jeanerette, Ville Platte, etc. The prairies
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extend intermittently from the Atchafalaya Basin, the 
bluffs being their eastern limit, to the Sabine River 
at the west, and on the south they terminate at the 
sea marsh. They cover an area of approximately 4000 
square miles. The larger eastern end of the area is 
known as the prairies of Opelousas on the north and 
Attakapas on the south. The bayous generally take a 
southwesterly course and occupy small channels within 
much larger watersheds. Outward from the larger channels 
there are old levees of light soil while the soils 
farther away from the streams are darker and heavier. 
Formerly, the old natural levees were the only ones 
used for fields and houses. The other land covered 
by a rich sod of prairie grass was not considered fit 
for grazing.

The Bayou Teche has its source in the prairies, 
in the upper part of the settlements of Opelousas, and 
during the season of high water, flows partially into 
the Courtableau. As it enters the settlements of 
Attakapas, it receives Bayou Fuselier, which Bayou 
Bourbeux connects with Vermillion River. The Teche, 
a deep, slow and winding stream flowing through a flat 
region of sugar plantations, received the name "Teche"
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or "snake" from the Indians because of its serpentine 
windings through more than one hundred miles of South
west Louisiana. According to the Indian legend, their 
tribal warriors once slew a snake of fabulous proportions 
and extremely poisonous breath, and the reptile in its 
death writhings left the bed through which the stream 
now runs. The bayou is very picturesque by reason of 
this tortuousness and the great spreading live-oak 
trees, moss-draped, that hang over it.^

Louisiana furnished economic opportunities 
not available to similar people in most other states.
The forests and swamps afforded an abundant animal 
life which could be trapped or hunted for food or 
furs. Certain valuable woods which could be marketed 
also grew in the swamps. The bayous contained an 
unlimited supply of fish which could be caught for 
personal consumption or for market. In addition, 
vegetables grew profusely the year round. A family 
could, therefore, raise much of its food on a small 
garden plot.

The Acadians multiplied in number and the

^Charles Dudley Warner, "The Acadian Land." 
Harper's Monthly Magazine. February, 186?, p. 335*
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prairies were practically filled for the type of 
economy in use. They established a pattern of organi
zation with which they had been familiar in the nold 
country.” The unique thing about it was the method of 
laying out the lands. Rivers and bayous were taken as 
points of departure, and plots were laid off, measuring 
so many arpents along the bayou and so many arpents 
back towards the swamp.* The width of the holdings was 
always very slight as compared to the length. Not only 
does this type of organization possess the advantages 
of the isolated farm, but also those of the village 
community. The Acadian thus has close intimate con
tact with the land and crops and also with a large 
number of neighbors. Farmers can exchange labor almost 
as easily and as much as in the village community.
Just as in the village, assistance in time of sickness, 
trouble, or distress is always at hand. Because the 
Acadians have large families, the children have many 
playmates. Also, the service areas of the church and 
the schools are small enough, extending about two miles 
in each direction. The bayou resembles one long street, 
and the farms a one-streeted village winding its way

An arpent is about three-fourths of an acre.2



29

across the countryside. There is also a tendency for 
neighbors to be closely related to one another, and this, 
together with similarity in race, religion, occupation, 
and political beliefs, provides opportunity for social 
interaction and insures against social isolation.

The Acadians were typical of frontiersmen.
They had large families because they needed many hands 
to conquer the wilderness. As a number of them became 
planters ( sugar cane gave them syrup; cotton, clothes; 
the bayou, ways of transportation), they had to com
pete with slave-holding planters, and large families 
furnished the only solution to the problem. The 
Acadian girl married in her teens and often was the
mother of four by the time she had reached the age of

3twenty.
One important factor which made for social 

isolation was a lack of easy transportation. Up until 
the development of the highway system within the last 
forty or fifty years, it was virtually impossible for 
the Acadian to travel in the swamp areas except by the 
bayous. Small steamships plied some of the larger

^B.N. Timmons, "Details of Acadian Life 
Revealed by Historians," Shreveport Times . December 5, 
1937.
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bayous, but on many of the smaller ones there was no 
commercial transportation. Contacts with New Orleans 
and the Mississippi River were therefore difficult and 
few. Practically the only means of travel was the pri
vately owned, hand-driven boats. The most common type 
in the past was the "pirogue," consisting of a half 
log hollowed out and accomodating only one or two 
passengers. The remote swamp dweller, therefore, 
traveled little.

Over the prairies men usually rode horses. 
Heavy goods were hauled in ox-carts, which were nearly 
one hundred per cent wood except for the rims of the 
wheels. The vehicle of style was the caleche. a four 
wheeled carriage of which the body was suspended by 
leather straps. Most families owned horse-drawn bug
gies. Even today these buggies can be seen in small 
villages and out-of-the-way places.

With the coming of the railroads and the 
development of the highway system, transportation 
became simple and easy. Today nearly every family 
owns at least one automobile, and farmers own valuable 
farm equipment and trucks to transport their produce.

Riding along the highways of Southwest 
Louisiana at harvest time, one would smell the sweet
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odor of freshly cut sugar cane, and see the lights 
gleam in countless factories where the cane is crushed 
and its juice boiled to make sugar. The cane sugar is 
also boiled in kettles to make syrup - a syrup far 
better than the usual product sold as molasses from the 
large plants. The Acadians consumed much syrup because 
they had little sweet food. There are a few of the 
primitive mills left in which horse-drawn crushers are 
used, but the greater part of the cane is processed in 
modern sugar factories with equipment costing hundreds 
of thousands of dollars.

An interesting custom was the cutting of the 
last cane for grinding. When the farm hands had reached 
the last rows left standing, the foreman (commandeur) 
chose the tallest cane, and the best laborer (le 
meilleur couteau) came to the cane chosen, which was the 
only one left uncut. Then the whole group congregated 
around the spot with the overseer and the foreman, and 
the best laborer, brandishing the knife in the air, 
danced around it several times before cutting it. When 
this was done, all the laborers - men, women, and 
children - mounted in the empty carts, carrying the 
best cane in triumph, waving colored handkerchiefs in 
the air, and singing as loudly as they could. The
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procession went to the house of the owner, who gave a 
drink to everyone, and the day ended with a ball, amid 
general rejoicing*

In the western part of Acadian country, rice is 
the valuable Louisiana crop which one can see every
where. This crop was first grown commercially about 
1864 by emigrants from the Midwest,^- but the Acadians 
are now the leaders in rice growing. Even in the old 
days, rice was a most important food. Every habitant 
(farmer) planted rice in the small circular ponds which 
nearly everywhere dotted the prairies. It was planted 
by hand, watered by Providence, cut with a hand-sickle, 
and threshed by flail or by the tramping of horses.'’

Corn, cotton, sweet potatoes, and vegetables 
are also raised in Southwest Louisiana. The mill for 
grinding corn was very primitive and homemade, and was 
operated by ox or horse-power. A wooden wheel about 
thirty feet in diameter with a tree trunk axis or 
spindle, was set up horizontally so that it could be 
turned on a crude wooden bearing. A pair of horses

^Joel L. Fletcher, nThe Acadians in Louisiana 
Today.” Address delivered by President Joel L. Fletcher 
of Southwestern Louisiana Institute to the Cambridge 
Historical Society, 1946*

-’Lauren C. Post, "Acadian Folkways.” L.S.U. 
Alumni Hews. April, 1936, pp. 7-27c
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hitched to a pole inserted in the spindle could turn 
the wheel at the rate of two or three revolutions per 
minute. This great wheel, by means of a bull-hide belt, 
turned a small pulley on the shaft of the mill at a 
rate of a hundred or more revolutions per minute. 
Saturday was mill day in the numerous mills, and a 
fourth of the corn was the toll usually charged for 
grinding. Wheat flour was scarcely known, much less 
eaten on the prairies, so cornbread, roasting ears, 
gros gru (big grits), and a breakfast food made with 
cornmeal called couche-couche were essential foods.^

Sweet potatoes are raised by all. It is a 
tradition that they have to be dug by All Saints’
Day, because they might spoil. Shortly after that all 
hogs are turned out and allowed to root over the fields. 
Formerly, the butte or hill was the common method of 
storing them. The potatoes were covered with straw 
and then with dirt, making a cone about five feet high 
with a base perhaps ten feet across. Now the potatoes 
are either sold to the factories for canning, or stored

üLauren C. Post, "Acadian Ethnology: Material 
Culture on the Prairies of Southwest Louisiana."
Modified from a paper read before the Human Geography 
section of the Southwestern Social Science Association, 
Oklahoma City, 1935, p. 10.
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in a nataterie, or potato house, behind the main house.
Throughout the history of Louisiana, log 

cabins were not known in the prairies. Sawed timber 
went into the building of houses even though the boards 
had to be sawed by hand. A typical Acadian house is 
represented in the restored plantation home of the 
Longfellow-Evangeline Memorial Park in St. Martinville. 
It was built in 1763 by Gabriel for his other love, 
and since then it has been occupied by twelve different 
families. It was erected without the use of a single 
nail - its hand-hewn cypress timbers being fastened 
throughout with wooden pegs. Its walls are adobe mixed 
with moss. It is about 24 x 36 feet, with a front 
porch and a high steep roof. This particular house 
has two stories, but usually the houses had only one 
story. In that case the roof was steep enough to 
afford a very commodious attic used for bedrooms or 
storage. The porch is an integral part of the house, 
as it is under the main rafters and not merely an 
addition. Even after the posts of the porch are re
moved, the porch remains intact. Exterior stairways 
at the front and rear lead to the attic or second story. 
Stout wooden shutters protect windows that originally 
were devoid of glass.



