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Abstract 

 

Life, Land, and Labor on Avery Island in the 1920s and 1930s 

 

 

 

 

Charity Michelle Boutte, M.A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2011 

 

Supervisor:  Shirley Elizabeth Thompson 

 

Avery Island, Louisiana and McIlhenny Company provide a lens through which 

to understand how performances of masculinity and paternalism operated in the New 

South and were deployed for U. S. empire-building projects.  Focusing on the tenure of 

Edward Avery McIlhenny as President of McIlhenny Company, this paper utilizes 

primary documents from the McIlhenny Company & Avery Island, Inc. Archives to 

construct a narrative based on correspondence between E. A. and his Wall Street 

investment banker, Ernest B. Tracy, revealing how E.A. confronted disaster capitalism 

and influenced the production of cultural tourism amidst environmental and economic 

crises in the 1920s and 1930s. 
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 1 

 Chapter 1: Introduction 

 

There is only one place in the world where the breeze carries the unmistakable 

hint of Tabasco pepper sauce, the spicy concoction made from peppers, vinegar, and salt.  

Since 1868, Avery Island in south Louisiana has been home to McIlhenny Company, the 

sole producer of this condiment.
1
  Everyone knows the Tabasco brand, but few people 

know the role McIlhenny Company played in United States economic and political 

history.  At the turn of the century, McIlhenny Company represented much more than a 

hot sauce manufacturer.  From a seemingly isolated, regional location in south Louisiana, 

the family members leading McIlhenny Company were intimately connected to 

international and national financial and political projects negotiated through 

performances of masculinity and corporate paternalism.  This untold story shows the 

complexity, and at times ambivalence, with which paternalism operated in the post-

reconstruction New South.   

Indeed, McIlhenny Company worked to build an entrepreneurial enterprise in a 

location still reckoning with a past rooted in slavery, race relations, cultural difference, 

and notions of masculinity, while alternately dodging and partaking in various forms of 

disaster capitalism.
2
  McIlhenny Company‟s unique form of capitalism enabled it to 

survive the Great Flood of 1927, the Great Crash of 1929, and the Great Depression. 

McIlhenny Company also serves as a local case study demonstrating the nation‟s shift to 

corporate culture through the development of regional identities for various industries 

which were deeply intertwined with New York finance and the broader context of United 
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States imperialism.  The development of labor, land, and leisure on Avery Island in the 

1920s and 1930s, therefore, shows that the separation between Northern and Southern 

capitalism, regional cultures, and racial groups was more of an ideological and marketing 

construct than a reality. 

Avery Island, Louisiana, formerly named Petite Anse which means “Little Cove,” 

is three miles long, two and a half miles wide, and surrounded by salt marshes, bayous, 

and swampland.  The island is considered a salt dome, one of five which rise above sea-

level near the Louisiana Gulf Coast, with a rock-salt deposit underneath said to be deeper 

than Mount Everest is tall.  This salt is one of the three ingredients used to make Tabasco 

pepper sauce.  Before John Craig Marsh of New Jersey purchased part of the island in 

1818, Native Americans evaporated salt from the island‟s springs and traded it with other 

Indian tribes.  From the early 19
th

 century until around 1925, Avery Island was also a 

sugarcane plantation.  Prior to the Civil War, the plantation was worked by more than 

one-hundred enslaved people of African descent.  The McIlhenny and Avery families, 

intertwined through marriage, have lived and worked on the island for over one hundred 

and eighty years as have the families of many of the workers employed by McIlhenny 

Company and Avery Island salt mine, now operated by Cargill, Incorporated.  Today, the 

island‟s primary sources of revenue generation are Tabasco brand products, salt, oil, and 

tourism. 

 This paper centers on developments in the corporate culture of McIlhenny 

Company during the 1920s and 1930s—the tenure, influence, and legacy of Edward 

Avery “Ned” McIlhenny, President of McIlhenny Company from 1898 to 1949 and the 
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third President in the Company‟s history.  Born on March 29, 1872, he was the second 

eldest son of the company‟s founder, Edmund McIlhenny.
3
  E. A. McIlhenny impacted 

McIlhenny Company and Avery Island by emphasizing modernized production, 

innovative marketing, capital improvements and wildlife conservation.
4
  His influence is 

also visible in employee life and labor and public tourism both on Avery Island and 

throughout the region.  As President, E. A. created a workers town called “The Tango,” 

as well as a temporary camp for those displaced by the Great Flood of 1927.  He 

negotiated the initial oil exploration on the island, started a plant nursery and canning 

businesses, initiated the conservation of over 175,000 acres of Louisiana wetland, and 

opened the Tabasco factory and Jungle Gardens to public tours.  Much of what he created 

remains in the unique image, culture, and landscape of Avery Island, New Iberia, and 

Acadiana, the name given to the part of Louisiana where the majority of the state‟s Cajun 

population resides.
5
 

Through his connections to food, culture, labor, hunting, tourism, oil exploration, 

and land conservation, E. A. McIlhenny was intimately involved in local, national, and 

international politics and integral to the region‟s economic future.  In the United States, 

cultural politics are always woven into economic endeavors.  Labor relations on Avery 

Island were predicated by a past rooted in sugarcane plantation slavery.  The company 

depended on longstanding relationships and the ways in which the residents interacted 

with the land for its economic success.  McIlhenny Company sustained people in the 

region and people in the region sustained McIlhenny Company through their labor, 

culture, and history.  This symbiotic relationship formed the basis through which 
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paternalism operated to construct, protect, and sustain corporate culture on Avery Island.  

Relationships and business transactions at the state and federal level belied Avery 

Island‟s appearance as an isolated local manufacturer of Tabasco pepper sauce.  John 

McIlhenny knew and worked with Theodore Roosevelt, William Howard Taft, Woodrow 

Wilson, and Franklin Delano Roosevelt during the time that his brother, Edward Avery 

“Ned” McIlhenny, led the Company.  Even so, the company capitalized on Avery 

Island‟s local image in the next decade when heritage and rural automobile tourism 

became popular.  On Avery Island, whether valuable commodities or influential political 

and economic connections, there is more than meets the eye.  Through its historical, 

political, and economic connection to land and labor in south Louisiana, McIlhenny 

Company evolved alongside the managerial revolution without becoming a publicly-

owned, multinational enterprise or division of one in which “men came and went….[but] 

the institution and its offices remained.”
6
   

This story of imperialism, paternalism, and capitalism in relation to Avery Island 

is more complex than its appearance as a post-bellum plantation or factory town.  

Utilizing primary documents from the McIlhenny Company & Avery Island, Inc., 

Archives and secondary sources, I first detail post-Reconstruction industrialization in the 

New South as an entry point for understanding how larger processes of economic and 

cultural change take shape in local places.  The McIlhenny family‟s connections to and 

articulations of Roosevelt‟s “strenuous manhood” and United States imperialism in the 

early decades of the twentieth century are highlighted to show how paternalism operated 

in the New South and was deployed for US  expansion.  In the late 1920s and 1930s, 
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south Louisiana was vulnerable to intervention from Northern financiers and corporations 

seeking to capitalize on the state‟s oil and natural gas resources.  Drawing inspiration 

from Naomi Klein‟s theory of “disaster capitalism,” defined as “orchestrated raids on the 

public sphere in the wake of catastrophic events, combined with the treatment of disasters 

as exciting market opportunities,” I utilize correspondence between Edward McIlhenny 

and his banker, Ernest B. Tracy, to construct a narrative.  This correspondence reveals a 

power struggle between the two which involved more than mere investment advice. The 

politics of masculinity underwrite claims of ownership within a capitalist environment 

that speculates on value amidst catastrophe as Edward McIlhenny responds to crises that 

affected Avery Island in tandem. The first crisis, The Great Flood of 1927, put 

McIlhenny on the defensive, while the second crisis, The Great Crash of 1929, left the 

company in a stronger position in relation to Northern Finance and well-equipped to take 

advantage of the Works Project Administration (WPA) vogue for folklore during the 

Great Depression.  This paper highlights the ambivalence with which industrialization, 

corporate paternalism, and tourism operated in rural Louisiana.  Although McIlhenny 

continues to work to attract tourism to the region as a catalyst for economic growth, 

doing so in the Jim Crow era meant privileging white Cajun culture at the expense of 

black cultural particularity.  Cultural tourism is packaged separately as white over black, 

thereby erasing shared culture and black culture outside of the stereotypes that those 

promoting tourism assume the market will accept. 
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Chapter 2:  McIlhenny Company:  “Civilized Masculinity” & 

Corporate Paternalism 

 

 
In The Incorporation of America: Culture and Society in the Gilded Age, Alan 

Trachtenberg discusses how the corporate structure influenced American culture through 

westward expansion, industry consolidation, division between owner and worker, and 

growth of the city during the gilded age.
7
  At the turn of the twentieth century, the merger 

movement led to a realignment of economic power.  By 1904, three hundred industrial 

corporations controlled over two fifths of U.S. manufacturing.  And by 1929, the largest 

two hundred corporations held approximately half of all corporate assets, excluding those 

owned by Wall Street.
8
  The 1920s set in motion the processes of industrialization and 

incorporation that gave rise to today‟s global multinational corporations.  Given this 

economic history of consolidation and acquisition, how did McIlhenny Company remain 

privately owned and operated?  With the advent of financial and managerial capitalism, 

where top-level decisions are made in conjunction with investors or by boards of 

directors, how did McIlhenny‟s brand of family capitalism survive?  Further, how did the 

particular paternalistic structure the company employed impact labor, culture, tourism, 

agriculture, and conservation in the region?  Before exploring Edward Avery 

McIlhenny‟s responses to crises in the late 1920s, it‟s important to understand how 

McIlhenny Company operated in the Post-Reconstruction era.   

