
Yvonne LaFleur Oral History  

MSS 629.93 

2019.0426 

October 11, 2019 

Interviewed by Mark Cave at 8131 Hampson St. New Orleans, LA. 70118 

Project: NOLA Life Story Project, MSS 629 

Williams Research Center, The Historic New Orleans Collection 

 

 

Yvonne Lafleur 

 

MARK CAVE: What is your name? 

YVONNE LAFLEUR: LAFLEUR. 

CAVE: And how do you spell that? 

LAFLEUR: Y-V-O-N-N-E L-A-F-L-E-U-R. 

CAVE: And I’m Mark Cave with the Historic New Orleans 

Collection. It’s Friday, October 10th? 

LAFLEUR: 11th. 

CAVE: 11th, 2019. And we’re here at your shop and we’re 

talking about your life, and your career. Where were you 

born, or when were you born? 

LAFLEUR: I was born in Bakersfield, California, April 14th, 

1947. 

CAVE: Talk a little bit about your mom. 

LAFLEUR: My mom was a beautiful person, she was one of 14 

children, my family is from Montreal on my mother’s side. 

And she just had beautiful sisters, and just a great 

growing up. 

CAVE: Talk about your dad. 
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LAFLEUR: My dad was a Mormon. And at four, my mother separated 

from him, and returned to New Orleans from the San 

Francisco area to live with her sisters, and I moved into a 

big house with my aunts on the corner of Camp and Peniston.  

CAVE: Talk about arriving in New Orleans, tell that story. 

LAFLEUR: Yes, well my dad worked for Southern Pacific Railroad, 

so my mother had the rail pass, so we went from San 

Francisco to Chicago to visit some of my uncles. And then 

to New Orleans, and the train station was on Canal street 

at that time. Got off the train, got in the streetcar, and 

rode to some of the department stores, and my aunt was the 

billing person at Godchaux’s, another aunt sold sportswear 

at D.H. Holmes, and the other aunt ran the elevator at 

Maison Blanche. And these were my housemates. (laughs) 

CAVE: So where on Camp street did you grow up? 

LAFLEUR: The corner of Camp and Peniston. And it was just 

fabulous. I was the only child, so I had all these other 

mothers who really influenced me, and definitely shared 

their part of life with me. 

CAVE: What did your mom do for a living? 

LAFLEUR: Well my mom worked for Red Cross when she met my dad, 

and then she was a homemaker, and when she remarried here 

in New Orleans, she took care of foster children. So I grew 



MSS 629.93, Williams Research Center, Page 3 

 

 

 

up with three foster children, a girl from St. Louis and 

two boys from (inaudible). 

CAVE: Who was your stepfather? 

LAFLEUR: His name was John Taylor. 

CAVE: And what did he do? 

LAFLEUR: He worked for the Post Office, and he worked at 

nights, when they used to sort the mail, so that was his -- 

CAVE: Where did you go to school? 

LAFLEUR: I grew up in the Ninth Ward when my mother married, 

and I went to Saint Cecilia’s, Sisters of Maronite, 

wonderful educators. Then I moved by City Park, and I 

attended Cabrini High School, and I’m the third graduating 

class from Cabrini. And it was a wonderful experience, and 

I’m still very involved in the school. 

CAVE: What do you remember from your Ninth Ward neighborhood 

when you were growing up? 

LAFLEUR: Well, I shared half a house with a lady, who actually 

came to visit us in San Francisco, was one of my aunts. And 

she owned the house, and she was wonderful, she did -- it 

was double shotgun, but she did elegant dinner parties, and 

she gardened, and she was a really special, just a very 

wonderful Catholic. She went to the Cathedral every Sunday, 

and she also took me to the Sisters of the Holy Family in 

New Orleans, and I was brought there after school, and they 
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had a sewing room. It was quite exciting. For seven cents 

on the streetcar, it was three days a week after school to 

the French Quarter. 

CAVE: What were the sisters of the Holy Family like? 

LAFLEUR: They were just wonderful, kind people. And at the time 

the French Quarter had three orders of nuns that you could 

see walking in their habits. It was a very special part of 

the Quarter that I’m glad I have a memory of. 

CAVE: Did your family spend much time in the Quarter? 

LAFLEUR: Not really, but the bus was so accessible at that 

time, the bus to return to the Ninth Ward went down Bourbon 

Street, which was a bit exciting for a young child, [05:00] 

(laughs) as the doors opened.  

CAVE: Did you have a close relationship with your brothers 

and sisters, your stepbrothers and sisters? 

LAFLEUR: Well, it was a wonderful growing up, it was a sharing, 

because they came from different backgrounds, and it was 

really, really special. 

CAVE: What kinds of things did you do for fun as a child? 

LAFLEUR: Well, I learned to sew when I was four years old. 

Moving here, our dining room was really a sewing room in 

the house, and instead of making doll clothes, I got to cut 

up my aunt’s old dresses and make them fit me.  

F2: Good morning. 
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LAFLEUR: Good morning, you can just leave that now, thank you. 

CAVE: Did -- was there a movie theatre near you? 

LAFLEUR: In the Ninth Ward, there was [NOLA?] theater, but my 

mother really didn’t take me to movies, I mean that was not 

part of my growing up.  

CAVE: So you -- sewing was your passion as a child? 