35

As a rule, both houses and fences were un
painted. The houses were built of such high quality- 
cypress lumber that painting was not necessary for 
practical purposes, and the lumber that is in some 
pre-World War I houses will outlast some newly bought 
lumber that is being used in the ranch-style houses 
of today.7

In the days when the St. Martinvilie house 
sheltered Acadian exiles, one of the two large chambers 
on the ground floor served as a combination dining room 
and kitchen, and the other as an office and storeroom. 
On the second floor were four rooms, three of which 
were bedrooms and the other a living room. There was 
a double fireplace both downstairs and up.

In the brick fireplace of the kitchen, large 
kettles were suspended from cranes. Iron pots and 
skillets were strung neatly in a row across the front 
of the hearth. The big square table and the rush- 
bottomed chairs were of unpainted cypress with the ax 
marks visible. As is fitting in a race famous for 
their black drip coffee, the copper percolator-type 
coffee pot occupied a prominent place on the mantle,

7Ibid., p. 5.
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flanked by the spice-grinder, candle molds, and iron 
whale-oil lamps.

In the storeroom were usually kept horse 
collars made of Spanish moss, oxen yokes of wood, and 
a saddle bench with a wooden vise in which the harness 
was clamped to hold securely for sewing.

The walls of the bedrooms had "shadow box" 
shrines, before which the devout Acaclians said their 
prayers. The furniture was usually of excellent design. 
There were four-posted beds, lace-draped and homespun 
coverletted, with roulettes and trundles underneath. 
Massive walnut armoires took the place of clothes 
closets. The "bureaus," better known to us, perhaps, 
as "dressers," lacked the usual implements of feminine 
vanity, but each held a crucifix, sometimes a picture

gof the Blessed Virgin, always a rosary.
The houses were and still are comfortable.

They are far superior during the heat of summer and 
the cold of winter to the majority built in the area 
today. The great uniformity in house types no doubt 
came about because the houses were built by cooperation 
from the neighbors. These houses are no longer being

^Chambers, op. cit.. pp. 141-142.
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built, but there are well over one thousand still in
9use, not one less than fifty years old.

The two French words, prairie and vacherie, 
name the site and the culture which stood out foremost 
in the area. A vacherie was to the Acadians the same 
thing as a rancho to the Spanish-speaking people of 
Mexico and California.^”* Many of the cattle were 
slaughtered, but the main market was New Orleans. Herds 
were gathered together and some were sent overland to 
Breaux Bridge on the Tedhe. From there they swung to 
the north towards the Atchafalaya Basin, reaching the 
Mississippi near Baton Rouge, and then they were driven 
down the river to New Orleans.

In the latter years of the last century and 
well into this century, the Acadians carried on a 
cooperative practice of butchering cattle called a 
boucherie de campagne. In one of these country butch
eries, about twenty men entered upon an agreement to 
each furnish a beef of 220 pounds in return for ten 
pounds of meat per week. They drew lots for turns, 
and each participant drove his beef to the slaughtering

^Post, "Acadian Ethnology. . .," p. 6.
10Ibid.. p. 2.



place on the proper date. The butcher was given twenty 
pounds of meat for his labor, and the plan made avail
able fresh beef throughout the period of twenty weeks. 
This custom was excellently adapted to a hot climate 
where, of course, cold storage was unknown. Now the 
farm homes are nearly all equipped with electric 
refrigeration, and it is possible to take care of the 
meat at any time of the year.

For the family hog-killing, the fall and 
winter months are still the most popular. The black 
iron pot is as large as a washtub, and the neighbors 
take turns in borrowing the use of it, generously 
repaying the owner with cuts from their killing. It 
stands on three legs upon bricks in the back yard, and 
boils the water after a blaze is lighted underneath.

Usually the pig has grown so immense in size 
that no table is sufficient to hold it, but it is no 
hard matter to unscrew the hinges off the barn door 
and set it on a couple of overturned barrels. It 
takes no fewer than six men to truss up the legs of 
the sow. When she has been firmly secured, someone 
makes a deft thrust with his keen-edged, sharp-pointed 
knife, and there is heard only a single protesting 
squeal. The boiling water is dipped out of the black
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kettle onto the sow, and swift movements of ordinary- 
kitchen knives quickly shave off the stiff bristles.

Liver fried to crisp tenderness gives a fore
taste at supper of what can be enjoyed the next day, 
the actual day of the boucherie.

There can be no late sleepers in the house on 
the next day, for before dawn, lighted lanterns on the 
back porch show the shadowy forms of the men furnishing 
the heavy work before the women take over. The quarters 
are stripped of the thick fat layers and the pieces of 
meat are hacked to more convenient size.

Before the time of deep freezers, it was a 
wise course to divide the pork among the neighbors.
When they did their own butchering, they would return 
the meat.

This boucherie de campagne was a wonderful 
occasion for a social gathering. It was a good oppor
tunity to get the news - to talk in French about the 
sick, the unfortunates, the weather, the crops, 
politics and the oil fields.^

Longfellow1s description of the promised land 
sought by the wanderers as one where voider the feet is

H-Alex Melancon, "It Smells Like Fresh Meat 
the Bayou," Times Picayune. November 2, 1941.

on
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a garden of flowers is literally true in Acadian
12Louisiana. There is no other place where every month 

of the year there is a greater profusion of flowers.
This is especially true of the winter months when the 
queenly camellias, deep purple, red, pink, and white, 
are in bloom, and the azaleas transform even the most 
humble yard into a mass of pink loveliness. Forming 
a background for all this vivid color is the dark green 
of the live oak. The great masses of crêpe myrtle, 
blooming in the late summer, are just as beautiful as 
the camellias and azaleas, though their pink, red, and 
melon colors are more delicate in hue. The most perfect 
flower of Southwest Louisiana, however, is the wild 
iris, growing in profusion along every ditch bank and 
all over the marshes in Spring. The Acadian has been 
deeply influenced by all this natural beauty which 
surrolands him, and in every yard there are always 
flowers blooming.

If Basil the blacksmith or Gabriel were to 
somehow return to this life today, what would be his 
amazement to see the changes that have taken place in 
the material culture of his descendants during the past

12 The description is quoted at the beginning of the chapter.
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two hundred years - to observe the modern, well equipped 
factories, the dairies with their milking machines, the 
modern towns and cities, alive with progress] Perhaps 
there would be only happiness in his heart and not the 
least bit of disappointment because his race had not 
lost any of its simplicity and idealism.



CHAPTER III

SOCIAL TRAITS OF THE ACADIANS
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Thus dwelt together in love these simple 
Acadian farmers -

Dwelt in the love of God and of men. Alike 
were they free from

Fear that reigns with the tyrant, and envy, 
the vice of republics.

Neither locks had they to their doors, nor 
bars to their windows;

But their dwellings were open as day and the 
hearts of the owners,

There the richest was poor, and the poorest 
lived in abundance.

Evangeline, lines 52-56

What type of people are the Acadians? An early 
chronicler wrote: "The people are moral, orderly, 
sociable, fond of dancing, thrifty and conservative.
The men are fine athletic fellows with honest, dark, 
sun-browned faces."1 Simple, industrious, and kind- 
hearted, they lived unto themselves, but with an open 
heart of justice and charity to everyone. If a widow 
were helpless through old age or infirmity, her neigh
bors would volunteer to cultivate her gardens and fields 
and help in every possible way. An orphan was welcomed 
in any home and was treated like a member of the family. 
The Acadians lived a life of unambitious peace with all

•’•B.N. Timmons, op, cit., p. 13.
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the world around them. As an Acadian seldom married 
outside his home town, everyone in that town was in 
some way related to everyone else. Because they were 
very fond of their homes, it was not the fashion for the 
young people to go away to better their condition.