Since its inception, McIlhenny Company benefited from business, familial, and 

social relationships both on and away from Avery Island, Louisiana.  Although Avery 
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Island was isolated, it was certainly not disconnected.  McIlhenny was at the forefront of 

“the revolution in distribution and production” enabled by the railroad, telegraph, and 

steamship.
9
  Perhaps due to the extended family's experience producing salt and sugar on 

Avery Island, McIlhenny Company marketed and distributed Tabasco sauce with similar 

efficiency and productivity to that of commodity dealers in the 1870s and 1880s who 

utilized advances in technology and communication to distribute products across the 

country.
10

  Distribution of Tabasco sauce took off when John C. Henshaw, a former 

Union officer and distant Avery relation through marriage, living in New York City, 

employed these strategies as McIlhenny Company‟s first salesman.
 11

 

Although family-run and privately owned, McIlhenny Company never went 

through a “small business” stage.  Henshaw was at the forefront of wholesale distribution 

development taking place.
12

  Manufacturers no longer had to sell their products directly 

to storefronts, but instead could sell large quantities to wholesale distributors, thus taking 

advantage of economies of scale and increasing productivity.
13

  In 1872, Henshaw 

negotiated an unprecedented arrangement with E. C. Hazard and Company of New York 

City who ordered over 10,500 bottles of Tabasco sauce for distribution to Northeastern 

grocers.
14

  McIlhenny Company was also able to skip another “stage” in the corporate 

lifecycle: vertical integration.  Two of the three main ingredients used in Tabasco 

sauce—peppers and salt—were produced on the island. This allowed McIlhenny a certain 

independence and efficiency that other manufacturing companies attempted to gain 

through acquisition or merger.  This advantage allowed the company to maintain a 

structure in which family owners controlled the enterprise.
15
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John Avery McIlhenny, E. A. McIlhenny‟s older brother and McIlhenny 

Company‟s second President, also created and maintained the Company‟s state, national, 

and international connections.  During his tenure as President of McIlhenny Company in 

the 1890s, John invested in national advertising and marketing “in every way that [his] 

ingenuity could suggest,” including a “traveling musical comedy called The Burlesque 

Opera of Tabasco” which gave audiences miniature bottles of Tabasco sauce during the 

show.
16

  This was an unusual promotional strategy for a product manufacturing company.  

A volunteer militia consisting mostly of Harvard University alums initially staged the 

musical to raise money for an Armory.  The show‟s protagonist, demanding spicy 

cuisine, threatens the chef‟s life unless he finds something hot enough to suite his palate.  

Tabasco sauce saves the day.  After a successful season, the rights to the show were 

purchased by an actor seeking to take the production on a national tour.  After meeting 

certain demands from John McIlhenny, the show toured as an official Tabasco-sponsored 

promotion.
17

  Through the production, Tabasco pepper sauce was marketed, distributed, 

and consumed across the country—strengthening the brand. 

Through his education, hunting prowess, and corporate leadership, John 

McIlhenny demonstrated a “civilized masculinity” that was politically desirable at the 

turn of the century.  In Manliness & Civilization, Gail Bederman argues that Roosevelt, 

once deemed effeminate by the press, constructed an image of himself through 

performances of masculinity including military service and hunting where he became the 

embodiment of American manhood.  At a time when women were advocating for 

suffrage and African Americans were protesting lynching and Jim Crow segregation, 
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white male authority seemed less secure than in prior decades.  Having studied at Phillips 

Academy in Andover, Massachusetts and attending business school in Poughkeepsie, 

New York before taking the helm at McIlhenny Company, John McIlhenny represented 

Roosevelt‟s ideal.  The image that TR constructed of himself as a “Rough Rider” aligned 

well with the elite southerners who studied at the finest universities in America, grew up 

in the wilderness of south Louisiana, hunted anytime they could, and maintained 

productive racial and gender hierarchies on Avery Island.   

In 1898, John McIlhenny resigned from his role at the company to join Theodore 

Roosevelt‟s Rough Riders.  Not surprisingly, Roosevelt and McIlhenny also hunted 

together on at least two occasions, including the famous Teddy Bear hunt, in mutually 

beneficial performances of masculinity.  Through their association, Roosevelt increased 

McIlhenny‟s social status and McIlhenny increased the President‟s connection to nature 

and land.  In addition to serving with John McIlhenny as a Rough Rider, Roosevelt also 

appointed him to the United States Civil Service Commission, and considered him a 

trusted friend.  He chose John to accompany Mrs. Roosevelt on a goodwill tour of Cuba, 

and even brought his daughter, Alice Roosevelt, to Avery Island.
18

  In 1903, members of 

the Roosevelt family and the McIlhenny family, including John and Edward, toured New 

Orleans before reaching Avery Island for a debutante ball held inside the Salt Mine.
19

  

John and Edward McIlhenny shared a similarly crafted manhood with Theodore 

Roosevelt, in that they were well educated, yet committed to a masculine “strenuous 

life.”
20
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Avery Island in the 1920s and 1930s, with its corporate office, modernized 

factory, workers‟ town, school, post office, and agricultural production, could be seen as 

a modern nation within itself, a model for “civilized manhood,” masculinity, and foreign 

development.  In Spreading the American Dream: American Economic and Cultural 

Expansion 1890-1945, Emily Rosenberg discusses the process of the United States‟ 

political economy of expansion which moved from a “promotional state” in the 1890s to 

a “cooperative state” in the 1920s and a “regulatory state” during the Depression of the 

1930s.
21

  She argues that for most Americans, the United States‟ “economic and social 

history became a universal model.”
22

  A modern society needed capital investment: 

“development of educational, transportation, communication, and banking institutions; a 

steady supply of cheap labor; maximization of individual initiative for people deemed 

most efficient; wide-open land use and freewheeling environmental practices; and a 

robust private business sector solidly linked to capital-intensive, labor-saving 

technology.”
23

 McIlhenny Company was also a testament to the ideology of nineteenth-

century liberalism in which private business was credited with “producing rapid 

industrial development and increasing abundance” in opposition to “artificial, statist 

monopoly or government-conferred privilege.”
 24

 

McIlhenny‟s “civilized manhood” fell short during the United States occupation 

of Haiti.  After fighting in Cuba and the Philippines, he became a member of the 

Louisiana House of Representatives and the state Senate, President of the United States 

Civil Service Commission through World War I, and financial advisor to Haiti during its 

U.S. occupation until retiring in 1922.  Recent scholarship on Louisiana has situated the 
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state as part of the Caribbean, an interesting perspective considering John McIlhenny‟s 

role as financial advisor of U.S.-occupied Haiti. In Taking Haiti: Military Occupation 

and the Culture of U.S. Imperialism, 1915-1940, Mary A. Renda argues that paternalist 

discourse was the primary means of understanding US imperialism in the time period.  

She defines paternalism as “an assertion of authority, superiority, and control expressed 

in the metaphor of a father‟s relationship with his children.”
25

  The US occupation of 

Haiti was viewed from two different sides of the same imperialist paternalism 

approach—Theodore Roosevelt thought of occupation as caring for those people further 

behind on the evolutionary ladder, while Woodrow Wilson referred to it as caring for and 

uplifting our neighbors.  Both stances align with the white, male, educated, and 

“strenuous” discourse of American masculinity and manhood in the 1920s. 

Paternalism grew from the artisan apprentice system, to the slave plantation and 

Indian reservation, to US businesses employing racialized immigrant workers.
26

  Despite 

the advantages provided by industrial corporations, many white middle class workers 

rejected paternalistic benefits which were deemed emasculating as manufacturing grew 

more process oriented and large business more powerful.
 27

  Roosevelt believed that 

caring for the less fortunate was “the white man‟s burden.”
28

  He did not fear social 

intimacy with African Americans due to his belief that Darwinian survival of the fittest 

would naturally lead to white racial superiority.
29

  Woodrow Wilson rejected Roosevelt‟s 

welfare system in favor of democratic universalism.  Both Roosevelt and Wilson 

accepted gender and racial hierarchies, but Wilson‟s democratic universalism placed the 

burden on racial minorities to prove themselves equal through “exceptional 
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accomplishment.”
30

  He aligned himself with the white middle class working man‟s 

paternalism that justified intervention and empire, rather than a more Southern, 

industrialized paternalism whereby corporate governance cares for the loyal worker. 

On Avery Island, both forms of paternalism play out in the family‟s relationship 

to land, labor, politics, and imperial projects.  John McIlhenny‟s military and political life 

connected McIlhenny Company to the political elite, but McIlhenny‟s background—

businessman, skilled hunter, Southern aristocrat, Tabasco sauce purveyor—shored up 

politicians‟ self-constructions of masculinity and paternalism ever apparent in United 

States empire-building projects.  Haitian government officials complained about John 

McIlhenny‟s lack of qualifications to serve as financial advisor to the nation.  His ivy 

league education, management experience, whiteness, “strenuous manhood,”  and 

military experience served him well with his political contemporaries, but came under 

critique when he froze the salaries of Haitian government officials due to lack of 

cooperation.  Renda defines that form of paternalism as “a form of domination, a relation 

of power, masked as benevolent by its reference to paternal care and guidance, but 

structured equally by norms of paternal authority and discipline.”
31

  Haiti was the first 

black-governed republic in the world, as well as the first successful slave revolution.  

Haitian consciousness did not subscribe to the implicit racial order undergirding the 

United States‟ paternalistic imperialism. 

Paternalism on Avery Island illustrates Renda‟s definition of said term.  This 

brand of paternalism was more effective on Avery Island than in Haiti, in part due to an 

understanding of race and hierarchy rooted in the island‟s plantation past.  When times 
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were good, McIlhenny Company invested back into the business through capital 

improvements and workers‟ accommodations.  Prior to becoming President of McIlhenny 

Company in 1898, E. A. “tended pepper crops, overseeing seed selection, planting, 

irrigation, harvesting, and employment of field workers.”
32

  Working intimately with 

employees and living on the island contributed to E. A.‟s desire to invest in a worker‟s 

town.  In his second decade at the helm, E. A. built sixty homes called “the Tango” near 

the Tabasco factory.  Avery Island‟s workers village differed from Northern workers 

towns in that managers of the family-owned business lived on the island with workers.  

