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Alexander Seaway

…also known as the MRGO:
Mississippi River Gulf Outlet

Jefferson Seaway

…also known as the “Arrow to the Americas”

VERSUS



Mississippi River – Gulf Outlet

What is it?

The Mississippi River Gulf Outlet (MRGO) is a 76-mile long artificial 

channel that was constructed to provide a tidal navigation route for 

cargo ships between the Gulf of Mexico and the Port of New Orleans.

Authorized by Congress in 1956 and completed by the U.S. Army 

Corps of Engineers in 1968, the MRGO originally was 650 feet wide at 

the top and at least 36 feet deep.

More earth was dredged to construct the MRGO than was moved to 

construct the Panama Canal!
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Mississippi River – Gulf Outlet



Mississippi River – Gulf Outlet

2005:  Hurricane Katrina



Mississippi River – Gulf OutletMRGO:  “Alexander Seaway”Jefferson Seaway



Maintaining a reliable and adequate  

depth to access the Mississippi 

River’s ports.

The Root Issue:



Colonial 
Louisiana

1682 -
1803



• 1682:   La Salle led a new expedition descends the 

Mississippi River from Canada, becoming the first 

European to do so.  In April, they reached the Gulf of 

Mexico. La Salle named the region "La Louisiane," in 

honor of King Louis XIV.

• 1684:   La Salle set out for North America with four 

ships and 300 sailors to establish a French colony at 

the mouth of the Mississippi River.  Unable to 

recognize the river delta, the fleet landed at 

Matagorda Bay (near Houston) 500 miles west of 

their target.  By 1687, mutiny erupted and five men 

attacked and killed La Salle.

René Robert Cavelier

de la Salle168
2



Jeane Baptiste Le Moyne

Sieur d’Bienville

Pierre Le Moyne

Sieur d’Iberville



March 2, 1699

“…I stood for these rocks in order to run 

ashore by day to save my men and longboats.  

When drawing near to the rocks to take shelter, 

I became aware that there was a river.  I 

passed between two of the rocks, in 12 feet of 

water, the seas quite heavy.  When I got to the 

rocks, I found fresh water with very strong 

current.

“At its mouth there is only 12 to 15 feet of 

water where I came in, which seemed to me to 

be one of the best passes, where the waves 

were breaking least.”

First Voyage to the 
Mississippi

The Journal of the Badine



March 3rd  1699:

Mardy Gras day, wind in the northeast, so that 

I cannot take soundings to locate the passes in 

this river; however, I do not believe that there 

are any more.  I went up the river, finding it 

quite deep: at a longboat’s length from the 

bank, 20 feet of water; in the middle, 48 and 

50 feet of water.  Two leagues and a half above 

the mouth it forks into three branches: The 

middle one is as wide as the one through which 

I entered, being 350 to 400 fathoms wide; the 

other, which flows along the land to the 

southwest, does not appear to be so big.”



The Mississippi River delta, by its 

geologic nature, creates a shallow 

and silty outlet.

The Problem:



• 1706: Iberville dies before completing the French colony project

• 1718: Bienville establishes New Orleans

• 1755: British expel Acadians, starting “Seven Years War” with France

• 1763: Defeated, France cedes control of the “Isle of Orleans” to Spain

• 1776-1789: The United States becomes a nation

• 1792: France becomes a republic, King Louis XVI is executed

• 1803: Napoleon recalls Louisiana from Spain and sells to the US

• April 30, 1812:  Louisiana becomes the 18th State to join the union

The next 100 years…



Mississippi River Delta

1813



Mississippi River Delta

1834



Construct jetties at the mouth of the 

river to maintain depth by scouring 

the channel.

One solution:



James Buchanan Eads

In 1875, James Eads 

proposed to construct jetties at the 

mouth of the river at South Pass.  He 

was financially at risk on the project.  

Contract milestones required 

specific depths by certain dates.  

Payment was due only with proven 

success.



Eads Jetties 

1876

“…the further deepening of the 

channel is rapidly progressing, and the 

attainment of a depth of twenty feet on the bar 

seems only a question of a short time.”

“Captain Ead’s theory that the scouring 

out process, resulting from the concentration 

of the current within the channel…appears to 

be fully demonstrated.”



Eads Jetties 

1883

Eads Jetties 

1900



Bypass the river by constructing a 

tidewater canal that inherently avoids 

sediment and siltation.

Another solution:



Barataria Ship Canal

1876

Capt. John Cowdon

“Capt. Cowdon has so far been 

very successful, and proposes to raise 

the funds necessary to carry out this  

most important undertaking by private 

subscription.”