LAFLEUR: Sewing was always my passion. And you know, at the 

time you could go to the dime store and get a remnant for a 

dollar, and a zipper for ten cents, and whip up a dress. 

(laughs) 

CAVE: Is that something you shared with your mom, or was it 

more your aunts that you -- 

LAFLEUR: Both. 

CAVE: Both?  

LAFLEUR: My mother sewed beautifully; she was very special in 

that she didn’t temper my sewing, because most mothers who 

sew don’t want you to ruin the fabric. It costs too much, 

or whatever. And she just encouraged me. Sometimes those 

zippers didn’t look too good, or the sleeves, but it was 

okay. It was my creation. (laughs) 

CAVE: As a child, did you feel part of New Orleans, or did 

the fact that you came from Montreal and California, did 

that seem to separate you in some way from -- 
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LAFLEUR: Not really, because I had everything. You know, the 

aunts were wonderful, I can remember when we lived on Camp 

and Peniston, that -- at Magazine -- on Magazine Street, my 

mother took me to get a chicken, and it was actually a 

fresh chicken where they killed it in the barrel. (laughs) 

So there were a lot of interesting things about growing up 

in New Orleans. You know, the accessibility of the parks, 

and also the blending of cultures. You know, I came from 

California where we had an Asian population, and New 

Orleans was different. And that was beautiful to experience 

with the nuns, and of course the Ninth Ward was a very 

blended neighborhood. 

CAVE: You were in school during school integration -- 

LAFLEUR: Yes. 

CAVE: And that was such a controversial topic in the Ninth 

Ward. Did you happen to experience that in your school? 

LAFLEUR: You know, I really did. Because my best girlfriend, 

her mother was the teacher, the kindergarten teacher in the 

France school. So it was right there, and it was a 

wonderful explanation, because it was history, and children 

really don’t read the paper much, and there wasn’t much on 

television back then, because we didn’t have a television. 

It was first-hand knowledge of what was happening. It 

really gave me a lot of compassion. 
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CAVE: Yeah. Talk about your experience at Cabrini, did your 

family move out of City Park? 

LAFLEUR: Yes, we moved close to City Park on Gayoso street, 

down straight from the Hare Krishna house. (laughs) And I 

walked to Cabrini, my mother was always afraid, protective 

of me. (laughs) But anyway, it was wonderful. I attended 

the school when it was still in the orphanage, and of 

course, the young lady who was the foster child grew up in 

the orphanage. She was Italian and was part of that 

orphanage. So it was really special.  

When I had my last child, I stayed very close to some of the 

instructors, especially the principal. And when I had my 

last child, she called me in the hospital, and she said, 

“Darling, do you know who this is?” And I said, “Oh, yes, 

Mother Aloysius,” just because I could understand her 

voice. And she said, “I just want to congratulate you, you 

have the seven gifts of the Holy Spirit” That was my 

seventh child I had. (laughs) So the nuns were great. 

CAVE: Was there anyone that really influenced you at 

Cabrini? 

LAFLEUR: At Cabrini? Well, yes. Oh, there was a wonderful nun. 

We were exposed to economics and sociology; it was really 

very special small classes. And I had -- and then they 

called in Mother Barbara, but she was Sister Barbara, and 
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she was wonderful. She was basically from New York, and she 

was so bright and so worldly, and really a wonderful 

experience. [10:00] She was my favorite teacher at Cabrini. 

CAVE: Did your siblings go to Cabrini as well? 

LAFLEUR: No, tuition was $20 a month, and so Mother Aloysius 

wouldn’t take the child who was a ward of Catholic 

charities, because she would have had to give her free 

tuition and they were all on such a tight budget then. The 

nuns even made our uniforms when I started at Cabrini. 

CAVE: Oh my gosh.  

LAFLEUR: So, it was just a very intimate situation, fabulous. 

CAVE: And you were developing your dressmaking skills during 

that time as well? 

LAFLEUR: Also in the department stores did wonderful things for 

young people. Godchaux’s had the Godchaux’s Young Towner’s 

Club. Kreeger’s had the Charmer’s Club, Maison Blanche had 

The Mademoiselles. And these department stores did things 

to bring in the high school girls, to bring in their 

friends, but they did fashion shows and it was a wonderful 

entree into retail. And for working all day on Saturday, 

they gave us a $2.50 gift certificate. And sometimes we’d 

spray perfume, do informal modeling, whatever else. But it 

was great involvement in the stores at a very young age. I 



MSS 629.93, Williams Research Center, Page 9 

 

 

 

was 11 years old when I started doing that at Maison 

Blanche. 

CAVE: And your aunts were involved in department stores as 

well? 

LAFLEUR: Right. The aunt who worked at Maison Blanche ran the 

elevator, the one at D.H. Holmes sold sportswear for 35 

years, and the one at Godchaux’s did billing. And she was -

- she was really special to me. (laughs) 

(phone rings) 

CAVE: So when you were in high school, was doing something 

like this, being a clothing designer, your aspiration at 

that time? 

LAFLEUR: When I came to New Orleans, I had the most wonderful 

experience. When we got off the streetcar and visited my 

aunt at Godchaux’s, an executive realized that my mom and 

my aunt hadn’t visited for a while. So, he took me by the 

hand, and showed my all around the store, his name was Mr. 

