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THE CIVIL WAR 

 Although the City of New Orleans avoided the physical destruction suffered by most Southern cities by 

surrendering in April of 1862, the Civil War impacted the neighborhood financially, physically and socially.  

Residents of the Garden District, populated largely by transplanted Northerners, were largely against the 

Southern secession and the ensuing war.  

Many Garden District residents fled to the 

North for the duration of the conflict.  

However, there were many outspoken 

confederate soldiers who resided in the 

Garden District, including Bishop Leonidas 

Polk, Reverend Benjamin Palmer, and 

architects Frederick Wing and Henry 

Howard.  During the occupation, many 

houses were confiscated by the Union Army 

from those who refused to take the oath of allegiance to the government of the United States.21  General 

Benjamin Butler confiscated personal property and quartered himself as well as troops in several Garden 

District homes. Following the conclusion of the war, many Garden District residents remained, but many moved 

away, their fortunes lost with the war. Confederate soldiers and heroes returned to or moved into the Garden 

District including General J. B. Levert, Captain Charles Fenner Colonel Robert Short, and General John B. 

Hood.  Allegiances to the defunct confederacy 

strengthened during the decades following the war.  For 

example, Captain, (later Judge) Fenner hosted his close 

friend, former Confederate President Jefferson Davis in 

his home at 1134 First Street on many occasions following 

the war.  (Figure 21 & 22) It was in the Fenner’s house 

that President Davis died in 1889.  

Figure 21: 1134 First Street 

Figure 22: Davis Memorial, 1134 First St. 
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THE THIRD PHASE: POST CIVIL WAR, 1866-1872 

 

 The Civil War essentially derailed the economy of New Orleans, ceasing all exports from the port of 

New Orleans and crippling the financial sector. However, New Orleans emerged relatively physically unscathed 

from the Civil War.  As a result, the city sat in a unique position among southern cities to undergo exponential 

economic and physical growth during the decade following its conclusion. Construction of stately private 

residences resumed a lively clip in the Garden District by 1868.   

 

 The more robust Italianate style replaced the 

Greek Revival as the architectural idiom of choice. 

Post-war residences constructed in the Italianate style 

feature a vigor and muscularity of architectural detail 

not present in the more restrained Greek Revival 

residences.  Italianate style dwellings in the Garden 

District boasted complex plan forms, including 

octagonal projecting wings, towers and side bays.  

The residences also increased in scale as even higher ceilings were 

employed, as well as multiple balconies at the projecting side wings. 

Archibald Montgomery’s  residence at 1213 Third Street, designed 

by Henry Howard, illustrates the grander scale and more ornate 

qualities of the Italianate Style. (Figure 23) Side hall townhouses 

were adapted to the new style as well. They were enveloped in lacy 

cast iron, often stuccoed, and included hexagonal bays.  (Figure 24)  

This period of construction culminated in 1872 with the construction 

of 2343 Prytania Street designed by architect Lewis Reynolds for 

wealthy sugar planter Bradish Johnson. (Figure 25) This masonry 

Figure 23: 1213 Third Street 

Figure 24: 1331 First Street 
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pile was, at the time of its construction, the 

most lavish private residence yet erected in the 

Garden District.  The home was centered on a 

lot that comprised roughly one-quarter of the 

square. Constructed in the Second Empire style 

that paired Italianate features with mansard 

roofs, the large imposing residence set a new 

standard for opulence with is scale, glass dome, 

curved marble staircase and early passenger 

elevator.22 The residence currently houses the Louise S. McGehee School for Girls, which has been located in 

the Garden District mansion since 1929. 

 

THE FOURTH PHASE: VICTORIAN ECLECTICISM,  1873 - 1910 

 The financial panic of 1873, triggered by the failure of several New York banking houses, severely 

impacted the economy of New Orleans. The bank failure resulted in the foreclosure of many businesses and the 

collapse of real estate values.23  The Garden District was heavily affected by the panic, as vast fortunes were 

lost overnight and residents were forced to sell furnishings and liquidate assets in order to stay afloat. When the 

economy did rebound some ten years later, the Garden 

District witnessed another surge of construction that 

lasted until the turn of the century.  In some cases, to 

be able to remain in their homes, families sold off their 

garden lots for new construction.  This era saw the 

introduction of the Queen Anne and Eastlake styles to 

the Garden District, including in several residences 

designed by prominent local architect Thomas Sully.  

