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CHAPTER I 
Growing Up in the Abel Dreyfous Household 

 

I N 1944, AT THE AGE OF 87, Felix J. Dreyfous wrote the outline of his 
autobiography, although he never filled in the details. The good works and loving deeds that he 
performed for his family and community established a legacy of selfless service that now, a 

half-century later, can be recounted with care and devotion for the generations still to come. Through 
his energetic and tireless efforts, he achieved much in his lifetime. Some might praise his many 
accomplishments and “public honors,” wrote his first grandchild, Carol Dreyfous Eiseman. She, on 
the other hand, remembered him vividly as he, undoubtedly, would be contented to have been 
remembered—as a “serious, dignified man,” but one with whom his granddaughter was completely 
comfortable. She loved his solid dependability. “I knew what to expect,” she wrote. “Every night of 
the week, summer and winter, Grandpa had to have his soup. Whenever there was creamed spinach 
and mashed potatoes for dinner, Grandpa mixed them together. After dinner, he had a demitasse. He 
would save a little of the ice cream he had for dessert to put in his coffee.” 

Many years later, Carol could still picture the dining room of her grandparents’ home in Audubon 
Place, where the “glass domed French clock” that chimed the hours sat in its appointed place upon 
the white marble mantelpiece. Only her grandfather “could wind the clock to keep it running,” she 
said, but she believed that in his habits and values, Felix J. Dreyfous was even “more predictable” 
than his beloved French clock. That “consistency,” Carol maintained, gave her a “feeling of 
security.” 

The traits Felix Dreyfous exhibited as a grandfather he undoubtedly developed as a child. He was 
born, as he noted with precision, on “February 17, 1857, at the corner of Florida Walk (then Marigny 
Canal) and Elysian Fields Street where my parents for a time attempted to operate a soap factory 
under unfavorable circumstances.” Felix was, literally, the child at the center of his family, the fourth 
of seven brothers and sisters. His father, Abel Dreyfous, had immigrated to the United States from 
Belfort, Alsace, twenty-three years earlier, and his mother, Caroline Kaufman Dreyfous, born at 
Ingenheim Rheinich, Bavaria, had emigrated from Germany as a child. 

Abel was born in 1815, the year that Napoleon met his final defeat at Waterloo and the Congress 

FJD 
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of Vienna met to reestablish the European balance of power. As a textile manufacturer, Abel’s father 
Emanuel provided a good living for his family, and Abel grew up in relatively comfortable 
circumstances. Evidently Emanuel had been of some financial help to Napoleon because the emperor 
made him a gift of a complete set of Chinese export china. When Ruth Dreyfous and her family visited 
Marie Levy, a French descendant of the family in Paris during the inter-war years, Marie still had one of 
the plates. She and Ruth got along famously; the language barrier between them made no difference, and 
before Ruth departed Marie presented her with the plate. The timing of this meaningful gift was 
especially poignant. When the Germans occupied France several years later during World War II, Marie 
deserted her apartment and fled south to avoid the Nazis. Unfortunately, she never returned. When her 
companion entered the Parisian apartment at the end of the war, she found it empty; everything had been 
confiscated. The plate and a small pitcher that Marie gave Ruth are the only heirlooms from that side of 
the family. 

Since Napoleon had emancipated the Jews, Abel, like other French boys, could attend a Jesuit 
school. Early on, he displayed the intelligence, independence and industriousness later so predominant 
in Felix. By the age of ten, he was working as a petit clerc for a notary as well as going to school. In 
1834, at the age of nineteen, he was ready to leave France and embarked on a ship headed for New 
York. He spent about a year in the city working in a dry goods store, but he found that the job and the 
environment were, in his words, “not to his liking.” He then moved to Long Island to work on his 
English language skills so that he might prepare himself to become an attorney. There he learned about 
the Crescent City where French was spoken and French culture thrived, and he moved South to pursue a 
career among those who would respect and appreciate the world from which he came. 

Arriving in New Orleans in 1836, Abel pursued two careers. Already familiar with the soap-making 
process, he and another young French immigrant became partners as very small-scale soap 
manufacturers to provide them with the wherewithal for room and board. The other venture, as a clerk in 
the notarial firm of Joseph Cuvillier, proved a more fruitful direction. Abel found that his early training 
in Belfort was useful in his new home since Louisiana was under the same Civil Code with which he 
was already familiar in Alsace. At the end of his first decade in New Orleans, Abel had already won a 
notarial commission from the governor, Alexander Mouton. After receiving his commission, Abel 
became a partner of the man who had been, until then, his employer. The firm of Cuvillier and Dreyfous 
was large and well-respected. 

Abel had to wait five years before becoming a naturalized citizen of the United States. To receive his 
certificate of citizenship, he returned to New York because that was where he originally entered the 
country. On the twenty-fifth of September, 1839, he formally gave up the allegiance for France and 
officially became an American. 

Now that he had secured citizenship and a solid financial footing, Abel could begin to 
consider marriage. In 1846, three years after his commission was in place, he married Alice 
Brunswig. The couple had two children, Cécile R. and Alice, and, although they were strong 
enough to survive during an era when yellow fever was running rampant, Alice mere was not. 
She died while her daughters were still quite young. 

In the meantime Caroline Kaufman, a lovely young woman, had arrived in New Orleans in 
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1848, having immigrated from Bavaria with her family. Two years later when she was sixteen, 
Caroline and Abel married. Already a mother to Abel’s two daughters, this remarkably mature 
young woman and her new husband began to raise a family of their own. Caroline gave birth to 
nine children, but only the first seven survived to adulthood. Born in 1851, the year after 
Caroline and Abel married, Emile was the oldest, and the family increased methodically every 
other year. Two daughters preceded Felix; Amélie was born in 1853, and she was followed by 
Anna. Felix was the middle child of this union. His brother, Jules, was next, while two sisters, 
Rose and Blanche, completed the household. Caroline’s younger children gave her an early 
brush with the tragedies that many mid-nineteenth century New Orleanian families had to 
endure. As she was giving birth to her ninth child, Martha, the youngest brother, Charles, lay 
dying of yellow fever in the adjoining bedroom. Martha, too, did not survive past childhood. 

These losses shaped Caroline’s life, and thereafter her empathy for those in need sparked her 
activism. During the Civil War she aided the wounded, and after the war she found a new use 
for her medically-related volunteerism as a founding member of the Ladies Aid and Sewing 
Society of Touro Infirmary. As a child, Ruth remembers that the women of the Ladies Aid and 
Sewing Society met every Thursday. Ruth enjoyed going downtown on the streetcar with her 
grandmother to Fellman’s store (now Krauss Company) on Canal Street to purchase the linen 
and cotton that Caroline then took to the hospital where the ladies met to make sheets and 
pillowcases for the patients. Caroline Kaufman Dreyfous’ good deeds on behalf of the sick and 
needy earned her the unofficial appellation of Charity Queen of New Orleans, a title with a 
reputation to match that Felix claimed helped elect him to the state legislature when he ran for 
office. On September 9, 1892, the New Orleans correspondent for the AMERICAN 
ISRAELITE discussed the work of elite Jewish women on behalf of Touro Infirmary and the 
Jewish Home for Widows and Orphans. At this time, Caroline was the second vice-president of 
the Ladies Aid and Sewing Society. The correspondent singled out Caroline as one of three 
women deserving special mention. “Mmes. [I.L.] Leucht, [Charles] Newman and [Abel] 
Dreyfous are ladies well known for unselfish zeal in all matters of Jewish Charity, and perform 
the functions of their office in a manner to make all feel their nobleness of heart and kindness of 
purpose.” Today Ruth finds that, like her father’s a generation earlier, her own values also were 
shaped by her grandmother. By living lives of dedicated work to benefit fellow New 
Orleanians, her grandmother and father had set clear guidelines that made it relatively easy for 
her to follow their well-trodden path of altruism. 

By the time Felix turned two years old, his father had moved the soap factory to (as FJD 
notated) “Barracks Street between Dauphine and Bourbon Streets” while his parents returned 
“to their home at the corner of Esplanade Avenue” where, Felix wrote, he “continued to reside 
until the death [in October 1891] of my father, Abel Dreyfous.” Abel died while Felix and his 
bride, Julia Seeman Dreyfous, were on their honeymoon. When the couple returned to the city, 
they lived with Felix’s mother on Esplanade Avenue until they built their own home on the 
uptown river corner of Jackson Avenue and Camp Street in the Garden District. The Dreyfous 
family was not the only family that moved from Esplanade Avenue to the Garden District; 
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many of their friends were making a similar transition. After his parents’ home had been sold, 
Felix insisted that Caroline come to live with the newlyweds in their new home. Ruth mentions 
that her father always said that his mother’s room in the Jackson Avenue residence was to be 
her “castle.” Caroline was there when the grandchildren began arriving. The oldest, George, 
was born in 1894, followed in 1896 by Julius. Caroline’s namesake arrived two years later, and 
in 1901, Ruth completed the new generation. 