Stitch, and it just was the most wonderful experience. It 

was like a kid in a candy shop. And at that moment, all I 

wanted was a retail experience. And then that was also 

enlivened by what the aunts said when I would go home. But 

that was really the start of it. And I always wanted to 

work in retail, and then my last semester of college, I 

worked in this small dress shop, and I loved a small dress 
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shop, because every day was different, your job was 

different. My previous experience with some department 

stores where you had a defined job description, so it was 

the same thing every day. But I love a small store. 

CAVE: And you went to LSU? 

LAFLEUR: Yes, I did. I went to LSU, I finished in fashion 

merchandising. I detoured my second year, I went to Loyola, 

and I really would have stayed in Loyola, but I really 

couldn’t afford it. I was on the first of student loans, 

and at that time, the max you could borrow was $500 a 

semester. You had to have a congressional person sign on 

for you to apply for the loan, and I had a small 

scholarship, and I worked in retail or babysitting. Retail 

paid 90 cents an hour then, babysitting 50 cents an hour. 

So I could afford LSU, but when I went to Loyola it was 

very expensive because I had to take public transportation 

and everything, so I couldn’t afford to stay there. But it 

was the most positive experience. I think Loyola has, as a 

mission, to teach the student the pattern of success. 

whereas at LSU, coming from a very small high school, it 

really felt beaten down and insecure, whereas Loyola 

developed everything. For the first time, I was put in 

three art classes because they started the department that 

year that I went to Loyola, ’66-’67. And they didn’t have 
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enough students to fill the class, and so they didn’t 

really have my major so they kind of geared me to that. And 

a professor named Whitney Engeran was the first person in 

my life who ever told me I was a creative person. So, you 

know, the success that they built in students was 

wonderful. 

CAVE: Talk a little bit about the necessity of art in 

clothing design. 

LAFLEUR: Well, I make a lot of hats, and I always tell people 

if I’m teaching them millinery, that think of their 

favorite painter, [15:00] because if you think of a 

painting, you see the hues combined. And those would make a 

beautiful hat. So sometimes I’m working with somebody who 

has a Renoir background and somebody who has a Warhol 

background. (laughs) So, yeah, the difference is kind of 

wonderful. And it is important to apply your art knowledge 

to fashion. 

CAVE: It seemed very brave of you to take on student debt 

and everything when you were (phone rings) a woman at that 

time, because there wasn’t necessarily big career 

opportunities at that time. 

LAFLEUR: I never thought about that, I just always thought 

whatever I do, my motto in life was to think best and be 

best. And I really just put that out there. I knew I could 
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start something, and really get something with it. I 

finished paying my student loan for $58.89 when I was 

expecting my first child. And I really dragged it out, I 

could have paid it off sooner, but I wanted that experience 

of paying it every month, and it was good. 

CAVE: Was your mom supportive of this? 

LAFLEUR: No. My mother and my stepfather definitely did not 

want me to spend the money on college. My mother was third 

grade education as was my father, so that wasn’t essential, 

they wanted me to work. 

CAVE: Did you have the support of your aunts? 

LAFLEUR: Oh yes. Well, they encouraged me verbally, but no 

financial support. You know, they wanted me to reach out 

and follow my dreams. 

CAVE: And so you were able to start this business soon after 

college, how did you get the resources to do that? 

LAFLEUR: While I was working at the small dress shop, a man 

from Mississippi wanted to invest in the store. And the 

lady was also from Mississippi who owned the store, it was 

on the 1100 block of Saint Charles, very small store. And I 

graduate, and she just decided that she didn’t want to take 

on a partner. And he was from Fayette, Mississippi. He was 

interested in investing money outside of Mississippi. He 

had several businesses in that area, which in ’69 was kind 
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of an interesting time around Fayette and Natchez and 

Mississippi. So he turned around one day, and asked me, 

“Well how much would it cost you to open your own store?” 

Well this was like magic. No business plan, what could I 

say? Well, $10,000 seemed like a fortune, I just looked at 

those zeros, and thought, “I can do it for $10,000.” So 

with that, I opened the store, and he was my 50% partner. 

After he got his $10,000 back, I had to take out of my 

first sales, and then we became 50/50 partners, and it was 

wonderful. For $10,000 I had to carpet the store, sheetrock 

it, build the fitting rooms, put pipes in for the clothing, 

put a burglar alarm in, and buy the initial linen to work 

with. (laughs) 

CAVE: What was his name? 

LAFLEUR: His name was Charles Montgomery, and he went by 

[Cian?] Montgomery, and he was just wonderful, and very 

special part of my life, and he’s passed away, and I keep 

up with his wife. She celebrated her 90th birthday last 

year, and I dressed her for it. 

CAVE: Oh, good. What was the name of the shop at the 1100 

block? 

LAFLEUR: It was called [Carnaby?] Corner, and then when I 

opened this store, I called this store You Boutique, and it 

was interesting how that came about. I ran for political 
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office, and I always did the sort of poster that was kind 

of dumb. But I would do a big Y, and then Vaughn. And a big 

O, and the rest of my last name. And so I did a big Y-O-U, 

so my whole campaign was always about you. And so, I got 

elected, so. 

CAVE: What did you run for? 