The Victorian era of architecture bestowed an 

Figure 25: 2343 Prytania Street. Braddish Johnson Residence 

Figure 26: 2362 Camp Street 
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eclecticism and variety upon the Garden District, a neighborhood that 

heretofore had been a bastion of classicism. (Figure 26 & 27) The complex 

plans, asymmetrical facades, steeply pitched roofs, textured surfaces, and 

elaborate woodwork of the late nineteenth century residences provide 

interesting aesthetic foils to the formal monumentality of the earlier 

classically inspired mansions.   

 

  

 

 

 With the rebounding economy and the gilded age of America, New Orleans experienced another period 

of rapid growth between 1880 and 1910. The newly minted business scions of this era, like those before them, 

carried the tide of development uptown.  St. Charles Avenue, between Napoleon and Broadway, became the 

favored location for construction of impressive mansions. Along this spine, developers began to market private 

boulevards such as Audubon Place and Newcomb Boulevard that appealed to the new class of entrepreneurs 

and businessmen.  The reputation of the Garden District, by this time, had become that of a neighborhood 

defined by social exclusivity and insularity. Many families passed the homes along from generation to 

generation, resulting in a community with long-established relationships and traditions:  

Garden District society now closed its doors to new men except through marriage...the Old Guard now 
elaborated a romantic myth of Southerness, and in 1884 erected a monument to General Robert E. Lee 
as a symbol of a unanimous Confederate sympathy that had never been so simple in fact. Some members 
of the surviving French Creole elite now married members of high-status Anglo American families, 
thereby consolidating New Orleans’ thin upper crust. Exclusive men’s club life and its offshoot, old-line 
carnival organizations flourished as never before.  The period from the 1870's to World War I saw the 
artistic apogee of Carnival and Mardi Gras.24 

 
 The Garden District, since World War I, has remained relatively unchanged, both physically and 

socially.  The edges of the district have yielded to the encroachment of commercial enterprises and high-rise 

condominium development.  However, the core of the district remains largely the same as it appeared in 1890, 

save for a few mid-to-late twentieth century infill residences.  

Figure 27: 1241 Philip Street 
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CULTURAL IDENTITY 

 The cultural identity of the Garden District is inextricably tied to its exclusivity. Since its inception, the 

area has been defined as much as by who lives there as by who doesn't. Relationships, ancestors, and history 

play an important role in the inhabitants understanding of themselves, and thereby their neighbors, and finally 

their neighborhood. A well known aspect of the neighborhood for generations,  The New Orleans City Guide, 

published in 1938 by the Federal Writers Project of the Works Progress Administration remarked of  the Garden 

District: “In the reception halls gathered the elite of New Orleans. There was a saying that a family must have 

lived in the Garden District at least twenty years before its members could be recognized as residents of this 

section.”25   

 

POPULATION 

 

 The families that originally settled the Garden District were largely Anglo-Saxon, typically Protestant, 

and without question, wealthy.  The Anglo-Saxon business community was populated largely by 

Northeasterners and Kentuckians who sought to capture the growing prosperity created by the cotton and 

shipping industries.  Frederick Starr states unequivocally: “The Northeasterners set the tone for the Garden 

District.”26 Second to the transplanted northerners were immigrants from Ireland and England: “The English 

and Anglo-Irish were by far the most significant non-American element in the suburb, however, and enriched it 

with some of its most enduring architecture.”27  Two of the more revered architects working in the Garden 

District during the mid-nineteenth century were Irishmen, Henry Howard and James Gallier, Sr..  The first 

residents of the Garden District belonged largely to the Episcopalian and Presbyterian faiths.  These residents 

adhered to a puritan moral and work ethic that dictated diligent labor in stark contrast to the native Creole 

culture. Their evident industriousness led A. Oakey Hall to comment in his book: The Manhattaner in New 

Orleans, published in 1851: “Work, work, work, is the unceasing cry. Except among the Creoles, a man of 

leisure is a wonder.”28  Politically, the first wave of Garden District residents were conservative Whigs favoring 

a strong national government, protections for private property and high taxes.   
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 Census figures for the City of Lafayette from 1840 through 1852 reveal the changing ethnic makeup of 

the town. In 1840, the population of the City of Lafayette totaled 3227, comprised of 2470 whites, 634 slaves 

and 123 free persons of color.  African-Americans slaves and free persons of color accounted for 23% of the 

total population, a percentage that would decrease with every passing decade leading up to the Civil War.  In 

1847, the total population reached 9232 with 7884 whites and 1388 African-American slaves and free persons 

of color (17% of the city’s residents.) By 1852, the percentage of African-American slaves and free persons of 

color dropped to 12%.   

