
Audubon and New Orleans 

 
World-renowned naturalist, ornithologist and painter, John James 

Audubon (April 26, 1785 – January 27, 1851), did some of his most 
important work in Louisiana.  Though born in Saint Domingue, he 

often identified himself as a native of Louisiana, and described it as his 
“favorite portion of the Union.”  His magnum opus, a color-plate book 

entitled Birds of America (1827 – 1838), with Robert Havell, Jr., as his 
skilled British engraver, is considered perhaps the finest ornithological 

work ever completed.  His masterpiece was published on the biggest 
paper available: a 39.5-inch by 26.5-inch sheet called the “double-

elephant” folio, due to its size.  These contained 435 hand-colored 
etchings, depicting the nearly 500 species of birds known to inhabit 

America’s seemingly endless landscapes.  And Audubon did more 
pictures for Birds of America in Louisiana (at least 167 of the 435 

images) than in any other location. 

 

 
 

John James Audubon, painting by George P. A. Healy 



But was Audubon from New Orleans? 

Audubon, of course, holds a special spot in New Orleans history, and 

he lived here for a number of years.  The City is home to Audubon 
Park and the Audubon Nature Institute (with the Audubon Zoo, 

Aquarium, Butterfly Garden and Insectarium) named in his honor, not 
to mention Audubon Street, Place and Boulevard.  Many biographies of 

the past actually have the great naturalist born in New Orleans or 
nearby Mandeville, Louisiana.  But if one were to consult present-day 

encyclopedia entries, you would learn that Audubon, nee Jean-Jacques 
Rabin, was in fact born April 26, 1785, in Les Cayes (or Aux Cayes - 

Okay in Haitian Creole), Saint-Domingue (present day Haiti), the son 
of Jean Audubon, a French sea captain and plantation owner, who 

fathered John James Audubon out of wedlock by his mistress Jeanne 

Rabin. 

 

Audubon’s Roseate Spoonbill 
A sociable wading bird from the Ibis family, a great place to spot one 

is in Cameron Parish, Louisiana. 



 
However, during Audubon’s lifetime, and for a long time after that, all 

sorts of myths and rumors about his birth were circulated, many of 
which were started by Audubon himself, as well as by members of his 

family, apparent attempts to divert attention from his illegitimate 
birth. 

These fabricated legends claimed he was born circa 1780 on a 

Louisiana plantation, the son of a Spanish Creole woman of 
“exceptional beauty” and a French admiral.  Another rumor proclaimed 

him as the “Lost Dauphin,” the son of Louis XVI and Marie Antoinette, 

who was smuggled out of France by his adopted father, Jean Audubon, 

and brought to America. 

According to The Life Of John James Audubon, the Naturalist, edited by 

his widow, Lucy Bakewell Audubon (and said to have come primarily 
from Audubon’s own notes), published in New York (1869) by G.P. 

Putnam & Son, Audubon was born May 4, 1780, on a plantation in 
Louisiana.  His mother, “Anne Moynette,” had “beauty and wealth” and 

“was of Spanish origin”. 

Even his granddaughter Maria R. Audubon, in Audubon and His 

Journals (1897), wrote, “The village of Mandeville in the parish of St. 
Tammany, La., is about 20 miles from New Orleans on the north shore 

of Lake Ponchartrain.  Here, on the plantation of the same name, 
owned by the Marquis de Mandeville de Marigny, John James Laforest 

Audubon was born, the Marquis having lent his home, in the generous 
southern fashion, to his friend Admiral Jean Audubon, who, with his 

Spanish Creole wife, lived here some months.” 

Below is an entry from Library of the World’s Best Literature, Ancient 

and Modern, edited by Charles Dudley Warner (1898): 

 



Charles Dudley Warner listed Audubon’s birthplace as New Orleans, 
and, as an editor and author, he was no slouch.  Warner co-wrote a 

novel with Mark Twain in 1873:  The Gilded Age: A Tale of Today, the 
book that gave the era of U.S. history from the 1870s to circa 1900 its 

nickname.  The story’s main action takes place in Washington, D.C., 
and satirizes the greed and corruption of the governing class.  Yes, 

this was written back in 1873. 
 

 
 

Audubon’s Brown Pelican from Birds of America 
 

The Louisiana Encyclopedia (1909), in describing Audubon’s father’s 
“several valuable estates”, stated, “One of these, most delightfully 

situated near Mandeville, La., and facing Lake Pontchartrain, became 

the home of the French commodore and his young and beautiful bride, 
nee Anne Moynette, a daughter of a prominent Spanish family of New 

Orleans.  Here 4 children were born to them, 1 daughter and 3 sons. 



