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MARK CAVE: What is your name? 

HILARY SOMERVILLE IRVIN:  Hilary Somerville Irvin. 

CAVE:  Can you spell that? 

IRVIN:  It’s with one l, H-I-L-A-R-Y, S-O-M-E-R-V-I-L-L-E, I-

R-V-I-N. 

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

Collection.  It’s Friday, October 7, 2016.  We’re here at 

the Williams Research Center, and we’re talking about your 

life for our Vieux Carre Memoir Project.  Where were you 

born? 

IRVIN:  I was actually born in Memphis but my family -- we 

grew up in the Mississippi Delta on a cotton plantation, 

and that’s where my family was from so whenever momma had a 

baby she would go to Memphis and stay with her mother until 

the baby was born, so I was just born there. 

CAVE:  What year were you born? 

IRVIN:  Nineteen-forty-two. 

CAVE:  Talk a little bit about your mom. 
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IRVIN:  My mother was -- she was born in Memphis but her 

father was actually English.  He came over, I guess, around 

the turn of the Twentieth Century because he was connected 

with the cotton.  He was actually born near Liverpool in 

Lancashire in that area.   

CAVE:  Talk a little bit about your dad. 

IRVIN:  My father is from Memphis too.  His father was 

actually an early psychoanalyst because he lived in Germany 

before the First World War when my grandfather was 

studying.  He was a doctor before that but he was studying 

psychiatry and psychoanalyst.  My grandfather died when he 

was really young because he was in the First World War, and 

they think he caught the flu.  He died of some kind of 

heart condition.  My father went away to college.  He went 

to boarding school, then went to Princeton.  He and my 

mother married right before the Depression, and they moved 

back to Mississippi which is where my paternal 

grandmother’s family was from. 

CAVE:  Did the family come down to New Orleans very often? 

IRVIN:  They came back a lot.  My parents actually bought all 

of their furniture here in a house that we had that burned 

in 1949.  We used to come down here a lot of times in 

August, and the famous story that went to the family was my 

brother always sort of worried about the fact that my 
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parents had a drink at night because everyone in 

Mississippi was basically a hard core Baptist.  They were 

down here and my brother saw the nuns sitting in the 

courtyard drinking and so it never bothered him after that. 

CAVE:  Did your family drive down or did you take --  

IRVIN:  They drove down.  Sometimes they took a train but as a 

family we drove down.  Actually, my two older sisters moved 

here.  Louise who is married to Henry, they actually both 

lived in the little house where Peter Patout lives now, 

back behind that.  So, it was in the 50s, and I used to 

come visit when I was still probably in my teens. 

CAVE:  What do you remember from those visits to New Orleans? 

IRVIN:  With my parents? 

CAVE:  Uh-huh. 

IRVIN:  I remember Solari’s quite well, that was really fun.  

That was really exciting.  Everything was so exotic.  I 

remember eating -- we used to go to Galatoire’s, we always 

went to Galatoire’s.  They called my father Mr. Double 

Martini, which sounds good right now, I wish I had one.  We 

would stay in the Maison de Ville at the early days.  I 

just remember everything being really exotic.  Then when I 

came and visited my sister when they lived in the French 

Quarter, before she had married Henry and that was before 

the movie theater  had been torn down on the corner of 
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Royal and Ursulines, and where there’s a part of the house 

that belongs to the -- those redone by the Stones.  They 

always had pornographic movies.  I can remember just sort 

of being amazed by that whatever it was.  That was when 

[Picatis?] was still there, and it was just a completely 

exotic place in every way.  But it changed -- it really 

didn’t change that much probably until the ’60s.  We still 

visited in the ’60s and so forth. 

CAVE:  What did you do as a child when you were visiting the 

Quarter? 

IRVIN:  Ate. 

CAVE:  Ate. 

IRVIN:  We would -- I can remember having a picture of us with 

-- in front of the Cabildo.  Do you remember -- I think 

they still have it.  Do they still have the submarine that 

was in the -- Confederate submarine [05:00] that was in 

front -- is that still there? 

CAVE:  I think so. 

IRVIN:  I can’t remember but, anyway, we’d do that, and mostly 

just walked around and ate.  That’s basically it.  I really 

never went outside of the French Quarter except maybe we 

would go to Commander’s Palace, and maybe to a restaurant 

called Corrine Dunbar which is on St. Charles Avenue.  We’d 



5 

 

go there every now and then but mostly just stayed in the 

French Quarter. 

CAVE:  Was it very common for upper middle class families in 

Memphis to come to New Orleans on a regular basis? 