They labored and leisured together at times.  The Salt Mine Village, a company town 

built near Avery Island salt mines in 1880, preceded coal mining towns and company 

towns in the United States, but differed, according to Jeffery Rothfeder, author of 

McIlhenny’s Gold: How a Louisiana Family Built the Tabasco Empire, in that the family 

lived on the island, creating an “owner” and “dependent” relationship in “a postbellum 

plantation” setting.
33

   

Paternalism on Avery Island continued through everyday interactions, authority, 

and discipline under E. A. McIlhenny‟s tenure.  In prior times, the family resided in 

“Marsh House,” a large, beautiful estate located on one of the highest points of elevation 

on the island.  Paternalism took place in everyday interactions, but was also visible in the 

landscape which juxtaposed the large factory and family house with the smaller, simpler 

workers accommodations.  Even today, two slave quarters remain on the island as 

tangible evidence of its racial past.  In Haunted by Empire: Geographies of Intimacy in 

North American History, Ann Laura Stoler argues that colonization plays out in daily 
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relationships through “elusive, non-transparent power” that governs the lives of those it 

affects.
34

  Stoler‟s concept of “geographies of intimacy” provides a useful theoretical 

frame for understanding how paternalism operated on Avery Island.  At its peak, housing 

on the island hosted more than 350 residents paid in Avery Island currency that could be 

exchanged for food or money at the end of the week.  Although they could exchange the 

currency for U.S. dollars, this form of payment further tied workers to the land and the 

company.  Avery Island is certainly a site worthy of post-colonial analysis, its 

development fitting somewhere between colonialism and imperialism, considering the 

family‟s purchase of part of the island in the early 1800s and the remainder in the late 

1860s, and ambivalent impact on the region‟s culture.   

While writing McIlhenny’s Gold, Rothfeder spoke to former residents who 

frequently mentioned E. A.‟s generosity: 

People spoke of the day camps he organized during the summer, the baseball 

teams he coached, the trips to the movies in New Iberia on rainy days, the gifts at 

Christmas time, the support—financial and emotional—when an employee was 

having marital difficulties and the paychecks in periods when Tabasco sales were 

weak and there was little work to be done.
35

 

 

The politics of these interactions adhere to the paternalistic plantation model that E. A. 

McIlhenny administered and constitute a “geography of intimacy” whereby paternalism 

operated through everyday interactions that appear to be benevolent.  Indeed, residents 

appreciated the benefits afforded to them on Avery Island—convenience due to 

proximity to Vermillion Bay, participation in the island‟s sports leagues, and schooling 

for their children, to name a few.
36

  These benefits were not limited to white workers.  

1900 census records show that two-thirds of Avery Island‟s residents were black with 
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less than 10% working in domestic roles—most black residents were employed as day 

laborers, field hands, blacksmiths, carpenters, and farmers.
37

  Residents experienced an 

interracial lived reality on Avery Island. 

  Paternalism, caring for Avery Island, required that McIlhenny Company achieve 

economic success.  In addition to workers accommodations, the family invested in capital 

improvements during robust economic times.  Before the Spanish-American War, John 

McIlhenny had increased the pepper fields on the Island from approximately five to 70 

acres
 
and modernized the factory.

38
  E. A. McIlhenny followed his lead.  In 1905, E. A. 

built a new three-story Tabasco factory and initiated the company‟s “first advertising 

blitz, which placed Tabasco ads in national publications, most notably Good 

Housekeeping.”
39

  After World War I, the United States went through a period of rampant 

economic expansion.  Improved production processes, new technologies, and greater 

access to electricity caused a 25% increase in industrial production.  The specific date of 

the start of the stock market boom in the 1920s is debatable, but prices began to rise 

steadily in 1924 and 1925 with a slight retreat at the beginning and middle of 1926 due to 

beliefs that the market had risen too quickly, as well as a hurricane that impacted the land 

boom in Florida.
40

   

At this moment in 1926, Tabasco pepper sauce was locally-produced, with 

international distribution and global aspirations.  McIlhenny was at the forefront of 

corporate development, operating with a paternalistic ethos on the international stage and 

locally, but there is also a story to be told about how McIlhenny‟s corporate culture 

enabled it to survive a series of environmental and economic crises while still influencing 
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the region.   E. A. McIlhenny was good friends with his investment banker, Mr. Ernest B. 

Tracy.
41

 Although E. A. was born and raised in south Louisiana, he looked like a Yankee 

on paper.  E. A. McIlhenny and Ernest B. Tracy could have studied together during E. 

A.‟s years boarding at Dr. Holbrook‟s Military School, located in Ossining, New York in 

Westchester County.  Or perhaps they met each other at Lehigh University in 

Pennsylvania before McIlhenny dropped out to join Frederick Cook‟s 1894 Arctic 

expedition.  Whatever sparked their business connection and friendship, the company‟s 

connections to New York, the financial markets, and Federal politicians and initiatives 

proved critical for the survival, reconstruction, and continuity of Tabasco pepper sauce, 

Acadiana, and the workers and residents thereof in subsequent years.
42

  Their 

correspondence between Avery Island and New York City intertwined family updates, 

gardening advice, and holiday visit invitations with loan requests, investment ideas, and 

business propositions.  Mr. Ernest B. Tracy was more than a financial facilitator; he was a 

friend and a gateway to significant capitalization and investment opportunities. 

On December 31, 1926, from his office at 14 Wall Street on one of the thirty-

seven floors of the Bankers Trust Company Building, Ernest B. Tracy wrote to his client, 

E. A. McIlhenny, Esq., Avery Island, Louisiana, possibly from an office with a view of 

the New York Stock Exchange and Federal Hall across the street.  The letter begins with 

niceties in a genteel manner, as do all of their letters to one another:  Ernest thanks E. A. 

for tickets to “the lectures of the American Museum of Natural History.”
 43

  The letter 

quickly gets down to business.   
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Elton Parks of Dominick & Dominick and I have been trying to work out a plan 

of financing TABASCO, whereby you would receive a substantial amount of cash 

and still retain control of the Company.  Unfortunately, Parks has been laid up a 

good deal recently with asthma and I have been partly out of commission from an 

attack of sinus.  I can assure you that the statements that you sent me have not 

gone beyond Dominick and myself, and the Company has not been offered or 

shopped around in any manner, shape or form.  I hope to write you further about 

this sometime next week. With all good wishes for the next year, believe me.
44

 

 

Whether E. A. McIlhenny wanted to sell the company, raise cash, or just kick tires is not 

clear, but, regardless of his intentions, this letter shows that McIlhenny and his banker 

sought out the best financiers at the time: Dominick & Dominick.  Seven years earlier, 

“D&D headed a syndicate which underwrote $50 million General Motors 6% Preferred 

Stock—the largest industrial company underwriting of its kind up to that point.”
45

 

Wall Street was also heavily involved in United States imperial projects in a 

paternalistic manner.  Edmund Avery McIlhenny was an explorer, having visited the 

Arctic twice before accepting the lead role at the company.  With the help of Ernest B. 

Tracy, E. A. was forging a new expedition this time fishing for his company‟s value in 

the market place.  He wanted to know what his private, family-owned, internationally-

distributed Tabasco pepper sauce manufacturing company was worth to potential 

investors.
46

  On January 14, 1927, Ernest told E. A. that he was heading to Cuba for an 

inspection trip of the public utility companies owned by the American & Foreign Power 

Company, but would try to come back by way of New Orleans to talk with E. A. in 

person about Tabasco.
47

 

 On March 29, 1927, Mr. McIlhenny responded to a wire from Mr. Tracy in which 

he invited Tracy and Mr. Young to spend a day visiting him on the Island where they 
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could “discuss matters very much better” and he could have “access to the books for any 

information” he desired.
48

  This access provided Mr. Tracy with valuable information 

about the private company.  After the visit, Mr. Tracy thanked Mr. McIlhenny, shared 

some tips on fertilization methods he learned from another client and told him that he had 

not yet been able to see Saylor, but he expected to see him the next week.
49

  Saylor was 

the president of Canada Dry Ginger Ale Company and active in the acquisition market.
50

  

Mr. McIlhenny did not have the company for sale, but he was open to considering 

attractive offers.  But perhaps E. A. McIlhenny might have better spent his time acquiring 

debt financing and liquidating land holdings.  Little did he know, the “Great Mississippi 

Flood of 1927” was coming. 

 McIlhenny Company‟s role as a family enterprise at the forefront of mass 

production, national distribution, vertical integration, and innovative marketing almost 

from inception only partially explains the company‟s early economic success.  Just as 

important are the company‟s ties to international and national politics and finance.  

Through their embodiment of civilized manhood, John and Edmund McIlhenny become a 

kind of lens through which to understand the racial and gendered complexities of U. S. 

imperialism.  Paternalism, an assertion of authority, superiority, and control expressed in 

the metaphor of a father‟s relationship with his children embedded with notions of racial 

order rooted in a slave-holding past, plays out explicitly through McIlhenny's 

involvement in U. S. Empire building projects and implicitly through corporate 

benevolence and everyday interactions on Avery Island. 



 19 

Chapter 3:  The Great Mississippi Flood of 1927:  Liquid(ity) Woes & 

“Cajun Capitalism” 

 

Beginning in April and continuing into May of 1927, the Mississippi River 

completely devastated its adjacent communities. The Great Mississippi Flood of 1927 

directly impacted Arkansas, Illinois, Kansas Kentucky, Louisiana, Mississippi, Missouri, 

Tennessee, Texas, and Oklahoma. South of St. Louis, 16,570,627 acres in 170 counties in 

seven states flooded.  This caused $102,562,395 in crop losses, flooded 162,017 homes, 

and destroyed 41,487 buildings.  Doctors and nurses in Red Cross camps cared for 

325,552 people.  Approximately 300 people died.
51

  Along the Mississippi River, levees 

broke at varying points creating walls of water at speeds up to thirty miles per hour that 

reached land much further away from the river than during prior floods.  Residents stood 

guard at the levees making sure purposeful explosions did not occur to divert water from 

reaching assailants property downstream.  In some cases, the levees were blown up with 

official approval to prevent the waters from reaching commercially viable regions such as 

New Orleans.
52

  The poor people impacted by those purposeful explosions were rarely 

included in the decision making.
53

 Amidst the devastation, McIlhenny wrote his cousin 

describing the floods effects on New Iberia. 