 
The youngest, John James, was born May 4, 1780, and dwelt with his 

parents in Louisiana during his infancy, until the death of his mother in 
San Domingo.” 

No, Audubon was actually born in Saint-Domingue, and Anne Moynet 

was Jean Audubon’s wife, who he lived with at his villa La Gerbetière in 
France, after his retirement and until his death, on February 19, 1818, 

at the advanced age of ninety-five. 

 

La Gerbetière, Audubon’s home at Couëron, Loire-Atlantique, France 

A century after Audubon’s father’s death in 1818, New Orleans writer 

Stanley Clisby Arthur wrote an article in the Times-Picayune with the 
heading “Was John James Audubon Born in Louisiana?”  In it “striking 

new evidence” was reported, after numerous wills, deeds and other 
documents were uncovered by ornithologist, Professor Francis Hobart 

Herrick of Western Reserve University.  Professor Herrick went to 
France in 1913 and discovered Audubon’s father’s papers at the 

commune of Couëron, France.  After serving on the French corvette 
Queen Charlotte and witnessing the surrender of Cornwallis in 1781, 

Audubon père embarked in colonial trade in the West Indies from 1783 
to 1789, during which time John James was born.  Professor Herrick 

found a bill for young Audubon’s birth on April 26, 1785, at Les Cayes, 
Saint-Domingue, written in the hand of the physician himself, Dr. 



Sanson, with the words “April 26. – Mlle. Rabin is delivered.”  He also 
found the act of baptism of Jean Audubon-Rabin at Nantes in 1800 and 

a formal act of adoption by Jean Audubon and his legal wife Anne 
Moynet.  The young John James Audubon spent his childhood in 

France.  While little is known about his early education, it is believed 
he was taught the essentials, as well as lessons in shooting, fencing, 

music, dancing, drawing and the study of nature. 
 

 
 

Headline from 1918 article by Stanley Clisby Arthur 

Arthur, in addition to writing on many topics connected with New 

Orleans, loved birds and wildlife and once served as the ornithologist 
of the Louisiana Department of Conservation.  He later wrote 

“Audubon: An Intimate Life of the American Woodsman” (Pelican 
Publishing, 1937). 

 
It is hard to believe that for over sixty years after Audubon’s death, it 

was widely accepted that John James Audubon was born in Louisiana. 
 

 

At the Audubon Zoo, “They All Asked for You”. 
 

But even with this new evidence presented, people in Louisiana were 
still slow to give up on Audubon’s having been born in Louisiana in 

1780.  Or perhaps, even as late as 1929, not everyone was even 
aware of the corrected history. 



Because of the persistent error of the May 4, 1780, birthday, the New 

Orleans Item-Tribune in 1929 reported, “In his memory, May 4, has 

long been observed as ‘Bird Day,’ in the private and public schools of 
Louisiana.”  All of this was announced as the state geared up to honor 

the “Great Naturalist’s Birthday,” his “149th Anniversary” on the wrong 

day (and marking the wrong year). 

 

The Audubon Hotel in Mandeville (early postcard view) 

Mandeville was all in for honoring their town as Audubon’s birthplace, 

and was even home to an Audubon Hotel.  The hotel, situated 
overlooking Lake Pontchartrain, was closed for a number of years, 

converted to a private home in 1969 and destroyed by fire in 1973.  

 
Audubon, we now know, lied about his birth in order to enhance his 

position in polite society.  Pulitzer-winning historian and Audubon 
biographer Richard Rhodes further explained, “In France bastard 

children were denied inheritance.”  Lying about his birth wasn’t 
Audubon’s only falsehood.  One of his biggest was told in trying to 

impress his future wife, Lucy Bakewell, her family and later the greater 
public.  Audubon claimed that he had studied art under the great 

French Neoclassical painter Jacques-Louis David.  The Louisiana 
Encycolpedia of 1909 told that story, too.  It was a downright lie, 

disproved by extensive research, yet the famed naturalist apparently 



never told his wife and sons the truth and repeated the claim multiple 

times in marketing his Birds of America.  

In 1803 Audubon emigrated from France to the United States.  

Biographer Richard Rhodes described the 18-year-old young man as 
“lean and athletic, unselfconsciously vain . . . his beak of a nose most 

certifiably French.”   He was sent to manage his father’s farm and 
mining interests in Pennsylvania, but later moved to Kentucky and was 

married to Lucy Bakewell in 1808.  He owned a sawmill there with 
George Keats, brother of the famed English poet, but this and various 

other business ventures ended in failure. The couple started a family 

and had two sons:  Victor Gifford (1809 – 1860) and John Woodhouse 
Audubon (1812 – 1862), as well as two daughters who died very 

young.  After losing his fortune in the Panic of 1819, Audubon decided 
to devote his full attention to his art, undertaking Birds of America. 

