
An Environmental History Of The Mississippi
And Its Peoples From Hernando De Soto To
The Present
When Hernando De Soto discovered the mighty Mississippi River in 1541, he set
in motion a series of events that would shape the environmental destiny of the
region and its people for centuries to come. This article delves into the rich and
complex history of the Mississippi River and its impact on the surrounding
environment and human civilization.

The Mississippi River: A Lifeline For Both Nature And Humans

Stretching over 2,320 miles, the Mississippi River is the second-longest river in
the United States. Its vast waters and fertile floodplains have supported
numerous ecosystems and provided sustenance and transportation to Native
American tribes and early European explorers alike.

One of the defining features of the Mississippi River is its annual floods, which
deposit nutrient-rich sediments on the banks, creating ideal conditions for
agricultural practices. Native American tribes such as the Choctaw, Chickasaw,
and Creek learned to harness the river's power, developing sophisticated farming
techniques and building large settlements along its course.
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European Contact And The Colonial Expansion

With the arrival of European explorers and settlers, the Mississippi River became
a crucial part of the expanding colonial territories. The French, Spanish, and later
the British, recognized the strategic importance of controlling the river, leading to
intense rivalries and conflicts over its ownership.

These early settlers also had a significant impact on the river's environment.
Clearing land for agriculture, the of non-native species, and the construction of
levees and dams altered the natural flow and ecosystems of the river, setting the
stage for future environmental challenges.

The Industrial Revolution And The Great Flood Of 1927

The 19th century witnessed the industrialization of the Mississippi River region,
with steamboats and railroads revolutionizing transportation and trade. The
increased human activity, however, came at a price. Pollution from industries and
the extensive drainage of wetlands disrupted the delicate balance of the river's
ecosystem.

One of the most significant environmental events in the history of the Mississippi
River occurred in 1927 when a massive flood devastated the region. The flood
showcased the vulnerability of human settlements and exposed the shortcomings
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of flood control measures, leading to major reforms in the management of the
river.

The Modern Challenges: Pollution And Habitat Destruction

In the 20th century, pollution became a pressing concern for the Mississippi River.
Agricultural runoff, industrial waste, and the extensive use of fertilizers introduced
harmful substances into the river, causing detrimental effects on water quality and
marine life.

Moreover, the construction of dams and reservoirs for flood control and
hydroelectric power generation disrupted the natural flow patterns, leading to
habitat destruction for several species. Efforts have been made to mitigate the
damage and restore natural habitats, but the ongoing struggle between economic
development and environmental conservation remains.

The Future Of The Mississippi River

The Mississippi River continues to be a lifeline for both nature and humanity.
Balancing the needs of human development while preserving the ecological
integrity of the river is a daunting task. Efforts are being made to promote
sustainable practices, restore wetlands, and establish protected areas, but much
work still needs to be done.

The history of the Mississippi River demonstrates the interconnectedness
between human civilization and the natural environment. As we reflect on the
past, it becomes clear that the preservation of this great river is not only crucial
for the survival of various species but also for the well-being of future
generations.
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In The Big Muddy, the first long-term environmental history of the Mississippi,
Christopher Morris offers a brilliant tour across five centuries as he illuminates the
interaction between people and the landscape, from early hunter-gatherer bands
to present-day industrial and post-industrial society.

Morris shows that when Hernando de Soto arrived at the lower Mississippi Valley,
he found an incredibly vast wetland, forty thousand square miles of some of the
richest, wettest land in North America, deposited there by the big muddy river that
ran through it. But since then much has changed, for the river and for the
surrounding valley. Indeed, by the 1890s, the valley was rapidly drying. Morris
shows how centuries of increasingly intensified human meddling--including
deforestation, swamp drainage, and levee construction--led to drought, disease,
and severe flooding. He outlines the damage done by the of foreign species, such
as the Argentine nutria, which escaped into the wild and are now busy eating up
Louisiana's wetlands. And he critiques the most monumental change in the lower
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Mississippi Valley--the reconstruction of the river itself, largely under the direction
of the Army Corps of Engineers. Valley residents have been paying the price for
these human interventions, most visibly with the disaster that followed Hurricane
Katrina. Morris also describes how valley residents have been struggling to
reinvigorate the valley environment in recent years--such as with the burgeoning
catfish and crawfish industries--so that they may once again live off its natural
abundance.

Morris concludes that the problem with Katrina is the problem with the Amazon
Rainforest, drought and famine in Africa, and fires and mudslides in California--it
is the end result of the ill-considered bending of natural environments to human
purposes.
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