Leon Godchaux’s trek from an illiterate, penniless Jewish immigrant to the “sugar king of the
South” began with an insult. In 1837, the 13-year-old Godchaux arrived in New Orleans from
the Alsace-Lorraine region of France and began peddling needles, thread and other dry goods at
plantations up and down the Mississippi River.

Legend has it that he was chased away from one of the first plantations he visited, in the town
of Bonnet Carre, with this angry admonition from a would-be client: “This town is reserved for
white people!” The legend also says that when he came back 13 years later with enough money
to buy the whole town, Godchaux remembered that rude treatment and decided to change the
town’s name to Reserve.

Godchaux had already established the Leon Godchaux Clothing Co. on Canal Street at age 21, a
department store that would anchor the downtown shopping district for almost a century.
After buying farm land in St. John the Baptist Parish, Godchaux would go on to build a sugar
empire, with a network of 12 plantations across southeast Louisiana.

Godchaux set up in Reserve what would become the largest sugar mill in the United States,
creating a true company town. Narrow-gauge trains powered by small, efficient locomotives
brought cane from as far as Raceland to the central plant. Three years before his death,
Godchaux owned 30,000 acres of sugar cane fields and produced more than 27 million pounds
of refined white sugar a year.
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Godchaux sugar refinery, Reserve, St. John the Baptist Parish, Louisiana
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