IRVIN:  Well, I’m actually from Mississippi but, yeah, it 

really was.  I think you still see people down here coming 

a lot, I mean people from Mississippi right now.  It was 

common because it was like the most exotic thing they could 

do within -- to be able to drive and do that.  Back in 

those days when we came down, we would -- it was before the 

interstate was built and so you would come down through -- 

I really can’t remember how we got here before the Causeway 

was built.  I guess we must have gone around the -- but I 

don’t know.  But we’d end up coming in the Airline Highway 

eventually and so you know you’d get to Airline Highway and 

you would see all the sleazy motels and so forth, and knew 

you were in New Orleans. 

CAVE:  What were you interested in when you were young? 

IRVIN:  Well, my family always was interested in architecture 

so that was one of the reasons why we traveled and looked 

at things.  A lot of times we did drive and look at the 

plantations on the way here, so I was interested in that 

mostly.  Reading, basically, because I was the youngest 
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child and my oldest -- my three older sisters and brothers 

were much older so I grew up mostly by myself. 

CAVE:  What did they end up doing? 

IRVIN:  Louise was here married to Henry, and my brother was a 

lawyer in Birmingham, and he died young of a heart attack, 

and I have one sister who actually moved to live in New 

York but she then eventually moved back and so she lives in 

Mississippi now. 

CAVE:  What did you study in college? 

IRVIN:  History. 

CAVE:  Where did you go? 

IRVIN:  I went to Hollins College in Roanoke, Virginia. 

CAVE:  Talk about that time in your life. 

IRVIN:  Well, actually, probably the most notable thing at 

that time is that it was in the middle of all of the 

segregation situations and all of the civil rights 

movement.  So everyone was coming down to my hometown in 

Greenwood when the Freedom Marches and so forth.  And, of 

course, in Oxford was being integrated, and my father was 

actually very -- I don’t know, he was very liberal as far 

as his views were but he didn’t -- wasn’t really vocal 

about it but he actually served on the Emmett Till trial, 

not the one that -- the murder trial, but the kidnapping 

trial, and he was the only person that voted that he was 
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guilty.  Anyway, so it was really a very striking time 

within that period. 

CAVE:  Yeah, didn’t they do some sort of CBS show? 

IRVIN:  On Emmett Till?  Yeah, they did do that, they had 

that, but it was just the whole thing.  It was like the -- 

I mean people who looked like they were decent people who 

were lawyers and so forth and they all belonged to the John 

Birch Society and The Citizens Council which were like, you 

know, the people in suits who almost were like Ku Klux Klan 

people but they were the sanitized version of them. 

CAVE:  Did you want to be an architect when you were? 

IRVIN:  I never thought about it really.  I really was more 

interested in history than -- and, I mean, I still am 

probably basically.  I got into the architecture -- well, 

actually, when I was first married we lived in Rhode 

Island, and there was somebody there called Antoinette 

Downing who was like the grand dame of preservation back in 

the -- must have been back in the 50s and 60s, and she 

lived in Providence and so she was connected with saving 

what they called the Hill, College Hill which is where 

Brown is.  So, I was interested in that, and then I came 

here.  Of course, Henry was here and so then he was -- he’d 

always sort of interested me in architectural history too, 

and so then I did some things with -- I’d go on the field 
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trips with Sam Wilson and with Henry.  When I first got 

here they had all the photographs that Mr. Koch had taken 

because Henry worked closely with Mr. Koch.  He said he was 

his slave, and he -- and [10:00] they actually had them in 

my house, if I can believe that, and so I was going to go 

through and sort of inventory them and that kind of thing.  

That was when my children were little so I… 

CAVE:  Talk about the circumstances that brought you to New 

Orleans, like why did you move here? 

IRVIN:  I moved here because my -- after my first daughter was 

born and I was pregnant with my second, and I sort of 

wanted to be back in the South again.  My sister who lived 

in New York had just moved down to Mobile, and so my now 

ex-husband got a job with the Milling Law Firm here so we 

moved down because he had the job and because -- and so 

forth.  Then probably after that everything just sort of 

fell apart.  The marriage went but anyway the… 

CAVE:  What year was this that you moved down? 

IRVIN:  In December of ’71, it’s a long time, before you were 

born. 

CAVE:  What did you do when you moved down here?  Were you a 

homemaker primarily? 

IRVIN:  Well, I had two children and then one of the first 

things I did, if you can believe it, I very briefly joined 
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-- I was still a member of the Junior League in Providence, 

and so one of the first things I did was become involved 

with the Friends of the Cabildo and Sally Reeves, Sally, at 

that point, Sally Evans was training me to do -- bossing me 

around and whatever she did to do the research and so 

forth, so I did that.  That was fun, then I can remember 

riding around with Roulhac Toledano and Mary Lou – actually 

mostly Roulhac, when they were doing the Treme book, and 

they were driving around and they (inaudible) people with 

and they were so scared of being in that neighborhood.  

They were just beside themselves, but anyway. 