LAFLEUR: Class president, whatever. So it followed me, that was 

successful, so that’s what= I took it took it to the 

business, and it was You Boutique until really the early 

’80s, and then I transitioned the store when it became -- 

when I came out with a fragrance, and it was no longer just 

a little boutique. It was this 10,000 square foot store, so 

I elevated the name. But I do miss You Boutique. (laughs) 

CAVE: Describe the store as it existed in 1969, ’70.  

LAFLEUR: Well, it was just a shotgun store, just a straight 

[20:00] thousand square foot store, and down the center of 

the store I had three bathtubs. I had the antique bathtubs 

on the feet. I took the first two feet off in the front, 

tilted, and so I had one bathtub filled with $5 t-shirts, 

one with socks, and one with dollar panties. And then 

alongside the wall on the left, I had jeans folded that 

were $8, and alongside the right, I had some little dresses 

that were from California, basically for about $20-$35. And 

so that’s what I opened with, but I had one bit of luck, 
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and it was incredible. It was the first year of the public 

and private schools in New Orleans allowed girls to wear 

pants. Because you know when I went to college, we weren’t 

allowed out of the dorm in pants, you had to have a 

raincoat covering up so they couldn’t tell you had didn’t 

have a dress on. (laughs) So pants were really a novelty 

back in the ’60s. So what happened, I altered them free. So 

when the mothers would pick up one set, the t-shirt and the 

pant, together $13.78 altered, they’d buy another set for 

the girl. Because once they got to wear pants, that’s all 

they wanted to wear. They didn’t want to wear dresses 

anymore. So that was my bit of luck that launched my 

business. 

CAVE: Where were you getting your product from? 

LAFLEUR: Well, the jeans were just a staple, H-I-S Jeans, Henry 

I. Siegel, and the dresses were from California, you know 

little brands. I actually knew what everybody in the city 

carried at that time, I was very retail savvy, so I was 

able to see what was performing in stores, and it was a 

knowledge that was incredible, because I did work for every 

major store on Canal Street. I worked for Godchaux’s, 

Kreeger’s, Maison Blanche, Holmes, and Krauss.  

CAVE: So how did you evolve from that type of store into 

what you have today? 



MSS 629.93, Williams Research Center, Page 16 

 

 

 

LAFLEUR: Blood, sweat, and tears. (laughs) I invested 

everything back into it. I’ve never stolen out of my 

business. I don’t believe that the money that I take in is 

mine, it’s the business’s, so I’ve always reinvested it. 

For instance, this year, I put a new roof on the building, 

because I bought the building in ’72, and I owned it 

outright. And I had to put three air conditioners on, and I 

had to paint the building, so it was all sitting there 

because I never steal the cash. 

CAVE: It seems like you developed a brand -- 

LAFLEUR: Yes, it is a brand. 

CAVE: over the years, and that’s really sort of connected to 

uptown New Orleans society, but you come from the Ninth 

Ward, and you’re much different. Talk a little bit about 

how you were able to create that brand and then make an 

appeal to sort of, the upper class of New Orleans? 

LAFLEUR: Well, it’s sort of stepping aside, because I never 

compete with them. If you’re not from here, you’re not from 

here. So they’re on a pedestal to me, and I observe what 

they do, not allowed to participate in what they do. 

Because of the class system that New Orleans has, but I’ve 

always accepted that, and it’s been wonderful to enjoy 

fitting them in their dresses, and participating in the 

knowledge of what they do, and actually 60% of my business 
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is from out of state. When people find me from out of 

state, they come back, because they get their merchandise 

altered free, shipped to them, tax free. You know it’s a 

real-- and the service is not something they get at other 

stores, because this is really an experience. And also, the 

mix of merchandise. Every city in America has the same 

stores, hence the same inventory. So -- and if you buy it 

online, it’s in other stores or whatever else, you don’t 

have that exclusivity of clothing. And when you buy 

something that’s exclusive, nobody really knows when you 

bought it, how much you paid for it, or whatever. It has 

its own category. So it gives ladies an aura of confidence 

in what they wear.  

CAVE: Yeah. When did you -- or why did you change the name 

from You Boutique to LAFLEUR? 

LAFLEUR: Well I had stepped out for two years in the ’70s, I 

actually opened a factory in New York, and I had [25:00] a 

showroom on 7th Avenue. I’m the only person who ever 

finished LSU in the merchandising curriculum who became a 

7th Avenue designer. And I did that for two years, and I was 

using the name LAFLEUR, and took that name legally, because 

all of my aunts, their last name being LaFleur, taught me 

everything that I know about this business. And I did it as 

a tribute to them, and of the 14 children, none of the boys 
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had children to carry the name, so I felt that I could at 

least carry all that they taught me in that beautiful 

French name, and so it became trademarked and of course the 

brand, and of the transition of the store. 

CAVE: talk about making that jump to factory owner in New 

York, how did that happen? 

LAFLEUR: Well, I built the store in exclusives. Whatever I 

carried, no one else in town had. So I was building a brand 

at that time. I didn’t realize what I was doing, but I was 

building exclusivity. So as clothes changed and the quality 

that I wanted because I was a sewer and a designer in my 

heart, I couldn’t find exactly what I wanted. So, I decided 

I would go to France, and I became associated with a man 

named (inaudible) who actually attended the fashion 

presentations in New York, and immediately he would copy 

the patterns and distribute them to U.S. companies to 

reproduce what was being shown on 7th Avenue. So that was my 

pattern making experience with (inaudible). And then 

because I knew fabrics, I enlisted a fabric buying office 

in New York, and I just listed the types of fabrics that I 

wanted. The quality that -- and because I had great 

knowledge of fabric, I sold piece goods at D.H. Holmes off 

and on for four years, so I really had fabric knowledge and 

from sewing. So I was able to get the fabrics I needed, 
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then I decided I would source the fabrics directly myself. 