After Ruth was born, Felix wrote a new will, repeating in the document his wishes that Caroline’s 
room and her place within the family always should be respected, that she should never be made to feel 
like an outsider. And she never was. Ruth recalls that her Grandma was always there when Ruth needed 
her, and Caroline gave of herself freely and lovingly to her grandchildren as she had to her children and 
to all others who needed her nurturing. Ruth still vividly can see her grandmother sitting in her rocking 
chair by the window of her den upstairs that was part of her suite. She was perfectly contented to sit and 
crochet, and she crocheted a fine edging on all of her undergarments. Julia confined her sewing to 
darning socks, making buttonholes and sewing on buttons. 

As he intended when moving to New Orleans, Abel Dreyfous successfully maintained a French-
centered existence that made the transition to America relatively smooth. Although Abel belonged to 
Temime Derech (“the Right Way”), one of the four traditional antebellum synagogues in the city, most 
of his close friends were French Catholics, and Abel was a founding member of L’Union Francaise. In 
the Abel Dreyfous household, French was the language spoken. Had the Civil War not intervened, 
growing up in the same stately home on Esplanade Avenue in the heart of a French-speaking 
neighborhood from early childhood through early adulthood should have been the basis for the most 
stable and ideal setting for Felix’s maturation. 

In 1860, on the eve of the war, the firm of Cuvillier and Dreyfous relocated to 79 Exchange Place. 
Their neighbor on “Lawyer’s Row” now was Judah P Benjamin, who the next year would become 
Secretary of the Confederacy after the South broke away from the Union. Changes in the local scene 
reflected the great political chasm; Cuvillier and Dreyfous dissolved the partnership, and Abel continued 
practice on his own throughout the war, a feat that few other notaries in the city accomplished. 

The war and Reconstruction indelibly impressed young Felix. Many years later when people 
were talking about how difficult things were in Depression-era New Orleans, FJD would tell 
how much more strained things were in the city during the Civil War and Reconstruction. Ruth 
recalls her father’s recounting that although the family managed to have enough to eat, when 
the city was blockaded there was nothing to buy, and things did not improve when the Union 
armies were occupying the city and requisitioning everything available for themselves. At the 
end of the era the anger and frustration of the majority of New Orleans’ white citizens peaked 
as they arose en masse to reclaim the government, an armed insurrection commemorated by the 
now-controversial Liberty Monument. New Orleans’ African-American population is still very 
upset that there are those who would like to see the monument reinstated at the foot of Canal 
Street. 

In 1862, at the age of seven, when FJD began his formal education at the public school at Bayou 
Road and Dorgenois, General Benjamin Butler’s Union troops had already occupied New Orleans. 
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Young Felix showed the same pride in and respect for the traditions of his city and region as he did in 
his later life. His first act of patriotic defiance occurred soon after the school year started. All the 
students were required to sing the Star-Spangled Banner as proof of loyalty to the Federal Government, 
FJD told his youngest child. But his loyalties remained with the Confederacy. He refused to sing the 
hated song and found himself expelled from school. Unlike his son, Abel never was disfranchised for 
rebellion, and he took the required Oath of Loyalty to the Union at the war’s end so that he could resume 
his political participation. The impressionable Felix took a longer time to readjust his loyalties, but when 
he did reaccept the primacy of the Federal government, he became an adamant American patriot. In the 
will he composed in 1901, he mentioned that his sons should always respect their mother’s advice and 
that, if their country should ever call them to service, they must go. They needed to realize how much 
they owed their good fortune to their being citizens of the United States; FJD lived to see both Julius and 
George volunteer and serve in two world wars. 

Once he left the public school system, Felix never returned. Instead he received his education in 
several private French-language schools nearby. He spent the first two years at the primary school of 
“Misses Vignaud on Bayou Road between Galvez and Johnson Streets,” and from there he “was 
advanced to the grammar school of E. [Eugene] Martin on Bayou Road near Derbigny Street.” Having 
succeeded under this early tutelage, Felix next “continued under H. [Henry] Deron who subsequently 
moved to the old Bringier Home which stood at the corner of Esplanade Avenue and Prieur Street and 
later moved to Esplanade Avenue between Robertson and Villere Streets.” Years later, FJD told his 
children how difficult those Reconstruction-era years were in New Orleans when families who once had 
enjoyed great wealth found themselves struggling. 

Uncomfortable and destabilizing political and economic realities undoubtedly confronted the 
Dreyfous family. But by remaining close to home in neighborhood schools that reinforced his French 
heritage, FJD was anchored securely to familiar surroundings where he perfected his French language 
skills. These skills stood him in good stead, as his daughter Ruth recalls. When the family visited French 
Dreyfous cousins in Paris after World War I, the European family could not believe that Felix’s perfect 
French pronunciation could have been acquired outside of France. Only a reference to the pesky little 
mosquito revealed his Louisiana origins. In France, mosquito is a masculine noun, and in Louisiana, it is 
feminine. The only error in his English pronunciation was the word radio. 

While Abel had begun working as a petit clerc at the age of ten, Felix was fourteen when he 
went to work as an errand boy at his father’s notarial office at 48 Exchange Alley. At the same 
time, Felix reported that he attended a night school “conducted by Prof. Cordier on Derbigny 
Street near Dumaine.” For four months in 1876, however, Felix left his father’s office to accept 
“employment from T. Danziger’s Sons in their dry-goods establishments first on Canal Street 
near Rampart and afterwards at their branch store corner Royal & St. Philip Streets.” Theodore 
Danziger was married to Felix’s older sister, Isabelle, so FJD stayed within the family even as 
he ventured away from his father’s office. But, once again mirroring his own father’s 
experience in Manhattan, Felix found working in the dry goods business “unsuited to my views 
and temperament,” and he returned to his father’s firm. The son did not take long to move from 
errand boy to clerk and, as he later wrote, once back in Abel’s office, FJD became his father’s 
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“companion, associate and comforter in his old age and infirmities until he died.” After Felix 
had worked several years at 48 Exchange Alley, in 1879 the firm moved up the street several 
doors to 21 Exchange Alley. By the end of his first decade as a clerk for his father’s firm, FJD 
was earning a monthly salary of twenty-five dollars. Abel also transferred property to him as 
additional compensation. 

Literally growing up as a notary’s son helped FJD develop both a familiarity with properties in the 
city and a keen understanding of the value of real estate acquisition. He came to know, first hand, some 
of the problems peculiar to property-holding in this part of the state where drainage and flood control 
plagued real estate speculators and developers. These were concerns that he made his own, concerns that 
he turned into protective legislation in the late 1880s and 1890s when he entered public life. 

Civic and social circles, meanwhile, began to widen for the young man. The Hebrew Benevolent 
Association predated the Young Men’s Hebrew Association in New Orleans, and many of its members 
became active in the YMHA, housed in the 1890s in the Athenaeum, a large brick building on St. 
Charles and Clio. The structure housed superb athletic facilities, including a large hall where different 
societies in the city organized indoor baseball leagues. Concerts and even Mardi Gras balls were also 
held there. As a young man, FJD was active in the YMHA, in 1878—1880 serving as its financial 
secretary, then as treasurer. At its reorganization, he became second vice-president. 

FJD had done his apprenticeship as a clerk for ten years in his father’s office before receiving his 
notarial commission in 1881 from Governor S.D. McEnery. He subsequently became his father’s 
partner. Under the Civil Code, the notary was an appointed official whose commission made him a 
conveyor of deeds. Only a limited number of notaries were appointed, and they wrote all deeds from 
marriage contracts to real estate transactions. The Dreyfous firm moved several more times after FJD 
became associated with it, occupying “offices corner of Camp and Common Streets; Liverpool & 
London & Globe Building,” and finally relocating in the Canal Building which later became the 
National Bank of Commerce Building. 

During his long and extremely productive career, FJD passed more notarial deeds than any 
other notary in the city before or since. The first act that FJD passed was a charter and consti-
tution for the “First Agricultural Colony of Russian Israelites in America,” which became 
known as the Sicily Island Colony. Although this little remembered venture ultimately failed, it 
is a fascinating slice of Southern Jewish Americana. According to Max Heller’s Jubilee 
Souvenir of Temple Sinai, in 1881, negotiations to resettle Russian Jews outside of the 
Northeast resulted in land in Catahoula Parish, Louisiana, being offered to some thirty-five 
families under the jurisdiction of the New York branch of the Alliance Israelite Universelle. 
The land, originally belonging to Isidore and Henry Newman, was offered under generous 
terms that permitted the Russian immigrants to work it for the first two years without paying 
taxes or rent. According to the plans, as the immigrants’ land became productive, they gradually 
could repay the Newman brothers out of the profits. The Russian men arrived in New Orleans, 
then embarked upriver with a great deal of fanfare. They left their wives and children behind in 
the city until the crops were planted and suitable housing could be erected for them. 