 

 Many of the larger households were constructed and maintained through slave labor.  Tax records 

indicate that some homeowners owned as many as eleven slaves to attend to the daily needs of their families.  

Frederic Starr states, however, that such households were the exception rather than the rule, noting that a typical 

Garden District residence housed only three to five slaves.29 Many homeowners depended upon newly arriving 

immigrants from Germany and Ireland as domestic servants.  The City of Lafayette boasted a growing 

immigrant population during the mid-nineteenth century, and census figures from 1860 reveal that: “nearly half 

of all white domestics were Irish born, with Germans constituting another third.”30 

 

  Following the Civil War, Garden District 

residents continued to employ domestic laborers, 

typically African-American, to attend to their 

needs. The emancipation of the South’s slaves 

caused a surge in cheap labor, allowing Garden 

District residents to maintain and even increase the 

size of their household staffs. The necessity for 

domestic servants to maintain the grand 

households of the neighborhood affected the 

Garden District both physically and socially.  As much as 30% of the total floor area of Garden District 

 Figure 28: Rear service wing, 2724 Coliseum Street 
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residences was devoted to housing the slaves and servants.31 These quarters are easily recognizable in the side 

elevations of many Garden District homes and are commonly known as service wings. (Figure 28)  These (often 

two-story) appendages to the main mass of the residence usually featured exterior circulation from room to 

room, usually in the form of side balconies and lower ceiling heights. 

 

 The population of the Garden District diversified somewhat following the first generation of 

homebuilders and residents.  New wealth generated during boom periods replaced those who lost their fortunes 

in the previous bust.  Compared to the initial cohesive group of transplanted Northerners, Irish and English, the 

successive waves of residents brought a more eclectic mix of individuals from increasingly diverse backgrounds 

to the Garden District.  However, up until the financial panic of 1873, the key to entry into the Garden District 

society was the financial wherewithal to purchase real estate in the enclave. This would change during the late 

nineteenth century.  Frederic Starr concludes that the elements of Garden District culture that embraced 

Southerness, tradition, insularity and exclusivity coalesced following the panic. From that point on, the Garden 

District began to be known not just for its financial requisites for residence, but for its social requirements as 

well.  This reputation has survived into the present, and is intricately tied to the identity of the Garden District. 

 
SOCIAL, RELIGIOUS AND EDUCATIONAL INSTITUTIONS  

 The cultural, social and religious institutions of the Garden 

District give evidence of the relative homogeneity of the neighborhood.  

The churches, schools and institutions were principally clustered along 

the established streetcar routes on Jackson Avenue, St. Charles Avenue, 

Prytania Street and Carondelet Street.  Like the residents of the Garden 

District, the churches were predominantly Protestant, and remain so 

today.   The Prytania Presbyterian Church at the corner of Joesphine and 

Prytania Streets was founded in 1846. Over the years, this congregation 

included many prominent citizens including George Washington Cable, 

Figure 29: Trinity Church 
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John McDonough, Paul Tulane and Sophie B. Wright.  Episcopal services  were begun the following year in a 

room on the corner of Washington and Laurel Streets.32  By 1853, under the direction of Reverend Alexander F. 

Dobb, the congregation of Trinity church was moved to its current sanctuary at the corner of Jackson Avenue 

and Coliseum Street. (Figure 29) The congregation was led for some time by Leonidas Polk who had become 

bishop of Louisiana in 1845.   

 

 By 1896, the Sanborn map shows that six other congregations had been established in the neighborhood.  

Christ Church, the first New Orleans Episcopal congregation (founded in 1805) followed its congregation from 

its sanctuary on Canal Street to St. Charles Avenue and Sixth Street in 1886. Two Methodist Episcopal 

churches existed, Mount Calvery, located at the corner of Prytania and Conery Streets (demolished), and the 

Louisiana Avenue Methodist Episcopal Church at the corner of Louisiana Avenue and Magazine Street 

(demolished).  An additional Presbyterian church was erected on Magazine Street between Jackson Avenue and 

Phillip Street and was named the Lafayette Presbyterian Church (demolished) and for the Baptists, there was the 

First Baptist Church on Magazine Street near Washington (demolished).  Despite the overwhelming 

predominance of white protestant congregations, there were some exceptions.  Catholic services were held at 

Our Lady of Good Counsel on Louisiana Avenue.  A “Negro Episcopal Church” was located on Fourth Street 

between St. Charles Avenue and Carondelet Street (demolished). 

