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New Orleans
The importance of the port of New Orleans to the United States cannot be underestimated.  
At the mouth of the mighty Mississippi River, New Orleans is in perfect position to control 
what goes up and what comes down the river. As farmers slowly began to move westward, 
the river systems were used as highways for trade and commerce. 

At the end of the 18th century, the Spanish had control of 
New Orleans. American farmers, however, were able to  
take their goods in and out of the city. This changed  
October 1, 1800, when Spain ceded the entire area of  
land known as Louisiana, including the city of New  
Orleans, to France. Many farmers were upset by this  
transfer and thought it spelled their economic doom.

“ The French are in possession of  

New Orleans . . .  There is not a  

well-informed man in this territory  

who does not perceive that our  

country is ruined . . .  our most cruel  

enemy . . .  put his inexorable hand 

on the mouth of the artery . . .  we  

are . . .  at the mercy of foreign  

nations . . .  we must familiarize 

ourselves to the colonial and military 

despotism of Bonaparte.”

     — Letter dated April 13, 1803
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Nearly all the rivers west of the Appalachian  
Mountains flow into the Mississippi River. 
As more and more farmers began to rely  
on these rivers for their livelihood, the  
pressure for the U.S. to control the port  
of New Orleans continued to increase. 
With New Orleans now in the hands of  
France it became clear to President Thomas 
Jefferson that some sort of deal needed 
to be made.

Why is New Orleans so geographically and economically important? 
What should the U.S. do to get New Orleans? 
How will this decision affect the U.S.?

“ . . .  The cession of Louisiana and the Floridas [sp] by Spain to France, works most sorely on the United States . . .  It is New Orleans, through which the produce of three-eighths of our territory must pass to market . . .  these circumstances render it impossible that  France and the United States continue long friends . . .  she [France] might perhaps be willing to look for arrangements which might reconcile it to our interests. If anything could do this, it would be the ceding to us [the United States] the island of New Orleans . . . Perhaps nothing since the revolutionary war, has produced more uneasy sensations through the body of the nation …”
     —  Letter from President Thomas Jefferson to Robert R. Livingston, United States minister to France, April 18, 1802 
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