CAVE:  So this was volunteer work for --  

IRVIN:  That was volunteer work and that just lasted a very 

short amount of time because then I got kicked out of the 

Junior League because I didn’t go to the meetings, so that 

was very… 

CAVE:  Was that for the book series, the architectural --  

IRVIN:  That was for the architecture series. 

CAVE:  So you were just compiling information on different --  

IRVIN: I was doing the Notarial research, really, and doing 

the write ups, and the back of the book and so forth.  

Mostly the one, the Lower Garden District, which is the 

first one that they did, had already been published when I 

first got here because Louise and Henry gave me a copy for 
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Christmas.  But the first one I really worked on mostly was 

the one for the Creole suburbs.  So I did a lot of Notarial 

research on those and so it was fun.  So I did that and 

then I took -- not long after that, probably around ’74, I 

took Monroe Labouisse’s class in Louisiana architecture, 

and I had audited the one with Sam Wilson taught because 

Henry let me -- I took the -- attendance is nothing so they 

let me go in free and go to the field trips with them to 

the plantation tours.  Then after that I started doing 

freelance work with Monroe and then some other people too.  

I did some -- I did a lot of the tax credit and house 

histories and so forth.  Then I also did -- I’m trying to 

remember, they had a project which was actually -- I can’t 

remember whether it was with the Preservation Resource 

Center or whatever, but people would pay to get their house 

histories and we would do the research, and I had some 

volunteers who helped do that.  Then we’d put them together 

with this sort of rice paper and so forth and make 

something that was like a display book and so forth.  I was 

putting them together with glue and everything in my 

kitchen one day and then the fumes from the glue -- from 

the stove combined and the whole thing just went up. 

CAVE:  Oh, gosh.  Talk about Sam Wilson, what was he like? 
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IRVIN:  He was very -- I really can’t say I knew him at all 

really.  He was very well mannered, very quiet, I’d say 

very shy.  I really can’t say I knew him at all, and his 

wife would come to the classes too.  So he would -- they 

would have these classes, and do you know the Newcomb 

Auditorium that has those sort of -- in the art school, 

Newcomb Art School, and they had these tiered seats and the 

course was very popular, and there were a lot of students 

but it was like between 6:30 and 9:00 or something.  So, he 

would talk very quietly and half the people would go to 

sleep, and then all of a sudden we heard this great big 

noise and Betty Wilson had sort of [15:00] started 

stumbling down the steps because she was actually an 

alcoholic, I think, but supposedly.  So that… 

CAVE:  Where did you live when you were here in the 70s? 

IRVIN:  I lived in the same place I do right now.  We built 

the house on Coliseum right off of this little street named 

Bellecastle up by, off of Jefferson Avenue.  I’ve lived 

there since ’72. 

CAVE:  How did you become associated with the Vieux Carre 

Commission? 

IRVIN:  Well, then I was doing a lot of the freelance work and 

so forth, and I began by going to graduate school in art 

history at Tulane and right at that time my father died, 
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this was in ’76, and it was just so expensive and I 

couldn’t -- I really couldn’t afford that.  That was 

actually when Emma (inaudible) was in the same class, same 

Master’s class and Jessie [Pesh?] was still around.  I 

don’t think I did very well that semester because my father 

died and I just didn’t, didn’t -- anyway, so then I decided 

to do history at UNO and that’s when Joe Logsdon was there, 

the World War II person, what’s his name, Steven Ambrose, 

but I didn’t have as much to do with him as Jerah Johnson 

and Joe Logsdon, so I got my Master’s there.  After I did 

that, I did -- well, I actually had a stint where I worked 

with a psychiatrist and psychoanalyst doing research, and 

then I went to the Gallier House and was going to be the 

curator of accessions, maybe, but meanwhile this Steven -- 

Steve Hand had just taken over the Vieux Carre Commission 

and this was in ’85.  He called up and asked me to be the 

historian there.  So, I was with the Gallier House maybe 

three months, five months, and so that’s when I went to the 

Vieux Carre Commission in ’85. 

CAVE:  Talk about the history of the Vieux Carre Commission. 

IRVIN:  You mean actually the very, very beginning? 

CAVE:  Yeah. 

IRVIN:  Well, as you know it was started in 1936, and 

basically the -- Elizabeth Werlein who was instrumental in 
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getting it going and so forth.  When I first went there, 

there were still -- Mary Morrison was still involved with -

- not with the commission but with the neighborhood, mostly 

the Vieux Carre Property Owners.  Outside the Vieux Carre 

Commission, the time when I went there it was very 

prestigious, and so if you went to England or somewhere 

people actually -- if they were connected with preservation 

then they knew who the Vieux Carre Commission was so it was 

really very, very prestigious thing to be connected with.  

But still very political, that’s the real problem with it.  

So Steve Hand was very political and if it wasn’t for the 

Vieux Carre Property Owners, I don’t know what would have 

happened really. 

CAVE:  Talk about Mary Morrison. 