Although the newcomers worked hard and cultivated four hundred and fifty acres, they were lonely 
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with their families three hundred and fifty miles away and with no Jewish community nearby. Then 
when malaria hit and the Mississippi flooded and broke through the levee not many months later, about 
half the colonists left to plow, not more promising land, but the more auspicious and familiar fields of 
factory work or peddling. The remaining colonists scattered, abandoning their hard work and their initial 
financial investment. The retreat from Sicily Island was a wise one; farming in the region in the 
postbellum era was hard enough on small-scale native southern farmers. Jewish newcomers to the South 
managed a great deal better in urban environments. 

That the first deed FJD passed as a notary involved trying to help people in real estate negotiations, 
however, presaged a lengthy career in which his advice would be sought after and appreciated by 
newcomers to New Orleans. And, as Ruth mentions, although her father never socialized with Eastern 
European Jews, when a relatively large number began to settle in the city after the turn of the century, 
FJD counseled a great many immigrants who followed his advice and made successful real estate 
investments. 
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CHAPTER 2 
Legal Career and Political Interests Launched: 
Reforming the New Orleans Physical Environment 

 

A DMITTED TO THE LOUISIANA BAR by the Supreme Court of Louisiana in 
November, 1888, the same year he completed a series of courses in the Law at Tulane 
University, FJD immediately got involved in politics. He joined other New Orleans 

reformers in the Young Men’s Democratic Association (YMDA) and actively sought a public role for 
the first time when he ran on a reform ticket for the state legislature. The reformers’ ideals were well-
timed, and the entire slate was elected to the first reform legislature in Louisiana since Reconstruction. 
Like many of his contemporary reformers, FJD had no interest in launching a career in politics. He 
entered public life to accomplish specific goals deemed necessary to help the state function more 
efficiently and to meet the needs of fellow Louisianans’ more adequately. The YMDAs actions mirrored 
the goals of other Progressives—ideas like election reform, anti-lottery legislation, flood control and 
proper police protection—that began to be evident throughout the United States at this time. Once 
elected to the state legislature, FJD proved to be especially energetic; he lobbied for some bills and 
personally authored others that supported measures he hoped to see passed. These included anti-lottery 
legislation, flood control and police protection—all measures to make the Louisiana environment a 
healthier place for its citizens. 

FJD opposed the Louisiana Lottery because the lottery brought wealth to the private group 
of men who held the charter from the state, while it disproportionately took money out of the 
pockets of some of the state’s most poorly educated and economically impoverished citizens. 
The Lottery also spawned corruption by attracting undesirable citizens to the state. First 
chartered during Reconstruction, in the early 1890s, that charter was up for renewal. The lottery 
quickly became a target for reformers motivated to curtail this powerful economic monster from 
devouring Louisianans’ hard-earned money. According to the lottery’s charter, the city of New 
Orleans received 5% of the proceeds; the state was allotted twice that amount. The remainder of 
the profits funneled directly into the large coffers of the charter owners. As Ruth recalls, among 

FJD 
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the lottery’s main supporters were some very powerful and well-established New Orleans 
families like the Morrises, Hennens and the Howards. Those particularly concerned with the 
moral climate of the city, the reformers and those religious leaders like Rabbi Max Heller and 
prominent Presbyterian minister Benjamin Palmer, led the opposition. As the anti-Lottery fight 
became an affaire célebre, people were aroused on either side of the issue. The anti-Lottery 
supporters quickly organized and held many mass meetings to raise the consciousness of their 
fellow citizens. An effective speaker, Dreyfous was instrumental in persuading others to join 
the anti-Lottery coalition. Ruth proudly emphasizes that, as a freshman state legislator, her 
father wrote the anti-lottery bill for the House, while Edwin White, his counterpart in the state 
Senate, led the fight there. 

In mid-July, 1890, a correspondent for the AMERICAN ISRAELITE touted FJD’s anti-Lottery 
efforts when he reported, “I am happy and proud to state that among... [the anti-Lottery legislators] is the 
only Israelite in the Louisiana legislature, Hon. Felix J. Dreyfous.” The following week, the journalist 
described the impressive anti-Lottery rally held at Grunewald Hall: 

On Wednesday evening last a grand reception was tendered to those of our city representatives in 
the Legislature, who by their votes, cast to the last against the lottery company, are entitled to the 
everlasting gratitude of our people. The reception was one of the grandest affairs ever seen in this 
city, a large concourse of the best people assembling to do honor unto those to whom honor was 
eminently due... Hon. Felix J. Dreyfous was received by the large audience present with 
enthusiastic applause, and was a conspicuous figure on the platform. The Israelites of New 
Orleans and Louisiana feel proud of the stand taken by a member of their race, and in after years 
when the history of this contest will have been written, the name of Felix J. Dreyfous will be 
stamped in letters of gold in the heart of every Jew who knows how trying a time our young 
friend had and how he upheld the banner of honesty amidst an army of temptation and corruption 
seldom equaled.” 

 
The stories of the anti-Lottery fight Ruth heard as a child from her father prompted her to tell an 

interviewer, “It was almost like Mardi Gras to see the enthusiasm of the people to rally for those who 
were anti-Lottery.” 

FJD joined two other legislators, J.M. Kennedy and H.P Wells, when they issued a minority report in 
which they condemned the majority of pro-Lottery supporters in the legislature who voted in favor of 
rechartering the Lottery. In the strong defense of their dissenting position, FJD, Kennedy and Wells 
chastised those among them who would dare the Louisiana Lottery to enter the next campaign 
“(fortified... by the approval of this General Assembly), and by and through an immense corruption 
fund, mass all the bad elements in the State, white and black, and, by their united vote, endeavor to ride 
rough shod over the respectable and worthy people of this State.” The three dissenters further warned 
that no man should be deceived by propaganda or defenses to the contrary. Their strong minority report 
rejected the lottery bill, in the words of one newspaper account, “to save the honor of the State of 
Louisiana.” 

FJD certainly had his detractors among the pro-Lottery crowd who vainly attempted to 
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dissuade the young reformer from his morally rigid stand. As one reporter recorded in a local 
column, “An attempt has been made by the lottery people to bulldoze Mr. Dreyfous, but he has 
shown his grit in the past and shows it now, The lottery people include some very reputable 
persons... and these have been used by every means fair and foul, to influence the thinking men 
who refuse on principle to sign a petition to Mr. Dreyfous to misrepresent the people of his 
ward. It goes without saying that Mr. Dreyfous won’t yield... While some of the signatures may 
not be actual forgeries, they have been improperly obtained under the whip of the lottery 
company’s influence, and there are many men who can’t be whipped in. Mr. Dreyfous is one.” 
Ruth remembers that her father had been offered a tremendous bribe. 

On May 24, 1888, FJD introduced his important and timely bill which called for the creation of a 
Police Board for the city of New Orleans and defined its powers. The progressive bill drew people’s 
attention to FJD’s skills in drafting effective legislation and, according to Ruth, earned the young 
reformer the unofficial title of Father of the policemen of New Orleans. FJD’s intent was to reform the 
existing easily corruptible and politically controlled system and to reshape it into an efficient and 
professionally directed entity. 

The board was to consist of the mayor and six commissioners representing the several districts of the 
city. The commissioners, who would receive no salary for their service, were to be elected by the New 
Orleans common council for terms varying in length from two to twelve years. Their duties included 
appointing a “superintendent, police surgeon, and as many captains, sergeants, corporals, clerks, 
operators, patrolmen and doormen that may be requisite, and the said board shall, with the sanction of 
the mayor, promulgate all rules, regulations and orders to the police force, through the superintendent of 
the police force, who shall be the executive head of the whole force.” To qualify for an appointment to 
the police force, a man had to be examined by the Civil Service Board of Examiners and to prove 
himself to be a United States citizen over twenty-one years old, of “good moral character and habit,” at 
least five feet, six inches in height and “healthy in body as in mind,” never convicted of a crime, able to 
read and write in English and to have resided in the state five years and in the parish two. The bill 
spelled out the duties of the individual policeman with great specificity, but heading the list were the 
responsibilities to “preserve the public peace” and to prevent crimes and to stay out of politics. No 
policemen were to “solicit or be obliged to make contributions in money or otherwise… nor… to be 
delegate or representative to, or member of any political or partisan convention whose purpose is the 
nomination of a candidate or candidates to any political office.” FJD had clearly articulated the mandate 
of divorcing police from politics. 