The water situation is of course very bad.  All of the farms East of Bayou Teche 

are now under water, and there is some danger that the farms on the West side of 

New Iberia South, will go under.  The town of New Iberia is partly under water 

but not to an excessive depth, and only in the low sections have the people been 

obliged to move… I have now housed approximately 300 people, white and 

colored.  Practically all of these are farmers, and I am pasturing their stock to the 

number of about 60 head, having taken all of my cattle from the prairie pasture, 

giving this land for the use of farmers who are flooded.  I can see no possible 
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reason at present why your home should be occupied by refugees.  If water should 

become several feet deeper in New Iberia this condition may change, but I don‟t 

think this is likely.  If there is any material change in the situation, I shall wire 

you.”
54

 

 

As he indicates in this letter, during The Great Mississippi Flood of 1927, McIlhenny 

took care of over 300 local residents, of all races, and their cattle for over a month.  For 

trappers, tenant farmers, and others living off the land in the water‟s path, the flood 

destroyed their property, land, livestock, crops, and financial means.  McIlhenny felt a 

responsibility to assist workers and neighbors, black and white.  Given the long history of 

black and white employment and interaction on the island, his response does not seem so 

unusual and is aligned with his corporate paternalism—his benevolence maintaining a 

clear distinction between his cattle and theirs and between the home of his cousin and the 

refugee camp.  Perhaps the secure racial and gender hierarchy, institutionalized in 

McIlhenny‟s corporate structure at the time, allowed for such progressive race relations. 

Avery Island‟s integrated refugee camp was a rare, if not unique, response to a 

flood which had unleashed racial violence.  Other camps in Louisiana certainly 

experienced racial unrest, but the worst offenses took place in Mississippi where racism, 

violence, and involuntary servitude traumatized black flood victims.
55

  For example, the 

town of Greenville became a police state in which blacks were forced to labor as 

“volunteers” sometimes at the risk of death or violence.  The Red Cross doled out aid to 

landowners, not to the tenant farmers who needed it.  In some cases, the landowners 

distributed the aid, but others sold it or required a share of future crops.
56

  McIlhenny‟s 

integrated relief efforts demonstrate his paternalistic commitment to social welfare in the 
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model of Theodore Roosevelt.  He enacts civilized manhood while caring for the 

displaced victims and their livestock.  

The archive reveals that the McIlhenny family prided themselves on the 

progressive stance of race relations on Avery Island. And a utopic view of race relations, 

real or otherwise, on the island was not a new phenomenon.  In 1975, in “Aspects of 

Acadiana Plantation Life in the Mid-Nineteenth Century: A Microcosmic View” James 

H. Dormon argues that the pre-Civil War sugar plantation on Petite Anse “may be viewed 

as the epitome of the larger unity: the regional plantation subculture itself.”
57

 

In large measure, social life involved the constant interaction of the people living 

on and around the plantation.  In relative isolation, prior to the days of rapid 

transportation and the commercial media, people were forced to pursue their lives 

and their leisure in the company of those around them…Clearly the days of racial 

apartheid known as „Jim Crow‟ segregation were yet to come.  In the little world 

of the southern plantation, strict racial separation would have been impossible to 

attain.  People were far too dependent on other people for their social sustenance, 

and though racial considerations were enormously important in creating and 

sustaining white views of black inferiority necessary as a rationale for black 

chattel slavery, black and white lived lives that often touched most intimately.  

The obvious extension of this reality requires no further comment.
58

   

 

Eliza Marsh Robertson, the daughter of John Craig Marsh, owner of the plantation along 

with William Stone, kept a diary sporadically throughout the 1850s in which she details 

holiday and end of season celebrations, specifically dinners and dances that she and her 

friends enjoyed or watched along with the enslaved blacks.
59

  This pattern of intimate 

black and white relations on the island is visible at various times during the Jim Crow Era 

as well.  A video from the 1950s shows black and white young adults dancing together on 

the island with white onlookers.  International Salt Company, Incorporated, published a 

quarterly plant magazine initially titled Sterling Salt at Avery, and then La Saline Gazette.  
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This employee magazine produced by workers at the Salt Mine displayed black and white 

employees‟ photos beside one another honoring retirement and highlighting leisure 

activities.
60

  Black and white employee union officers are photographed together.  Black 

and white workers uniting to strike against corporate interests (although no such strike 

happened on Avery Island) was not a new phenomenon in Louisiana, nor was the visual 

assault of their working side by side.  In New Orleans, white immigrants, German or 

Irish, were at times less expensive employment than slaves or free people of color.
61

  

Between the 1870s and 1890s, black and white workers, particularly “workmen on the 

river front,” won many labor victories.  In 1892, “the first general strike in American 

history to enlist both skilled and unskilled labor, black and white, and to paralyze the life 

of a large city” took over New Orleans.
62

  Aspects of both black and white life, 

particularly baseball teams, fraternal organizations, and employment are documented in 

the magazine, showing a life of mining and manufacturing where people of all races 

coexist through land, labor, and leisure. 

Fortunately, extreme devastation did not occur in the land of Tabasco sauce.  The 

flood waters did not reach Avery Island and were lower in the town of New Iberia than in 

many other regions.  On May 16
th

, McIlhenny indicated as much in a letter to his friend, 

Mr. C. W. Hitchcock in Ohio.
63

  This came sixteen days before New Iberia felt the full 

impact of the flood.
64

  On June 1, 1927, E. A. articulated the worsening state of New 

Iberia in his letter to an inquiring friend, Mrs. Stella G. S. Perry of New York: 

I am sorry to say that the entire Teche country East of the Bayou went under, and 

everyone living on the East bank had to be evacuated, and these people lost 

everything.  The same is true of a large portion of the West bank, especially above 
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New Iberia.  The heart of Evangeline country is under from seven to ten feet of 

water and will be covered for another thirty days at least.  I have just come back 

from a boat trip, of probably one hundred twenty-five miles, through this territory, 

and it is exceedingly discouraging to see condition in which this very fertile 

valley is today.  I know you would be shocked if you could see it.
65

 

 

Although the flood did not reach Avery Island, McIlhenny‟s financial strategy 

shifted in the face of tight credit and devalued real estate.  Financiers regarded south 

Louisiana as an unworthy investment risk.  McIlhenny himself understood this sentiment, 

expressed in a written response to a subdivision contractor interested in exploring 

opportunities in Acadiana.  In his letter, he indicated doubt about the possibility of 

interesting investors in building a resort on the Gulf Coast.  He stated that “the southern 

half of Louisiana [would have] a black eye for many years to come.”
66

   

That “black eye” was not limited to new real estate investments—Louisiana land 

was no longer valued as debt collateral and local banks were stretched by disaster 

recovery demands in the region.  During this time, McIlhenny ran into trouble finding the 

financing needed to meet his June financial obligations even without his land or crops 

touching flood waters.  A letter from D. L. McPherson, Vice President of First National 

Bank in Abbeville, Louisiana, communicated the credit situation: 

My dear Mr. McIlhenny:-  I fear that flood conditions over the country will make 

it impossible for me to secure the loan for you that you request.  I am enclosing a 

letter from my friend Dabazies of the Canal Bank and Trust Company.  This letter 

sets out the position of Bankers and money lenders just at this time.  I suppose it 

is true that heavy demands is made and will be made on the money sources for 

rehabilitation purposes and the recent crevasse at McCrea will draw on New 

Orleans heavier than a break in any other section would have.  It affects more 

seriously the money centers in New Orleans that is heavily interested in the sugar 

business.
67
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Conditions were bad in New Iberia, but they were even worse in surrounding areas with 

lower elevation.  Avery Island‟s location on top of a salt dome and New Iberia‟s location 

on the edge of the Atchafalaya Basin afforded them extra elevation that surrounding 

communities, unfortunately, did not possess.  In the following letter, a friend of 

McIlhenny described the devastation his county experienced in Monroe, Louisiana. 

We are still neck-deep from the outskirts of Monroe to the Mississippi River.  We 

were able, after spending a very large amount of money, and very hard work, to 

keep Monroe from being flooded.  I don‟t think that you people down in that 

section can realize the water that we still have up here, and that will stay a month 

or six weeks before it goes off.  I have a plantation of 3,000 acres 16 miles east of 

Monroe, and has never been overflowed before.  This time it was flooded from six 

to fifteen feet deep, and the water is only falling two inches a day now.
68

 

 

Without means of transportation or communication, the extent of the devastation in some 

regions was underestimated.  McIlhenny responded to his friend in despair, shocked at 

his flooded plantation. 

I had no idea the water situation was so bad at Monroe as you tell me.  The New 

Orleans papers certainly never gave us the impression that the city of Monroe was 

ever in any danger of being overflowed, and I rather thought the surrounding 

country got only a reasonable amount of water, which had now run off.  I am 

exceedingly sorry to hear of the flooding of your big plantation.
69

 

 

Businesses highly impacted by the flood waters were given priority over McIlhenny 

Company, especially sugarcane farmers responsible for the majority of the region‟s 

agricultural production.  McIlhenny needed financing to cover expenses of his large 

enterprise which included McIlhenny Company, Jungle Gardens, and caring for 

employees, refugees, and their livestock.  He had to straddle a fine line between claiming 

financial need due to the flood and further lowering confidence in the financial viability 

of the area and its local businesses.   
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In the following letter from E. A. McIlhenny to Ernest Tracy, he details the flood 

situation in the region and tight credit from local banks, and also requests a loan for an 

amount totaling less than half of the property‟s value that he is willing to use as collateral 

in order to cover his expenses due the following month. 