IRVIN:  I didn’t know her very well either.  She was -- I just 

didn’t know her well at all.  I probably knew -- she was 

just beginning to not come to the meetings as much as 

otherwise, I mean, than she had earlier.  I didn’t know 

what’s her name, she lived on Esplanade, the one whose 

daughter was the artist, who just died.  I can’t remember 

but there were people like that that I really knew better 

than Mary Morrison.  I don’t know her that well. 

CAVE:  Why was the Vieux Carre Commission created?  What was 

its purpose? 
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IRVIN:  It’s purpose was basically just to try to save the 

buildings in the French Quarter which people were just 

beginning to be aware of them in the ’20s and ’30s, and 

Mary -- Elizabeth Werlein actually moved here.  She lived 

near the Cathedral and so it was just really to try and 

save things because there was still so much talk of tearing 

things down even as late as the 1930s. 

CAVE:  Who created it?  Was it Ms.  Werlein? 

IRVIN:  She’s actually the one who had the -- Elizabeth 

Werlein, she wasn’t from New Orleans but her husband was 

from Werlein’s Music Store, and so she actually was the one 

that had the impetus to get the legislators -- state 

legislature because it had to be created.  It had to be an 

amendment to the state constitution to allow the creation 

of the Vieux Carre Commission, so that was done in ’36, and 

they started operating in ’37.  But [20:00] from what I 

gather even in the very beginning it was still being 

political in different times and influenced by different 

political forces, and so that’s what happened in the late -

- in the ‘60s when they took out the areas of the North 

Rampart Street and the area where the Monteleone has its 

additions.  They took that out of the control and so they 

were able to tear things down and build the buildings. 
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IRVIN:  What does Vieux Carre Commission do?  What does -- how 

does it physically protect --  

IRVIN:  Actually, since we moved out of the French Quarter 

it’s been very difficult, I would think, but I wasn’t 

really connected with it very long after they moved out 

because I retired three months after they moved from the 

French Quarter.  But, basically, everything that’s done to 

a building on any surface from the front, the back, the 

rear, the roof has to go through the Vieux Carre Commission 

including paint colors, which isn’t true with the Historic 

Districts Landmarks Commission.  Basically at one point 

they had -- there were people that we had -- the inspectors 

who could walk around and see what was being done and so 

forth.  When I first started working at the commission I 

think we had a staff of like 15, and then after Katrina we 

had just two people, just me and the director.  They really 

had a presence in the French Quarter.  I think they’re 

actually still trying to do that really too but it’s more 

difficult when people have to go to city hall to get a 

permit.  That was always such an interest and the people in 

the community were so interested in what was going on so it 

was more of a group effort. 

CAVE:  What is the relationship between the Vieux Carre 

Commission and Vieux Carre Property Owners? 
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IRVIN:  There’s none really other than the fact that they 

supposedly have shared interests.  The Vieux Carre Property 

Owners being the neighborhood advocacy group basically 

tries to work to keep the Vieux Carre Commission from 

making the wrong decisions and so forth.  They have really 

been the watchdog that I would say really have kept the 

French Quarter the way it is.  They were the ones -- the 

Vieux Carre Commission initially approved the Riverfront 

Expressway even though they changed their mind.  I actually 

had George Leake who was the chairman of the commission 

talk about that when I was interviewing him for that 

history.  If it hadn’t been for the property owners, and of 

course, Bill Borah and those other group of people, that 

would have happened.  And the same thing with getting the 

areas back in the French Quarter that was the lawsuit of 

Vieux Carre property owners led by Mary Morrison’s husband, 

what was his name? 

CAVE:  Jacob. 

IRVIN:  Jacob, right. 

CAVE:  Who did you interview when you were doing that first 

history of the Vieux Carre Commission? 

IRVIN:  I did all the people who were alive who had been the 

commissioners and then whoever was alive, then directors, 

which is only Henry Lambert, I think, at the time.  It was 
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George Leake, Monroe Labouisse, I think I did Richard 

Freeman. 

CAVE:  Talk a little bit about who these people were? 

IRVIN:  Richard Freeman -- these were all people who actually 

the chairman of the Vieux Carre Commission which is the 

volunteer component, and the directors are the paid 

component.  The only one, I think at that time, that I 

interviewed was Rich Lambert.  I probably also interviewed 

Linda Freeman who had been the director too, a young 

director. 

CAVE:  Were most of these people historic preservationists or 

were they just lawyers or architects or? 