They were not a learned people. Only a few 
were able to read or write. Even in the early part of 
the century, schools were almost non-existent, so 
illiteracy ran very high. In some areas of the state, 
it is still over fifty per cent among whites.2 This, 
together with the factors of language, occupations, and 
travel, tended to set up a high degree of social isola
tion.

To the Acadians, the Church was the very heart 
of their lives; in it they were baptized, were married, 
and hoped to be buried, and in it they found all that 
was joy and interest to them. The feasts of the Church 
were anticipated and prepared for with childlike de
light, and were events calling for not only personal 
piety and devotion, but also social celebration. These 
still are days of family reunions and rejoicings. With 
what joy fathers and mothers, brothers and sisters,

2Post, "Acadian Ethnology • • p. 2.



45

uncles and aunts, and even distant cousins, gather 
around the festive board on such gala occasions! Those 
at the fringes of religion, regardless of how far they 
have been slipping away, are certain to attend church 
on these occasions, lowhere in America is All Saints’ 
Day observed so emphatically. Members of the family go 
to the cemetery in advance, cut the grass above and 
around the graves, wash and clean the slabs, and place 
large bouquets at each resting place. On Easter Sunday, 
it was and still is the custom to meet and strike 
together the hard-boiled eggs, and the one whose egg 
breaks loses the contest. On such a day, a tough shell 
is a valuable possession.

One of the most amazing aspects of Acadian life 
in Southwest Louisiana is the perdurance of their French 
tongue for two hundred years, in an environment which 
has at times been openly hostile to its continuance.
They had little or no access to a literary medium of 
written French, yet through oral tradition they pre
served a French remarkable for its similarity to the 
French spoken in various provinces of France today.

There are three distinct varieties of French 
spoken in Louisiana. First, there is the French spoken 
by those who have received special training in the
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French language. The second variety is the Acadian, or 
Cajun, which is the language not only of most Acadians, 
but also of many other persons who have been brought up 
in Acadian communities. The difference between this 
French and Standard French may at times be very slight. 
The third variety is that which was evolved by Negro 
slaves owned by French masters. It is spoken today by 
a large population of Negroes, and it is also spoken 
bilingually with French by a large number of whites who 
learned it in childhood.

Each locality has its own peculiar language.
In St. Martinville, for instance, at the upper limit of
St. Martin Parish, one uses expressions which are never
heard at the lower limit. The French in Lafourche
Parish differs essentially from that which is in use
in St. Martin Parish, in Avoyelles Parish, or in
Vermillion Parish. These differences are due more
to local influences than to the provincial peculiarities
of the Norman or West France ancestors. The English
language has naturally exerted a great influence on
the Louisiana Acadian French, and so have the Spanish

3and Creole patois, producing thus a very interesting

^The Creoles of Louisiana are usually defined 
as the white descendants of the French and Spanish 
settlers of the Colonial Period.
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speech mixture.^
It is estimated that at least 400,000 people 

in Louisiana speak some form of French. Additional 
hundreds of thousands of Louisianians unknowingly retain 
portions of their French heritage but have never learned 
the language. Because the State is eager for every 
one of its citizens to understand the eminent contri
bution of French culture and language to the State and 
the Nation, the State Department of Education has con
tinued to encourage and has often insisted upon the 
study of French and the teaching of French, not only in 
high school, but also in the elementary grades.

One of the characteristics of the Acadian 
which strikes an outsider is his exquisite gracious
ness. This particular type of graciousness is not 
exactly American; it can flower only in a special 
environment requiring leisure - a leisure which is the 
product of a certain state of mind. The Acadian works 
hard and is occupied intensively, yet his attitude holds 
social relationships first among life's demands. The 
social relationships are those of equals. No farmer

•̂Alcee Fortier, Louisiana Studies: Literature. 
Customs and Dialects. History and Education  ̂ (New Orleans 
F.F. Hansell and Brothers, 1&94), p. 1B2.



or fisherman will admit his social inferiority to any
other man, even in the American world where money and
education define a man’s worth* He has a blind,
instinctual, arrogant confidence in his individual
dignity - an attitude which must have formed a part of

5the frontier spirit.
However gay the Acadian girl is during girl

hood, she becomes at marriage the most decorous of 
wives, with her entire attention centered upon her 
home and family. In the land of the Acadians, large 
families are still in vogue. Classic Acadian records 
tell of families of twenty-four, twenty-two, and 
twenty-one. Households of today reach fifteen and 
eighteen very easily. In the naming of the young, the 
Acadian heart is most joyous. Some of the names that 
have spread luxuriantly over South Louisiana are: 
Telesphore, Ulysse, Félicité, Alcibiade, Achille, 
Elodie, Cleophas, Cedonie, Sidonie, Euphemie, Pélagie, 
Désirée, Sosthéne, Aristide, Philomêne, Aspasie, 
Emilite, Elia, Elias, and Angelle. The Broussards of 
Abbeville set themselves a goal in uniformity and never 
lost sight of it: Odile, ûdélia, Odalia, Olive, Oliver,

'Ruth Landis, "Outside Looking In." Roosevelt 
Review, February, 1944.- - ...
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Olivia, Odelin, Ophelia, Octave, Octavia, Ovide, Onesia, 
Olite, Otta, Oirfea, and Opta. The father was Lastie 
Broussard; the mother, Perpetuee.^

Despite all this effort to find a grandilo
quent name, it is soon forgotten in the nickname that 
each one has as a sign of friendship or affection, such 
as Tonton, La-La, Ti-Ti, Noo-Noo, Chute, Tate, and Coe.

Weddings were, and still are, gay and exciting 
occasions in Acadian country. Courtship, though, was 
usually very simple. The Acadian youth did not visit 
a girl at home unless he had serious intentions. He 
danced with her, and walked with her from the church 
steps to the buggy, but otherwise saw little of her.
If he called on Sunday evenings, rumors got around that 
there was to be a wedding, and, before long - on a 
Thursday night - he asked the parents if he could 
marry the daughter. After three public announcements 
from the Church pulpit, the wedding took place, fol-

nlowed by the bal de noce (wedding dance).' There were 
usually many guests - the more the better for that 
meant popularity. For days before, the women prepared

^Harnett T. Kane, The Bayous of Louisiana.
(New York: Morrow, 1943)> P* 103*

7'Timmons, op. cit., p. 13.
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the food: chickens, geese, pigs, and calves had been 
killed especially for the occasion. And cakes were 
baked - the most essential item next to the bride and 
groom. So many cakes were baked that one room in the 
house was designated the cake room, and one of the 
girls was assigned a vital function, that of maintaining 
a watch against ants. Her weapons were woolen rags 
soaked in kerosene and tied at the feet of the tables.

On the way to church, the first buggy carried 
Papa and the bride, the second buggy, the groom and his 
family, and as it was usually a race to see who would 
get this position of honor, the third buggy was the one 
with the fastest horses. As a rule, the number of 
buggies was over one hundred.

As a group, the Acadians are an influence for 
good in Louisiana. Where ignorance is still too preva
lent, especially in the older generation, demagogues are 
prone to rule, but the average Acadian is a man of high 
ideals, and when properly informed, will choose the 
way of right and honor. Among the leaders of the state 
who have been most honorable in public service, the 
names of Acadians are in the forefront. We may cite 
here the names of Alexandre Mouton, who sat for some
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time in the Senate of the United States, became governor 
of Louisiana, and was president of the Convention which 
decreed the secession of the southern states, and Paul 
Hebert who was a West Point graduate and also governor 
of Louisiana.

Like nearly all Southerners, the Acadian is a 
Democrat, yet he takes easily to direction in his public 
affairs. His opinion is that of his chief. On subjects 
that are very close to his heart - taxes, the new roads, 
schools - his words are strong and his politician will 
listen. Beyond that, he has no sharp views; on state 
and national affairs he will ask how he should vote.
Once he has been instructed, be becomes a fervent, 
violently loyal partisan of his side.

Those who take political office generally keep 
it. It is not unusual for sheriffs, mayors, school 
superintendents, and district attorneys to continue in 
their posts for fifteen years or longer. If they have 
been put back in office with the usual large vote they 
are happy.