 

 Constructed in the early 1840's, the first 

public schools in the City of Lafayette were located 

in the Irish Channel on Josephine Street near 

Chippewa Street and on the corner of Constance and 

Ninth Streets. The 1896 Sanborn map shows that by 

the turn of the century, there were six schools located 

within the boundaries of the Garden District. Two 

public schools had been established by 1896: the Figure 30: Magnolia Public School 
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Chestnut Public School, located on Chestnut Street between Jackson Avenue and Philip Street (demolished) and 

the Magnolia Public School on Carondelet Street between Jackson Avenue and Philip Streets. The two-story, 

masonry, Magnolia Public School building still stands, but has been converted for residential use. (Figure 30) A 

German school was located on the corner of Carondelet and Conery Streets. Our Lady of Good Counsel 

provided a parochial school at the corner of Louisiana and Chestnut Streets. Three private schools were offering 

instruction in 1896 on Prytania Street between Jackson and Philip Streets, on Coliseum between Fourth Street 

and Washington Avenue and on St. Charles Avenue between Fourth Street and Washington Avenue. By 1890, 

the Robb-Burnside house, comprising the entire square bounded by Washington Avenue, Prytania Street, 

Coliseum Street  and Sixth Street had been purchased by Mrs. Josephine Newcomb for use as Newcomb 

College for Women. The complex included a chapel, library, art studio and various administration facilities.  

The property was purchased by the Baptist Bible Institute which occupied the site until 1955 when the complex 

was sold.  The Robb-Burnside mansion along with its ancillary structures was demolished soon after to make 

way for residential development.    

 

 As mentioned earlier, Buisson’s plan for the 

Faubourg Livaudais did not designate any public 

squares, parks or other amenities.  Unlike previous 

faubourgs that included a central square such as the 

Place D’Armes in the Vieux Carré, Washington 

Square in Faubourg Marigny and Lafayette Square 

in Faubourg Ste. Marie, the City of Lafayette had 

no locus for public gathering.  As a result, the town 

center grew out of the economic center of the port 

at the intersection of Jackson Avenue and the river. 

Inevitably, favored places to visit with neighbors developed.  One such meeting place was Pope’s Pharmacy, 

located at the corner of Jackson Avenue and Prytania Street (Figure 31).  A group of Garden District 

Figure 31: Pope’s Pharmacy 



 

30 

businessmen, known locally 

as “The Club,” gathered in 

the late afternoons during 

the 1850's on the benches 

placed in front of the 

pharmacy.  The group 

included such luminaries as 

Henry Buckner and John 

Burnside who met each 

evening to discuss politics 

and business.33 In 1860, 

Philip T. Philips retained 

Henry Howard and his partner Henry Thiberge to design a grocery store and residence at the corner of St. 

Charles and Jackson Avenues.  The store has been in continuous operation as a grocery, barroom and drugstore 

and since 1952 has been the Williams Grocery store. (Figure 32) The building and its grocery are considered a 

local institution.   

 

COMMERCE AND RECREATION 

 

 As noted earlier, at the time the City of Lafayette 

purchased the square for Lafayette Cemetery, the square 

was considered on the edge of town.  As high-end 

residential development blossomed in the rear of 

Lafayette, the Lafayette Cemetery found itself located in 

the middle of a luxury suburb.  However, the property 

directly facing the cemetery was considered less valuable, 

Figure  32: William’s Supermarket 

Figure 33: 1883 Robinson Atlas 
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and smaller houses including Creole cottages and shotguns were constructed along its borders.  Figure 33 shows 

the Robinson Atlas of 1883. Yellow indicates frame structures, many of which were small cottages that remain 

today.  Businesses, of which there were few in the Garden District, were also located in this area.  In time, the 

squares bordering Lafayette Cemetery would become the de facto town center, and they remain so to this day.   

 

 In 1888, land previously occupied by a 

sash factory at the corner of Washington and 

Prytania Streets across from Lafayette 

Cemetery was leased to the Southern Athletic 

Club for construction of their new gymnasium 

and clubhouse. (Figure 34) Previously located 

at Jackson Avenue and Magazine Street, the 

Southern Athletic Club boasted a membership 

of 789 active  members.  B.M. Harrod designed 

the Moorish style club which was built by John 

McNally at a cost of $18,000.  The complex included a reading room, a gymnasium, and a natatorium. The 

opening reception was attended by over 5000 people who enthusiastically admired the new clubhouse. Turkish 

baths were added in 1891 including steam rooms, plunging pools and saunas. The gymnasium was considered at 

the time of its opening to be  “...a model of beauty, convenience and judicious expenditure...the gym, the largest 

in the world...is the best and latest in design that money could buy.”34  The Southern Athletic Club sponsored a 

football team, world championship boxing matches, annual galas and athletic contests held in Audubon Park.  