IRVIN:  Well, they were -- you’d have to take each one 

individually.  I think with the commission, you probably 

know the component of the commission.  They have the three 

people who are chosen from the -- who architects are chosen 

from the AIA list, then you have the rest of them, one 

who’s supposed to be from Louisiana State Museum, one from 

the chamber of commerce, three who are just appointed at 

large.  It’s a component of people who -- they may be 

preservationists but they don’t necessarily have to be 

preservationists.  Like right now, the mayor hasn’t even 

chosen the most recent -- we have one vacant spot that’s 

been that way, I think, for four years since Dr. Lupin 
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died, and he hasn’t filled it because it would come from 

the Louisiana State Museum [25:00], and the choices he’s 

been given have been so-and-so, several people that he 

obviously doesn’t want.  So it’s not necessarily 

preservationists by any means at all. 

CAVE:  When you started, what was your job when you worked in 

’85? 

IRVIN:  I was the architectural historian, and we had one 

architect.  The architect was [Dorian?], inspectors, and 

clerical staff, and a plan examiner.  So the ones who wrote 

-- did the monthly -- I mean the weekly meetings -- we had 

three meetings a month and so you’d have to write the 

reports and analyze all of the applications that went.  We 

would write those and examine those, I took photographs of 

everything, of all the applications and we did a survey.  

One of the first things I did was when we did the rerating 

for the ratings of the buildings in the Quarter and that 

was in ’86 and ’87.  And actually the -- which I never knew 

it was going to be online, the histories that they have on 

the Collins Diboll, Vieux Carre Survey that you all have 

online, those are actually my working papers, and I never 

really -- I mean I did those descriptions and I just never 

really thought they were going to be -- a lot of them had 

to be edited and so forth.  I was doing it just for the 
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meetings that we had with the ones who were rerating at 

that time, and that committee was Sam Wilson and Bernard 

Lemann.  Who else was on it?  Those were the two most 

outstanding people, Bernard Lemann.  He was just an 

incredible character. 

CAVE:  Who was he? 

IRVIN:  Bernard Lemann taught architectural history at Tulane 

and his aunt was actually the one who saved Madame John’s 

Legacy, and he wrote -- I don’t know if you’ve read it, 

this wonderful little book he did about the Vieux Carre 

probably in the ’60s and so forth.  I can’t remember the 

name of it but it was reprinted by the Louisiana Landmarks.  

He was just a wonderful, wonderful man.  He came out and it 

was during his 90s when he died but, anyway, he had two 

sons.  One is an architect, and he was a conscientious 

objector.  He met his wife during the Second World War when 

he was in Philadelphia as a Quaker doing his Quaker 

service.  Right before he died he came out of the closet 

which we… 

CAVE:  Did you ever live in the Quarter? 

IRVIN:  I never did.  I would have loved to.  We’ve lived in 

that same house. 
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CAVE:  I was just trying to figure out like day-to-day what 

you would do.  Would you come and do research in order to 

see if somebody could paint their building? 

IRVIN:  Over the years one of the main things we did was do 

the -- I had several different projects at that time 

because it was things were computerized but every time 

anyone came in with an application it had to be processed.  

That was either the architect or myself, I mostly at that 

time did paint but as so many people over the years left I 

ended up doing everything else.  We would do the permits, 

we would do everything for the three meetings.  We had the 

two architectural committee meetings which had reports and 

the commission meetings, so we had to have written reports 

for those.  After the architect died, which was like in 

’90, I had to end up doing a lot of the minutes and things 

that he did too.  It was really a lot.  And then during 

this period, we did the re-rating, and I actually did the 

big map that they have, did you see the coloring, I did 

that by hand with colors, with colored pencils.  Then we 

did the paint studies.  We did three of those that were 

funded through the state.  Frank Matero who was from -- who 

teaches, he was at Columbia at that time but he teaches at 

the University of Pennsylvania so they came down and did 

the paint analysis on different sets of buildings.  At 
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first it was just a cross section and they did one of 

Italianate buildings, and then another one of shotgun 

buildings.  We were doing a lot with trying to change the 

whole -- the process of what people chose to paint the 

buildings and try to make it a little bit more historical 

and correct at the time.  [30:00] 

CAVE:  What were the correct colors to paint buildings? 

IRVIN:  It depended on the construction date of the building 

which is why they did the different periods.  The earlier 

buildings would have been more of the Caribbean colors, the 

Creole cottages and so forth.  The later buildings would 

have been the Greek Revival, Italianate would have been 

more deeper stone kind of colors, and things of that sort.  

The later buildings during the Victorian period in the 

French Quarter they never used all of the, you know, San 

Francisco kind of painted lady colors.  They didn’t do 

those because it was just a -- the French Quarter at that 

time and those kind of buildings were not fancy houses so 

mostly done as rental units and things of that sort. 

CAVE:  What were some of the craziest requests that you 

received for changes to buildings? 

IRVIN:  Oh, my goodness.  There are so many of them.  One of 

them I really remember well because the architect ended up 

being on the architectural Vieux Carre Commission meeting 
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and he was such a -- it was one for -- the buildings, the 

Labranche buildings that are on St. Peter Street, and there 

was a building there that belonged to the Coleman family 

and had been in the family for a long time. Pio Lyons 

wanted to put a driveway -- take the doors down in the 

middle and put a place where you could park the car inside.  