The Acadians enjoy their politics. A political 
meeting is often an occasion of roaring laughter. The 
speaker moves with glee from topic to topic; he imitates, 
howls, grunts, goes falsetto. He is adept in playing
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with words and upon them, in tossing blithe insult at a 
rival. There is a surge of giggles, a rush of guffaws, 
the calling of encouragement from those at the back. 
After some of the searing descriptions an outsider 
might suppose that knife or gun duels would ensue. The 
audience merely shrugs - and so generally do the rivals.

There is in the hearts of the Acadians no 
divided allegiance. They are citizens of the United 
States. Though they still speak the French language, 
there is only a cherished old memory of the connection 
that once existed with that nation. They are proud 
that their sons have taken part in every war in which 
this nation has participated. In 1779, their men went 
with the young Spanish General Galvez against the 
British in what was then West Florida, and thus weak
ened the British attack from the South. In 1812-1815, 
they aided Jackson in repelling the British invasion 
from the Gulf. In 18i*6, the Mexican War, there were no 
more gallant soldiers than the Louisiana Acadians. The
Civil War and the two World Wars were no exceptions to

8this rule.
Some Acadians feel the same way about the word
gFletcher, op. cit.. p. 6.
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"Cajun" as the Negro feels about "nigger." It is used 
in conversation among themselves, but is resented when 
thrown around by an outsider. It is a word that must 
be used with a smile, To the outsider, a Cajun is 
someone who drinks coffee so strong that the spoon stands
up in the cup, who eats great quantities of rice, gumbo,

q inroux. and crawfish, who will call you cher after
knowing you a while, say "dese" and "dis" for "these"
and "this," get down from a car instead of getting out,
and discuss with you upon your first meeting the
marriages, births, and deaths of his family. He will
play a card game called "boure" for hours. He is
indeed an exotic and unpredictable character, affording
endless interest.

9a roux is a brown gravy base used as a 
foundation for most Acadian gravy dishes.

■̂ °Cher is the French word for "dear."



CHAPTER IV

ACADIAN MUSIC AND DANCES
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Gaily the old man sang to the vibrant sound 
of the fiddle,

’Tous les Bourgeois de Chartres,’ and ’Le 
Carillon de Dunkerque,’

And anon with his wooden shoes beat time to 
the music.

Merrily, merrily whirled the wheels of the 
dizzying dances

Under the orchard trees and down the path to 
the meadows;

Old folk and young together, and children 
mingled among them.

Evangeline, lines 412-417

If Louisiana had no recorded history, much of 
it could be traced by the still flourishing folk songs, 
music, dance, legends, and traditional customs and 
superstitions, and other lore handed down from one 
generation to the next by its people of varied cultural 
background. The Acadians of Southwest Louisiana, with 
their rich and picturesque folklore background, have 
made a particularly deep and impressive cultural im
print.

The pleasure-loving nature of the Acadians is 
manifested in their dances, songs, and community 
gatherings. Music and dancing were important to them. 
Irène Thérèse Whitfield, in her Louisiana French Folk 
Songs. distinguishes three different types of folk
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songs in Louisiana. The first group includes the 
Louisiana folk songs which are not native to Louisiana, 
but which were brought from Canada and France by ances
tors of the present generation. The second group is 
that of the Creole folk songs, or, more accurately, 
the patois folk songs sung in the patois developed 
principally from French by the Negroes of Louisiana.
To the third group belong the Cajun folk songs, which 
are probably indigenous to Louisiana. Some of them 
seem endless in length, and are generally character
ized by a flexibility of form manifested in its impure 
tones, some quarter-tone intervals, the portamento 
style of singing, irregular location of pulse and 
irregular number of lines to the stanzas.-'- Owing to 
the quarter-tone intervals and the varied rhythm, these 
songs are sometimes difficult to represent in standard 
music notation and can be learned most efficiently by 
hearing them sung.

With the accordion to fill in the gaps a fifth 
line may be added. Any number of mais, chere. "oh," 
and la belle may be inserted to a stanza by an extra 
push-pull of the accordion.

■'■Irene Therese Whitfield, Louisiana French 
Folk Songs. (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University,
1939), pTSfi.
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The language used in this group of French folk 
songs is the Cajun French. Instead of saying elle the 
peasant says a; he says je vas for je vais; he rarely 
uses ne in negation, and says hier au soir for hier 
soir. On the whole, however, this dialect is easily 
understood by one who knows French.

Like all folk songs, these songs express 
simple ideas. The unsophisticated person represented 
sings his life and publishes what fate has done to him. 
He does not try to conceal any of his misfortune. The 
Cajun music grew from spontaneous outbursts of emotions 
and varies with them.

From a study of these songs an interpretation 
of the character of the Louisiana Cajun can be made.
This interpretation, while not perhaps psychologically 
complete, does serve as a means of understanding a 
part of their character. Folk songs are usually echoes 
of incidents of life. These songs portray the young 
man as primarily interested in the girl he loves, la 
belle. He loves her; he tells her good-bye when she 
marries someone else; he wants to know what he has done 
to make her treat him so mean; he thinks of suicide 
when she does not love him; he blames her because he is 
poor; he flatters her; he regrets her when she sends him



53

away; he reproaches and threatens her for leaving him;
he dreams of her; he begs her to make her little package
and go to his house with him; he promises to feed her
upon pain perdu, pain de mais. or caille. or other
food which in his estimation is most delectable; he
advertizes that he wants to marry; he weeps with a
broken heart when she dies before he does; and if he
dies before she does, he begs to be buried in the corner
of her father's yard so that he may look at her dear

plittle eyes throughout eternity.
If the Cajun is no longer in the good favor 

of his belle, or if he thinks of far-away lands, the 
main place he sings of is Texas. This can be attributed 
to the fact that during the early days in Louisiana, 
Texas represented the far-off country of the unknown. 
Consequently, when the young girl "gave a coat" (a 
donne un capot) to her suitor, signifying in the Cajun 
that he was to leave her house never to return, he

2Tite fille quand je vas mourir 
Enterre-moi pas dans le cimetiere - 
Enterre-moi dans le coin de la cour 
Dans le coin de la cour chez ton pere.
(Little girl, when I shall die 
Do not bury me in the cemetery - 
Bury me in the corner of the yard 
In the corner of your father’s yard).
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went to Texas to face his destiny and forget his belle.
In the folk songs, the Cajun is also thrilled 

with the joys of living. His carefree manner makes him 
seek pleasure in cards, whiskey, and dances. This 
lightheartedness and mirth cause him to sing of animals, 
and shows forth in his apparent lack of worry about the 
Lord. His songs show neither shouts of joy at getting 
religion, nor the low, moaning, minor note, both so 
characteristic of the Negro spirituals.

The Cajun songs also show him as frank and 
unafraid. He names places and people whenever he chooses. 
He says just what he means. He is romantic and adven
turous. He makes love ardently, and if he is unsuccess
ful, he is willing to aller au Texas (go to Texas). He 
is sentimental and knows all the sentimental appeals 
to reach the heart of his belle. He is intensely jealous. 
In Fais-dodos. his country balls, undue attention shown 
his fiancée by another inevitably brings about a quar
rel - sometimes a fatal fight.

For over a century after the Acadians settled
on the hyacinth-dotted banks of the bayous, the rural

3dance hall, commonly known as a fais-dodo, was the

-̂Fais-dodo means "go to sleep." The dance got 
its name when mamas crooned "Fais-dodo Tit Neg" or some 
lullaby.
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scene of their communal dances, although dances were 
also held in their homes. They have changed somewhat, 
but the spirit is the same.

For miles around the neighbors used to go to 
the dances on foot, in buggies, on horseback, and in 
wagons. Now they go mainly in automobiles and occasion
ally in buggies.

The ballroom was a large hall with galleries 
all around it. It had an adjoining room called le pare 
aux petits. Here the small children and babies were 
usually sleeping or crying or fighting on beds or on 
a blanket on the floor, in the charge of one of the 
older women. There is a well-known saying among 
Acadians about children who look like neither father 
nor mother: "They must sure have gotten them mixed up 
at some fais-dodo.” Sometimes the babies were placed 
under the benches in the dance hall where grandmothers 
could guard them by their feet, shins, and the shove 
they could give with both hands if anyone lurched too 
close.k

Connected to the ballroom were also a refresh
ment room, where beer, lemonade, and coffee were served,

^Peggy Mengis, "Let’s Go to a Fais-DoDo."
Times Picayune. July 24, 1949.



and a gambling room, where one could always see about 
a dozen men at tables playing cards. The only light 
here was given by a lantern or two candles.