The gym opened its doors to women in 1891, reserving three hours a week and lessens in athletics and fitness 

for neighborhood girls.  The Southern Athletic Club was eventually sold to the City of New Orleans in 1910 for 

$18,600. The property was auctioned off in 1993 for private development. The rear of the complex was soon 

demolished; the front portion facing Washington Avenue enlarged for use as a residence.   

 

Figure 34: Southern Athletic Club 
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 The Crescent City Skating Rink stood 

across the street from the gymnasium. (Figure 35) 

Constructed in 1884 by Clara Hagan, this wood-

frame structure has since hosted many uses 

including a mortuary, a livery, an automobile 

garage and most recently a retail complex. During 

the 1890's across Prytania Street from the 

Crescent City Skating Rink was a drugstore and a 

confectionary.  Behind them, facing Washington 

Avenue, was a marble works and the Lafayette 

Cemetery office.   

 

 Typical 19th century New Orleans 

neighborhoods included small stores located at the 

corners to meet the immediate needs of the 

neighborhood residents.  These corner stores often 

housed dry goods shops, bakeries, grocers and butchers. 

However, the high property values in the rear of 

Lafayette precluded land ownership by the merchant 

class that typically constructed, operated and resided in 

corner store-houses.  Although a few commercial buildings sprouted on the corners of Prytania Street and St. 

Charles Avenue, only two corner stores were constructed within the Garden District itself. These two buildings 

were located across the street from one other on Coliseum and 8th Streets.  (Figure 36)  

 

 The primary commercial spine of the City of Lafayette developed along Magazine Street.  Except for the 

stretch between Philip and Fourth Streets, which were almost completely residential, Magazine Street between 

Figure 35: The Rink 

Figure 36: 1400 Eighth Street 
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Jackson and Louisiana Avenues was devoted to 

commercial enterprise.  For example, “Pioneer Row” 

located at the corner of Jackson Avenue and Magazine 

Street, housed a drugstore, four stores, a Chinese laundry, 

and an office. (Figure 37) In addition to stores, there 

were carpenters and wood and coal yards, plumbers and 

cobblers, laundries, barbers, hardware stores, locksmiths, 

drugstores and offices along the Magazine Street corridor.  There were 

also undertakers, bakeries, a post office, cultural and institutions such 

as The Knights of Pythias Lodge and Hall, churches and theaters.35   

The block of Washington Avenue between Camp and Magazine Streets 

had a laundry, a furniture manufacturer and Fire Company No. 23, 

which, although altered, remains today as the Fire Company Museum 

(Figure 38). The commerce and services located along Magazine Street 

served many of the immediate needs of the Garden District residents, 

as well as the surrounding neighborhoods.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 37: Pioneer Row 

Figure 38: Firehouse Museum 
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PHYSICAL IDENTITY/ REGIONAL EXPRESSION  

 

 The identity of the Garden District is closely related to its physical characteristics, as evidenced by its 

name. Long recognized for its profusion of gardens, foliage, and lawns, the Garden District is distinctive in its 

residents’ commitment to the art of architecture as well as landscape design. The distinctive character of the 

Garden District can be attributed largely to its original layout. A typical square in the Garden District measures 

approximately 315 feet by 250 feet, with the longer side facing the numbered streets running perpendicular to 

the river.  The squares between St. Charles Avenue and Coliseum Street are longer, measuring approximately 

427 feet front on the numbered streets. Many of the squares were subdivided into four corner lots creating large 

parcels measuring 214' by 125'.  In a city dominated by narrow buildings squeezed into 30' by 120' lots, the 

Garden District was truly a remarkable departure from the norm.    

 

 It is evident from the Buisson plan for Faubourg Livaudais that except for St. Charles Avenue and 

Prytania Street, the streets running perpendicular to the River were intended to be primary, and the streets 

paralleling the river, secondary.  The sidewalks measure twelve feet in width along the numbered streets and 

only nine feet on the cross streets.  These dimensional shifts established the hierarchy of real estate within the 

City of Lafayette and the Garden District in particular.    

 

 The edges of the sidewalks in the Garden District were lined with 

granite slabs that formed one side of stone drainage ditches installed along 

both sides of most streets. (Figure 39) These ditches were constructed in 

New Orleans prior to municipal sewers to capture household water as well as 

rainwater from the streets.  Many of these ditches remain today in the Garden 

District and are often bridged by metal or concrete to access driveways.  The 

sidewalks were typically paved with brick set in a herringbone pattern or 
Figure 39: Granite Ditches 
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imported flagstones.  The paving typically 

extended the full width of the sidewalk abutting 

the granite slab of the trenches.  Areas near the 

curb were reserved for sapling oaks that were 

usually encased in wood boxes or picket fences 

to protect them during their first years.    