He almost insisted -- which would remove one of the columns 

to the galleys and so forth but he insisted that since the 

house, the building had been in such bad shape that -- and 

these people were going to redo it but the same family had 

owned it for 200 years so they couldn’t -- I mean not 200, 

100 years but, anyway, there were so many weird things. 

CAVE:  Talk about crime in the French Quarter, and I guess 

that wouldn’t impact your work. 

IRVIN:  No, it didn’t really except when I -- it wouldn’t at 

all really because I didn’t live here.  But at the very 

beginning one of the crises was the termites, the Formosan 

termites and that was the -- I’m trying to get the dates.  

These were all probably in the early 90s.  In the early 

days we had the Formosan termites.  We had the AIDS crisis.  

We’ve lost two -- the architect which is one of the ones 

who died of AIDS, and also one of the building inspectors.  

We had a staff of like about two members of our 

professional staff of five, four died during that, and then 
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the Formosan termites.  The person they had who was coming 

in to do the studies who was an entomologist from 

Pennsylvania.  He was actually killed when he was walking 

back from a lecture -- do you remember hearing about that 

with Tammy, I mean Tamra Carboni. 

CAVE:  Yeah. 

IRVIN:  On Barracks Street but other than that I really wasn’t 

affected much by it except what other people -- the people 

in the neighborhood who always wanted to put more lights 

and more burglar bars up and things of that sort. 

CAVE:  Who pays for the Vieux Carre Commission?  Is it the 

city? 

IRVIN:  It’s the city. 

CAVE:  City.  Has there ever been an attempt to create an 

endowment or make it more independent? 

IRVIN:  No, because they -- I mean they would like to do it -- 

I guess the Vieux Carre Foundation was created after 

Katrina to try to help with other funding but every time 

any money that goes to the Vieux Carre Commission, which 

like if someone came in and paid for copies or something of 

that sort, it all has to go to the city. 

CAVE:  Have the Vieux Carre Commission’s decisions been 

pretty consistent over the years?  Like --  
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IRVIN:  No, I think they’ve changed a lot at different times 

but I think -- when I first started working with the Vieux 

Carre Commission, Steve Hand who brought me in and he was 

from New York, and he was from an old family in New York, 

and I think his great uncle was Leonard Hand who was a 

great jurist and so forth, and Steve had been always really 

politically involved, and he had been a speech writer for 

Senator Brooke from Massachusetts.  Steve was very liberal.  

I liked him, actually, a lot, but he came to New Orleans 

and he was very involved with the Morial administration.  

One of the first things he did when I was there was Dutch 

Morial wanted to run for a third term and Steve was working 

for the third term but [35:00] you can’t have any member of 

your staff who is paid by the city work on anything 

political, but they did have several members who were -- 

you could have what they call political appointees.  Steve 

was, what do you call it, not a civil servant but -- he was 

appointed by the mayor and they could have like a secretary 

or somebody who’s appointed by the mayor.  Steve was asking 

his secretary who was a civil servant at that time to do 

something for Morial’s campaign, to type something up, and 

she went to the newspaper, and then they tried to arrest 

Steve, and then he fled to the Mississippi coast or 

something.  The person who was the secretary that he -- she 
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had been there for -- from other people, and her father was 

a waiter at Galatoire’s so -- one of the first things when 

I first started working there saw this picture of Steve 

Hand being arrested or whatever it was but anyway, but he 

got out. 

CAVE:  When you were there, there were a lot of big changes 

to the Quarter going on. 

IRVIN:  There really were. 

CAVE:  I remember there was like the chains, like the Hard 

Rock Café and then --  

IRVIN:  That came in. 

CAVE:   -- and Planet Hollywood. 

IRVIN:  A lot of buildings in this portion of the French 

Quarter that were sort of rundown and they would redo them 

for commercial usages which most of the time weren’t for 

the better.  They’d really help ruin the buildings but 

there was one – do you know the one that’s across from the 

Napoleon House, what is the name of that, Emerill’s 

Restaurant, Nola? 

CAVE:  Oh, Nola, yeah. 

IRVIN:  And that had been like sort of an abandoned building 

and they redid that but they just took everything out 

inside.  There was nothing left original from the inside, 
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but they did that with a lot of buildings, a lot of 

commercialization. 

CAVE:  Have there ever been changes like forced on the Vieux 

Carre Commission that you talked about it being a political 

group. 