Grandparents and grandchildren attended the 
dances impartially - the grandparents to gossip and 
watch the show and the babies, the grandchildren to 
sleep or cry, whichever they preferred. Nothing was 
asked for entrance. Any person decently dressed could 
come in. The man giving the entertainment derived his 
profits from the sale of refreshments. At the dance 
the father would speak of his daughter as ma demoiselle 
(Miss). However, he did not say mes messieurs (Sirs) 
for his sons, but spoke of them as mes gar^ons (my 
boys). In the old days, a girl entered and stayed until 
she went home with mama. She could never leave the 
dance hall, and if she did she was not readmitted. The 
mamas watched the girls at their dancing also. They 
saw that the dancers followed a rigid code. A girl 
could be with a boy during the dancing, but between the 
numbers, boys to one side and girls to the other. It 
was only during the supper of chicken gumbo and rice 
that a young man had an opportunity to whisper with his 
girl.

The conduct of the man was about as free as

61
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that of the girls was restricted. Practical jokes were 
played in the horse-and-buggy days, and, of course, 
still are played. The cutting of a stirrup strap or a 
saddle cinch, the trimming of a horse's mane and tail, 
and the tying of horses' tails to fences were humorous - 
at least to one party if not to all concerned. A log 
in the buggy aroused the ire of a party about to go 
home.

Dancing side by side sometimes were little 
girls ten or eleven years old, and oldsters six or 
seven times their age. Acadians are never too old or 
too young to dance.^

"Cutting in" on the dance floor would start 
a fight quicker than anything else, especially if the 
man who tags is a stranger. The men do not believe in 
sharing their dancing partners with "foreigners.

The music on these occasions was supplied by 
various combinations of musical instruments, of which 
the accordion is the most important. No Acadian orches
tra is complete without one. The violin ranks second.
By the use of steel strings and a tightened bow, the

5Ibid.
6Ibid.
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full measure of tone volume is attained. Acadians are 
also fond of the guitar and the harmonica; the latter, 
however, is generally played for individual entertain
ment. The musician keeps time by patting with his 
whole foot, raising it about four inches off the floor 
for each and every pat.

The dances on the program used to consist of: 
the Minuet, Les Lanciers, Varieties, Polkas, Masurkas, 
and the Two-Step, but there is little at the present 
time that is unique in the dancing of the Acadians.

The dance usually lasted from six or seven 
o’clock in the evening until four o ’clock in the morn
ing, and when the time came it would end thus: the 
musicians would rise and, going out in the yard, would 
fire several pistol shots in the air, crying out at the 
same time: ”Le bal est fini” (the dance is ended), and 
fini it was no matter how many protests broke out.

The dances took place every Saturday and 
Sunday night, on big holidays and feasts, and on wedding 
nights. Mardi Gras was a traditional day for one. The 
preparation for this one was quite exciting. Up until 
about fifteen or twenty years ago, and even today in 
some remote parts, nearly every farmhouse in Southwest 
Louisiana was visited annually by a band of from twenty



64

to forty riders. A visitor from elsewhere would have 
been frightened out of his wits at the approach of the 
band at full gallop, but not so the Acadian inhabitants. 
They welcomed the visits. The masked men were friendly 
neighbors, young men and boys "running Mardi Gras" as 
a part of the pre-Lenten activities. They were having 
fun and at the same time, foraging for provisions, 
especially chickens, for a Mardi Gras ball and gumbo.

Of course, no one ran Mardi Gras unless he had 
a good riding horse. Each one had a clown*s suit, a 
high hat, and a screen mask of papier-mache. The horses 
received their share of decorations, which were attached 
to manes, tails, and to bridles. Sometimes a little 
paint was actually applied to horses. It was common 
practice for the men to prevent recognition by exchanging 
horses and modifying their voices. Part of the fun was 
to go to one's own house and not be recognized.

When they arrived at a house, the captain 
would ask the head of the house if they wanted to see 
the Mardi Gras, and if the answer was yes, the band 
entered at full gallop. Livestock was put to rout, and 
children ran to their mothers. The men sang and jab
bered in falsetto voices and they did as many funny 
things as they could think of without doing damage to
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property. Then they begged for chickens, rice, and 
eggs for the gumbo to be served at the fais-dodo that 
evening.

The next morning the discarded masks could be
found on all the roads leading from the dance hall.
They were among the testimonials that the celebrations

7were over and that Lent had begun.
With the coming of the automobile and the 

decrease in numbers of good riding horses, the custom 
has become practically extinct. The old practice was 
not commercialized and was without contact with the 
press in general. Now the celebrations have become 
quite commercialized, and good-sized towns and cities 
like Lafayette (population: about 50,000) attempt to 
rival New Orleans in the magnificence of their balls 
and parades.

Singing and dancing have always played an 
important part in Acadian life. Even the earliest 
chroniclers mention the Acadian love of dancing. It 
is as necessary to their Latin joy of living as 
bread is to life,

^Lauren G, Post, "Acadian Mardi Gras." L.S.U. 
Alumni News. January, 1936, pp, S-10.
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ACADIAN HOMEMAKING
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Matrons and maidens sat in snow-white caps 
and in kirtles

Scarlet and blue and green, with distaffs 
spinning the golden

Flax for the gossiping looms, whose noisy 
shuttles

Mingled their sound with the whir of the 
wheels and the songs of the maidens.

Evangeline. lines 39-42

The Acadians are a home-loving people, and the 
Acadian wife is an excellent homemaker. Her house is a 
temple of neatness and order. One of her many household 
tasks used to be to spin and weave to make clothes for 
the entire family. Acadian girls were taught this skill 
at an early age and were expected to assist their 
mothers. Acadian houses, wherever possible, were 
equipped with a spinning wheel and a hand loom. The 
loom was hand-made and massive and usually kept in the 
attic. It was chiefly used to weave cotton blankets.
It was a tradition among Acadian women to weave dowries 
of twelve cotton blankets for their children. Card 
parties at which the women prepare the cotton for the 
blankets, were a familiar social event. Some women 
also made pants and shirts with the use of the loom.
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The durability of these home-spun fabrics is 
evident as shown by their resistance to the merciless 
manner in which they were laundered. The battoir was 
the cruel instrument, shaped of stout cypress like a 
short stubby paddle, and remains as a museum piece.
It was used to beat dirt out of the clothes in the days 
when battoir gossip was one sure way of spreading news 
down the bayou.

No Acadian home was complete without its own 
piece of flat board raft of split cypress logs slanting 
into the water with the outer end submerged. When not 
needed for the wash it was the landing place of the 
family pirogue, and served quite well as a wharf from 
which to catch a "plat" of crabs. In a pinch, it could 
be unfastened to carry one across the bayou.

The unmarried daughters had charge of the 
family wash. Monday morning found the barefooted maids, 
with skirts carefully arranged by a special technique 
so as not to get wet, with garde soleils (sunbonnets) 
on their heads so as to be protected from the sun, and 
with capacious wicker baskets containing the dirty 
linen. Maybe they were still sleepy from attending the 
Sunday night dance, but the cold water that splashed 
over them soon had them wide awake.



The clothes were well rubbed with soap.
Acadians made their own soap then. Lye was to be had 
from wood ashes, and this boiled with scrap fat. The 
resulting soft soap was powerful enough to remove the 
most stubborn stain. After the clothes were placed on 
the outer submerged end of the cypress raft, the 
battoir was brought into play. Down it beat on the wet 
clothes, forcing the water through and the dirt out.
Then the white clothes were laid out on the grassy 
slope of the levee for a few hours to be bleached in the 
sun. The final rinse was in a half barrel tub of water 
cleared and softened by hanging a bag of wood ashes 
overnight in it. After the clothes had gone through 
this process of laundering hundreds of times, they 
were usually just as good and strong as they had ever 
been.

Today, through the help of the General Exten
sion Division of Louisiana State University, Acadians 
are being encouraged to continue to preserve their 
handicrafts, and to develop for themselves a modest, 
profitable industry.”1" Items of Acadian handiwork

^-Campbell MacLeod, "Acadians in Louisiana 
Still Living and Weaving." Craftsman, XI, (February, 
1907 ) , .  208- 209.
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include rugs, towels, hats, handbags, slippers, pieces 
of "macrarae" (an art of pure French origin in which a 
fine fringed lace is produced without the use of 
needles), and ornaments braided and woven from palmettos 
which grow profusely in the local swamps and which have 
to be dried for three months. Special exhibits of the 
handicrafts are displayed at Louisiana State University.2

Another of the Acadian housewife’s tasks - her 
chief one according to her husband - is uo prepare the 
delicious and simple foods that form a part of every 
cuisine, whether rich or poor. The Acadian is a con
noisseur of good food and tends to be a rather heavy 
meat eater. On feast days, mutton, pork, beef, chicken, 
goose, or duck may be the main dish. In some of the 
more prosperous homes, three or more kinds of meat may 
be served at one meal. On Friday and the other days of 
abstinence, shrimp, fish, both fresh water and salt, 
crabs, oysters, and crawfish form the source of the 
main dish. These fish dishes are delicately flavored 
as only an Acadian cook can season, with bay leaves, 
garlic, and the different kinds of onion and pepper

3which form an integral part of every Acadian pantry.