Ashton Phelps, a prominent fellow New Orleanian (and grandfather of the current [1995] Ashton 
Phelps, publisher of the TIMES_PICAYUNE), in early June told FJD that he approved of the measures 
FJD proposed and believed that they would permanently rescue the city “from the domination of the 
hoodlum politician.” Although Phelps worried about the common council’s power to elect the 
commissioners and felt that they should be appointed instead, the next month after the final passage of 
the bill, Phelps told FJD that the legislation marked “a new era in the history of this city,” earning his 
friend “the gratitude of the people.” As a City Councilman several years later, FJD worked to reinforce 
the separation between police force and city machine politics. 
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During his first term as a legislator, FJD also wrote and introduced an act to amend the 
revised statutes of Louisiana “to force tenants to give to the proprietors possession of the leased 
property.” FJD believed in the value of real estate investment over the holding of stocks, a 
belief supported by his intensive study and thorough acquaintanceship with land abstracts, 
followed by his early acquisition of real estate—speculative and otherwise. In response to the 
authorship of this bill, George Losch, secretary of the local Property Owners Protection Union, 
wrote FJD. Losch wished him well with the passage of the bill which had been unanimously 
endorsed by the union and offered his hopes that “no obstacle” would block its passage. None 
did. 

FJD introduced several other legislative bills regarding real estate transactions and holdings. He 
wanted to protect both those who acquired property and the state when the latter stood to gain by a real 
estate auction. Ensuring that such transactions would be guaranteed and handled efficiently were also 
major concerns that he addressed. One measure dealt with property acquired by the state through seizure 
from delinquent taxes. FJD worked to establish “the validity of sales made in compliance with” such 
property and to “provide for the costs incurred under this act, and for the payment of unpaid costs 
incurred in the advertising and offering for sale immovable property; to enforce the payment of taxes 
which were due... and to provide how the payment into the state treasury shall be made of money 
realized to the State from the enforcement of this act.” FJD was just as careful and thoughtful in his 
private advising of clients. Ruth claims that no client ever lost money on an investment that FJD had 
promoted. FJD’s careful scrutiny eventually paid real dividends to the welfare of his city when he found 
the property which later became the Milne Boys’ Home. 

But FJD’s concerns moved far beyond immovable property. He proposed gun control legislation, a 
subject controversial even today. Specifically, the bill he initiated in 1890 prohibited the “gift, sale, 
exchange or barter of certain dangerous weapons in certain cases, and providing for the punishment 
thereof.” At the end of FJD’s productive initial term in the legislature, Senator B.F. Jonas wrote the 
young legislator, thanking him for supporting Jonas’ candidacy and assured FJD of his “lasting gratitude 
and friendship.” 

The efforts to establish legal segregation were already evident during FJD’s term in the legislature. 
Ruth reiterates that, by social custom, segregation did exist in New Orleans, but in 1890 a bill was 
introduced in the house to legalize that custom. When FJD ran for City Councilman in 1896, a reporter 
cited his being among those who fought to keep the Jim Crow law from getting passed during that 
session. Ruth recalls that not until 1904 did legal segregation become the law of the land in the state, and 
it took another sixty years and the intervention of the federal Supreme Court to get it removed. 

Because floods along the Mississippi were commonplace and disastrous for the state’s 
citizens, FJD drafted and introduced flood control legislation during his 1890 term in the 
legislature. Crevasses above the city often caused floods in New Orleans. With justifiable pride, 
Ruth likes to refer to her father’s introducing bills that passed into law as acts to create levee 
boards and oversee the construction of levees and levee districts throughout the state. One piece 
of legislation empowered the levee commissioners to “levy.., all [authorized] district levee 
taxes” for all districts other than Orleans. FJD introduced a separate act that established the 



Integrity and Service...The Life of Felix J. Dreyfous, 1857—1946                    17 

CHAPTER 3 
Loves Closer to Home 

 
Julia Seeman was born in Cincinnati on June 6, 1867 to George and Caroline (Carrie) Goodhart 
Seeman. George Seeman was a cotton factor. The Lehmann brothers, who originated their cotton 
brokerage business in Montgomery, Alabama, asked George to go to New Orleans to start an office 
there. Cincinnati and New Orleans had many family and business relations, and the two cities were 
directly linked by the Queen and Crescent Railroad. The Lehmann family also had a New Orleans 
connection. Mrs. Lehmann had been a Neugast. The Seemans moved to the city in the mid-i88os and 
lived, first on Coliseum Square, then in a large home on St. Charles Avenue near Clio, and the family 
finally built a grand home on the lakeside of St. Charles Avenue between Aline and Delachaise. Next 
door on one side was the Isidore Newman mansion and on the other was that of Morris Wolff. 
Accustomed to the homes in the north where it was typical for the structure to have a subsurface 
basement, George Seeman insisted that the house he built in NewOrleans should have one. Ruth 
claims that the Seeman home was the first in the city to have been so designed. When George retired 
in 1904, the Seemans returned to Cincinnati, and the Danziger family bought the home. 

In the decades in which FJD grew up very assimilated and very eligible, there were relatively few 
young Jewish women of interest. Ruth finds that it was “logical” that Julia and FJD should meet. By 
the summer of 1889, they already had developed a relationship. In July, Julia wrote the earliest 
surviving letter of their correspondence, explaining that, due to the “intense heat,” her “Mama” did 
not “approve of our intended sojourn to the Pass [Christian] .“ The Seemans also were planning to 
leave “for the North” and needed Julia’s “assistance” at home. Julia, of course, regretted that she 
would miss “the pleasure of spending a couple of days across the Lake” and looked forward to 
indulging in “a jolly time there in the near future.” On his part, FJD loved to tell how, when courting 
Julia, he used to go to the Seeman home on Coliseum Square every Sunday evening because the cook 
made such wonderful oyster soup. 

When FJD had completed his stint in the legislature, he was ready to consider settling down. Of 
course, even when deeply involved with politics, he had not neglected his law firm and notarial 

FJD 
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practice. His shrewd, yet conservative, financial speculation already had established sound investments 
in real estate. He had developed a unique capacity to juggle many interests simultaneously so that he 
could handle efficiently and effectively his civic and business interests without jeopardizing his devotion 
to home and family. In early May, 1891, he and Julia became engaged. Julia’s uncle, Albert Goodhart, 
wrote from New York to congratulate the bride-to-be on her choice of FJD, who, Albert understood, was 
a “very estimable gentleman.” Albert also wanted Julia to congratulate FJD on his “excellent choice.” 

On December 9, 1891, FJD and Julia were married at Temple Sinai by Rabbi Max Heller where, 
according to the newspaper account, “ a large and distinguished assembly congregated” in the temple 
“decorated with palms and ferns.” Those standing up for the young couple were Isidore Schooler, Harry 
Hyman, J. Goldsmith, Leon J. Schwartz, Henry Friedman, Leon Kaufman, Charles Godchaux, Morris 
Levy, I. Blum, and E.I. Johnson. The bridesmaids were Julia’s sister, May Seeman, and FJD’s sister, 
Blanche Dreyfous. 

Julia was truly radiant, as the social columnist described, “gowned in a rich duchess satin with lilies 
brocaded into it with such heavy and rich luster that it looked as if the bride was passing through a cloud 
of lilies.” The design was intensified by the front of the gown which was “flounced with wide point 
lilies” below a “deep flounce of lilies of the valley.” The neck had a “frill of point lace” and “high 
puffed sleeves.” As the columnist concluded, “The illusion that fell like a soft mist over this elegant 
bridal attire was kept in position by a wreath of lilies of the valley.” Ruth recalls that the Goodharts had 
sent from Europe the train of Belgian rose point lace that went from the top of Julia’s head to the floor. 
As brides, Caroline Dreyfous Weiss and her daughters, Betty and Leta, and Julius’ daughter, Carol 
Eiseman, subsequently all wore that beautiful train in their weddings. 

The reception was held at the Seeman home on St. Charles Avenue which “had been converted into 
a fairy bower for the occasion with galleries enclosed in canvas and a canvas-covered banquet hall 
erected in the yard,” while the parlors were “all agay with trees, ferns and tropical plants. On every side 
were crystal and silver candelabras, shedding soft, mellow light.” The rear of the large parlor had been 
arranged to look like a forest, and amid the lovely foliage, the bride and groom stood to receive their 
guests. Prof. W.B. McCracken’s band played for the occasion. 