IRVIN:  I don’t know about those but I really thought that 

with the other -- I think with Steve Hand, I know at one 

point that he wanted to -- he came out in favor of the 

demolition of that building, you know, over near Canal 

Place, that one little building that was sitting for so 

long in the middle of the -- right, and that was bought by 

Hemmeter who was a developer of the casino.  This was under 

the Barthelemy administration, and so the application to 

tear that down came in and Steve Hand -- none of the rest 

of the staff would do it.  He was recommending that it be 

approved to be torn down because obviously that was being 

forced on him.  The actual commission didn’t turn that down 

so that didn’t happen.  I know that Steve would do things 

political.  I don’t know if you remember Mark Cooper.  He 

was sort of goofy. 

CAVE:  Yeah, yeah. 

IRVIN:  He wouldn’t be affected by anything like that.  That 

was during -- Nagin, I don’t think ever tried to do 

anything, I don’t know why but he didn’t.  I think I 
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understand that more recently during Morial’s time -- not 

Morial, during Landrieu’s time there probably has been more 

pressure. 

CAVE:  Talk about the lower end of Decatur Street, that’s 

always been an interesting area. 

IRVIN: Yeah, it is.  I loved that area when I first came.  

That’s an example of areas that have gone for the worst.  

It started out -- because it was great in the beginning 

with all of the Bohemian things and all the goofy stuff 

that was there.  The big change there was not the Palm 

Court, what’s the name of that other place?  Storyville? 

CAVE:  Oh, yeah, Margaritaville. 

IRVIN:  Margaritaville, but it was something before that.  I 

think it was something like -- I can’t remember but anyway 

that was certainly for the worst.  Yeah, that really has 

been a shame what’s happened down there but it’s still got 

a little bit of that feeling about it. 

CAVE:  What prevents, say, a Taco Bell or a Dunkin Donuts 

from moving into the Quarter? 

IRVIN:  You actually cannot, by zoning, you can’t -- unless 

things have changed in the last zoning but you cannot have 

a fast food restaurant.  It has nothing to do with the 

chain but it’s the fact that they have to have a 

tablecloth, they have to have a kitchen.  They have to have 
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that sort of thing.  I don’t know how the Subway got into 

the 200 block.  I never have understood that.  You could 

have a -- well, there have been chains.  I mean, there are 

chains.  People think that the chains can’t come in but 

it’s the fact that they can’t be fast food and they have to 

have food [40:00] prepared there, and you have to sit down 

and eat it there, and that sort of thing. 

CAVE:  Talk a little more about the change in the French 

Quarter, like it becoming less residential and more, I 

guess, commercial or timeshares and things like that. 

IRVIN:  Well, but the timeshares are not allowed in that -- 

that was outlawed when it first came but it’s the short-

term rentals that I think has everybody, just basically 

ruining everything.  As I said, I’m not involved down here 

at all but it’s taken over other areas.  It’s really awful, 

really, when you have people who -- you don’t have any of 

the same neighbors, and you don’t have any of the mixed 

classes of people.  That’s probably the worst part because 

when I used to come and visit my sisters, we used to visit 

-- there were all these, they’re still creepy people, but 

there were all these all kind of classes of people and so 

forth.  There were black families that had been around for 

a long time, and then when I came down -- when I started 

working for the commission there were still two black 
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families that lived here.  One was like on Burgundy and the 

other was on one of the cross streets, I can’t remember 

which one it was, like Ursulines or something like that.  

But, anyways, it’s really… 

CAVE:  Talk about the Vieux Carre Survey, the thing that we 

have.  You mentioned that you had created parts of it? 

IRVIN:  Well, the first Vieux Carre Survey was done in the 

60s, and that’s when all of the original ratings and 

everything, when all of the levels of approval and so forth 

that the Quarter does, and whether a building can be torn 

down is dependent on the rating.  So, like when Sam Wilson 

and all of them did it, they considered say a shotgun house 

is not highly rated, so they would rate it maybe yellow 

which was like the next to the lowest rating, and then 

there were some other buildings that were rated -- well, 

not that many brown but there were ones -- anything after 

1920 maybe, they rated orange which meant new, and so in 

the 80s we had to come back in and try to adjust so the 

late Victorian buildings, the shotgun, even that little 

building on Bienville Street, the one that has the three 

little men in the 500 block, and that was rated like orange 

or yellow.  We came in to change a lot of those to green, 

and that building to even higher so we could protect it and 

not be torn down hopefully.  But, there was a case in the, 
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I think it was maybe in the 60s and there was the house on 

Dumaine, I think, and the people had an older house and 

then they had the house next door which was like a typical 

Victorian cottage.  They wanted to tear it down for their 

side yard, and I think they had Sam Wilson actually be the 

expert to say that it wasn’t worth anything.  So these were 

the things we would kind of get into, trying change the 

ratings to reflect the changes in time.  We just changed 

the ratings but while doing so I did just the brief 

history.  You know, going through and looking at whatever 

documents were available, and I had some volunteers that 

helped do that too.  I mean some architecture students and 

so forth. 

CAVE:  Is that when you were coming in all the time to the 

research center here? 