So I sourced from London, I sourced from Düsseldorf, I 

sourced from Como, Italy, I sourced from Dublin. And so 

that was it, and it was really just an incredible 

experience. I worked in the factory every week, Monday 

through Friday. Friday night I’d come home and work in the 

store on Saturday, and every Sunday night, I’d go back to 

New York -- 

CAVE: Oh my gosh. 

LAFLEUR: -- for two years. And on one Sunday night, I met the 

man I’m married to. (laughs) 

CAVE: Oh, wow. 

LAFLEUR: He’s an attorney in Manhattan, and had a commuter 

marriage since then, and raised our family here in New 

Orleans, and it’s just been wonderful. We’ve been married 

38 years. And the factory lasted two years, in addition to 

the original partner that I had in the store, who I bought 

out in ’74, he invested in the factory, he invested in me 

one more time. But there was a third partner, and he was 

the salesman. And it became obvious that the salesman was 

stealing, so I closed the factory after two years, and it 

was a heartbreak, but I did it, and it was a wonderful 

experience. And I just locked it up one day, auctioned off 

the contents, I was very bold, because I locked the 
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stealing partner out. And he afterwards went to jail for 

attempted murder. (laughs) 

CAVE: Oh my God. 

LAFLEUR: He’s now deceased, but I was very bold. 

CAVE: So talk about commuting. Did you fly back and forth? 

LAFLEUR: Oh, yes. It was $158 dollars for a round trip at the 

time, and I never did take an apartment in New York. And if 

you flew frequently, Delta would up you to first class, so 

they would do that. And so, it was a very bumpy flight, and 

not many people this Memorial Weekend, going back to New 

York, so I kind of went and sat next to this guy and 

started talking to him, because I got real nervous. The 

plane couldn’t even land in New York City, it had to land 

in Newark, so then he offered me a ride to my hotel. And 

one week I’d stay in the Plaza, and the next week I’d stay 

in the Chelsea, so this was my week in Chelsea. (laughs) 

Chelsea didn’t have a doorman, he had to carry my stuff in, 

everything. (laughs) But that was the start of it. [30:00] 

CAVE: What influenced your design? How would you 

characterize it? 

LAFLEUR: Southern femininity with a European flair. 

CAVE: Okay. And were there eras or clothing designers that 

you --? 
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LAFLEUR: Well Chanel was always just out there for me, you 

know? What she did as a woman, in fact I was very lucky. I 

got to do the hats for the first documentary film about her 

called Chanel Solitaire. I was brought to Paris and did 200 

hats for that movie. 

CAVE: Oh my God. 

LAFLEUR: And it was a tribute to a saint as far as I was 

concerned. That was a wonderful experience, and of course 

she had a rickety situation with partnership along the way, 

and I studied her life, and it was an inspiration. 

CAVE: Have you ever been involved in Fashion Week in New 

York? 

LAFLEUR: Fashion Week, when I was in New York, the companies, 

the designers, would have private showings in their show 

rooms. So you would have to run, you know, there’d be 

somebody, like, I might have 10:30, and somebody like 

Willie Woo might have 10:50, you’d have to run from 

showroom to showroom, but most of the showrooms were on 7th 

Avenue. So, it was accessible, but you’d have to run. So 

that was my involvement in Fashion Week in New York. 

CAVE: How did, you know, your experience in New York, and 

having a showroom on 7th Avenue impact your business here? 
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LAFLEUR: I think that -- I think it brought the business to a 

different level, because I think people saw it as a brand, 

and definitely as things they couldn’t get in other stores. 

CAVE: How did you get involved in fragrances? 

LAFLEUR: Well, my husband is an attorney who licenses and 

thought my name would be a wonderful license project. But 

he really thought I should brand -- really fortify my 

brand. So for two years, I worked on different 

combinations. It started in France, and I worked on 

different combinations. And Chanel was the first person to 

create a fragrance that was a blending of different 

flowers. Before that, fragrance was always single note. It 

might have been rose, it might have been camille, it might 

have been jasmine, but they were single notes. But her 

fragrance was the first blended fragrance. When I started 

out, I wanted a single note myself. But then I tested it on 

different people, different times in the day, different 

skin types, and I realized that that was just very limited. 

Somebody might just wear it during the summer or during the 

winter. So then I decided I would blend some of my favorite 

flowers, and so I came out with a blended fragrance 

product, and we’ve done quite well with it. It’s something 

that when tourists come to New Orleans, they can buy 

something that they can bring back home that will remind 
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them of New Orleans every time they use it. You know smell 

is a wonderful sense, so that’s -- 

CAVE: Is most of your business in the fragrances online now?  