2Acadian Handicraft Project, Pleasant Hall, 
Louisiana State University, Baton Rouge, Louisiana.

^Fletcher, op. cit.. p. 4.
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The dish may be courtbouillon, a fish soup 
prepared with a roux of flour and water gravy as its 
base, or the more sophisticated bouillabaisse in which 
special cuts of fish are prepared and placed in a cast 
iron vessel, together with a layer of green pepper, 
another of fish, a third perhaps of tomatoes, and so 
on until the pot is filled. This is then covered and 
placed upon a fire of coals, where the contents are 
cooked for hours in their own juices.

The roux is the foundation for most Acadian 
gravy dishes. To make a good roux requires one’s 
undivided attention for at least a half hour. It is 
made with flour, shortening, and onions, stirred con
tinuously over a low flame until it is a deep golden 
tan or a light brown. The gumbos, whether made with 
chickens, crabs, shrimps, or anything else, begin with 
this roux. and end with a generous sprinkling of filé, 
a powder made from the young and tender leaves of the 
sassafras. Gumbo file really originated as a Creole 
dish, but the Acadians have made it for over a hundred 
years. To make it for a visitor is to do him honor.

Boiled rice is eaten at any meal except break
fast. It is served with gravies, stews, gumbos, and 
fricassees. It is also used in meat dressing, la farce
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au riz. and with beans, fèves au riz. Rice and gravy 
has as important a place in Southwest Louisiana as 
potatoes and gravy in the North.^

A typical Acadian Sunday or feast day menu
might be:

Pat'e aux Hui tres 
(Oyster Patties)

Cochon de Lait Roti et Farci 
(Roasted Pig Stuffed with Rice or Bread Dressing)

Pommes de Terre avec du Buerre 
(Irish Potatoes with Butter)

Des Legumes Verts
(An assortment of green vegetables with 
vinegar, salt, and pepper to taste. 
Green onions, sprigs of parsley, sweet 
pepper, celery, tomatoes, endives, 
watercress, carrots, cucumbers, cabbage 

and lettuce)

Patates Douce Glacees 
(Candied Sweet Potatoes)

Salade de Tête de Cochon 
(Hog’s Head Salad)

Piments Verts Farci
(Stuffed Green Peppers with Bread Dressing)

Du Pain Du Buerre
(Bread) (Butter)

4Post, ”Acadian Folkways," p. 27.
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Tarte a Bouillie (Custard Pie)
or

Ambrosia
(Dessert made with chopped fruits) 

Demi-Tasse

Whether the Acadian is relishing écrevisses
étouffées (smothered crawfish), fricassee de volaille
(stewed chicken with a roux base), or oreilles de
cochons (literally: hog’s ears, really: delicious
pastries) he has to have his café noir (black coffee).
The coffee made by the Cajun is a brew that stimulates
the brain, quickens the imagination, loosens the
tongue, and makes one for the time quick-witted in
repartee. It is traditionally described thus:

Noir comme le Diable 
Fort comme la mort 
Doux comme l’amour r 
Chaud comme l’enfer.5

The Cajun drinks his coffee in tantalizingly small 
quantities many times a day. The coffee pot remains 
on the stove and friends may drop in for coffee any 
time.

5'Personal notes of Mrs. Sophie Thibodeaux, 
member of the faculty of Breaux Bridge High School, 
Breaux Bridge, Louisiana. The words mean: Black as 
the devil, strong as death, sweet as love, hot as hell.
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There are few drunkards among the Acadians, 
but wine is an integral part of holidays. The Acadian 
does not gulp his liquor as the Anglo-Saxon for the 
effect, but sips and laughs and gaily chats with his 
relatives or friends, one small glass lasting for an 
hour or more. In many cases the wine is made in the 
home from blackberries, the flower of the elderberries, 
dewberries, and many other native fruits. A favorite 
drink is cherry bounce, made by soaking the small 
native wild cherry in sugar and later thinning this 
thick syrup with bourbon.^

In the simple lives of the Acadians there is 
little more important than the way bouillabaisse and 
gumbo are made, the arrival of crawfish in the spring, 
the flavor of coffee, a crab boil in the park, fishing, 
and the opening of the duck and dove seasons, for they 
love their food and they are "connoisseurs de la bonne 
vie."7 Is not the cook on any picnic the most impor
tant, the most highly esteemed, the cher cheri (dear 
darling) in the crowd?

^Fletcher, op. cit.. p. 5.
7'Connoisseurs of the good life.
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ACADIAN FOLKLORE
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For he told them tales of the Loup-garou 
in the forest,

And of the goblin that came in the night 
to water the horses,

And of the white Letiche, the ghost of a 
child who unchristened

Died, and was doomed to haunt unseen the 
chambers of children;

And how on Christmas the oxen talked in 
the stable,

And how the fever was cured by a spider 
shut up in a nutshell,

And of the marvelous powers of four-leaved 
clover and horseshoes,

With whatever else was writ in the lore of 
the village.

Evangeline, lines 200-267

South Louisiana is rich in folk tales. Al
though most of them are Canadian and European in origin, 
nevertheless they have assumed a character and flavor 
peculiarly their own. The Acadians, like all true 
Frenchmen, have always derived great pleasure from 
amusing conversation; they take great pride in being 
able to tell a joke well and in elaborating their stories 
with the most fantastic details. Particularly popular 
have been the Jean Sotte and Compere Bouki stories.

On a hot summer night, what better place to 
spend the evening hours than on the wide gallery that 
fronts GrandpereTs house. Even the most hard-to-
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convince youngster will at least listen with complete 
attention as Grandpere spins his ancient yarns. As he 
rocks his old-fashioned plaited back berceuse (rocking 
chair), and the smoke from his pungent pipe keeps the 
mosquitoes at bay on the wide gallerie (porch), little 
Jeanne and Louie can hug their knees as they sit beside 
him, watching the wonders in the sky overhead that he 
will interpret for them in his own picturesque way.
With all the rich heritage of folklore on every con
ceivable subject, perhaps none has quite the fasci
nation as the group about the after-dark sky.

Louie may have his doubts as to the truth of 
the whole matter, but that will not prevent him from 
watching the darkening sky after the sun has set for 
the appearance of the first bright star. It is always 
well to make a wish when it is sighted. For a really 
auspicious occasion, there is the time when a halo is 
visible around it. Then, not only will his wish come 
true, but good fortune will certainly follow him in 
whatever he may afterward undertake. Naturally, only 
a favored few ever see such a haloed star.

One of the children is sure to consult Grand
pere about the story of the full moon. When the moon 
becomes full, does it really act in the manner described



by some persons? On such nights, many a youngster 
has sat up until drowsiness overcame him to wait for 
the spectacular show that the moon puts on. It sud
denly breaks into many small fragments that scatter all 
over the sky and then come together again into a bril
liant whole. Of course, if pressed on the subject, 
Grandpere will readily admit that he has never observed 
this unusual sight himself, but that mere fact does 
not in any way affect his faith in the tale. The 
reason so few have ever succeeded in observing the 
spectacle is that none can tell at what exact moment 
it might take place, and also that it happens in a 
twinkling of an eye.^

The same moon serves as a weather forecaster 
for Grandpere. Wisps of clouds passing over the moon 
tell him that stormy days are ahead, for as the legend 
goes, then the moon is hiding her face behind the 
clouds since she cannot bear to look upon the distur
bance below. By the half moon it is possible for 
Grandpere to tell when rain is due. If the tips of 
the crescent point upward, then the moon is a cup 
that holds within its depths all the water in the sky,

-*-Alex Melancon, "Night Sky Holds Bayou 
Interest." Times Picayune. July Ik, 19k0.
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and will not spill one drop on the parched earth. But 
when the tips are pointing downwards, then the cup has 
been tilted so that the water can pour out, and showers 
can be expected to drench the world.

A rainbow viewed during the day may be a har- 
hinger of good luck, but that does not hold true when 
one bright moonlight night, une arc-en-ciel appears 
among the rain clouds. Hardship and devastation may 
be expected whenever one appears - the tales insisting 
that while there may be a pot of gold at the foot of 
the rainbow, it is positively not a night rainbow.