Julia had all the wedding telegrams bound in a small book. Among those from family and friends 
throughout the country was one from Mr. and Mrs. Jonathan Durr of Montgomery, Alabama, a 
prominent cotton brokering family there. Their daughter, Virginia Durr, became one of the leading white 
activists who paved the way for the civil rights movement in the South and became a friend of Ruth’s. 
They met at one of the summer seminars Ruth attended in Salzburg, and then reestablished this 
connection their parents shared more than a half-century earlier. 

That the bridal couple stood amidst foliage was emblematic of one of FJD’s greatest loves 
and achievements, the beginning of which practically coincided with the marriage—his work to 
found City Park and his lifelong love affair with that beautiful oasis. FJD was always a 
gardener. As Ruth points out, it was a New Orleans custom that every home in New Orleans 
should have a sweet olive tree, since it is such a lovely shrub and has such a pleasant fragrance. 
As a young husband, FJD moved the sweet olive tree from Esplanade to Jackson Avenue, and 
many years later, to Audubon Place where it grew too large to follow Ruth to Conery Street. 
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George Seeman, Julia’s father, was also a gardener, and he gave his daughter and son-in-law 
cuttings from a split-leaf philodendron, and FJD planted his and subsequently gave away many 
cuttings from the initial successful offspring. FJD also cultivated and transplanted many crotons, 
and he filled the solarium of the Audubon Place house with them. One could look out over the crotons to 
the lush and beautifully landscaped garden beyond. 

When the family traveled, FJD always enjoyed visiting gardens. Kew Gardens in London and the 
Tuileries in Paris were two of his favorites. It was only natural that his personal interest in gardens 
should also serve a public need, and that’s the story of City Park. FJD really had a complete and 
unselfish devotion to his city and state, and he completely distinguished his service to both from the self-
interest of career politicians. The city inherited from the estate of John McDonogh the land that became 
City Park. In 1891, the very year of his marriage, FJD backed the creation of the City Park Improvement 
Association which appointed him and other prominent reform-minded citizens to be founding trustees or 
commissioners of the park. City Park historians, Sally K. Evans Reeves and William D. Reeves, 
recognize the primacy of FJD’s role as the park’s “preeminent leader for over fifty years.” Beginning 
with his role as notary for the Association’s charter on August 13, 1891 until his death in 1946, FJD 
lovingly watched over the growth and development of the park as if it were one of his own children. 
Indeed, as his youngest child Ruth explains, City Park was truly his oldest and first child. She 
remembers his going to the park every Thursday morning to watch and see what was necessary to do in 
this vast area. When he found that the oak trees had been damaged after a hurricane, FJD hired a tree 
expert to see that the trees received the attention they needed and were properly patched and restored. 
This same procedure was followed with trees that were aging. Ruth recalls that, although the board 
originally met at FJD’s office, in later years it met at the park on Sunday afternoons. Meeting there gave 
FJD another regular opportunity to inspect the lush environment for necessary maintenance and 
improvements. The greenhouse was built and, Ruth adds, it “developed wonderfully.” It contained  
exotic plants from many countries as well as local varieties, and it became a principal mecca for city 
dwellers and tourists. Later, the lovely rose garden was masterfully laid out and cultivated, adding its 
luster to the botanical aesthetic. 

FJD’s political and fiscal astuteness also helped put the park on a sound financial path. As the 
Reeves noted, at first it was difficult to find adequate funding for improvements such as lagoon 
excavation and lavish plumbing and planting, and the Park Commissioners spent a great deal of time and 
effort lobbying the City Council and the State Legislature. After several years, the most politically adept 
Commission members, Judge Anthony Sambola and FJD, drafted a legislative bill that proposed a state 
law that would require the city “to provide annual funding, and that the state clarify the Association’s 
legal right as a private agency to receive public monies.” After more intensive lobbying by the 
Commissioners and other friends of the park, the bill passed into law in 1896. Again, FJD’s expertise 
was decisive, and his drafting the act may have been among the inspirations that led him back into the 
political arena as a reformer, this time to serve his city directly. 
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Chapter 4: 
Return to the Political Arena: 

Professionalization of the City and Continuation of 
Earlier Reform Efforts 

 

A S AS EARLY AS NOVEMBER, 1895, the AMERICAN ISRAELITE 
correspondent in New Orleans detected a new and positive electric charge in the city’s 
political atmosphere. He observed that, “by going Republican,” the state of Kentucky had 

recently 
broken the solid Democratic South and that now there existed “a chance to take Louisiana out of the 
hands of the boodlers” who had been in control the past four years. With reform again topping the 
agenda, concerned New Orleans citizens had organized the Citizens’ League, and FJD and one of his 
wealthy clients, Isidore Hernsheim, were among those founders. The correspondent reminded his 
readers that FJD already had distinguished himself in the State Legislature by working to purge the 
“rancid, cancerous growth, the lottery.” This “bold stand,” he noted, commended FJD “as one man 
and politician on whom the honest element could depend,” a reputation which now could give 
“additional strength and the hope... of placing the city on a solid and substantial basis of honest 
government.” 

Again, FJD well synchronized sense of purpose and sense of timing. Running for the City 
Council from the Tenth District, he was on the Citizens’ League ticket with other prominent local 
reformers like Walter C. Flower, who ran for mayor. Heavily backed by those wishing to upturn the 
local political machine, the reformers won. FJD was again in position to push through much-needed 
legislation to master the city’s terrific sewerage and drainage problems. 

Under his tutelage, the city established and built a drainage system unique in all the world, finally 
being able to get rid of excess water through an elaborate system of pumping stations and drains. FJD 
had been instrumental in both measures to secure the safety of his city: first, the construction of the 

FJD 
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levee system and now the initiation of adequate and sophisticated sewerage and drainage. 
FJD was wise enough to foresee that the city could not grow and develop until property 

investments could be secured from flooding. When he began serving in the legislature in the 
spring of 1888, FJD had let it be known that he was interested in developing a drainage plan for 
the city. W.W. Howe, a local judge, offered to consult with him, since Howe, too, had demon-
strated interest in the need for such a plan after discussing the situation with “leading sanitarians 
and engineers.” Howe had advertised in the STATES his “intention to apply to the General 
Assembly for legislation to secure levees and drainage” for the city. Howe suggested that there 
be two separate statutes: “one for levees, and one for drainage.” The legislation he proposed 
would culminate in establishing two separate boards of directors, composed of “leading citizens 
such as the Governor should select” to head them. FJD kept Howe’s letter and an unidentified 
newspaper clipping from April, 1888, discussing Howe’s proposal. Although the bill failed to 
pass during FJD’s tenure in the legislature, the issue did not die. In his scrapbook, FJD noted 
that the 1888 article referred to the “first effort to provide a modern system of drainage in New 
Orleans which led to the passage of the bill Judge Howe & I framed in 1896.” Howe and 
Dreyfous proved an unbeatable team. Engineering an appropriate sewerage and drainage system 
was long overdue in a city below sea level, plagued with periodic epidemics of yellow fever, 
one of which occurred in the late 1890s as the two men frantically worked to draft legislation 
that could deal effectively with the city’s property and health needs. 

As he had demonstrated with the creation of the police bill and the levee board legislation, FJD once 
again displayed the special skills he had in writing bills. He capably put forth legislation that not only 
confronted an immediate need head-on, but established an independent board of commissioners who 
could carry out efficiently the initiatives that he suggested. The original handwritten draft of Act 114 
remains in the FJD papers and, in the first paragraph established a nine-member Drainage Commission 
for the city. With the power “to issue and dispose of its negotiable bonds,” the Commission would be 
responsible for providing the “means and funds” for proper drainage and for taking charge of the 
existing drainage system. Like Howe, FJD well understood that the work of the Drainage Commission 
and that of the Levee Board would intersect, and he made it clear that the two boards of commissioners 
must cooperate in their endeavors. To reinforce that cooperation and to strengthen the power of the 
commissioners, both boards were granted authority to continue the levy of the tax of one mill on the 
dollar until the construction of the levee and drainage systems of the city had been completed. 

The creation of the Drainage Commission was the first major step in organizing the city’s sewerage 
and drainage problems. In 1899, however, the creation of the more effective Sewerage and Water Board 
replaced the Drainage Commission. The new managerial structure could deal with the related problems 
of securing proper sewerage and dispensing healthy drinking water. 

In November, 1898, President of the City Council and chairman of the Council’s Finance 
Committee, A. Brittin, called a very important session in the mayor’s parlor with the mayor, the 
city attorney and his assistant, and several key members of the City Council, including FJD, in 
attendance. The hot topic of the day was financing a public city sewerage system. Brittin 
suggested that a proposal be drawn up and submitted to the taxpayers to vote whether or not 
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they would subscribe to a special tax (not to exceed two and a half mills) to cover the cost of 
necessary construction of the sewerage and drainage for the city. His arguments received a 
sound hearing. According to a long article in the November 18, 1898 TIMES— DEMOCRAT, 
FJD and several others were to “draw up an ordinance calling for an election in the near future 
which would give the people an opportunity to vote on the two and one-half mill tax for 
sewerage and drainage.” 

