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St. John the Baptist Parish Overview

Introduction

St. John the Baptist Parish has a unique
character and an impressive assortment of resources
that benefit its communities and visitors alike. It is
physically divided by the Mississipi River which has
caused both sides to develop differently over time.
That diversity is clearly evident in the landscape,
architecture, and its people.

The west bank is distinctly rural in
appearance with historic roots in a Creole American
heritage. The east bank has lost
more of its rural character to
industry and ex-urban expansion
of its original small town centers.

Like other river parishes,
St. John owes its wealth of
natural resources either directly,
or indirectly, to the Mississippi
River. Its deltaic river system
has created a landscape with
some of the most fertile soil in
the world. This has resulted
in a high diversity of plant
communities, wildlife habitats,
and valuable agricultural lands.
The forested wetlands have
provided a wealth and history
related to an industry of lumbering bald cypress,
other hardwoods, and pines. Sugar cane continues
to be a main stay industry of the area. Its delta
system has also provided a great wealth of oil and
gas reserves along the Louisiana coast which has, in
turn, allowed for growth of the refining industry.

In addition to providing those resources to
the area, the river has played an important role in
transportation, refining, and other related industries.
The parish has benefited from these industries,
yet unlike the two largest industrialized cities in
Louisiana—Baton Rouge and New Orleans, it has,
for the most part, been spared the unkind scars of
industrial and urbanized development that could
have consumed all of its rural character. Instead,
the industries have blended into the rural landscape.

Intent of the Study

The study is being presented in two-parts and

covers four different areas. The first part, presented
here, looks at the Garyville Historic District and the
River Road corridor on the west bank. The second
part looks at the commercial and residential corridor
of Fifth and Main Streets in LaPlace and the Fourth
Street theater district and the east bank River Road
in Reserve.

The study looks at the physical aspects of
the land and how culture has shaped those areas
into what they are now. It focuses on physical
improvements that are beneficial
and healthy for the community at
hand. Its purpose is to help guide
the municipal government and
supporting communities with
future development decisions in
a way that respects and preserves
authentic character.

Another objective of the
study is to improve the travel
experience for visitors in the
area. through the area. This is
done in ways to impart a better
understanding of its history and
help the traveller navigate the
g area in a safer and more efficient
manner.

The study is not a historical
survey, or a retelling of history. The work here does
draw on prior surveys from the area, scholarly books
on the history of the parish, and direct observations
about the physical and cultural landscape made
by doing fieldwork, personal interviews, and
community input. It also incorporates forward
thinking “best practices” for sustainable and green
methods that are practical for the area.

Surveys used are listed in the Resources
Section and typically include information from the
Library of Congress HABS/HAER surveys and the
National Register of Historic Places. Visual essence
surveys were presented to the four focus areas; that
information was assimilated to better understand
how residents perceived their communities.

Important reference books include, Precious
Gems from Faded Memories: A Pictorial History of
St. John the Baptist Parish, by Dr. Gerald Keller
and Along the River Road, by Mary Ann Sternberg.
Archive documentation at the Louisiana State
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Archive and the local public libraries have also
provided a wealth of information for the project.
Finally, a good deal of information was obtained
from online research, and field reconnaissance.

Common Threads of Concern
for the Parish

Through a series of “town hall” style
meetings and questionaires from residents of the
four areas, opinions and
suggestions were gathered
and assimilated to help
understand communitiy
needs. Individuals from
various communities were
informally  interviewed
for their personal knowledge and insight; they are
duly noted in the acknowledgment section.

During the meetings certain themes of
improvement consistently resonated in all parts of
the parish. Blight, abandoned vehicles, and illegal
dumping of waste were by far the greatest concerns

that respondents felt were visual detractors for their
areas.

Larger issues that consistently surfaced
in the meetings centered on municipal planning
shortcomings and code enforcement. Problems
discussed along the River Road corridors include
ongoing sprawl, poorly maintained commercial
properties, and the municipal tolerance for allowing
encroaching RV Parks, mobile homes, and other
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“We are losing our community
through a lack of opportunity” LLCULTISEEY
Reverend Frank Johnson

low quality modular structures along the roadsides.

Most respondents expressed a desire
for having more accessible public green space,
walkable sidewalks, and better streetscapes for their
neighborhoods. Respondents expressed an interest
in preserving the culture and historic content of
their respective areas, however many were cynical
that the parish would do anything to make that
happen; at the same time, those same respondents
did not express a sense of self-responsibility to
help make that happen
through individual or
community initiatives.

youth in the community
was a common theme
among all respondents
and attendees.