Comets, though rare, also bode no one any 
good. Should these wanderers in the sky with their 
immense tails come too near the earth, there is no 
telling what might happen.

If the significance of the comets is uncertain, 
the same is not true about the stars that are certain 
to be noted shooting downwards several times during 
the evening. Everyone knows what to do when he sees 
such an £toile filante. A shooting star is really the 
soul of a person who has died, and making the sign of
the cross before it has disappeared from view will

2assure the salvation of that soul.

2 Ibid
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There were a great many practices and super
stitions among the people in Louisiana, but they may 
be common to all countries. They are, however, interest
ing. Among the most interesting are those we might 
entitle: "How to Get a Man." Many girls fearfully 
examined their feet each night to see if their heels 
were yellow, for un talon .jaune was a sure sign of 
spinsterhood. If not, a girl might tie a rooster under 
the porch, place her loved one in a rocker above the 
spot where it was tied, and sit in another chair. The 
man would immediately propose - if it were Thursday 
night. She might place parings from her fingernails 
in his pockets in order to insure the fact that the 
boy would court no one but her. She could write a 
letter to him in red ink or blood, and he would be com
pelled to marry her, or perhaps attain the same end by

3boiling a cat in olive oil.
In desperate cases, she could use the poudre 

de Perlainpainpain. the most potent charm of all. 
Perlainpainpain was a fabulous country, a Never-Never 
Land to the Acadians. There was a mythical key to the 
land few persons could attain, but someone brought

•^Personal interview with Mrs. C.E. Hamilton, 
Lafayette, Louisiana.
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back the secret of this wonderful powder. The girl 
caught seventeen floating seeds blown from a thistle 
on a windy day. Then she removed the down from the 
seeds and rubbed over them the honey sac of a bee, 
caught on a clover blossom that leaned in a northerly 
direction. This she mixed with three white beans which 
had been buried for three days under a mound of table 
salt, and added a thimble of flour measured in a black 
thimble. She had only to rub the powerful charm on an 
article of clothing worn by the man she loved.^

At a quilting party, when a quilt was com
pleted, four of the girls could make the cat jump. All 
the unmarried girls at the party drew straws for the 
chance at one of the quilt corners. Each of them held 
a corner. A cat was then tossed into the bag formed 
when the girls held up the ends. The cat was usually 
a wild tom from the back yard, yowling fiercely as he 
clawed about among the folds of the comfort. The idea 
was that the girl standing at the corner through which 
the cat escaped would be the first to get married.

The most appealing of all Acadian folk tales, 
and the most instructive and revealing because of the

^"Personal interview with Miss Mae Pellerin, 
Breaux Bridge, Louisiana.



Ô2

truth of its general background, is that of Evangeline. 
The story as told in Longfellow’s tragic epic is 
particularly appropriate, both because of its emphasis 
on the exile and suffering aspect of the Acadian 
expulsion, and because of its beautiful description 
and idealization of Louisiana as the haven of the 
Acadians. Scarcely anywhere is the power of poetic 
insight better illustrated than in this lovely poem, 
for no better idea can be given of the simple, con
tented lives of the Acadians both before and after le 
grand derangement. The story as told in Acadian 
Reminiscences by Judge Felix Voorhies also reveals 
the simple pathos of the tragedy with such consummate 
art that it is difficult to realize that it was not 
written by an eye-witness.

Evangeline is the strongest force alive for 
miles along the upper Teche today. She is a secular 
saint of Southwest Louisiana, and especially of St. 
Martinville. For many years the Mouton and Voorhies 
families had passed along a family story that began in 
Nova Scotia at the time of the grand dérangement. The 
grandmother of Judge Felix Voorhies reared and be
friended an orphan girl, Emmeline Labiche, in Acadia.
A few days over sixteen, Emmeline was about to marry



a young man of their village, Louis Arceneaux. The
banns had been published. Then the day before the
wedding, the blow fell. Emmeline and Louis were put
on different ships. Neither had any idea where the
other was, though both made their way to the Poste des
Attakapas. Louis arrived first. Emmeline - with her
wedding gown still carefully treasured in her small
trunk - arrived three years later. She stepped off the
boat with the rest, but she paid little attention to
the scene or the exclamations of the others. There,
under a heavy oak, was the man for whom she had wept
during the drab years. She ran to him; he rose,
recognition and then pain in his face. He had waited,
believed her lost forever, and married someone else.
This final heartbreak after all the weary years was
too great a shock. From that day her life was lived
in a dim light. She wandered along the Teche, picking
flowers and moss, weeping, speaking of her marriage
the next week to Louis, and finally, dazed and broken,

5clinging to her aged friend’s hand, she died.
When Edward Simon, a native of St. Martinvilie,
5Felix Voorhies, Acadian Reminiscences. (New 

Orleans: E.P. Rivas, 1907), pp. 1-30.



was a student at Harvard, he related the true story of 
the exiled Acadians and of Emmeline and Louis to 
Nathaniel Hawthorne, who saw no literary possibility 
in the tragic tale. Longfellow, however, was interested 
and inspired by the story. He had never seen Louisiana, 
but he read histories, geographies, studied pictures, 
talked and corresponded with those who knew the country. 
He later composed the poem Evangeline which has de
lighted so many people and which is considered one of

£his greatest works.
Longfellow’s poem differs from the true story 

in that, upon her arrival at St. Martinville, Evangeline 
is told she has missed Gabriel by one day; he had left 
the day before on a journey, which he hoped would give 
him a clue to finding her. Hoping to overtake him, 
Evangeline sets out again. Missing him by a day, a 
week, a month, she finally loses all trace of him. 
Despairing of ever finding him, she enters a convent. 
Years later, as a nun administering to the sick in an 
almshouse, she sees the dying Gabriel. For a brief 
moment the lovers are united before he dies in her arms. 
She soon follows him in death and is buried near him in

^Leona Martin Guirard, St. Martinville - The 
Land of Evangeline in Picture Story. Privately 
published, p. 9.
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a Catholic cemetery in Philadelphia.1
The poet himself was amazed at the warmth of 

general response. His pathetic Acadian became part of 
American folk tradition, a companion to Barbara 
Frietchie, Pocahontas, and Hiawatha. Copies of the 
poem spread over the country in edition after edition. 
Afternoon clubs and lecture organizations presented it. 
Men and women made trips to St, Martinville and its 
environs; to many, all the area became known as " the 
Evangeline country." Emmeline's grave beside the 
church in St. Martinville has become a shrine. It is 
marked with a life-size bronze statue given to the 
Evangeline Memorial Association by the motion picture 
actress, Dolores del Rio, who played the title role in 
the film, Evangeline, made in this section a number of 
years ago. Nearby stands the ancient, moss-hung oak 
under which the two lovers are said to have met again 
after years of separation. The exact age of the tree 
is not known, but x̂e have reason to believe that it 
was here as early as 1759. The Evangeline Oak is 
"America's most photographed tree," and is listed by 
the American Forestry Association in the Hall of

7Ibid.
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Famous Trees. Certainly its location on the Teche 
adds to the charm of the history enveloping this entire 
country.



CHAPTER VII

ACCULTURATION AMONG THE ACAD1ANS



The Acadians in 1755 made a good exchange,
little as they thought so at the time. "They came into
a land and a climate suited to their idiosyncrasies
and which have enabled them to preserve their primi- 

1tive traits." In a comparative isolation from the 
disturbing currents of modern life - at least until the 
railroads began to cross the prairies in the eighties 
of the last century, and until the development of the 
highway system within the last three or four decades - 
they have managed to preserve the habits and customs 
of the eighteenth century. For two centuries, they 
have never been assimilated by or become amalgamated 
with other Americans, perhaps because "he (the Acadian) 
carries in his blood that strange restlessness of exile, 
that tinge of foreign countries and strange lands where 
he has lived and wandered and where he has never been

pquite at home." Whatever the reason, a remarkable 
fact confronting the investigator is the extent to 
which the white elements of an extremely heterogeneous 
ethnic mass have been absorbed into the French (mainly

■^Charles Dudley Warner, op. cit.. p. 335.
Beatrice Washburn, "Children of the Bayous," 

Holland's Magazine of the South. February, 1931.
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Acadian) culture of South Louisiana. From the earliest 
colonial period, that of French colomization and domi
nation (1713-1764) and increasing throughout the period 
of Spanish domination (1765-1303), there occurred a 
gradual (and sometimes wholesale) infiltration of 
Germans, French Canadians, Spaniards, Acadians, English, 
Scotch, Dutch, Irish, Jews, Cubans, Santo Dominicans, 
political "emigres from various parts of Continental 
Europe, as well as a variety of distinct types of ethnic 
elements emerging from the dark continent of Africa, 
not to mention the native Indians of the area. From 
this heterogeneous diversity of ethnic elements, there 
has evolved in the "bayou country" a homogeneous cul-

ttural unity. Certainly this fact shows not only the 
resoluteness and tenaciousness of the Acadians in 
their resistance to cultural influences which have 
been impinging upon them from surrounding groups, but 
also their unlimited capacity for absorbing the 
extraneous population elements coming among them.