 
 From the beginning, all improved 

properties in the Garden District were enclosed 

with fencing of some type (Figure 40).  From 

1830 to1850, these fences were typically of wood picket construction measuring three to five feet in height.  

Grander houses featured elaborate wrought and cast iron fences.  Fencing was a necessity in New Orleans 

during the second half of the nineteenth century as evidenced by an article that ran in the Daily Picayune in 

1866: “One of the great nuisances that ought to be abated is that of the great multitude of vagabond goats which 

especially in the Fourth, or Garden District inflict incredible damage upon every green thing within their 

reach.”36 During this period the residents often voiced their complaints concerning “the great numbers of horses 

and mules running at large, particularly at night, occupying the sidewalks to the danger of the passer by and 

racing up and down the streets.” 37 

 
 Born of necessity, these fences became a prime 

location for display of wealth and stature.  Fences 

measuring four to seven feet high became elaborate 

canvases for intricate design. Fence design reached an 

apex with the famous “cornstalk fence” installed at the 

corner of Prytania and Fourth Streets in 1859 for 

Colonel Robert Henry Short (Figure 41).  Metal picket 

fences create a visual and physical barrier between the 

Figure 40: Arial View Garden District, 1850’s 

Figure 41: Cornstalk fence 
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public and private realms while allowing for the view of 

the houses beyond to remain relatively unobstructed and 

often enhanced. Today, metal fences and stucco walls 

border the majority of residences in the Garden District 

(Figure 42) Many of the walls are covered in ivy and 

flowering plants often protrude from behind the metal 

pickets.  These fences and walls create a cohesive, 

continuous edge along the sidewalks of the Garden 

District forming a dominant physical feature of the neighborhood.  

 The large lots of the Garden District allowed for a proliferation of ambitious gardens for which the 

neighborhood came to be known.  Watercolor drawings of Garden District properties give evidence to the 

existence of formal gardens complete with raised beds, brick pathways, trellises, manicured lawns and 

greenhouses. However, Starr concludes: 

In the absence of convincing evidence to the contrary, it is fair to conclude that the beauty of the 
district’s gardens derived more from the lushness of the semi-tropical flora, which included orange 
trees, banana trees, and many imported flowering species than from the designs of the gardens per 
se.38  

 
The combination of lawns, trees, hedges and vines planted in great numbers resulted in one of the most densely 

foliated sections of the city.  The Garden District, as seen from aerial photos is easily recognizable for the 

abundance of in vegetation within its boundaries.   Although  the “garden suburb” model would eventually 

become the norm for residential development, the Garden District at the time it was developed was considered a 

luxurious wonder in comparison to the densely inhabited city core as evidenced by Daily Delta article from 

1850: 

We took a ramble a few days ago, in the suburbs of Lafayette, and were no less surprised than delighted 
with the view of so many pretty villas and beautiful gardens which abound in that part of the vicinity.  
Here a number of merchants, and other citizens whose business is conducted in New Orleans, have fixed 
their residences, so that they may have larger breathing spaces, greater room, and such of those rural 
enjoyments as the jaded denizen of the city so eagerly pants for.  Here they may occupy whole or half 
squares, and build houses of convenient proportions –here they can have gardens, shrubbery, beautiful 
trees and grass plots for children to play upon and yards in which to raise foul and have their table 
supplied with fresh eggs.39  

Figure 42: Typical Garden District sidewalk 
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 It remains unknown when the “rear” section of the City of Lafayette first began to be called the Garden 

District. However, the “rear” of the City of Lafayette was called the “Garden District” in an article published in 

the Daily Picayune in 1866.  The early date of this article suggests that the relatively young neighborhood had 

coalesced into a discernable entity distinguished by its expansive lawns and gardens.   

 

 Another defining feature of the Garden District is 

the New Orleans and Carrollton Railroad.  The railway, 

placed on the National Register of Historic Places on 

August 4, 1973, is the oldest continually operated railway 

in the United States. The railroad was created as a 

passenger line to link New Orleans with the resort town 

of Carrollton, located roughly six and a half miles upriver. 

The initial passenger cars were pulled by horses, but by 

1835 the engines were steam operated. (Figure 43) The noise and smoke of the steam engine trains deterred 

residential development on the Avenue until 1867 when the steam engines were replaced with mule drawn cars. 