Recommendations

Some of the larger problems that are
affecting the goodness of the entire parish relate
to the absence of a comprehensive long-range plan
that looks at the entire parish as well as the influence
of neighboring parishes. Two issues that seriously
need to be addressed relate to managing growth and
protecting irreplaceable resources. These include
unbridled development along the River Road
corridors, protection of agricultural land, and <lack
of> preservation of historic structures.

Ordinances that will protect the historic
content within the parish need to be written. They
should include language that addresses the removal,
moving, and demolition of all historic structures by
owners.

Some of these problems relate to the
effectiveness and/or enforcement of the existing
codes and ordinances. The current Code of
Ordinances has not been updated for over 20 years
(since 1988) and parts of it need to be overhauled.

Given the current conditions of blighted
properties, empty lots, and the need for revitalization
within many of the existing town centers, this study
recommends a parish-wide moratorium on any new
development of open land and for the removal, or
demolition, of any structures deemed of historic
value until a plan for protection can be put in place.

Another concept that needs to be embraced
in future planning is the contextual differentiation

Lake Maurepas
Lake des Allemandes
West Bank
River Road
Garyville
and Reserve

(from the Louisiana Speaks: Pattern Book, DPZ & Co.)

of the urban-to-rural transect. The transect concept
addresses matters such as density, how residential
and commercial spaces are developed, and how
roadways and streetscapes are appropriately
designed for any particular area.

The only means of public transportation,
is the very limited bus service of the River Parish
Transit Authority (RPTA) and the former Reserve/
Edgard ferry service run by the DOTD. Both are
described more in the west bank plan. The ferry has
played an important historic and commercial role
in local public transportation. Survey respondent
opinions were mixed on the future of the ferry
service, but were quick to point out that it was the
only connective public means to get to both sides
of the parish without having to leave and cross the
river via the bridges in the adjoining parishes.

Considering the important role the ferry has
played in transportaion, a compelling argument for
returning service can be made. Funding resources
through the Department of Culture, Recreation,
and Tourism or possibly the Department of
Transportation may be available to accomplish this

The contextual
differentiation of
the urban to rural
transect needs to
be incorporated
into future planning
initiatives in St. John

and will be also be discussed in later sections.

Quick Fixes

One of the challenges for this plan was to
identify areas of improvement that would require
relatively little physical effort or capital expenditure.
Eradication of blight and dumping are the most
notable concerns that could make a marked visual
improvement on the appearance of the parish. Other
simple solutions to visual enhancement include such
things as straightening poles and signs .

While cleaning up blight and dumping is
easy, the solution to fixing the problem requires
changing the behaviors of perpetrators in the
community. It also requires finding ways for the
municipal government to make it stop. These are
not easy tasks, but they can be accomplished through
various initiatives as community campaigns, via the
media, and by the force of law.
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A Levee Bike Path

St.John the Baptist Parish needs
to participate in the construction of the
regional bike and pedestrian paths on
top of the levees on both sides of the
river.

St. Charles Parish has funding
to pave 6.2 miles of the levee to
connect Luling to Hahnville. St. John
should consider extending the path to
connect Edgard to Lucy. Later phases
would include Edgard to Wallace and
eventually to both the parish lines.

The photo (on the right) is of
the regional bike path on the east bank
in Jefferson Parish. The aerial photo
(below) shows the route for a 3 mile
bike/pedestrian path from Edgard to
Lucy and the distance from the parish
line to Hahnville.
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be replaced; the plan recommends it only be
maintained where it is in a usable condition, and
particularly around residential areas.

In lieu of repairing the entire existing
sidewalk, the plan recommends that St. John pursue
extending the pedestrian and bike route on top the
levee in accordance to the guidelines set by the
New Orleans Regional Planning Commission for
the Mississippi River Trail. St. Charles Parish has
funding to continue a 6.2 mile paved bicycle and
pedestrian from Luling to Hahnville. That work
will be coordinated by the Louisiana DOTD, and
paid, in part, with economic stimulus money
currently available. Other funding for the project
includes money from the Federal Transportation
Enhancement Program (TEP).

The recommendation is for the path to be
developed over time and in a prioritized manner
according to potential benefit for the community.