“THE GREAT VALLEY…Here there 

are States not named and Territories yet 

unoccupied sufficient to make as many more 

such States, which in all will be sufficient to 

maintain a population of 300,000,000 when 

these vast regions are settled up by an 

energetic people.  The face of the earth 

checquered and striated with a net-work of 

railroads and canals, and the iron horse comes 

from the East and from the mighty West to, and 

feeds the majestic river, drawing its numerous 

trains filled with valuable products for these 

vast regions, and its millions of human 

beings.”

“I ask, where is all this vast wealth 

and commerce to find a direct, deep, 

permanent and unfettered road to the markets 

of the world?...this vast commerce must pass 

on the bosom of this great river down to New 

Orleans…and from there on in bulk, in vessels 

such as the Great Eastern; and to aid this we 

must flank the river’s mud lumpy mouth, by 

completing Nature’s bayou, the BARATARIA 

CANAL.”

Capt. John Cowdon

November 1877

Barataria Ship Canal

1877



Queen Victoria

Eads Jetties 

1882



A shift in private versus public waterways:

At the turn of the 20th Century…

1. Port of New Orleans

2. Barataria & Lafourche (B&L) 

Company Canal

3. Panama Canal



The Louisiana Legislature 

creates “The Board of 

Commissioners of the Port of 

New Orleans” to administer to 

public wharfs and regulate trade 

and traffic.

1896

U.S. Congress extends limits of 

“Port of New Orleans” to include 

west bank of Jefferson to a line 

4,000 feet behind the Mississippi 

River.

1888

U.S. Congress extends limits of 

“Port of New Orleans” to include 

east bank of Jefferson back to 

Lake Pontchartrain.

1897

Capt. John Cowdon

President

Port of New Orleans???

Grover 

Cleveland

The Port of New Orleans



1908

Inland Waterway Planning



Westwego Canal

& Locks

Capt. Joseph Tomasi

1824-1928

Corsica, France

Cut Off, Louisiana

The Barataria & Lafourche (B&L Company) Canal



The Barataria & Lafourche (B&L Company) Canal

19171893



Panama Canal:  August 15, 1914



Industrial Canal
Aug.

1917

“…the old Ursuline 

Convent property…comprises 180 

acres, with about 700 feet frontage on 

the river and extending back to a point 

near the intersection of the Louisville 

and Nashville railroad.”

“The property has been owned 

by the Ursuline nuns practically since 

the founding of the city.  They received 

the grant in the tract from the French 

authorities and founded one of the first 

schools of New Orleans.”



Industrial Canal

May 1918:

“…some difficulty is being met 

in securing all of the property needed 

for the canal, and a warning was issued 

that publicity will be given those 

persons who are attempting to obtain 

unreasonable prices for their land.”



Remember in 1915?

1925

The fight over the Industrial 

Canal and nearby property 

intensifies:

John H. Bernhard

Industrial Canal



1925

1929

Industrial Canal



The idea of a tidewater canal 

from the Industrial Canal is 

conceived.

1921



1925

The B&L “Company  Canal” 

changes ownership:

Lester F. Alexander

William T. Nolan



The idea for a tidewater canal 

in Jefferson is resurrected.

1930

Westwego Canal and Terminal 

Company, Inc.

William T. Nolan, President

Two key points of Nolan’s plan:

1. Acknowledgement of the Port of 

New Orleans’ jurisdiction over the 

locks.

2. Intention of government take over 

upon completion.





1935

Bayou Barataria

“The harbor charges of the port of 

New Orleans make it difficult to compete 

with Houston, Beaumont, Gulfport and 

Mobile.”

And where will this port be?

On the GIWW in Crown Point, 

beyond the 4000’ arm of the 

Port of NO.

John H. Bernhard, C.E.



“Mr. Bernhard explained that 

the port would be built outside the 

jurisdiction of the New Orleans dock 

board and that private interests 

would be permitted to buy land 

along the channel and erect terminal 

facilities.”

“Seymour Weiss, president 

of the dock board…expressed the 

opinion that the limits of the port of 

New Orleans might be extended by 

legislative action to include the 

proposed port.”

1936



1942



The stage is now set for the battle 

between the two competing Tidewater 

Canal ideas, one for the East Bank 

and the other for the West Bank.

1943





Powerful and influential men with 

competing egos in positions of 

authority.

A challenge continues…



• born February 3, 1879 in Dallas County, Texas

• President, Lester F. Alexander Company

• President, Alexander Shipyards, Inc.

• Partner United Marine Company

• Director, Whitney National Bank

• Director, New Orleans Public Service, Inc.