The St. Charles Avenue line was electrified in 1893.  The 900-class streetcars that have become recognizable 

icons of New Orleans arrived during the 1960's.  The rails are placed within a grassy neutral ground that divides 

the Avenue. This neutral ground between the tracks has become a beloved corridor for joggers and walkers, 

with trails worn through the grass testifying to heavy use.  Though St. Charles Avenue, particularly between 

Jackson Avenue and Calliope Street, has experienced a great deal of demolition and introduction of 

incompatible structures, the portion between Jackson and Louisiana Avenues retains many of the original 

residences.   St. Charles Avenue serves as the formal gateway into the Garden District for residents and tourists 

alike who arrive by streetcar to visit the neighborhood.   

 

 

 

Figure 43: New Orleans and Carrollton RR, 1889 
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 As the Garden District evolved over several generations, it achieved an elegant patina of age and 

maturity which has only enhanced the neighborhood’s beauty and appeal. The physical characteristics of the 

neighborhood including cast iron fences, lacy iron galleries, flagstone sidewalks, and ivy covered walls have 

become recognized symbols of the Garden District.  These features coalesce to form a unique urban landscape 

with a definable “sense of place.” 
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INTEGRITY/ BUILDING TYPES 

 The streetscapes of the Garden District offer unparalleled vistas of impressive mansions situated among 

beautiful grounds enclosed by sturdy cast iron fences.  The consistency of building type, materials and 

architectural styles contribute to the visual cohesiveness of the neighborhood.  The majority of the buildings are 

of frame construction.  However, the Garden District possesses a large number of masonry structures that, 

because of their higher cost, gives evidence to the wealth of the residents who built them.  The greater part of 

the structures are residential although other building types dot the area including churches, commercial 

buildings along Magazine Street and 20th century hotels, condominiums and medical buildings.   

 

 The most dominant building type in the 

Garden District is the double gallery residence.  Of 

the 1023 total buildings surveyed in the Garden 

District, 223 of these or 21% are American side-hall 

or two-story, five-bay houses with double galleries. 

(Figure 44) These buildings are of wood and masonry 

construction.  These elegant, classical, double gallery 

homes address the street with an ornate, semi-public 

outdoor space that responds to the specific demands of the climate and culture.   

 

 The second most prolific building type is the shotgun house in its 

various incarnations including the single, double and camelback shotgun 

types. (Figure 45) A total of 215 shotguns, were counted in the survey, with 

the majority of these identified as double shotguns.  Shoutgun houses 

appeared in New Orleans during the 1830's and soon became the most 

popular house type in the City of New Orleans.  The shotgun provided a 

narrow, multi-family residence that conformed to the typical narrow New 
Figure 45: 1316 Washington Ave. 

Figure 44: 1427 Second Street. Five Bay, double gallery 
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Orleans lot.  Because of New Orleans’ dearth of suitable ground for building prior to the turn of the century, 

land was a premium and higher density a must.  Shotgun doubles were built by the thousands in every 

nineteenth century neighborhood, satisfying the housing demands of the lower and middle classes.   

 

 It is interesting to note that the Garden 

District, which is famous for its wealth and 

exclusivity, would include so many houses that are 

generally associated with the working class. (Figure 

46) As stated previously, it is this very dichotomy that 

affords the Garden District its charm. The shift in 

scale from the very grand to the modest prevents the 

Garden District from becoming an overwhelming and 

intimidating experience of unmitigated opulence and grandeur.  Unlike most enclaves, the diversity of the 

Garden District provides a rich portrait of a community populated not only by the entrepreneur, but musicians, 

tradesmen, functionaries and journalists: “...members of the lower-middle class who built and resided in the 

vernacular dwellings lived in close proximity to the great homes, and had a far smaller middle class standing 

between themselves and the wealthy.  The worlds of rich and poor thus interacted at many levels in the Garden 

District...”40 

 

 Other building types found in the Garden District include 51 townhouses, 42 raised, center-hall cottages, 

40 commercial buildings and 39 cottages.  Twenty residences were identified as “mansions” a large number 

considering the amount of large center hall cottages, and double gallery residences, both of which are also fairly 

grand house types.  