The Acadians began, as soon as they were 
settled at long last in a peaceful abode, to transform 
their new habitat into a second Acadie, in customs as 
well as in all phases of their culture. In the course 
of time original French and Spanish settlers began
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marrying Acadian maidens, and later on Anglo-Saxon 
elements also married Acadians. The offspring resulting 
from these marriages were in practically all instances 
thoroughly indoctrinated with the culture of their 
Acadian mother in language, religious beliefs, amuse
ments, food habits, etc. Two generations usually 
sufficed for these Anglo-Saxons or Europeans to become 
thoroughly accultured as Acadians:

Where women are as fair as Longfellow des
cribes that Acadian maiden of seventeen summers 
and where the men are well-favored, gentle and 
kind, it is impossible for a staid Yankee farmer, 
whether he be of English, Scotch, or Irish stock, 
to rear his children in the Acadian section, and 
not have grandchildren that are true Acadians.3

When an outlander marries an Acadian girl 
he joins Acadia in Louisiana. He hears French day and 

night, so he has to learn it for simple self-main
tenance, in business, in family conversation, in com
munication with his own children. In time, he is 
speaking the language, and after some years, he is 
thinking in the language. Quite often one finds people 
named Crosby, O ’Brien, or Schexnaydre, who are as 
Acadian as a LeBlanc or a Bourgeois. The Anglo-Saxon’s 
habits after a few years of living in Southwest

^Fletcher, op. cit.. p. 3.
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Louisiana are not the same as when he arrived. He 
might have been incapable of drinking the first cup of 
coffee, but now he has it, dripped, as often a day as 
he can get it, and he breaks his morning routine over 
a cup with his neighbors. After a few years of hesi
tation, he has come to accept and like crawfish and 
crabs. His wife has turned him from a gravy-hater to 
one who wants a roux with his rice once a day. And 
above all, he has not failed to catch something of the 
Gallic lift of heart, no matter how dour his original 
attitude had been.

Content with their own mode of life, fully 
as ethnocentric as their more literate neighbors, the 
Acadians have refused to l,be inspired with wants which 
they could not shake off,” and to become dependent 
upon those on whom they would have had "to rely for 
the gratification of their newly acquired tastes and 
vices.Instead, they have accultured thousands from 
other ethnic groups into their persistent cultural 
mold. This was due to several important factors, 
among which are the intermarriage of Acadian maidens

4Charles Gayarre, Louisiana. Its History as a 
French Colony. II, (New York: John Wiley, 1852), 25.
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with the males who constituted the bulk of the newcomers, 
the dominance of the Acadian mother in all matters per
taining to the child, the tremendous influence and 
control of the French Catholic priest over his parish
ioners, and the esprit de corps of the French-speaking 
people.

Each passing year and each war, however, with 
its introduction of Acadian youth into the world beyond, 
bring nearer the eventual amalgamation into the American 
mass. The strong feeling for cooperation and family 
spirit that produced the boucherie is gradually fading 
away. One evidence of this is that the old custom of 
the rassemblee, the Sunday reunion, is seldom kept. In 
mid-morning the children and the grandchildren used to 
leave their homes to converge on that of M*Mere and PTPere 
(Grandmother and Grandfather) in the country, for a 
visit that would last through most of the day. It was 
an occasion of pleasant concourse on the galerie (porch) 
and about the house; of deference to the wishes of the 
two grandparents. Each housewife had prepared in her 
own kitchen the dish at which she excelled. One brought 
gumbo, another a roast, another a bowl of jambalaya, 
and so on. Earlier the M*Mere had prepared only the 
background to the food - bowls of rice, coffee, and bread.
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All the tables were gathered and placed end to end; 
for lack of space, a few were perhaps shoved into 
separate corners. Of necessity, the meal was served 
in shifts to about twenty-five persons - the men first 
with the children at the side, then the women. The 
scene was usually vociferous and fragrant, all things 
good-humored and well-seasoned.

Today, this old custom hardly exists. One 
reason might be that many women have careers and work 
outside their homes during the week, and therefore like 
to be at home with their own immediate families on 
Sundays.

Television, which has gradually become a part 
of all the homes, is doing away with one old important 
custom. The visit used to be the supreme rite of bayou 
friendship and relationship - a happy habit that was 
partly inherited custom, partly the sheer delight of 
being with others. Calls were of several kinds. To 
go in the morning was passer la journee; in the after- 
noon, passer lTapres-midi. At night it was a causerie. 
There were scales of obligation generally recognized 
by families. A man or woman should take his or her own 
household to the "old family” at least once a week.
For the family of a brother and sister, at least twice
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a month, and so on. An evening visit with people was 
one of the chief forms of entertainment which the advent 
of television has replaced. It seems paradoxical that 
in these days of easy transportation there is less 
visiting.

Another significant change has to do with the 
Acadian’s deep respect for the dead. There used to be 
strong similarities between the veillee, or wake, and 
the old-fashioned Irish variety of New Orleans, Boston, 
and Baltimore. Friends sat about and talked of death, 
the sugar crop, and politics. In a back room the table 
was heaped high with provisions of gumbo, rice, and 
chicken fricassee, with coffee on the stove. Before the 
hour of the funeral, the great supply was reduced to 
fragments. Relatives and friends stayed with the body 
of the dead person all night, saying the rosary and 
drinking coffee.

It used to be the custom to nail funeral notices, 
black-bordered papers with all the details concerning 
the deceased, on the posts at the street corners of the 
town. A man or woman who wanted to keep up with the 
veillees did not need to read the newspaper obituary 
columns; he watched the posts. As soon as the boy 
appeared with the heavily formalized notice, a crowd
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usually gathered to discuss the details and to comment 
on the age of the deceased. This Louisiana town custom 
has passed away except perhaps in St. Martinville.

The funeral was usually very solemn, and the 
mourning that followed was a study of degrees and scales 
full - all black; half - black and white. The immediate 
family went nowhere for a time; when they visited again, 
it was only to places at which no music would be played. 
If by chance someone turned on the radio, the widow 
excused herself, "always politely," and left. After a 
proper time had passed, no one blamed the widow or 
widower who married again.

Now it is seldom that the doors of the funeral 
home are not closed and locked at night for the family 
to retire. The old custom of the veillee hardly exists 
any more, and no longer does the immediate family of the 
deceased go into mourning.

Many attitudes held by Acadians for generations 
have been modified. Young people, both boys and girls, 
resemble other American youth in the amount of freedom 
that they are allowed. They get just as excited over 
baseball, football, "rock-and-roll", and so on. The 
attitude towards a divorced person has changed from one 
of complete denouncement to one of toleration. Forty
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years ago a divorced person was not even allowed to 
enter an Acadian house, and one who remarried after 
divorce was clearly of a daring spirit. Today, divorce 
is growing and spreading even among Acadians. The good 
Acadian still denounces divorce and remarriage but he 
has become more tolerant of the divorced person.

The years brought their modifications, many 
sudden and harsh, others slow and perceptible only to 
those who come back after a long absence. But the Teche 
clings whenever it can to the things of the earlier days. 
The basis of its living has changed; it sometimes carries 
on new trades, especially in its lower reaches, tapping 
mineral and water resources little suspected in past 
centuries. The prairies are no longer quite so open. 
Farms press in, and the countryside does not raise so 
great a volume of cattle for market, though many still 
have small domestic herds, and efforts are being made 
to return the industry to its former state. Participa
tion of a large per cent of Acadians in the State's 
welfare program, especially with regard to old age 
pensions, has put more material goods in their possession 
and at the same time has helped the State's economic 
status by putting more currency in circulation. Yet 
most of the families hold to what they have received
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in the past and hope for better in the days ahead.
Only the future will tell whether the Acadian will 
eventually lose his distinctive culture and identity 
in the widespread infiltration of other ethnic elements 
brought about by an ever-growing oil industry and the 
rise of manufactures. We may only hope that by contact 
with a race which is perhaps too practical, unscrupulous, 
and careful of material things, that he lose none of 
his simplicity and idealism.
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