• Board Member, International Trade Mart

• President, Board of Commissioners, Port of New Orleans

• Founder & President, New Orleans Tidewater Development Association

Membership:

• President, Boy Scouts of America, New Orleans Area Council

• Louisiana Engineering Society

• Society American Military Engineers.

Lester F. Alexander

Rex, King of Carnival 1949



In 1943, Lester Alexander 

resigned from his post as President of the Board of 

Commissioners, Port of New Orleans to start a new 

venture:

N.O. Tidewater Development Association

The goal: promote and establish a tidewater canal on the 

east bank from the IHNC.

April 2, 1943



On August 5, 1943 over 500 industry leaders convened at 

the Roosevelt Hotel to listen to presentations made to the 

Chairman of the Mississippi River Commission for two 

competing tidewater ship canal projects.

One was the Alexander Seaway offered by New Orleans 

on the east side.

The second was the Jefferson Seaway proposed by 

Jefferson for the west side.

August 6, 1943



August 6, 1943



The FACTS

West Bank

Jefferson Seaway:

• 1876 route through 

firm ground

• 55 miles long

• $18 million est. cost

• New Locks

August 6, 1943

East Bank

Alexander Seaway:

• Newly conceived route 

through marsh

• 79 miles long

• $23 million est. cost

• IHNC Locks



Panama Locks:

1,050’ long

110’ wide

42’ over sill

The Ship Lock Dilemma:

Jefferson Locks:

1,100’ long

115’ wide

40’ over sill

IHNC Locks:

640’ long

75’ wide

31’ over sill

August 6, 1943



Over 20 major associations and trade organizations spoke 

in favor of the

Lester F. Alexander Seaway: 

Despite its clear advantages, including superior locks, 

shorter length and lower cost, only the members of the 

presenting delegation spoke in favor of the Jefferson 

Seaway.

NONE opposed a tidewater canal.

Assoc. of Commerce

American Power Boat Assoc.

Orleans Levee Board

Real Estate Board

Retail Merchants Committee

YMBC

Council of Civics Clubs

Co-operative Club

Kiwanis Club

Sales Managers Council

Toastmasters Club

Exchange Club

New Orleans Insurance Exchange

Clearing House Association

Advertising Club

ASCE – Louisiana Section

Society of American Military Engineers

Rotary Club

Louisiana Engineering Society

Louisiana Architects’ Association

Members Council

Propeller Club

August 6, 1943



September 17, 1943

A foreshadowing premonition:A shift in message:



1944



1944

Arguments for the Alexander Seaway:

1. The difficulty of maintaining the passes 

of the Mississippi River.

2. Inadequate riverfront facilities and lack 

of space to build more.

3. Great savings of building and operating 

as a tidewater harbor.

4. Creating a location for a large Navy 

facility after the war.

Rivers and Harbors Congress



November 28, 1943

“The Alexander Seaway 

would…connect with the present port 

with a shallower draft than the 40-foot 

proposed channel through the Industrial 

canal lock.”



Dec. 1945

GO EAST! GO WEST!

Fighting words:

“The unanimity of the support of the 

Eastside seaway among the many prominent 

persons who endorse it is quite mystifying in view 

of the great weight of the evidence against it.”

“One can believe that some 

‘supersalesman’ has very successfully ‘sold this 

bill of goods’ to them – and did it from the 

background.”



An important observation:

It wasn’t a question of,

“should we?”

It was a question of, 

“which one?”



1946

Poetic irony…



In 1947, the

U.S. Army Corps of Engineers recommended the 

Alexander Seaway over Jefferson.

In 1951, the

U.S. Congress formally chose the East route.

The  Alexander Seaway

thereafter became known as the

“Mississippi River Gulf Outlet.”

In 1956, Congress

finally funded the “tidewater canal” that

New Orleans had pursued.

The MRGO was born.



1956

Alexander Seaway

Cost Estimates:

1945:  $23 million

1947:  $25 million

1956 (at first):  $88 million

1956 (later):  $156 million

Remember… 

there were no locks included 

in the Alexander Seaway 

project.

Dwight  D. 

Eisenhower



1957

Who’s here?

1. U.S. Congressman F. Edward Hebert

2. Mississippi River Commission President 

William Carter

3. Port of New Orleans President        W.D. 

Roussel

4. U.S. Senator Allen J. Ellender

5. Orleans Levee Board President   Claude 

W. Duke

6. Louisiana National Guard Adjutant 

General Raymond F. Hufft



Without federal funding,

Jefferson then decided it would self-fund the project 

through public bonds.



1952



1955



1956



1958



1958



Hale & Lindy Boggs

1959



1959
U.S. Congressman 

Hale Boggs

“We are on the march in 

Louisiana and a West Bank seaway 

is as much needed to continue this 

forward progress as much as 

anything that I can think of.”

