
The Lakes of Pontchartrain: A Journey
through History and Environments
When you think of Louisiana, images of vibrant jazz, mouthwatering cuisine, and
the iconic city of New Orleans may come to mind. But hidden within this culturally
rich state lies a natural gem, the lakes of Pontchartrain. These lakes, with their
intriguing history and diverse ecosystems, offer a unique blend of beauty,
tranquility, and adventure for those willing to explore.

The Legend behind the Name

The origin of the name "Pontchartrain" can be traced back to Louis Phélypeaux,
the Comte de Pontchartrain who served as the French Minister of the Marine in
the late 17th century. The lakes were named by the French explorers who sailed
along the Gulf Coast, paying homage to this influential figure.

Spanning an area of approximately 630 square miles, the lakes of Pontchartrain
consist of several interconnected bodies of water. The largest among them, Lake
Pontchartrain, takes pride in being one of the largest inland saltwater lakes in the
United States. A striking characteristic of this lake is its brackish nature, resulting
from the influence of both freshwater rivers and the salty waters of the Gulf of
Mexico.
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A Breeding Ground for Biodiversity

Beneath the calm surface of these lakes lies an ecosystem teeming with life. The
combination of freshwater and saltwater creates an environment rich in nutrients,
making it a haven for countless species of fish, birds, and plants.

The lakes of Pontchartrain are particularly renowned for their fisheries, attracting
anglers from near and far in search of a perfect catch. Here, you can encounter
species such as speckled trout, redfish, flounder, and catfish. Whether you are a
seasoned angler or a novice fisherman, these abundant waters offer a thrilling
fishing experience.

But it's not just about fishing. The lakes also provide a vital habitat for numerous
bird species, making them a birdwatcher's paradise. From majestic ospreys to
colorful herons and the elusive roseate spoonbills, you can witness a fascinating
array of birdlife in their natural habitat. The lakes serve as a crucial stopover point
during migratory seasons, attracting flocks of birds and offering a wonderful
opportunity for avid birdwatchers to witness breathtaking displays of nature.

A Historical Journey

As you delve into the history of the lakes, you will discover that they have played
a significant role in shaping Louisiana's cultural heritage. The native tribes,
including the Houma, Choctaw, and Biloxi, have long relied on the resources of
these waters for sustenance and trade.
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But one of the most pivotal moments in the history of the lakes came with the
arrival of European explorers. The French, under the leadership of Jean-Baptiste
Le Moyne de Bienville, established New Orleans near the shores of Lake
Pontchartrain in 1718. This marked the birth of a city that would later grow into a
cultural melting pot.

During the early 19th century, the lakes played a crucial role in trade and
transportation. Steamboats were a common sight, connecting New Orleans with
other cities along the lakes' shores. These vessels transported goods, people,
and ideas, fostering economic growth and cultural exchange.

A Destination for Recreation

Today, the lakes of Pontchartrain offer a playground for outdoor enthusiasts.
Whether you enjoy boating, kayaking, paddleboarding, or simply relaxing on the
shores, these lakes have something for everyone. The calm, serene waters
provide the perfect setting to unwind and bask in the beauty of nature.

If you are an adventure seeker, take a trip to the nearby Fontainebleau State
Park. Located on the northern shore of Lake Pontchartrain, this park offers an
array of recreational activities amid picturesque surroundings. Explore the
numerous trails, try your hand at fishing, or embark on a camping adventure
under a starlit sky.

A Delicate Ecosystem

While the lakes of Pontchartrain boast an impressive bounty of nature, they face
their fair share of challenges. One of the most pressing issues is coastal erosion,
as rising sea levels and frequent storms threaten the delicate balance of these
ecosystems.



Initiatives are underway to protect and restore these irreplaceable natural
resources. Restoration projects aim to rebuild marshes, fortify shorelines, and
enhance water quality to ensure the sustainability of the lakes for generations to
come.

The Allure of the Lakes of Pontchartrain

Beyond their picturesque landscapes and recreational opportunities, the lakes of
Pontchartrain offer a captivating glimpse into Louisiana's rich history and diverse
ecosystems. From the legends that stirred the imagination of French explorers to
the bustling trade routes that shaped entire communities, these lakes are steeped
in stories waiting to be discovered.

So, if you find yourself in Louisiana, make sure to venture beyond the jazz-filled
streets of New Orleans and immerse yourself in the natural wonders of the lakes
of Pontchartrain. Uncover the secrets that lie beneath the surface and let the
tranquility of these waters rejuvenate your spirit.

For those who seek a unique blend of history, adventure, and natural beauty, the
lakes of Pontchartrain are a destination like no other.
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A vital and volatile part of the New Orleans landscape and lifestyle, the Lake
Pontchartrain Basin actually contains three major bodies of water--Lakes Borgne,
Pontchartrain, and Maurepas. These make up the Pontchartrain estuary. Robert
W. Hastings provides a thorough examination of the historical and environmental
research on the basin, with emphasis on its environmental degradation and the
efforts to restore and protect this estuarine system. He also explores the current
biological condition of the lakes.

Hastings begins with the geological formation of the lakes and the relationship
between Native Americans and the water they referred to as Okwa'ta, the "wide
water." From the historical period, he describes the forays of French explorer
Pierre Le Moyne D'Iberville in 1699 and traces the environmental history of the
basin through the development of the New Orleans metropolitan area. Using the
lakes for transportation and then recreation, the surrounding population
burgeoned, and this growth resulted in severe water pollution and other
environmental problems. In the 1980s the Lake Pontchartrain Basin Foundation
led a concerted drive to restore the lakes, an ongoing effort that has proved
significant.
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