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VIEUX CARRE : THE HISTORICAL URBAN CORE OF NEW ORLEANS
Hiroko FUJIOKA

The objective of the paper is to examine the effect of multi-racial habitation
on the structure and development of a section of a port city. The Vieux Carre of New
Orleans began when France initiated colonial settlement at New Orleans in 1718.
Thereafter the colony changed hands between France, Spain and France again, before
finally passing to the United States in 1803. During this period the city was populated
by peoples from Africa, Latin America, and Europe. In spite of an unfavourable environ-
ment, the city’s strategic location and port function permitted it to grow steadily and
during a period in the nineteenth century it was the second largest trading port in the
United States.

Using contemporary maps and writings the eighteenth and nineteenth century
develoment of the Vieux Carre section is examined by focusing on “three forces : the
natural environmental controls on colonial settlement and urban structure ; the ethnic
and racial complexity and behaviour in the building of the city ; tha impact of change
to American control after 1803.

Located on the natural levee adjacent to a broad swamp, the French authorities
imposed a European inspired grid plan as the basis of the settlement. Occupants soon
found themselves facing many mnatural hazards : sinking foundations, riverine erosion,
hurricanes, mosquitos and epidemic diseases. Nevertheless settlement persisted and work
began on locating administrative and ecclesiastical facilities round a central plaza while
defensive installations, warehouses and a hospital were situated symmetrically on the
river bank. Operation of the settlement was given by the King of France to the Com-
pany of the West, but the firm soon went bankrupt. However in its short administra-
tion, the Company introduced a vital labour supply drawn from Africa, the Caribbean
region and from Germany thereby exerting a lasting impact on the social and racial mix
of the city. The coexistence of several races resulted in the gradual assimilation and
amalgamation of these diverse strands into a creole population.

As the city evolved during the nineteenth century the colonial characteristics
faded. Nevertheless the administrative focus which had been established earlier persisted,
but other economic and commercial facilities developed in a way peculiar to New Orleans.

Financial and mercantile facilities tended to situate in the “uptown” sector, close to the



suburban sections constructed following American take-over. Entertainment facilities,
reflecting the multi-racial character of the population, concentrated around the plaza,
while retail commercial facilities accumulated along Royal Avenue, a location which per-
sists to this day.

American control initiated following the Louisiana Purchase in 1803, set in
motion forces that led to a more complex differentiation of the city region. The construc-
tion of drainage works permitted new suburban areas to be created. The city therefore
evolved into three sectors: the Vieux Carre, the American sector and an immigrant
sector, each of which was administered separately. It soon became apparent that a pat-
tern of segregation by race and socio-economic standing attached to these sectors. The
poorest people occupied the areas having the most unfavourable natural environment.

Today the Vieux Carre is maintained through strong preservation efforts but
also by the continuing presence of its creole people and culture. The Vieux Carre
therefore complements the more conventional CBD functions provided by the American
secter, and indeed, has been able through its strong historical appeal to attract a share

of the commercial strength of the central city.