Dear Ernest…the flood situation is extremely bad all through central and Eastern 

Louisiana.  The strip of Louisiana from the Mississippi River for from fifty to one 

hundred twenty-five miles West has been completely devastated.  All of the crops 

have been lost and most of the live stock and farm houses destroyed.  I am taking 

care of more than three hundred refugees at Avery Island, and shall probably have 

them on my hands for a month or six weeks yet.  I am wondering if you can 

negotiate for me a loan, say on a basis of 7% for about eight months, secured by 

first mortgage on 14,000 acres of land in Vermilion Parish, Louisiana, on which I 

have spent about $80,000 in improvements, to the amount of $30,000.  There is 

no lien of any kind against this property, and it is one of the most valuable pieces 

of property in the Southern part of the parish.
 70

   

 

He then qualifies his request.  He explains that the local banks that would usually lend to 

him are stuck with flooded land, making his collateral undesirable despite being outside 

of the flood zone. 

The reason it is necessary for me to go outside of the state for a loan of this kind 

is, that all of the banks in Louisiana are being taxed to their utmost to take care of 

the flood damages, and the banks that I especially deal with are the ones most 

heavily interested in the overflow lands..  

 

At this point, the flood has led to a realignment of economic power, evidence of the 

incorporation of America detailed in Trachtenberg‟s text. 

They will not only not be able to get their loans but will probably be obliged to 

take over a great deal of land that they will find difficulty in marketing for some 

years to come.  The land that I offer for collateral is in Vermilion Parish and is 

completely outside the Mississippi River overflow district.  If you can negotiate 

this loan I would like to have it done as quickly as possible, as I have obligations 

to take care of in June that I would like to take up.
71
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Unfortunately, Ernest Tracy relays via telegram on June 6, 1927 that New York banks are 

not willing to lend on farm land outside the state. 

Your letter May 30
th

 I have made inquiries several institutions that lend on real 

estate and they all said they could not lend on farm land out of New York State 

stop Regret that I cannot assist personally stop Expect to meet other people next 

week as they have been occupied consummating purchase of another company
72

 

 

The “other people” in this letter is an allusion to the aforementioned potential acquirer,  

Canada Dry Ginger Ale Company.  The acquisition inquiry never materialized, but Tracy 

saw the devalued land in south Louisiana as a ripe investment opportunity. 

June 8, 1927 

Dear Ned,  

On receipt of your letter of May 30
th

, I went to see two institutions in New York 

who make loans on real estate and they both told me that it would not be possible 

to make a loan of this kind with an institution in New York, because it was too 

small and also because they never loan on farm lands even in the State of New 

York.
 73

 

 

The tone of this letter is a bit different than most.  Ernest does not comment on the flood 

situation or personal matters, but instead says that New York banks are unwilling to make 

loans on farm land.  All is not lost, however, if E. A. is willing to consider the possibility 

of oil drilling on Avery Island.   

I am not in a position to lend you the money myself, but if you would like me to 

do so, I will take the matter up with the Louisiana Land & Exploration Company, 

the company that was recently formed to take over the land owned by 

H.H.Timken in Louisiana and the state leases owned by E.H.Simms.  They might 

be willing to make you a loan in consideration of your giving them rights to drill 

for oil on a fifty-fifty basis.  I did not feel like discussing the matter with them 

before consulting you. 

 

Conveniently, Tracy was unable to reach the potentially interested buyer. 

With regard to Tabasco, Saylor, the president of the Canada Dry Ginger Ale 

Company, has been very busy concluding negotiations for the purchase of a 
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company out in Chicago and has been in New York very little, but I hope to see 

him next week and will try to get some definite offer from him.  I have 

emphasized the fact that there was no desire on the part of the owners of Tabasco 

to sell the company, but that I personally thought you might consider an offer if it 

was attractive.
 74

   

 

The response to the flood by Ernest B. Tracy and Louisiana Land & Exploration 

Company exemplifies Naomi Klein‟s theory of “disaster capitalism.”  Wall Street 

investment bankers and New York City-based oil companies were eager to take 

advantage of the economic vulnerability experienced on the Louisiana Gulf Coast.  In the 

1920s, oil replaced coal as the energy source of choice around the world.  The demand 

for oil grew out of the switch from steam power to electric power and the increased 

production of automobiles.  Reports of limited American oil deposits led the U.S. 

government to invest heavily in accessing oil on other parts of the globe.  American 

companies broke into the oil markets in Venezuela, Columbia, and the Middle East.  In 

the 1920s, United States companies controlled three fourths of the world‟s production of 

oil.
75

 

 The oil industry employed an expansionist approach in Louisiana as well.  Huey 

Long was elected Louisiana governor and senator due to his image as a politician that 

was not afraid to defend the people against and demand regulation for the large corporate 

entities in the state.
76

  Oil was discovered in Jennings, Louisiana, in 1901, said to be the 

first successful oil well in Louisiana.  In 1910, Standard Oil constructed a $2,000,000 oil 

pipeline from Caddo-Pine Island field in Northern Louisiana to their refinery in Baton 

Rouge.  Long launched his political career protesting the exclusion of local oil companies 

from participation in Caddo-Pine Island field and Standard Oil‟s importation of Mexican 
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crude oil to the refinery.
77

  He walked a fine line though—Standard Oil was the largest 

and most influential corporation in the state.  Long was impeached, partly due to an 

attempt to charge a tax of “five cents a barrel on the refining of oil.”
78

 Long‟s political 

career depended on his popularity with the people of Louisiana, particularly the poor.  

Perhaps McIlhenny had learned this lesson, and knew that the success of his corporation 

and continued prosperity in the region depended on support from local residents.  This 

may have driven his paternalism in the wake of the flood and shaped his response to oil 

inquiries.   

On June 13, 1927, McIlhenny responded to Tracy.  He writes: 

I was very glad to have yours of the 9
th

, and would like very much for you to see 

if you can negotiate a loan, say for six months, with the Louisiana Land & 

Exploration Company, covering 14,000 acres of my property in Vermilion Parish, 

for $30,000.  I would be very glad to give these people a drilling option on the 

land, for a period of three years, for the courtesy of the loan.  I await with interest 

your further interview with Mr. Saylor.  Thanking you for your continued interest, 

I am Yours very truly.
 79

 

 

In appreciation for the loan, McIlhenny says he is willing to give “these people” a three-

year drilling option.  Two days later, Tracy writes back: 

I received your telegram yesterday asking me to see the Louisiana Land & 

Exploration Company relative to placing a loan with them.  I saw one of the 

directors of this company this morning and talked to him about making you a loan 

secured by a first mortgage on 14,000 acres in Vermilion Parish, Louisiana. 

He said he would only be interested in making the loan provided he could get 

some sort of agreement with you to drill for oil on the 14,000 acres and around 

the Salt Dome on Avery Island.  I told him that I did not think that this could be 

done because I believed that other members of your family owned land around the 

Salt Dome and that you would not under any circumstances permit drilling on any 

of the property adjacent to your dwellings.  He replied that the only place they 

would want to drill would be the sides of the Dome and not on top of it.
80
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Now that the oil companies had McIlhenny‟s attention, they attempted to gain access to 

the most desirable drilling locations.  The Spindletop oil field, located on a salt dome 

formation, sparked the Texas oil boom thirty years earlier.  Salt dome formations were 

sought out as drilling locations with high potential for discovering oil.  The letter goes on 

to suggest forming a company to finance the loan and distribute oil royalties which 

McIlhenny did not seem interested in doing at the time as indicated in the following 

response from Tracy in which he expresses Louisiana Company‟s disinterest in making a 

loan to McIlhenny Company.  On June 29, 1927, Tracy writes: 

I have had several conferences with E. DeGolyer, president of the Amerada 

Corporation, who is also on the executive committee of the Louisiana Land & 

Exploration Company.  He told me that the Louisiana Company would not care to 

make the loan but that he would be in favor of getting the rights to drill around the 

flanks of the Salt Dome provided I would loan you the money that you need. 

I am now working on a form of contract with him and in the meantime, if you 

need $5000.- I will be glad to let you have it.
81

 

 

Louisiana Land & Exploration Company acted mainly as a holding company.  After 

getting rights to drill, LL&EC contracted with oil companies to do the exploration.  

Amerada Corporation‟s presence on the executive committee demonstrates how an oil 

drilling contract with LL&C, which essentially transferred drilling rights to a middleman, 

exposed Avery Island to the broader oil industry.  To this day, LL&EC owns the majority 

of oil drilling lands on the Louisiana Gulf Coast.   

On June 29, 1927, E. A. declined Tracy‟s loan offer saying he can cover his 

immediate needs without it.  Perhaps the flood refugees were no longer taxing 

McIlhenny‟s liquidity or he realized that the potential oil contract would be a lucrative 

investment which made a loan no longer necessary.  Regardless, this moment shows how 



 30 

capitalism was able to refashion itself after the flood much faster than flood victims.  E. 

A. seems to be in good spirits. 

Your assistance is greatly appreciated, and I am glad to know that you will 

probably be associated with this company, as this may mean an opportunity of 

getting you down to spend some time with me during the hunting season, which 

interests me far more than the business negotiations.
82

 

 

In this short letter, McIlhenny managed to decline Tracy‟s loan offer and reassert his 

masculinity.  This was an intricate dance—the personal loan may have seemed like an 

affront—especially between two equals.  Possibly as an attempt to restore equilibrium, 

McIlhenny‟s letter implied that these business negotiations, and Tracy‟s association with 

the company that possessed drilling rights on his property, were of no more importance 

than planning his usual excursions for the upcoming hunting season.  If McIlhenny felt 

vulnerable or forced to deal, he certainly was not going to let Tracy know.   