Signs of the Times

Excessive signage cluttering the
roadway is as distracting as dumping
and blight. This should not be
tolerated in the parish.

The collection of signs (top left) at
the Grammercy Bridge exit at River
Road is the first impression one gets
of the west bank when crossing the
bridge.

The historical marker (bottom
left), imparts valuable information
about the place, however its
placement leaves a bit to be desired.
Informational signage of this kind
should be intentionally placed in
the landscape and not obscured

by utility poles and other signs.
Whenever possible, they should be
accompanied with roadside pulloffs
and rest areas with some form of
temporary parking.

For the first phase, this plan recommends a six mile
path to connect Lucy, Castle Drive and Edgard
neighborhoods. Later phases would continue the
path to Wallace, with later projects connecting the
paths to adjacent parishes.

Public transportation on the west bank is
furnished by the River Parish Transit Authority
(RPTA). Services are limited and on a first come,
first served basis. There are currently 800 registered
users and only three mini-buses to service for a
three-parish area. The RPTA picks individuals up at
any location and drops them off at any destination.
It is uncertain whether this system is adequate for
the area, however it seems that more consistent
service with designated stops would improve
efficiency. In the case of this arrangement, the plan
recommends covered shelters with seating along
stops in populated areas.
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Signage should be informative, easy to read, and uncluttered. This plan recommends
the use of tourist orientation devices (TOD’s), general service logo signs, and entry
signage along the River Road Corridor(all shown above).

Signage

Signage should impart information about
the area and offer simple instructions for assisting
travellers passing through the parish. Signs should
be easy to read and uncluttered so that road safety is
maintained while driving.

The pictures on page 70 show a profusion of
haphazard and confusing signage that needs to be
eliminated onthe River Road. The planrecommends
that the parish develop a signage policy for the west
bank for better assistance.

Asignage initiative is underway for marking
all entries into the parish from the major roadways.
Two uniform signs are planned along the west bank

River Road at each end of the parish, aswell as one on
the off-ramp of the Gramercy Bridge. In addition to
this effort, River Road would benefit from uniform
informational signage about commercial services
and other places of interest.

The plan recommends the use of tourist-
oriented devices (TODs), supplemental guide signs,
and general service logo signs. These types of signs
furnish accurate information for travelers and would
lessen clutter along the roadway.

Blight and dumping

Blight and dumping are the two most visible
detractors to the area that need to be eradicated.
Parish ordinances to assist with these problems are
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not being enforced, and they are ineffective for the
area. The plan recommends that the parish actively
campaign to clean up all visible blight from the River
Road and raise awareness that creating blight is not
an acceptable behavior. The plan also recommends
the language and the penalties of the ordinances be
revisited for the entire parish.

Funding Options

As a linear corridor of considerable scenic
character, transportation improvements are fundable
through the Transportation Enhancement Program.
This is particularly true for extending the bike path
on top the levee. Funding may also be available
to clean up blight, particularly if they are related to
natural disasters or are causing an environmental
hazard.

Part Il Edgard Revitalization

Edgard is recognized as a key node of
activity on the west bank, however, it has very
little commercial activity. It is centrally located
within the parish on that side of the river. It has
important commercial and civic ties to the rest of the
parish. In addition, it has been a major hub of river

transportation until recently. Because of all these
factors, this plan recommends that Edgard become
revitalized through the Main Street Program and
that an effort should be made to return the ferry for
transportation.

The Edgard Main Street Project

The historic past of Edgard’s commercial
vitality, and the present need for more commercial
facilities for the west bank, make it a prime Main
Street Program candidate. Commercial facilities
are limited in Edgard, but include a modern bank
and the two historic Caire Stores—both are listed
on the National Register. In addition, the parish
courthouse, and the oldest church and cemetery
in the parish are contributing elements for a Main
Street Program.

The Edgard-Reserve Ferry

An additional enhancement for Edgard
would be to bring the Edgard-Reserve Ferry back
into service. The ferry, and its landing, are clearly
key historic connectors of public transportation
related to commerce and parish government affairs.
There has been no ferry service since 2005. This

e LN .

View from the Edgard Ferry landing
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requires parish residents to travel out into adjacent
St. James or St. Charles parishes in order to get from
one side of St. John or the other.