As historian Bill Reeves described the complicated process, the election to approve of the necessary 
tax increase was only an initial step. If the city’s citizens approved such a tax, the next step was to get 
the state legislature to construct a constitutional amendment that dealt with the sewerage and drainage 
plan. Then the entire state had to vote on the amendment, an election where, for the first time in 
Louisiana, women (as property-holders), would be allowed to vote. FJD was instrumental in articulating 
the arguments for the system. His words expressed the basic Progressive philosophy which informed all 
of his public service: 

Anything which benefits the masses should prevail over every other selfish 
consideration. If by any act of ours the prosperity of our city is fostered and the 
happiness of its people secured we should not hesitate to perform it, for, although we 
may not perceive the actual benefit for ourselves, still indirectly we share in the general 
welfare.” 

 
FJD particularly savored the victory when the sewerage and water system was finally approved since 

he had been working on that basic environmental improvement for over a decade. This victory crowned 
his achievements as a City Councilman, even though he also was active as the Chairman of Committee 
on Public Order and Law, a position that befit the “father of the New Orleans police department.” 
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CHAPTER 5 
FJD as Entrepreneur: 

Business, investments and Real Estate Expertise, 
Legal and Notarial Career 

 

A FTER FJD’S STINT IN POLITICS, he got very interested in homesteads. He 
had no faith in the stock market, but he did believe in investing in city and state bonds. As 
Ruth likes to remind us, her father “really used to say that property ownership was the 

most secure investment” —both for individuals and for the city. 
Investments, therefore, played an essential role in FJD’s routine, since he believed in investing 

any money beyond that absolutely essential for living well. He did not want to spend everything that 
he earned, and he refused to put Julia on a budget because he felt that that only encouraged someone 
to purchase goods or services up to the amount designated. Instead, he gave Julia whatever amount 
she needed for a specific purpose, and, according to Ruth, her mother learned to manage very well 
with that. As Ruth likes to describe their relationship, Julia and FJD were very different personalities, 
but completely complementary. Julia excelled at housekeeping and maintained a perfectly smooth 
household. Whatever monies existed beyond the needs of his family and household went directly into 
savings and investments. Later on, FJD was always very generous in giving his children stocks in 
homesteads and other investments. When George was 24, Julius was 22, Caroline was 20 and Ruth 
was 18, FJD gave each child $25,000 in principal, with the interest to be used as an allowance for any 
personal expenses. Ruth feels that her parents taught them to manage their money well. In those days, 
$25,000 was a considerable amount of money, a secure nest egg for the future. 

True to his frugal nature, FJD wasted nothing on frivolities. Grandchild Carol Eiseman recalled 
walking on the Atlantic City boardwalk with her grandfather. She would say to him, “‘Grandpa, will 
you buy me a curio I see in the shop window?’ Though I knew he could afford to buy it, I already 
knew his answer. ‘You know I don’t waste money on things like that” Ruth reminds us that one of 

FJD 
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his favorite sayings was, “A bargain is not a bargain unless you really need it.” 
FJD made a name for himself through his political and civic service as he simultaneously was 

enlarging his legal business and building a name for himself through his advice to clients who wished to 
invest in real estate. He believed in real property and did everything in his power to promote and protect 
investment. He also had a great faith in bonds, but not in stocks. His activities kept him very involved 
with the formation and management of several local homesteads and banks. He first served as a director 
of Louisiana Homestead Association which eventually merged with the Mutual Building & Homestead 
Association. Then, with Abe Briton, he founded the German—American Bank, which was first sold to 
the Canal Bank and, years later, became the National Bank of Commerce. The first day that stock was 
issued for the German—American Bank it was completely sold out, and, to paraphrase Ruth (who was 
citing the newspaper article on the subject) the success of the bank stock was “due to the reputations of 
Dreyfous and Briton.” According to Ruth, the bank was a big success, but neither FJD nor Mr. Briton 
were willing to give up their other commitments to devote themselves single-mindedly to the bank. FJD 
still had his active law practice and Mr. Briton his work at the Guaranty Trust where he was the vice-
president in charge of bank branches in various cities worldwide. His headquarters were actually in 
Paris, not in New Orleans. 

After the onset of the Depression in the early 1930S when President Roosevelt ordered all 
the banks closed in New Orleans and elsewhere (except the Whitney, locally, which was solid 
financially), the Chase Manhattan Bank held the mortgage on the Canal Bank holdings. The 
Chase Manhattan settled what was owed to them, but did not touch the great deal of vacant 
property in Plaquemines and St. Bernard Parishes that the Canal Bank owned. Afterwards, 
shareholders of Canal Bank were paid off in shares of that property. Oil was discovered there 
not long after the investment was made, and the oil properties subsequently were reorganized as 
the very lucrative Southdown and Canal Assets (oil and gas). FJD was one of those share-
holders. He held on to that property, and Atlantic Richfield took a large lease on part of it that 
paid what Ruth called “wonderful royalties.” Later Atlantic Richfield split up. Ruth and other 
family members still get royalties from that property, but now from several small companies. 

FJD’s interest in land led him to collect abstracts of the whole city which he pored over nightly in his 
study in order to get a firm grasp of property locations and their assets and disabilities. This information 
gave him the background to guarantee mortgages. He and Dr. Paul Saunders, a local banker and 
businessman, had the imagination to put all the abstracts into a company, and they bought the building at 
Baronne and Gravier to house that firm. They were very successful in this endeavor. Saunders and 
Dreyfous founded Louisiana Abstract and Title Guaranty Company, formed the board and obtained all 
the abstracts in the city. FJD served as Director and President of Louisiana Abstract and Title Guaranty 
for eight years. Ultimately, Irving Moss bought out Louisiana Abstract and renamed it Union Indemnity 
Insurance. FJD stayed on the board, but whenever he disapproved of the way things were going, he 
would register his vote against that with which he disagreed. Always concerned about Moss’s business 
ethics, FJD really had shown great foresight in registering his objections from the beginning. 
Unfortunately, in 1930, Moss was indicted for some of his illegal practices, but the record of FJD’s 
written objections kept his name clear. FJD had already resigned from the board four years earlier, but 
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he kept his stock in the company and gave each of his children some. After FJD resigned from the board, 
Ruth sold her Union Indemnity stock and invested those funds in Canal Bank—but the Depression 
caused the bank to be closed. Since its property assets were untouched, stockholders, miraculously, did 
not lose all of their money, but actually profited. At the first meeting, when the board of Southdown and 
Canal Assets was formed, FJD recommended George as someone knowledgeable and capable in 
handling shares, bonds and securities. The companies asked George if he would like to be paid in shares 
of property or with a salary, and George took the shares in the companies, which proved to be an 
extremely wise and profitable decision. 

In 1928, FJD also made a wise investment when he bought a great deal of land on the Lower Coast 
of Algiers. He could afford to hold onto the property for years because the land was so low and swampy 
that seemed useless, and the property taxes were extremely cheap. The land stood vacant for years, until, 
in the 1980, former golfing champion Jack Nicklaus bought adjoining Lower Coast property which he 
subsequently developed as the English Turn Country Club. He later acquired the Dreyfous property, too, 
which the family sold at a great profit. 

FJD’s only bad investment was in Pine Hills resort, a development close to Pass Christian. Ruth 
claims that the clients who came to him for advice never got steered in the wrong direction. It was said 
that a client never lost money taking his advice—quite a reputation for a lawyer-notary-businessman! 
Although he enjoyed owning land, and he often bought land with a building on it, he himself was not 
interested in developing property. FJD was not a risk-taker; he wanted safe investments with which he 
could live comfortably. 

His personal integrity and sound advice earned him a place on several other boards where his 
leadership was needed. FJD was proud of the role he played in these organizations and listed them all in 
his autobiographical outline. Included in this category were his tenure on the board of Louisiana 
Homestead Association (which subsequently merged with the Mutual Building & Homestead 
Association). FJD served as Director of Industrial Homestead Association from the time of its 
organization, and he also served as Director of Providence Bank & Trust Company (later absorbed by 
the Louisiana National Bank). Canal Street Realty Company, Home Building & Loan Association, New 
Orleans Land Company, Union Indemnity Company and allied organizations all claimed FJD as director 
on their boards as well. 