On September 12
th

, 1927, Ernest introduced E. A. to Mr. F. W. DeWolf, President 

of the Louisiana Land & Exploration Company.  He writes that DeWolf‟s “name is 

already well known to you, and if the present negotiations for the exploration and drilling 

of your property by the Louisiana Land Company are concluded, you will see a great deal 

of one another”—an only partially true statement.
 83

   

On December 29, 1927, E. A. and Ernest return to their genteel correspondence 

intertwining the personal with the professional in a less urgent tone.  “It was very nice of 

you to send me “Out in the Blue” by Vivienne De Watteville.  The pictures are most 

attractive and I shall read the book with the greatest interest.”  Then, E. A. acknowledges 

a surprising change in LL&EC‟s leadership.  “Mr. DeWolf was over a few days ago and 
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told me that you had been elected President of the Louisiana Land & Exploration Co.  I 

hope this means that you will be down here in the very near future.”  With his poker face 

intact, E. A. provides an “owner‟s-eye view” of the drilling taking place on Avery Island.  

He also gently reminds his investment banker that McIlhenny Company and family also 

stand to gain from the oil well‟s production, as royalties were to be split with the family. 

The derrick for the well at Avery Island is now completed, and the machinery and 

pipe are here.  I certainly hope this well will be a producer.  I like the location and 

think there is an excellent chance to get something.  We can all see from the top 

of the hills here the well going down in Vermilion Bay, off Cypremont Point.  

Come down and look things over.  You need a duck shoot anyway.  If your sister 

will come with you we can make her comfortable and she need not go hunting 

unless she cares to.  With warm regards to both of you, and wishing you both a 

very Happy New Year, believe me Faithfully yours
84

 

 

In an ironic twist, or perhaps an orchestrated coup, at the end of the year Ernest Tracy 

became President of the Louisiana Land and Exploration Company that leased the oil 

drilling rights on Avery Island.  Given that Louisiana Land and Exploration Company 

was a holding company that contracted with outside oil companies to do exploration, 

Dominick & Dominick investment banker Ernest B. Tracy as President was not hard to 

imagine—he had obviously managed to obtain the drilling rights to Avery Island.  Did 

Mr. McIlhenny get manipulated, or did he set up the conditions to receive the financing 

that he needed? Was this actually a coup of the Louisiana Land and Exploration 

Company by McIlhenny and friends?  One way to deal with the aftermath of the flood 

could have been through stock market capitalization, a merger, or being acquired.  The 

Great Flood of 1927 could have been a boom for the Canadians, but instead McIlhenny 

averted selling his company to Canada Dry Ginger Ale, and found a company that would 



 32 

sponsor oil exploration on his land while splitting the proceeds, without altering his, his 

family‟s, or his workers‟ way of life. 

Perhaps E. A. McIlhenny was “playing Cajun” with the Louisiana Land & 

Exploration Company.
85

  Although his family and he were not Cajuns, E. A. might call 

the way he negotiated McIlhenny Company‟s survival, despite predatory Northern 

interests, a form of “Cajun capitalism.”  In The Cajuns: Americanization of a People, 

Shane K. Bernard argues that survival is one of Cajuns‟ defining traits demonstrated by 

“their ancestors‟ ability to endure genocide; to withstand disease, starvation, and 

exposure; and to adopt a new life on the semitropical frontier.”
86

 Cajun folklore collected 

by Louisiana Cajuns for the Louisiana Writers‟ Program of the Workers Project 

Administration in the late 1930s states: 

The Cajun is shrewd and often clever at outwitting the „foreigners‟ trespassing in 

his bayou land.  Apparently his motives are mixed, on one hand the fun of 

proving himself smarter than the city stranger, on the other the opportunity of 

financial gain.
87

 

 

This folkloric anecdote rings true given McIlhenny‟s skillful maneuvering of this crisis. 

In the aftermath of the Great Flood of 1927, disaster capitalists took advantage of 

the misfortunes of many.  Like other businesses, communities, and people impacted by 

the Great Flood of 1927, McIlhenny was in a position of vulnerability to Northern 

interests.  The particular interests in this example are oil exploration companies, but the 

refugees living in the tents dependent on Red Cross aid were also subject to Northern 

ideas regarding language, health, and religion.  McIlhenny, however, was not taken in; he 

was shrewd enough to figure out how the North played the game.  In the face of disaster 



 33 

capitalism, McIlhenny still managed to find a way to persevere and perhaps take 

advantage of the situation himself.  He agreed to the deal provided that drilling not alter 

Avery Island or Jungle Gardens and Bird City in any visible or material way, thereby 

protecting his family, workers, landscape, and way of life.  Jungle Gardens and Bird City 

is a 170-acre nature and wildlife preserve and tourist attraction which today hosts over 

600 varieties of plants, some imported and others native to the island, and wildlife such 

as deer, armadillos, possum, alligators, nutria, and hundreds of species of birds, including 

the snowy egret that Edward McIlhenny helped save from extinction in 1895.  

Interestingly, Ernest Tracy and another acquaintance sent E. A. a centuries-old Buddha 

statue that now forms the centerpiece of Jungle Gardens. 

McIlhenny found the financing needed to preserve business and community for 

Avery Island and its employees in the wake of the Great Flood of 1927, although doing 

so altered the freedom and manner in which Cajun and Creole residents trapped and 

hunted in the region.  His conservation efforts could be linked to the preservationist ethos 

of the “natural park” movement—which prioritized “nature,” but only on its own terms—

and exploited indigenous and racialized people.  Local citizens could not hunt with the 

leisure and ease that McIlhenny and his friends enjoyed.  As the land changed owners and 

was purchased by those, such as McIlhenny, with the capital to do so, Cajun and Creoles 

became increasingly subject to and dependent on McIlhenny and as we will see, became 

mere objects of a burgeoning folklore industry.  In the 1920s, 1930s, and 1940s, trappers 

utilizing McIlhenny‟s land had to split proceeds from their fur sales.  Industrialization in 

the area extended into the backwoods where poor people scraped out a living. 
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Chapter 4:  Crash of 1929/The Great Depression: Tabasco Makes 

Everything Taste Better 

 

Edward Avery McIlhenny‟s “Cajun capitalism” during the Great Flood of 1927 

put his company in a stronger position to withstand the second crisis:  the Crash of 1929, 

and subsequent Great Depression.  While the rest of the country did not experience the 

disastrous overflow of the 1927 flood, for many people the 1929 stock market collapse 

reverberated in much deeper ways. Previously, E. A.‟s outside relationships proved a 

boon to business, but in this case McIlhenny‟s geographic isolation and economic 

independence actually shielded him and his workers from much of financial destruction 

associated with the crash.  On October 29, 1929, Ernest Tracy wrote to E. A. McIlhenny 

expressing the state of the markets. 

As you know, we are having quite the party in New York, and a great many 

fortunes are being wiped out.  It is difficult to say what the outcomes of the 

present panic will be, and it is therefore impossible for me to make any plans 

ahead, as in all probability I will have to stay here and sit on the job, as there will 

be many investment bargains that I will be able to take advantage of for my 

companies during the next few months.  Bob and I had a very interesting trip in 

Europe.  There was a collapse on practically all the big stock exchanges in Europe 

while we were over there, and it undoubtedly helped precipitate the panic in New 

York.  Please give my love to all the family.
88

 

 

Stock markets around the world collapsed in October 1929.  Overnight fortunes vanished, 

wealth deteriorated, and panic seized the country.  While the Flood of 1929 developed 

over weeks and in some areas months, it disproportionately affected rural and poor 

Americans.  The stock market crash of 1929, in contrast, hit the wealthiest first.  Ernest 

Tracy seems to see the depressed stock market prices as a buying opportunity, or at least 

he wants E. A. McIlhenny to think as much.  He calls the fallen stock prices “investment 
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bargains.”  In his response to Tracy, McIlhenny appears somewhat distant from the crisis, 

and does not bite Tracy‟s “investment bargain” hook.  On November 7, 1929 McIlhenny 

writes to Tracy: 

There certainly has been a tremendous upset in stocks in New York.  I had 

expected it for some time, and am glad it is over.  I hope none of your companies 

suffered from the slump.  I believe the market will be in a much healthier 

condition, due to this squeezing of the water out of the market.  Speaking of 

water, we have just had a week‟s rain after a very dry fall, and the whole Gulf 

coast is wet at the present time.  This should make good duck shooting later, but 

at the present time there are not many birds here.
89

 

 

McIlhenny‟s tone seems more advisory in nature than before; perhaps he is trying to calm 

Tracy or appear steady himself.  His references to water being squeezed out of the 

market, rain, and a wet Gulf Coast were gentle reminders of the misfortune the region 

had experienced less than two years prior.  Did Tracy‟s comment about investment 

bargains remind E. A. of the deals he felt forced to make in the wake of the flood?  Did 

McIlhenny begin to wonder whether Tracy had acted in his, and his clients‟ own interests 

by not providing a small loan to McIlhenny Company after the Flood of 1927?  He may 

have wondered if Tracy viewed the rights to drill on E. A.‟s property as an “investment 

bargain.”  Perhaps McIlhenny was aware that his land was cherry-picked by oil interests, 

but given the available options thought oil drilling by a company led by his good friend 

Ernest B. Tracy was the best case scenario for the Island.  Most likely, he felt that he won 

out in the end by avoiding securitization of McIlhenny Company on the stock market. 

I suppose now that there is a lull in the wild trading on the stock market and the 

slump is about over, that you will have a chance to breathe and begin to think 

about coming South for Christmas….I know that this tremendous slump in the 

market has caused you a lot of extra work and worry, so if you do not feel that 
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you can come down for Christmas week, do not hesitate to say so, but I just want 

you to know that we are thinking about you and want you.
90

 

 

Regardless of E. A.‟s thoughts about their prior negotiations, his friendship with Ernest 

continued.  Their correspondence took on an increasingly personal tone as a way of 

safeguarding their relationship against the brutality of the market. 