 

 

 

Figure 46: 3017 Coliseum Street 
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INTEGRITY/PHYSICAL CONDITIONS: RATINGS 

 

 The survey counted 1023 structures and lots in the neighborhood.  The largest share of buildings carry a 

“Green” rating which denotes buildings of architectural or historical importance: “This category includes 

buildings that are typical examples of architectural styles or types found in New Orleans when the building 

retains its original architectural details and makes a notable contribution to the overall character of a particular 

area of the city.”41 273 or  26% of the buildings in the Garden District qualify as Green rated structures.  The 

second most numerous category is “Red/Green.” 221 or 21% of the buildings are considered to be rated Red/

Green.  A red rating signifies buildings that are important but have been altered: “This category includes 

buildings that have had much of their exterior architectural details removed or covered....If a building in this 

classification were to be properly restored or renovated; the rating would be automatically raised...”   Many of 

the alterations to buildings in the Garden District are easily reversible including vinyl siding, replacement 

windows and doors, and removed or enclosed porches.  If a building has only very minor alterations such as 

changed porch railings, posts or decking, the Red rating is not applied.  The Red rating is used to denote 

alteration rather than neglect.  If a building is deteriorated but retains its original architectural features and 

integrity, the Red rating is not applied. 

 

 170, or 16% of the buildings in the Garden District are considered “gold” rated buildings that contribute 

to the streetscape and overall character of the neighborhood.  These buildings are regarded as “...of lesser 

stylistic importance, and ....frequently are quite modest in appearance, (but) they are important to the character 

of the area due to their scale, materials and/or increasing age...”42  These structures are typically younger than 

the majority of the Green, Red and Blue rated buildings in the area and tend to have less architectural detail.  

However, their presence is essential to the streetscape helping to demonstrate the wide variety of economic, 

cultural social and architectural diversity of the Garden District.  

 

 



 

42 

 Unrated buildings are typically later buildings that do not contribute to the character of the area either 

architecturally or historically. There are 188 unrated buildings within the boundaries of the Garden District. 

Unrated buildings: “...have no real architectural value. Although some of these buildings have a detrimental 

impact on areas in which they are located, others are sympathetic to adjoining buildings due to their texture, 

proportions and massing.”43 As mentioned previously, the edges of the Garden District have been affected by 

the construction of hotels, multi-story condominium buildings and institutional growth.  Many of these recent 

buildings account for many of the unrated structures.   

 

 The Garden District is fortunate to have a large number of Blue rated structures, or buildings of major 

architectural or historical significance. “Buildings in this classification include outstanding examples of works 

by notable architects....unique or exceptionally fine examples of a particular style or period when original 

details remain; buildings which make up an important, intact grouping or row, even when some of the buildings 

within the group have been defaced; and noteworthy examples of construction techniques when original fabric 

of the building is basically intact...”44 There are 71 Blue rated buildings and 11 Red/Blue rated buildings within 

the boundaries of the Garden District.  These Blue rated buildings include some of the more elaborate, high 

style buildings in the district as well as rare and exceptional buildings. The Garden District hosts a significant 

number of residences designed by the mid- nineteenth century’s most prominent architects including Henry 

Howard, James Gallier, William Freret and Lewis Reynolds, many of which carry a blue rating. 

 

 There are three buildings of national architectural and/or historical significance in the Garden District 

which carry the highest rating of Purple.  These buildings include the Jacob Payne House at 1134 First Street, 

the George Washington Cable at 1313 Eighth Street and Colonel Henry Short’s house at 1448 Fourth Street. 

Buildings categorized as purple: “include important works by architects having a national reputation, 

buildings...designated as National Historic Landmarks by the National Park Service...unique examples 

illustrating American Architectural development...or associated with historical events or persons that have 

national importance.” 45 The preservation and maintenance of these buildings is of the utmost importance. 
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CONCLUSION 

 The Garden District is one of the most architecturally and historically significant historic districts in 

New Orleans, if not the United States.   Although it has been recognized as both a National Register District, 

and National Historic Landmark, these designations afford little in the way of protection. The neighborhood 

remains vulnerable to the potentially negative impact of demolition, new construction and demolition by neglect 

within its boundaries.   It is for these reasons that the HDLC recommends that the Garden District be designated 

a Local Historic District.    Due to the limits set forth by State Act 1073 which allow for HDLC jurisdiction only 

over new construction, demolition and demolition by neglect, The HDLC is recommending that the Garden 

District be made a Partial Control District.  The HDLC will be able to provide design review of proposed new 

construction, and a public hearing for all proposed demolitions. The HDLC will also be able to cite property 

owners for failure to maintain their buildings properly, preventing further deterioration and potential blight. The 

staff of the HDLC looks forward to the opportunity to work with the Garden District Association and Garden 

District property owners to protect and maintain the beauty and charm of the Garden district. 

 