As Ruth is fond of remembering, it is truly amazing that FJD, although incredibly busy, was truly 
sociable and loving at home and with his friends. He enjoyed being a companion who listened rather 
than someone who simply talked about himself. His granddaughter Carol confirmed these marvelous 
traits when she described him in the essay she wrote many years after his death. She recalled that his 
children called him, very formally, “‘Father,’ because they seemed awed by his accomplishments.” She, 
on the other hand, saw FJD “through the eyes of a child, a beloved granddaughter.” She remembered 
that when FJD’s nephew, Mannie, called him, “Felix, the little chicken,” her grandfather seemed to 
enjoy the teasing. He enjoyed being a “kidder” himself, calling Carol, “Carol of Carrollton,” as if his 
granddaughter were the “princess of the district” where she lived. 

She concluded her essay with the last stanza of a poem one of FJD’s friends had penned for his 
birthday: 
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‘His career has been honored 
By laymen and those in the law, 

But of his accomplishments 
the greatest by far 

Was selecting himself as Carol’s Grandpa!” 
 

Like his reputation in the legislature, FJD built his legal and business careers on the same principles 
of honesty and integrity. Ruth remarked that while non-Jews dominated her father’s legal practice, he 
also had many Orthodox clients. As Ruth puts it, “when one Orthodox Jew comes to America, he finds 
somebody... [to] trust; that’s the first thing.” Her father knew a great deal about property, and advised 
his clients on real estate investments in addition to legal matters. 
“Father called them the ‘mechula crowd” because some of these families “came over here with nothing” 
and then prospered from his advice. Ike Herdmann was one of those who came to this country penniless 
and consulted Felix Dreyfous to find out what he might do to make a living. FJD told him to invest in 
real estate by taking out mortgages on properties in which he was interested. Herdmann, who never 
married, lived a very miserly life, and after purchasing a great deal of real estate around the city, finally 
acquired the building of his dreams—the well-positioned downtown river corner of Canal and Royal at 
the end of the historic Touro block. Herdmann depended upon FJD’s advice and became a wealthy man. 
After Herdmann became critically ill, FJD saw that he was well-taken care of, but he insisted upon 
knowing about any relatives Herdmann might have left behind in Russia. Although he consistently 
denied having any family, on his deathbed, Herdmann finally admitted that he had left behind a wife and 
children in Odessa. Herdmann, however, was not necessarily interested in leaving them anything and, 
instead, wanted FJD to inherit the estate! FJD explained to Herdmann that such an idea was patently 
absurd and that the money left behind would go to the state if Herdmann refused to make appropriate 
provisions. FJD insisted that Herdmann make a will that would allow his deserted wife and children to 
derive benefits from the estate. 

When Herdmann died, a local newspaper referred to him as the “miser king of the Tenderloin,” who 
remained “unwept, unhonored and unsung” even though he was worth three-quarters of a million 
dollars. FJD then contacted the American consulate in Odessa who, in turn, put him in touch with an 
attorney there who immediately searched for and found Herdmann’s penniless descendants; his wife had 
already died. The family, quite literally, was starving to death. Through the consulate, FJD established 
the legality of the Herdmann claim and began sending the heirs allowable sums of money through the 
Consulate. When World War I broke out, it was impossible to send the money regularly, but, as soon as 
the war was over, FJD advised the remaining Herdmanns that they should meet in Riga with a reliable 
lawyer. Alfred Danziger, FJD’s nephew represented the Dreyfous firm. Danziger gave information about 
immigrating to Mexico to the Herdmann heir who traveled to Riga. Until Herdmann could come within 
the quota to immigrate to the United States, Danziger advised him to move to Mexico. Herdmann 
followed this advice, and several years later, under the quota, finally reached New Orleans where he 
received his father’s extensive legacy. Peculiarly, Herdmann never acknowledged his inheritance or 
asked advice about how to manage his estate, and he did not remain in New Orleans. 

Another interesting and much publicized case involved a woman from the Shetland Islands. Her 
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brother, a successful New Orleans business man and client of FJD’s, had urged her to come to the city to 
live. The brother took care of his sister, and by the time of his death, she seemed to enjoy a reasonable 
and happy life. After her brother’s death, she and FJD decided that it would be best for her to return to 
her family in the Shetland Islands. FJD continued to hear from her regularly, since she was very grateful 
for his help and advice. After about ten years, FJD received a notice from her home city in the Shetland 
Islands that she had died and that he had been named one of the legatees in her will. A short time later, 
he received about two or three thousand dollars along with an expression of her gratitude for his 
kindness and devotion. 

Mrs. Louis Schwartz, another client, lived on Tchoupitoulas and Arabella in a lovely and beautifully 
situated raised plantation cottage surrounded by flower and vegetable gardens. The grounds comprised a 
large square block. Her only descendant was a grand nephew who was not a particularly respectable 
person. Ruth and her siblings loved to play at her home in her incredibly large basement, and Mrs. 
Schwartz loved showering the Dreyfous children with gifts. When she died, she left her grand nephew 
just enough money to maintain himself, and the rest of the money was left to the New Orleans Public 
School system. The Louis Schwartz school (no longer carrying that name) was erected in Algiers in 
memory of her late husband. In gratitude to FJD, she left a thousand dollars to each of the Dreyfous 
children, because FJD refused any money for himself. Her raised cottage was bought by Lawrence 
Williams, who had the house taken apart, piece by piece, and each stone and piece of wood was 
subsequently numbered so that it culd be reconstructed on Garden Lane near Longue Vue Gardens. Mrs. 
Schwartz was buried in the cemetery on Washington and Sixth, and her grave is a large mausoleum on 
the lane at the Coliseum entrance. 

Many other New Orleanians fondly remembered the advice FJD gave them regarding the purchase of 
their homes, and Barbara Ferguson, the daughter of one satisfied non-Jewish client, once told Ruth that 
her father always referred to FJD as the most honorable and dependable person that he knew, The owner 
of the Rex Shoe Repair Shop on Magazine Street was another of FJD’s clients who remained truly 
devoted to the Dreyfous family, and included Ruth and her parents at the party that he and his wife gave 
in honor of their fiftieth anniversary. 

Ruth recalls that many young attorneys who were writing wills, mortgages and other real estate 
documents came to FJD ‘s office to read his notarial acts. These attorneys acknowledged that they 
learned a great deal about technical writing after paying close attention to FJD’s finely composed work. 
He passed so many acts and handled so many legal documents that he was especially skilled in 
expressing complex legal affairs in direct and comprehensible language. At the time he compiled his 
autobiographical outline, FJD was proud to be so well-regarded that he named those clients for whom he 
“qualified as Executor 38 times.” Ruth recalls that FJD served as executor on several more occasions 
between the time he wrote his outline and his death. 

Aside from his active career as a notary and his serving as president of the Notaries’ Association, 
FJD had a long and varied career as an attorney and was just as innovative and progressive in the legal 
field in extending legal services to the poor and under-represented. In addition to serving as a delegate to 
several American Bar Conventions from the New Orleans Bar Association, he also assumed the 
responsibilities of director and vice-president of the local Bar Association and served on the membership 
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committee of the Louisiana Bar Association. Those who elected him to the executive committee of the 
American Bar Association recognized the hard work he had done for his city and state. 

Ruth feels that an interesting facet of FJD’s legal career was his service in 1924 as a delegate to the 
London Bar Convention of the American Bar, Louisiana and New Orleans Bar Associations. She and 
her mother accompanied FJD to London for the occasion. The Association arranged for the delegates to 
be received as official guests in the city at places like Buckingham Palace where they met King George 
V Queen Mary and the famous Duke of Windsor at a garden party. Westminster Hall, held in reserve for 
entertaining notable dignitaries, was the scene of another impressive event. At this particular reception, 
the barristers wore their medals and wigs, while the Lords wore breeches and also displayed their 
medals. The ladies, like the guests, were decked in formal finery, just as they had been at Buckingham 
Palace. The visiting American attorneys had to rent the appropriate morning coats once they arrived in 
London. There was also a formal dinner only for the delegates at the Guild Hall, a setting not large 
enough to accommodate the delegates’ families, but FJD and other delegates and their families were 
invited either to Oxford or Cambridge. Ruth fondly remembers the reception she and her family attended 
at New College at Oxford. The American ambassador to England at the time was “the great” Charles 
Evans Hughes who entertained the delegates at his private residence which Ruth remembers as a truly 
beautiful home. 

In 1937, FJD served as a member of the first International Congress of Comparative Law held at the 
“peace palace,” the Hague. Ruth remembers that the meetings were particularly exciting because of the 
international crisis that was brewing at the time. She heard one of Germany’s leaders arguing that his 
country should take over the port of Danzig, a port Germany believed to be crucial to its recovery and 
future economic development. At a smaller committee meeting that Ruth attended, Germany was again 
asking that a judge should be allowed to decide which cases were to be heard in his court and to be 
empowered to designate the punishment he deemed appropriate. Of course, the committee voted down 
this suggestion. Judge Seasongood, an American leader who had once served as mayor of Cincinnati, 
spoke out eloquently that such an idea ran counter both to the Magna Carta and to the Constitution of the 
United States. Ruth was touched by the tone and the words that Seasongood articulated as he drew 
historical lessons to counter the Nazi philosophy espoused by the German leader. 