Perhaps disaster capitalism and disregard for those most affected by 

environmental disasters is endemic of a society nearing its zenith in belief in capital 

markets.  Recently, a similar economic collapse followed a Louisiana environmental 

catastrophe:  the 2008 United States bank failure, in part due to Wall Street‟s focus on 

short-term results rather than long-term security or substantial due diligence, occurred 

after Hurricane Katrina in 2005.  Poor perception of the government‟s response and aid to 

victims of Hurricane Katrina led to a decrease in popularity for President George W. 

Bush.  Similarly, President Hoover‟s oblivion to the racial affronts of the Great Flood of 

1927 and dismissal of calls for land redistribution and reparations prompted Black, rural 

voters to switch from the Republican to the Democratic ticket, electing Franklin Delano 

Roosevelt.    While the election of F. D. R. marked a turning point for the national 

response to the depression, McIlhenny‟s immense control over the economic conditions 

on Avery Island meant that he continued to direct the course of economic sustainability 

and recovery in the region. 

 So far, the development of life, land, and labor on Avery Island challenges 

notions of regional capitalism as different from and unconnected to Northern capitalism.  

It wasn‟t just Tracy in the 1920s who represented a Northern business link, but John C. 
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Henshaw in the 1870s; indeed, Henshaw directly benefitted Tabasco sauce, whereas 

Tracy did not.  However, when it comes to the Great Depression, McIlhenny 

demonstrated a distinct Southern approach that set his workers apart, evoking a plantation 

past where workers were considered family or an extension thereof.  McIlhenny cared 

and provided for workers in a way that was different from most manufacturing 

companies.  They were shielded from much of the Great Depression, more so than the 

majority of America.  Edward Terrell, a seventy-year old Cajun who was born and raised 

on Avery Island expressed the difference: 

Avery Island was a safety net.  I remember my daddy telling me that during the 

Depression the Tabasco business was slow.  Demand was down.  Tabasco was a 

luxury that many people couldn‟t afford.  But Mr. Ned didn‟t cut salaries or lay 

anyone off who lived on the island, even though there wasn‟t enough work.  He 

told my daddy, „You‟ll make it up to us sometime when things get better.‟  That‟s 

a hell of a safety net, when people off the island were standing on relief lines.  

Whatever personal price you pay to live on the island—you lose some privacy 

and life there is slow and a bit unsophisticated—for a lot of workers that seems 

like no cost at all if you don‟t have to worry about the basics of life.
91

 

 

This quote speaks to the intimacies of paternalism on Avery Island and is reminiscent of 

the paternalist pro-slavery argument which said enslavement provided those persons 

viewed as property with a higher standard of life than they would have had otherwise.  

Clearly, traces of a past rooted in sugar plantation slavery still haunt Avery Island. 

As the region grew increasingly vulnerable due to economic conditions, 

McIlhenny pushed back explicitly through conservation efforts and implicitly through 

promotion of tourism to the area.  McIlhenny led the way for tourism initiatives in New 

Iberia and on Avery Island.  In a Chamber of Commerce meeting regarding advertising 

regional tourism, McIlhenny pledged $10,000 toward the effort.  McIlhenny was 
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President of the Evangeline Scenic Association which strove to bring automobile tourism 

to the region.  

The possibility of economic gain from regional tourism was intricately tied to the 

investment and development of infrastructure in south Louisiana, but also depended on 

preservation of the Louisiana landscape that was rural and connected to the pre-

industrialized past.  The following description of the area from Louisiana: A Guide to the 

State describes the landscape for tourists. 

The Teche country is as beautiful as any in the State.  Winding roads follow 

winding bayous, and old white columned plantation houses slumber toward 

dissolution at the ends of avenues of trees.  The rich black earth is renewed to 

fertility each year by the thousands of Negro laborers who work in the sugar cane 

fields.  As one rides along the roads one can see at intervals, large sugar mills 

standing like islands in a sea of waving green cane.”
92

 

 

This description includes “Negro laborers” working the “rich black earth” and “old white 

columned plantation houses” as part of the landscape to capitalize on tourists‟ nostalgia 

for the Old South.  During the Great Depression, McIlhenny decided to use Avery Island 

and his wildlife refuge, Jungle Gardens, to draw tourism to the region.  This 1935 article 

from New Orleans‟ The Sunday Item-Tribune praises E. A.‟s decision. 

E. A. McIlhenny‟s decision to provide picnic and tourist accommodations for the 

public at Avery Island and to open Jungle Gardens to tourist inspection is 

important to all of Louisiana, and particularly the southern section….The tourist 

crop is the great crop of Southern California…puts more money into Florida than 

do all the other crops raised in that State.  It can be made many times as profitable 

to Louisiana as it is now if our people will only get together and promote it.
93

 

 

Tourism is referred to as a “crop” that must be “raised” for the economy to flourish.  

While the Great Depression lingered, McIlhenny planted seeds for new economic growth 

by promoting Avery Island as a tourist attraction. 
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McIlhenny‟s paternalism extended beyond Avery Island.  He had an equal desire 

to conserve and protect land and wildlife in south Louisiana.  McIlhenny greatly 

influenced the way that oil drilling developed on Avery Island and the nearby vicinity.  

He allowed drilling with strict requirements that the environment remain undisturbed and 

that any alterations return to the original format.  The petrochemical industry in Iberia 

and Vermilion Parishes in juxtaposition with the Industrial Corridor leaves little room for 

comparison.  Without placing a value judgment on the oil industry, we need only look to 

the Industrial Corridor to see way industry might have developed without such oversight.  

McIlhenny‟s employees, residents of Avery Island, New Iberia, Jeanerette, DeCoeur, and 

surrounding towns were fortunate in that McIlhenny acted as a gatekeeper holding oil 

interests in the area to certain expectations and behaviors that prioritized people, land, 

animals, and heritage preservation.  This was very different than what happened on the 

more than 100 miles along the Mississippi River between Baton Rouge and New Iberia 

referred to as the Industrial Corridor or “Cancer Alley.”  There were and are many 

historically African American freedmen towns built along the river in which residents 

have suffered from rampant, toxic pollution from petrochemical companies or when 

forced to leave, as in the cases of Diamond, Moss, Norco, and others, community 

extinction.
94

  These industrial companies have not been invested in promoting the 

welfare, health, livelihoods, or communities of the people with connections to the land 

surrounding them.  They do not consider the residents family or share memories from 

times past.   



 40 

A description of New Iberia in Louisiana:  A Guide to the State portrays the city‟s 

culture as one which keeps commerce hidden as opposed to “American” cities where oil 

activity is a strong part of the visible landscape. 

New Iberia is another pleasant Louisiana town, where there are numerous fine 

houses, and there life seems easy and good.  Near New Iberia is Avery Island with 

its bird sanctuary and with its colony of egrets.  The character of this country is 

changing, however, and will continue to change as the oil industry penetrates 

further and further into the marshes each year.  Hundreds of oil wells have been 

drilled and thousands of silvery oil tanks are appearing.  As one goes westward 

the oil activity increases, and towns become more and more “American.
95

 

 

Capitalism is “cloaked beneath New Iberia‟s atmosphere of drowsiness and serene 

dignity” within which “runs a subdued and unobtrusive undercurrent of commercial and 

industrial activity.”
96

  Oil exploration on Avery Island causes further Americanization 

even though McIlhenny strove to preserve the natural landscape. 

In public advertisements in the 1960s, oil and petrochemical companies acted as if 

the preservation of land, culture, and community was emblematic to the industry.  In 

magazine ads “directed to the motoring public,” oil companies advertised oil‟s role in 

land conservation and attempted to craft a paternalistic image of caring for and 

maintaining the beauty and ecosystem of the region.  On August 25, 1962, the Saturday 

Evening Post featured an advertisement for Ethyl Corporation that showcased a picture of 

the bird sanctuary on Avery Island.  The ad reads: 

Here 10,000 wings beat over an exotic jungle paradise.  Beauty beckons to you 

and your children just a pleasant drive away.  Here for example, in a jungle 

garden, just west of New Orleans, birds find sanctuary and color runs wild.  This 

is Avery Island.  Snowy egrets fill your ears with the beat of their wings.  

Luxuriant plants collected from jungles in India and Africa, South America and 

from an Emperor‟s garden, fill your senses with their riotous hues.   
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But, if you could part the curtain of lush greenery you would see oil wells 

silently pumping.  Pierce the crust and you would discover miners tunneling in 

caverns of salt.  For all this beauty was made possible by the riches of the earth, 

and industry considerately veils its operations to let you enjoy it. 

 

Imperialism seems to be the main attraction in this advertisement.  Corporations extract 

the land‟s resources amidst “luxurious plants” and “riotous hues” where “color runs 

wild.”  Some southern Louisiana residents did not share the oil industry‟s positive 

perception of itself. 

Like many Cajuns, Alastair Foucheaux deplores the development of the oil 

industry in southern Louisiana. „Me, I‟m afraid we don‟t get no more oyster in the 

bayous.  You know them machines what look like steeples on a church?  