“Suffice it to say that the 

West Bank seaway is something that 

must and will come.”



In 1959,  

the Jefferson Seaway Commission planned to call an 

election for the approval of $130 million in bonds to 

finance the Jefferson Seaway. 

1959



Jan. 24

Jan. 8
Jan. 19

Jan. 20

Jan. 30

Jan. 30

Feb. 2

Feb. 2

Feb. 4

Feb. 5

Feb. 16

Feb. 19

Feb. 20

Mar. 4

Feb. 3

Jan. 8

1959

1959



1959

Jefferson

Parish

Bond

Committee

Jan. 19

Feb. 27

1960



The bond proposition was defeated before it ever went 

to the poles.

Jefferson would now rely on private industry to build 

its Seaway.



1961
Thomas Ewing Dabney



1961

More poetic irony, or recognizing the silver lining?



1963

In 1963, Congressman Hale 

Boggs once again penned a 

cheerleading article for the 

Jefferson Review.

1959:

“The Jefferson Seaway is 

something that must and will 

come!”

1963:

There was no mention of the 

once prominent plan for the 

Jefferson Seaway.



The project never materialized.

Jefferson Seaway 1963…

No federal funding.

No local funding.

No private funding.



So what happened?

• The ever changing need for a deep draft port and a silty river spawned the 

idea for a tidewater canal.

• The first idea dated to the mid-1800’s, which used the Barataria route.

• New Orleans used a collective political advantage to promote its own 

competing plan.

• Despite being shorter, more direct, more completely thought out, better 

planned and less expensive, Jefferson’s option was not selected by the 

U.S. Government.

• Without federal funding, Jefferson turned to local funding ideas, but was 

defeated.

• Without any public funding options, the project counted on private 

industry to make it happen.

• Because private funding never materialized, the Jefferson Seaway 

effectively died.



…and the Alexander Seaway?

• With Federal funding secured in 1956, the Alexander Seaway assumed the 

generic name “Mississippi River Gulf Outlet” – MRGO.

• Construction ensued in the 1960’s and was completed in 1968.

• Utilization never materialized to the degree envisioned or predicted.

• Blamed for the rapid erosion of marshland, the MRGO became a target for 

environmental criticism of the Federal government.

• In 2005, Hurricane Katrina devastated the region.  Many blamed the MRGO 

for exacerbating flooding.

• With no political support, high operation costs and minimal use, the 

MRGO was finally closed in July 2009.

• It’s creator and biggest promotor, Lester Alexander, died in 1954, before 

his seaway was funded or constructed.

• The depth of the IHNC locks remains an issue to this day.



…and the Alexander Seaway?

Lawsuits following Katrina related to the MRGO:

St. Bernard Parish Government v. United States

St. Bernard Parish Government, sued the federal government in Claims Court, claiming that, under the Tucker Act, both 

action and inaction by the Corps constituted a “taking” by causing flood damage to their properties.  Specifically, Plaintiffs 

asserted that the construction, operation, and improper maintenance of MRGO caused a variety of adverse impacts 

(e.g., increased salinity in the water and erosion of MRGO’s banks) that increased storm surge along the channel.

Robertson et. al v. U.S. Army Corps of Engineers
Consolidated class action lawsuit claiming damages to property caused by flooding as the result of certain defalcations 

of the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers (“Corps” or “Army Corps”) with respect to the maintenance and operation of the 

Mississippi River Gulf Outlet ("MRGO”).

State of Louisiana v. U.S. Army Corps of Engineers
Louisiana filed a $3 billion lawsuit against the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers to repair damage done to the State’s 

wetlands as a part of the MR-GO project.  The suit sought $3 billion in damages done to environment by the MR-GO 

project.  The state claimed that Congress ordered the Corps of Engineers to pay for all damage done to the wetlands in 

St. Bernard and Plaquemines Parish as a result of the creation and maintenance of the MR-GO channel, and it has not 

complied.



…winners?



By losing, Jefferson Parish actually won.

…winners?



Samuel Clemens…
“Mark Twain”

1908  The Waterways 
Conference

“Mr. Samuel Clemens…now one 

of the world’s foremost literary wits and 

humorists, took it upon himself to laugh 

to scorn any proposition to make the 

Mississippi River more navigable than it 

is.”

“But the great humorist, who 

never was much of a pilot and is not a bit 

of a civil engineer, only made himself 

ridiculous, and the but of innumerable 

jokes, by undertaking to pronounce 

upon subjects of which he is wholly 

ignorant.”

“The world has come far enough 

in constructive science and actual 

consummation by its aid to know that 

there is no problem of engineering that 

is beyond successful solution.”