LAFLEUR: We do have it online, it’s the only product I sell 

online. I have a fragrance person who sells it directly by 

telephone sales, and I get calls from all over. Like the 

other day, I got an email from somebody in Germany who 

smelled it on somebody. And so that’s how it goes, because 

it’s a very unique fragrance. If you happen to go through 

magazines today, they have the fragrance strips, and so 

many fragrances smell the same, especially something that 

would become the rage, whether it’s floral or herbal or 

whatever, and then you’ll get a whole span of fragrances 

introduced at that time that have that basic note. So this 

is a little bit different. 

CAVE: Where were your clothes manufactured? 

LAFLEUR: Well, when I did the factory, I had a factory in New 

York on 36th Street, and I had 24 sewers. And I did all the 

cutting there. I had the cutting tables, I had very 

expensive fabrics, so I had a cutter and sewers, and some 

things would get contracted out. I had the foreman of the 

department, somebody who taught at F.I.T., so he was very 

knowledgeable [35:00] of all the different things I needed; 

the cutter and whatever else. So he helped me staff. I had 
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a -- I had an incredible experience with the factory. I 

actually had the union come in and demand a vote in my 

shop. So for a 30 year old woman from the south, this was 

like an experience. And I sent -- I said, “Well I’m just 

going to listen to this, I want to hear what they say,” I 

was not aware of what the union did or whatever. So I 

decided I’d listen to it. So they had these three smiling 

people come in and talk to my workers. And it sounded 

great, the first thing they talked about was their 

benefits, their drug benefits, their this benefit, their 

that benefit. And I thought, oh my goodness. They’re 

definitely going to vote on this. This is going to cost me 

a fortune. But they didn’t vote on it. And I thought, how 

could that happen? I mean, it sounded -- they sold me on 

it! So anyway, I had a loft for a factory, so the elevator 

would come up, but then you had to buzz in to be able to 

come into the loft. So after they voted on it, the next 

day, the elevator opens, and immigration comes and raids 

me. (laughs) I didn’t realize that the people at that time, 

you didn’t check ID. They were sharing social security 

numbers with all kinds of people. The ladies ran down the 

fire escape, but their sewing machine lights were on, they 

used to keep their sandwiches on top of the sewing machine 

(laughs) to keep it warm. So, I was caught.  
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CAVE: Oh no. 

LAFLEUR: But I had no idea. So it was quite an experience. I 

had 23 female sewers and one male sewer. 

CAVE: Was there sewers in New Orleans after you closed your 

factory that were able to do the work -- 

LAFLEUR: No. 

CAVE: -- or was it just cost prohibitive? 

LAFLEUR: Well, it was not that it was cost prohibitive, the 

partner that I had originally in the store, actually wanted 

me to open a factory in Mississippi. But all of the 

techniques that I used in the manufacturing of clothing had 

to have different processes done. You didn’t have the 

machines to do down here. Like crystal pleating, pin 

tucking, bound buttons holes, all these sort of tailored 

details. And the fact that in New York, if your sewing 

machines broke on a Sunday, you could get someone to repair 

them, here you can’t get anyone to repair sewing machines 

even. So it’s just an impossible situation here. So it 

didn’t translate. Well I’ve always had sewers here to alter 

the clothes, it’s not been to make the clothes. 

CAVE: Did you have to send them to China or someplace like 

that now? 

LAFLEUR: In the early ’80s, you had to be invited to mainland 

China. And my husband had just done a project with men’s 
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clothing in China. And came back, and said, “We have to 

go.” So they had a trade fair in Cancun, and... And so we 

went to -- we got invited by the government, and so we went 

to the trade fair, and we saw the different types of 

factories that would do different things with different 

fabrics, because you could get silk, you could get 

cashmere, you could get furs, gabardine, all kinds of 

fabrics that I really liked. And so we negotiated with the 

different people and got to visit some of the different 

factories, and all the contracts were negotiated in 

Shanghai, and then after the contracts were negotiated, 

with members from the different factories, we’d go to 

dinner with them. And everybody was still in a (inaudible) 

there were no streetlights, the hotel rooms, none of them 

were locked, they could come in at any time. It was really 

an incredible experience. And then I traveled to some of 

the factories. I wanted to go to a shirt factory, because 

when people do production in China, they have a 

misconception that things don’t fit. It’s because they 

don’t send the patterns graded with all the proportions, 

and I had the experience of being able to do that. The 

Chinese are so specific that you could say how many 

stitches per inch you want in a shirt. Can you imagine 

that? But that’s how specific you can be. So I got invited 
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to go to the factory in Northern China, in Tianjin. And I 

got to see how the shirts were manufactured and all. And 

that happened to be at the hotel where they filmed The Last 

Emperor. 

CAVE: Oh my God. 

LAFLEUR: Yeah. So it was quite an experience. Three weeks. 

CAVE: Are they still -- 

LAFLEUR: Maintaining the -- everything I’ve done, I’ve 

maintained relationships and developed them further, from 

when I had the factory in New York [40:00] and had 

contractors, to people who owned the businesses. I work 

only with the owners of the businesses of factories and 

manufacturers. And that’s the way I’m able to develop the 

brand and maintain it. 

CAVE: Seems like you and Mignon Faget have kind of similar 

life trajectories. Like you both started a shop -- 

LAFLEUR: Yeah, it’s kind of funny. Like, we both have dark 

hair, there’s so many times people will come in here and 

want their earrings repaired. And I have to say, “I’m not 

Mignon,” and I’m sure that people go to her and say, 

“Where’s your fragrance?” Vice versa. But it’s kind of a 

funny story because she actually grew up by Cabrini, but 

went to Sacred Heart, so people get us furthermore 

confused, thinking I went to Sacred Heart. (laughs) And so 
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it goes back and forth. But she’s a wonderful part of New 

Orleans, and she is from New Orleans. 