Derreeck”  I don‟t call them things nothing good, me.  They spill oil all over the 

bayous and kill everything, them.  M‟sieu, they is crazy!  What happen we have 

no more oyster, hein?  Then maybe we have no more shrimps and no more crab, 

how gon‟ make gumbo or jambalaya?  And if we don‟t have no more gumbo and 

no more jambalaya, what hell Cajun gon‟ eat that‟s any good, hein?  Oh, M‟sieu, 

ça c’est awful.‟
97

 

 

In this quote, Alastair Foucheaux, a Cajun living and working in south Louisiana, 

expresses both the importance of the land and bayou to local people and their fear that oil 

drilling would destroy the land and wildlife as well as their culture.
98

  Even with 

McIlhenny‟s strict requirements for oil exploration and efforts to conserve land along the 

Louisiana Gulf Coast, it seems that the indigenous people not working on Avery Island 

were impacted most by industrialization in the region. 
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Chapter 5:  Contested Culture: Cajun Ain’t Black 

  

McIlhenny saw Roosevelt‟s New Deal initiatives as an opportunity for his region 

and his company.  One aspect of F. D. R.‟s efforts to re-invest in America was the 

Federal Writers Project, an initiative of the Works Progress Administration which 

provided employment for the unemployed.  The Federal Writers Project was charged 

with documenting the folklore and culture of the various regional places and cultures in 

America.  As corporate culture spread across the United States and cities flourished, the 

public developed a stronger interest in the ethnic, regional, “primitive,” and “authentic” 

aspects of American life.  Roosevelt used this curiosity, along with the popularity of 

automobiles and depressed oil prices, to drive investment and tourism while employing 

out of work writers. Regional culture became both documented and “official.”  But 

documentation projects and economic opportunities were not equally distributed between 

whites and blacks.  Avery Island is an interesting microcosm, but one that is emblematic 

of larger changes happening in society. 

While American manhood was shored up in the United States and deployed 

through imperialist occupation abroad, white femininity was being transported 

transnationally through American-made cinema.  Disembodied images of American 

whiteness, specifically white feminine beauty, circulated nationally and internationally, 

acculturating elite consumers to identify with empire and against colonized people.
99

   

Post-emancipation, whiteness in the United States was no longer a form of protection 

from commoditization.
100

  Indeed, as Shane K. Bernard details in The Cajuns:  
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Americanization of A People, some Cajuns took issue with formal efforts to 

commercialize and preserve Cajun culture.
101

  Bernard argues that packaging Cajun 

culture for mass consumption led to greater Americanization of the Cajun community.
102

    

Ironically, a non-Cajun determined that Cajun survival depended on the preservation of 

Cajun French and contributed heavily to the origin of the Council for the Development of 

French in Louisiana (CODOFIL) which led mass Cajun cultural heritage preservation 

efforts starting in the 1960s.
103

  This organization was influential in institutionalizing 

cultural tourism in the state.  In the late twentieth century, “Cajun” became a widely-used 

marketing term for products with or without connection to the community.  In the 1920s 

and 1930s, the Anglo-Saxon promotion of cultural tourism attributed unique aspects of 

black culture in Louisiana, such as the Louisiana Creole language, to exposure from 

Cajuns, thus silencing pre-Cajun black history and the lived experiences of blacks in the 

region and leading to further appropriation of non-Cajun culture as Cajun.  Marketing 

south Louisiana to white tourists required a narrative that was easily consumable, and one 

that did not upset notions of proper race relations or the necessity of segregation in the 

South.   

One of the largest landowners in the region, McIlhenny‟s political strength, 

conservationist tendencies, and desire to bring automobile tourism to the region helped 

document, construct, and reconstruct Cajun and Creole culture.  This was also happening 

with other ethnic and racialized groups across the nation as Roosevelt sought to develop 

interest in rural areas suffering during the Great Depression.  McIlhenny‟s paternalism on 

a local level protected workers as McIlhenny looked for ways to sustain the region 
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through tourism, but was embedded in a larger machine of paternalistic capitalism that 

reproduced racial stereotypes and disregarded much of black workers‟ regional culture.   

In the 1920s and 1930s, appropriation of black culture occurs simultaneously with 

Cajun culture‟s recognition and reconstruction for public consumption. “Cajun” refers to 

French exiles from Nova Scotia who settled in Louisiana in the late 18
th

 century; 

therefore, this packaged culture offered visions of white ethnic Louisianans. While the 

particularities of this culture garnered national and historical recognition, black culture, 

within the same time and place, was often overlooked. Due to Jim Crow laws and 

difficult race relations, black culture in the region was frequently erased, even as black 

history was highlighted.  An example is found in Louisiana: A Guide to the State, 

compiled by the Workers of the Writers‟ Program of the WPA in the State of Louisiana 

(1941) which reads: 

West of New Orleans, in the parishes which fringe the Gulf, one finds the 

Acadians, descendants of those families which were driven form Nova Scotia in 

1755.  They were country-bred people, and it is natural that they should have 

settled in that fertile land along Bayou Teche.  The “Cajuns,” as they are 

nicknamed, are, like the land, prolific.  They remain to a large extent an 

agricultural people, and they still speak French.  There are Negroes in the Teche 

country who can speak no English, having been born and brought up among the 

French-speaking Acadians.
 104

  

 

In this discussion of Southwest Louisiana parishes, black culture is attributed to Cajun 

socialization rather than the actualities of black life historically or at the time. In 

Segregating Sound:  Inventing Folk and Pop Music in the Age of Jim Crow, Karl Miller 

identifies a similar process of commodifying racial/ethnic cultures as separate and 
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distinct that was happening in the music industry which he terms a “folklore 

paradigm.”
105

 

Although the bulk of publications about the region solely highlight Cajun culture, 

the investments associated with the WPA do offer several glimpses into the cultural 

variety of Southwest Louisiana in the 1920s and 1930s. One such collection, Gumbo Ya-

Ya: A Collection of Louisiana Folk Tales, published in 1945, compiled by State Director 

Lyle Saxon, Assistant State Director Edward Dreyer, and Special Writer Robert Tallant,  

contains folklore pertaining to many of the racial groups in Louisiana.  Despite its World 

War II era publication, the material in Gumbo Ya-Ya was gathered during the previous 

decade Henry G. Alsberg‟s suggestion to collect state folklore in 1936.
106

  The directors 

attempted to “have the collecting of material done either by members of the groups 

themselves or by those long familiar with such groups.”
 107

 

However, the diversity captured in Gumbo Ya-Ya proves the exception, not the 

rule. As Shirley Elizabeth Thompson points out in “„Ah Toucoutou, ye conin vous‟: 

History and Memory in Creole New Orleans,” Marcus B. Christian had much difficulty 

collecting folklore about black people in Louisiana for Gumbo Ya-Ya due to racism in the 

archives and by the archival staff.
 108

  Black folklore did not receive nearly as much 

attention without a white mediator.  McIlhenny himself tried to serve as such a mediator 

as he attempted to document “primitive” black heritage on Avery Island through his book 

Befo’ De War Spirituals published in 1934. In this volume, McIlhenny recounts Negro 

spirituals as he personally remembers them from his childhood.  This follows a tradition 

of plantation nostalgia and revived interest in the Old South taking place in this era with 
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the subsequent movie productions of Margaret Mitchell‟s Gone With The Wind and 

William Wyler‟s Jezebel, which was set in Louisiana.
109

  On June 24, 1934 in the Toledo 

Ohio Times, Befo’ De War Spirituals, by McIlhenny “a valuable group of haunting 

Negro melodies as sung on Avery Island, Louisiana, before the Civil war” is listed under 

the heading “Negro Life” alongside six other books on the subject.
110

  The list includes 

Comedy, American Style by Jessie R. Fauset, Along This Way by James W. Johnson, 

Jonah’s Gourd Vine by Zora Hurston, and The Dream Keeper and Other Poems by 

Langston Hughes. While much attention was paid Befo’ De War Spirituals, little attention 

was given to black culture on the Island and in the area during the decade in which 

tourism developed.  McIlhenny plays the role of the “Great White Father,” sharing his 

memories of Black culture during slavery. 

In Segregating Sound, Miller describes the emergence of segregated culture from 

a lived experience of interracial interaction.  He argues that it is a market phenomenon to 

have separate cultural/racial categories.  In 1930, Black Louisianans were over a third of 

the population of the state.
111

  Due to Jim Crow, social mores, and white refusal to 

recognize particularities within black culture, black workers, particularly those who 

identified as Creoles, were on the tail end of cultural heritage preservation.  Perhaps non-

recognition allowed these workers to maintain their way of life outside of public 

consumption, but as we see with the efforts in the 1980s, 1990s, and 2000s, Black 

Creoles are still fighting for their claim to cultural representation in Evangeline Country.   
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Chapter 6:  Conclusion 

 

This exploration of life, labor, and land on Avery Island in the 1920s and 1930s 

demonstrates the complexity, and, at times, ambivalence with which paternalism operated 

in the post-Reconstruction New South as McIlhenny Company worked to build an 

entrepreneurial enterprise in a location still reckoning with a past rooted in slavery.  

McIlhenny Company capitalized on innovations in transportation, mass distribution, and 

marketing at the turn of the century.  Doing so propelled the company to the national 

stage almost from its inception.  The Company‟s Presidents exhibited “civilized 

masculinity” that was highly desirable for Theodore Roosevelt‟s self-construction of 

American manhood and U. S. imperialism.  This masculinity underwrote displays of 

corporate benevolence on Avery Island.  But taking care of workers depended on the 

company‟s success and survival.  Indeed, in good times the company invested in both 

worker accommodations and capital improvements.  In 1926, while the stock market was 

skyrocketing, E. A. McIlhenny wanted to know what his company might yield in the 

marketplace.  But in order to find out, he had to open his books to Wall Street investment 

bankers, disaster capitalists that attempted to take advantage of the Island's resources 

when the Great Flood of 1927 devastated the region the following year.   McIlhenny 

negotiated a deal that allowed oil exploration on Avery Island, yet set in motion standards 

that protect and preserve the land and landscape—although not everyone was happy with 

the presence of the oil industry in the region.  During these negotiations, McIlhenny 

exerted a “Cajun Capitalism” which enabled his company to survive and better position 
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itself and workers to weather during the subsequent Great Depression.  Always attuned to 

national trends, McIlhenny took advantage of the Depression-era WPA vogue for folklore 

by documenting pre-Civil War Negro spirituals and promoting cultural tourism in the 

area.  Although doing so during the Jim Crow era commodified Cajun culture while 

appropriating and erasing Black cultural particularity, it also created false separations 

which masked the interracial lived experience on Avery Island.  This is a local case study 

that demonstrates the country‟s shift to corporate culture and the developing regional 
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