 

 
 

Print of the Faubourg Ste. Marie in New Orleans circa 1821, today’s 
Central Business District, exhibiting a street scene with a diverse mix 

of “every hue and nation” (Historic New Orleans Collection) 

And then Audubon made his way down to New Orleans.  Arriving in the 
Crescent City in early January 1821, his experiences were at first not 



very satisfying.  Finding it difficult to find work as an artist, Audubon 
was forced to remain on board the ship upon which he arrived.  In his 

journal, Audubon wrote, “Visited the levees and found them crowded 
with promenaders of every hue and nation.”  Eventually he received 

commissions to do portraits, providing him money on which to live.  
According to the “New Orleans City Guide,” the naturalist lived in the 

French Quarter at 706 Barracks Street, where he had his first studio, 

and 505 Dauphine.  He also lived on St. Ann Street.  

 

Oakley Plantation in West Feliciana Parish, near St. Francisville 

 
In June of 1821 Audubon was brought to “Oakley” Plantation in West 

Feliciana Parish to tutor Eliza Pirrie, the teenage daughter of Oakley’s 
owners, earning him $60 a month and board.  Audubon stayed only 

four months.  He spent half-days teaching Eliza, but was otherwise 
allowed to roam the woods and work on his naturalistic paintings.  The 



area’s beauty and abundance of bird life inspired one of the artist-
naturalist’s most successful creative periods.  There, he is believed to 

have begun or completed 32 paintings.  In March of each year, the 
Audubon Pilgrimage is held in St. Francisville, Louisiana, to honor the 

parish’s most famous visitor, John James Audubon. 

 

  Early postcard view of Audubon Place, fronting on St. Charles Avenue 
 

His stays in the Felicianas continued with time at “Beech Woods” from 
April to September, 1823, and from November 1824 to May 1826 

(Lucy supported the family by working there as a teacher), and at 
“Beech Grove,” November 1829 to New Year’s Day 1830.  These stays 

afforded the passionate naturalist time to explore the abundant bird 

life throughout the countryside.  And to punctuate his occupation of 
depicting birds, he gave dancing lessons to the young people of the 

area, for, according to Stanley Clisby Arthur, Audubon “could play the 
violin, flute, and flageolet as deftly as he could draw, and knew much 

about the steps of old-time dancers.”  Many of these dancing lessons 
were given at “Waverly” the beautiful Georgian-style plantation, built 

in 1821 by Dr. Henry Bains.  Sadly, ”Waverly” burned to the ground in 
1972. 

Audubon began his ambitious Birds of America picture series with an 

image of the wild turkey cock, which he spotted near “Beech Woods” 

plantation and was painted with a Louisiana canebreak in the 

background.  It is magnificent. 



 
 

Audubon’s Wild Turkey, once at home in the Felicianas 
 

Audubon returned to New Orleans and lived there, periodically, for a 
period of nine years.  He even bought some of the birds at the French 

Market for his artistic compositions. 

All of Audubon’s many hours in nature contributed to the celebrated 

artist-frontiersman’s having identified 25 new species.  And, although 
his fame has come from his paintings of birds, he didn’t always focus 

on them exclusively.  He also did paintings of bears, deer and 



raccoons, among other wildlife, as well as a panoramic landscape of 

Natchez, Mississippi. 

After years of work, and with the help of his two sons, Birds of 

America’s critical success made Audubon famous almost overnight.  
His high standards and artistry greatly influenced all future studies and 

works in the field of natural history and ornithology.  Another famous 
naturalist, Charles Darwin, quoted Audubon three times in On the 

Origin of Species and also in later works. 

Audubon was not the first to depict the birds of America.  That honor 

goes to Scottish naturalist and illustrator Alexander Wilson (July 6, 
1766 – August 23, 1813), who traveled North America widely, 

collecting and painting, just like Audubon.  But he did it first.  Wilson’s 
work was the nine-volume American Ornithology (1808–1814), and it 

greatly influenced Audubon and probably gave him the idea to proceed 
with Birds of America.  But Audubon did it bigger and better, so the 

fame went to Audubon. 

Audubon purchased a tract of land along the Hudson River in upper 

Manhattan.   From this he later donated a portion for the cemetery in 
which he is now buried.  Audubon died on January 27, 1851, in New 

York City, decades before Professor Herrick uncovered the true date of 
his birth and location of his birthplace.  

Artist, naturalist, prevaricator, ornithologist, dancing master and lover 

of nature, John James Audubon (although not actually having been 
born in or around New Orleans as he himself so often claimed) will 

nonetheless always be associated with the State of Louisiana and will 

always be considered a native son. 
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