CAVE: Have the two of you had a friendship or a relationship 

as well? 

LAFLEUR: Well she had -- she opened after I opened here, she 

opened a business on Dublin Street -- 

CAVE: Yeah, not far, yeah. 

LAFLEUR: -- and then never reopened after Katrina. So it’s been 

nice. In fact, the girl I worked with at the Carnaby Corner 

store went on to sell her jewelry wholesale for Mignon 

Faget, so New Orleans kind of circulates people. (laughs) 

CAVE: It seems so. What are some of the other New Orleans 

fashion outlets here? 

LAFLEUR: You know, I don’t ever visit other stores, because I 

like to have a single attitude and not be influenced by 

what other people have. So I really don’t know. I think you 

have a lot of coming and going, because everyone thinks 

this is so much fun. You go to New York and go to the 

plays, and it doesn’t work like that, you know? And you 

hire a manager, so you don’t have to work. I work six days 

a week, and when I go to New York five times a year, it’s 

for 48 hours, and it is work, work, work. I never get to 

see a play, because I go on Sunday and Monday to work. So, 

so many businesses come and go. 
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CAVE: What do you think of newer stores like Trashy Diva? 

Are you familiar with their --? 

LAFLEUR: I’m only familiar with their advertising, you know, 

because we do advertise in some of the same publications. 

But not really familiar with the stores. 

CAVE: I think the Wembley Tie company used to be here? 

LAFLEUR: Yes, in fact Sydney Pulitzer lives across the street 

from me. 

CAVE: Oh he does? 

LAFLEUR: And Haspel Suits, I had the accountant for Haspel 

Suits as my accountant for years. 

CAVE: Is -- so Wembley ties no longer exists, was it bought 

out by somebody? 

LAFLEUR: I really don’t know, but they also went to Como for 

their silk fabrics too. 

CAVE: Oh, wow. Where’s Como? 

LAFLEUR: Como in Italy. 

CAVE: Italy? 

LAFLEUR: Yeah. 

CAVE: Oh wow. 

LAFLEUR: So I went for silk -- and silk houses, they were 

fabulous. I dealt with House of Roddi, and House of 

Nonterro, and just beautiful silk fabrics. 
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CAVE: How has that changed over the years, your sourcing for 

fabrics? 

LAFLEUR: Well so much is done in China now. I went to Calais 

for laces for my lingerie, and now Calais business has 

basically shut down, because the laces are done in China, 

which is kind of sad, because those were the real 

craftspeople. But I bought a ton of lace from Calais, so 

I’ll have lace forever. (laughs) 

CAVE: Talk about Mardi Gras and your business. 

LAFLEUR: I always wish I had a key on my register to know how 

many dollars I take in that are Mardi Gras dollars. Because 

it’s a wonderful engine in the city, and you know, we don’t 

just do New Orleans Mardi Gras. We do Mobile, we do 

Lafayette, we do Bayou Business for Mardi Gras, this year 

we’re doing a lot of the Washington Mardi Gras ball the 

Krewe of Louisiana. So it’s a year-round business. 

CAVE: Is there a special design for a ball? 

LAFLEUR: Well, the debutantes wear the white gowns and kid 

gloves, and we do those. And then the ladies collect 

formals over the years, and we try to bring in a lot of 

exclusive gowns that we have one of a kind of. So the 

ladies like that. And of course, the queen’s mother and the 

king’s wife have to have very special gowns, and the deb 

mothers. And now Rex and a lot of the balls are asking 
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ladies to wear more color and less black because it 

photographs nicely. 

CAVE: Good. Talk about your children. 

LAFLEUR: Oh, yeah. Well it’s a wonderful part of my life. I 

have seven children; I have five boys and two girls. 

[45:00] And I think the thing about having a large family 

is you have to raise each child as an only child, an 

individual. And I think that helps them develop and gives 

them the freedom to be themselves and not part of just a 

group. I think a lot of parents tend to group their 

children together, and it doesn’t allow them the freedom to 

develop their own talents, and the pace at which they 

develop, because boys do develop a little bit slower than 

girls. 

CAVE: What did they end up doing? 

LAFLEUR: They have such a variety. (laughs) But I have one 

daughter who is a fabulous mother, and she worked with me 

for 13 years, and then she was just a wonderful, wonderful 

worker. And she has these two beautiful girls, and she’s a 

wonderful mother. And I think she is enjoying motherhood, 

and gives it her all, and she’s fabulous. My other daughter 

is a life coach, and she is wonderful doing that, and is 

just a real positive person. I have a son who is in Ireland 

right now, and he has pursued acting, and is pursuing 
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writing. Told me the other day he was in a pub that Yeats 

frequented. (laughs) So, and another child who has several 

degrees, but he’s doing sets for movies, and just loves 

decorating sets, and two boys who just finished law school. 

And one of them is -- I think his career choice is to 

lobby, but he really enjoys political campaigning. Not 

necessarily running for himself but driving the votes to 

his candidate. So he’s doing that right now. And then my 

other child got an MBA in tax law, and he works for Price 

Waterhouse in New York. And they’re all on their way, doing 

special things. 