IRVIN:  I did come.  Most of that was with freelance work.  I 

mean I would come in and do that but a lot of times over 

the years I’ve still done freelance work, so a lot of times 

I’d come in with that. 

CAVE: From your times just working with people in the 

Quarter and everything, we’re doing a fairly large project 

with 75 interviews and we’re trying to find people that we 

think might be good to talk to, does anyone come to mind? 

IRVIN:  Who have you talked to?  I can’t… 
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CAVE:  Well, Arthur Brocato, Mr. Sunseri --  

IRVIN:  Betty Norris, have you talked to Betty Norris? 

CAVE:  No. 

IRVIN:  She was a good friend -- (inaudible) Schwartz was her 

name and she was wonderful.  She moved here in probably the 

70s but she was a good friend of Mary Morrison, a good 

friend of Eugenia, they were the ones who really brought 

her into being interested in things in the French Quarter.  

At first they had a house around the -- in part of the 

Ursuline Row, 1100 block of Royal Street, that’s not 

Ursuline Row, but they were around the corner.  She would 

be a wonderful person for you to talk to.  Mrs. William 

Norris, Betty Norris.  [45:00] She lives on St. Phillips 

Street.  I can… 

CAVE:  OK. 

IRVIN:  I’m trying to think of who else.  I guess you could 

talk to Lary but he talks some.  He was with the Vieux 

Carre Commission at first before he went to the Historic 

District Landmarks Commission. 

CAVE:  Lary, what’s his? 

IRVIN:  Hesdorffer.  He talks so much.  And Larry was the 

director since after Mark Cooper for a long time but he 

sort of disappeared now I gather.  Now that hse retired.  I 
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mean he’s in town but I think he’s taking a breather from 

the French Quarter for a while. 

CAVE:  What happened to Mark Cooper?  

IRVIN:  He died.  Do you remember that?  That was awful.  He 

had something called Pick’s disease, and he had -- well, he 

actually when the administration changed he didn’t keep the 

job but he was really acting really erratic but it’s Pick’s 

disease or something that is neurological deterioration.  

It affects the brain but it’s like Alzheimer’s but it 

affects a different part of the brain, and it affects men 

usually between -- well, not men necessarily but someone 

between 40 and 50, relatively young, 40 to 60 but its 

symptoms, it makes people do irrational and also socially 

unacceptable things. 

CAVE:  Oh, gosh, oh, my. 

IRVIN:  It was awful, and so he really -- so he decided he’d 

been married for years, and he decided that he was going to 

have an affair with this French woman who came into town.  

Then he kept her in the hotel above the -- not the Saenger, 

but what’s the hotel, the LaSalle Hotel that’s over -- so 

he kept her there.  Then, he told his daughter to keep his 

wife visiting long in Florida while she was visiting the 

daughter, and so naturally the daughter told him and so 

then he, Mark ended up sleeping and living in the Vieux 
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Carre Commission offices because he was kicked out of his 

house.  Then he did something else really strange.  He 

threw some water at somebody’s face in the meeting.  So 

that’s what happened to him. 

CAVE:  Yeah, that’s too bad. 

IRVIN:  It was a shame. 

CAVE:  I don’t have any more questions.  Is there anything 

about the French Quarter in your experience working here 

that you wanted to share? 

IRVIN:  I would have to say that I love the lower end of the 

Quarter probably most of all, and I do think I’ve loved the 

Quarter since a child because it was such happy memories of 

coming here with my family and so forth but it has changed 

a lot.  I don’t think for the better, I’m afraid.  Even a 

lot of ways, the buildings have been better taken care of 

it but if they can just maintain the lower end of the 

Quarter and keep all of the short-term rental people out, 

but anyway.  Still when it’s a spring day and the weather 

is nice, it’s really, really, really nice. 

CAVE:  What do you think about Airbnb?  

IRVIN:  I think they’re awful but -- I mean I really do.  

That’s what I’m saying.  I think they’re really bad but 

even though my daughter and son-in-law in Rhode Island have 

used the house several times as a whole house thing.  I 
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think if it has to be done, I don’t think it should be done 

in the Quarter at all because it just -- it’s going to be 

too hard to regulate and I think in other parts of town it 

needs to be someone who has a house and it cannot be in 

whole house rentals, and it can’t be in the commercial 

zones.  What do you think about it? 

CAVE:  Driving up the cost of rent. 

IRVIN:  It’s just awful.  I mean, really, and have the way it 

is now, they could have anywhere in the commercial zone 

could be used as an Airbnb.  It didn’t have to be -- so 

that means that a lot of the buildings in the CBD and so 

forth, which wouldn’t be -- they’re like lofts and 

everything there, they could all just become virtual hotels 

really. 

CAVE:  Uh-huh. 

IRVIN:  Thank you. 

 

END OF AUDIO FILE 