Despite certain cost concerns, there are
a number of noteworthy factors that favor re-
establishing ferry service. Since its closing, parish
residents now have to rely on using bridges in
adjacent St. Charles and St. James Parish to travel
from one side of the parish to the other. This has
encumbered East Bank residents needing to go to
the parish courthouse, and West Bank Residents
that rely on the East Bank for commercial goods,
services, and employment. The experience of
riding the ferry and the views it can offer could give
it an important future role in heritage tourism for the
area.

Rationalization for the need and importance
for re-establishing ferry service include:

» itsrole of regional transportation for a
long period of time

» its direct connection to government
and commerce for one side of the
parish the other

 its opportunity for preserving
spectacular view sheds of the river

 its potential impact on heritage
tourism for the area

Recognizing these issues, the plan
recommends that service be restored on both sides
of the river as an integrated plan to establish Main
Street programs in Edgard and Reserve, the latter of
which will be discussed in a later section.

Funding Options

As a candidate for a Main Street Program,
Edgard would qualify for the same opportunities
described for the program in the previous section.
The ferry is funded through the Louisiana DOTD,
and it is uncertain what its responsibility it is to
assist in bringing service back—particularly in an
economic climate that is discouraging less cost-
effective means of transportation. It is possible that,
its role as a historic connection to two Main Street
Projects would be beneficial for assistance in the
areas of transportation or even preserving regional
culture.

Part Ill. The Sorapuru
House Visitor and Learning
Center

Overview

The third, and last recommendation for
improving a west bank River Road experience is
the creation of the Sorapuru House Visitors and
Learning Center. The center is envisioned to be a
not-for-profit foundation with a facility to include
a welcome center for the west bank and a learning
center related to Creole culture in the area.

The Sorapuru family and house are
both important entities of the west bank. The
Sorapuru’s are a prominent Creole family that have
continually owned and lived in the house since the
early nineteenth century. Their family still has a
strong presence along River Road. They currently
maintain the estate and have expressed an interest in
de-accessioning the property under the terms that it
would be used for the purposes of preserving Creole
culture through education and through extended
activities related to daily life and special traditions.

Conceptual Program

The Sorapuru House is envisioned to be
a multi-functional facility that will improve the
west bank as a community and assist visitors. This
multi-functionality includes some of the following
program;

* Asa living house museum of regional and
cultural importance

The ca. 1825 house is one of the best
examples of Creole architecture on the
River Road. In addition, its connection to
a family, with local historic prominence
further amplifies its importance. The
house offers an opportunity to exhibit to
the public an extremely rare and important
type of French-American architecture seen
in the area.

» Alearning center about Creole culture and
traditional folkways

In keeping with the family’s desires, the

73 The West Bank Beautification Plan, St. John the Baptist Parish, Louisiana

.

sugar cane fields

sugar cane fields

Sorapuru House would offer visitors and
local residents, a place to learn about
various traditions of Creole Culture and
folk traditions. This part of the program
is envisioned to include a permanent
and revolving collection of interpretive
displays within the house and on the
property. Asalearning center itwould offer
educational opportunities for all members
of the community and visitors alike.
Periodically, it would host actual cultural
events to celebrate and demonstrate Creole
traditions such as gardening, local crafts,
the boucherie, and more.

A visitors center for travelers along the
River Road

As a visitors center, the Sorapuru House is
a convenient location to provide travelers
a place to stop, rest and become oriented
to places of interest in the area.

River Road

Visitof"s Al
Parking

Orange Grove

Wegetable
Garden Pecan‘Grove Fruit Orehard

The Sorapuru House:

A Center for Learning
about Creole folkways
and Culture.

Benefits and Funding Options

Benefits for this type of facility and services
are far reaching and include local employment
opportunities, improved commerce through tourism,
and for creating a basis of knowledge for people to
understand and appreciate the local Creole culture.

As a foundation, the plan recommends the
parish assists and encourages its development but
not necessarily be involved in the organization
wholly. Other agencies that can assist in this type
of endeavor include those in the Office of Culture
and Tourism. A few organizations to look at for
guidance, or to emulate, for creating a similar
type foundation includes the River Road African-
American Museum in Donaldsonville, the New
Orleans African American Museum, and the Ashé
Cultural Arts Center in New Orleans.

The Sorapuru House has the potential to
draw from a large pool of funding resources. These
include almost all areas handled by the Louisiana
Office of Culture and Tourism. In addition to that,
there is other funding for preserving various history
of ethnic and American culture, agriculture, art, and
folklife.
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