CAVE: Do any of them have an interest in taking over the 

business? 

LAFLEUR: The young lady who worked with me for all those years, 

I think one day, you know. 

CAVE: I know that you must have 1,000 stories of interesting 

customers or tidbits of things, but can you recall a few 

that you want to share? 

LAFLEUR: I think that the most interesting thing about my 

business is, I’ve dressed women the way men like women to 

look. And about a third of my business has either been men 

shopping with their women, their wives, their girlfriends, 

or shopping for them. And I like to think I’ve taught men 

how to give gifts to ladies. Because it’s very intimidating 
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to come into the store, and to have the confidence that 

someone is going to help you find the perfect gift, and if 

it’s not perfect, to help that lady exchange it for 

something that she loves. So that’s been a big part of my 

business. And it’s really wonderful. And this time of the 

year, I really start to see a lot of couples come in, where 

the wife will kind of eye a product that she likes, and she 

definitely kind of puts it out there. For instance, I have 

this beautiful, reversible raincoat. 

CAVE: Oh, yeah. 

LAFLEUR: And so, the ladies try it on, and then I give them the 

card and tell them to put it on their husband’s pillow. 

(laughs) 

CAVE: That’s great. 

LAFLEUR: So it’s little things like that. I kind of teach 

people a little bit. 

CAVE: It seems like there’s just something really wonderful 

about a shop, particularly a small shop, which you 

mentioned earlier how you love a small shop. 

LAFLEUR: It’s the experience. You know you can’t have that 

experience online. And people have described my store as a 

candy shop for adult women, and it has -- it has a great 

feeling. It has a feeling like a house, because the store 
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was four business -- five businesses, so kind of rambles 

from room to room. And it’s like a big closet. 

CAVE: Yeah. Is it still going well, or is the specter of 

online shopping impacting the business? 

LAFLEUR: I think when people buy my clothes, they like the 

touch and feel, and also for 50 years, we’re the only store 

in New Orleans that alters everything free. Which is a big 

thing. You can buy that pair of pants online, but if you’re 

five feet tall, they’re going to be too long. (laughs) 

CAVE: I don’t have any more questions, [50:00] is there any 

part of the business that we didn’t talk about that you 

think we should? 

LAFLEUR: My custom millenary department is quite special. One 

of the aunts was a beautiful person, in fact she worked in 

the store with me when I first started, and help me set up 

the hat department, worked training the alterations people, 

and she was a beautiful person, and she had no children. 

All of these aunts really kind of mothered me like I was 

their child, so it was really special. And she taught me 

how to make the hats, and she taught me the names of the 

material, which is very important. Because today, it’s very 

hard to find millenary supplies, so she taught me all about 

that. And then my sense of art taught me how to combine 

things. 
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CAVE: For making hats, what are the materials that you use? 

LAFLEUR: Well we use straw and sisal and felt, and just -- and 

then she had all of her old blocks that she left me to form 

the hats on. And this time of the year or in the fall, I do 

a lot of the hats for homecoming, because in New Orleans, 

the little girls really get dressed up for homecoming with 

their suits and hats. And then we do a lot for Mardi Gras, 

in particular do the girls who are on the stands for Rex, 

we’ll do their hats, and their moms’ hats. 

CAVE: It’s getting hotter out now, so I imagine that hats 

will have a comeback. 

LAFLEUR: They really are, because we do have to protect our 

skin. 

CAVE: Well thank you for your time. 

LAFLEUR: Thank you. And don’t forget my bridal department. 

CAVE: Oh, oh talk about your bridal department.  

LAFLEUR: I marry people. I marry people, and I have waited on 

three generations of women now for their wedding dresses, 

which is kind of special. And selling the girl her wedding 

dress was really wonderful. And I always tell them, I tuck 

fertility in the hemline. (laughs) Come show me the 

children’s pictures. But again, altered free, it’s very 

special. 

CAVE: And how did you get into that? 
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LAFLEUR: Well, the bridal department evolved. Because when I 

first started with bridal, I had six antique wedding 

dresses, and I really did antique wedding dresses. I would 

bring them in from Dublin, from London, and from Paris. And 

I did that for several years, they were just my favorite, 

the laces and everything, in fact I’d bring them ready from 

Dublin twice a year. But it became prohibitive, the best of 

what the antique things were, were in people’s personal 

collections. Because I wasn’t selling dresses from the 

50’s, I was selling dresses that were Edwardian, Victorian, 

beautiful old dresses. And the dresses were very small 

because the ladies were smaller and had little waistlines, 

so it involved a lot of remaking of the dresses. The best 

of antique dresses are in personal collections from that 

time. So then I just kind of did different things. 

Eventually I carried the Emmanuel’s, who did Di’s wedding 

dress, and Saundra Rhodes, and all kinds of people. Now I 

have a concept where a lot of people do special dresses for 

me, and it’s a very affordable concept, and people like 

them.  

CAVE: Do you ever get invited to the weddings? 

LAFLEUR: Sometimes I do, but I prefer to just take care of the 

girl and make sure that she is well taken care of in the 

store. 
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CAVE: Okay. Well I don’t have any more questions but thank 

you for your story. 

LAFLEUR: Thank you.  

 

END OF AUDIO FILE  