The only unhappy note to the otherwise thrilling trip was Julia Dreyfous’ sickness; her physical 
discomforts in Europe that summer proved to be the beginning of her declining health. FJD cabled to 
Julius that the house on Audubon Place needed to have central air-conditioning installed so that Julia 
could be made more comfortable. Theirs was the first home in the city to be centrally air-conditioned. 
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CHAPTER 6 
The Great Depression and its Opportunities: 
Reforming New Orleans ‘Social Environment 

 
E VER A REFORMER, FJD always integrated his professional skills and training 

with his social consciousness. Keenly aware of the need for equitable legal representation, 
he realized that it was very important that indigent people in the city receive legal services 

when necessary. After World War I, he was instrumental in the development of the New Orleans 
Legal Aid Society. Still in operation today, the Legal Aid Society provides people without financial 
means the opportunity to secure appropriate legal representation. 

FJD’s career was truly remarkable in that, arguably, his two most active decades—the I890s and 
the 1930s—occurred forty years apart! During the first decade of intense achievement, FJD had been 
a young reformer, a recent husband and father; during the second period, he was in his seventieth 
decade—still a devoted husband, father, and now, grandfather. The energy and commitment required, 
fortuitously, remained constant, and, in the 1930s, FJD proved himself as equal to the task as an elder 
statesman as he had as a public figure half a lifetime before. In the earlier period of reform, FJD had 
championed the rights of children through his service on the board of the Society for the Prevention 
of Cruelty to Children while also being a “mover and shaker” in launching the development of City 
Park. These areas of interest did not change, but now the Great Depression and the New Deal 
presented new challenges and opportunities to strengthen his dedication and undergird his actions. 

When he was elected President of the Legal Aid Society in 1936, FJD actively initiated 
the development of a small claims court for New Orleans similar to those already 
functioning successfully in other cities around the country. According to a contemporary 
newspaper account, claims under $25 could be “heard and adjusted by the judge in private 
chambers.” The New Orleans Bar Association endorsed the idea of establishing a small 
claims court, and Dreyfous stated that a bill creating such an institution was to be introduced 

FJD 
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at the next legislative session. Explaining the purpose of the new court, he stated that it would 
ensure justice for “the many small wage earners, especially women” who were “afraid to testify 
in open court and therefore let their claims lapse rather than go to the law.” The previous year, 
of the 424 cases handled by the Legal Aid Society, 239 had represented claims under $25. 

According to the editorial praising FJD’s efforts, the creation of the new court “would relieve 
pressure on members of the bar serving as trial attorneys and enable them to give more time to other 
needed service the society is called upon to render.” On February 9, 1936, an article in the TIMES—
PICAYUNE discussed Dreyfous and the concept of a small claims court. In light of the civic work with 
juveniles in which FJD was deeply involved at the time, he noted that the special interest of establishing 
the small claims court would be to protect the rights of dependent children and to render services to 
families in difficult straits. He claimed that social agencies referred many such cases to the Legal Aid 
Society. The Society had achieved success adjusting “differences between people of small means and 
settling disputes that otherwise would find their way to the courts.” FJD also stressed the fact that the 
small claims court would deal solely with civil cases and would accept no cases “involving criminal 
law.” The reporter referred to FJD’s functioning as “the poor man’s lawyer” as the “latest chapter in Mr. 
Dreyfous’ long career of public service.” In “Helping the Poor,” the editorial writer in the STATES the 
following day was even more lavish in his praise for FJD’s willingness to “accept the leadership of this 
movement of this poor man’s court:” FJD’s “sympathies have been consistently with the forgotten man,” 
the journalist reminded his readers, and he hoped that the legislature would establish the “‘case court’ as 
a further recognition of his [FJD’s] commendable public service.” 

FJD championed the institutionalization of legal aid for the poor because he believed that this was 
“one of numerous forms of organization” that became “necessary with the increasing complications of 
city life.” Looking back over his “three score years and ten,” he reflected that “all philanthropies merit 
the attention of the individual citizen who, by helping the ‘under man,’ himself gets far more than he 
gives.” 

Late that spring, the Louisiana Legislature amended the state Constitution to establish the Small 
Claims Court in New Orleans. At the meeting of the New Orleans Bar Association the following June, 
Rene A. Viosca, the president of the organization, praised FJD in the body of the opening address. 
Viosca called FJD “one of the most active members of our Legal Aid Committee” and let all in 
attendance know that the success of that amendment was due to the strength of FJD’s determination and 
leadership. 

But the Legal Aid Society was just one of the many civic causes to which FJD devoted his 
considerable professional abilities throughout his life. As Ruth is fond of remembering, FJD’s reputation 
was not based upon the amount of his philanthropic contributions, although he was generous in 
providing funds whenever and wherever they were required. His real gift to his community was the time 
and energy he freely gave to whatever cause he championed. 

Although, as Ruth admits, FJD was “not much of a churchgoer,” he was proud of being 
Jewish and served on the board of Temple Sinai for seven years and later became the second 
vice-president of the temple. His interest in civil rights and race relations coincided with the 
tenets of American Reform Judaism, and, in the early years of this century, he was appointed to 
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be a delegate to the Union of American Hebrew Congregations where, for eight years, he served 
as a member of the Committee on Civil and Religious Rights. 

From the inception of the board of City Park Commissioners, FJD remained an active member. In 
the 1920s, when he was chairman of the executive committee, Felix and Julia Dreyfous gave a 
pigeonniere, the Colombier de Carole, to the park in honor of their first grandchild. Conveniently, 
Carol’s father Julius was the architect who designed the small brick structure. According to Ruth, it was 
sometime later that the family gave a handsome Art Deco bridge, also designed by Julius, that crosses 
the lagoon on the City Park Avenue side of the park. 

An early acquisition of property to the park was the race track adjacent to City Park. That tract of 
land ran from the bayou to the end of the park as it then existed. Horses were raced on this track for six 
weeks before the season began at the Fairgrounds. The owners of the track offered to give the property 
to the park with the understanding that the Fairgrounds would be allowed to extend the season there to 
accommodate that additional six weeks. The offer was accepted. 

North of City Park, the New Orleans Land Company owned a 900-acre tract of unimproved land that 
ran from the park all the way to the lake. A small part of the property, now the site of Kennedy School, 
had already been sold to the Orleans Parish School Board. The Land Company named its price for the 
remaining much larger piece and offered it for sale to the City Park Improvement Association. Part of 
this land had been a cypress swamp, but many of the trees had been cut down, leaving many stumps. 
The Association accepted the offer, but only with the provision that the remaining cypress stumps be 
removed. Both parties agreed. Ruth enjoys this part of the story the most. The Land Company started to 
remove the first two stumps, but the process proved to be so difficult and so expensive, that the Land 
Company simply gave the property, complete with stumps, to the park. Now that the property belonged 
to the park, FJD conceived an idea for stump removal so that the land could be made useful for 
recreation. 

As Sally and William Reeves discuss in Historic City Park, this “expanse of land.., had seemed to be 
allied to the park’s natural destiny.” Coincident with the land transfer, at the beginning of 1929, park 
officials decided that long-range development and land usage was necessary, and they appointed a three-
person “aesthetic committee” that consisted of architects Richard Koch and Julius Dreyfous and 
engineer Marcel Garsaud. But nothing could be done without funding, and that money arrived as one of 
the boons of the New Deal. 
As Ruth narrates (and Historic City Park documents), FJD realized that if New Orleans could take 
advantage of the funding made available through the 1933 National Industrial Recovery Act, about 
4,000 to 5,000 men could be put to work implementing a recently developed master plan for City Park. 
To make FJD’s insight a reality, he and Mayor Walmsley traveled to Washington, D.C. to plea that the 
money channeled to the city be given to City Park to reclaim the extension land and transform it into a 
huge recreation site. The two men were successful in their negotiations, and when Robert Maestri 
replaced Walmsley as mayor in the next election, FJD worked equally well with the new mayor. Ruth 
fondly recollects how well her father was able to distance his political preferences from his civic goals. 
Whether FJD was for or against any elected official (as he had been against Mayor Martin Behrman, the 
longtime machine politician who controlled New Orleans during the early decades of this century), he 
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never let politics stand between him and something he wanted for the city. FJD believed that one could 
maintain one’s integrity and still manage to get along with someone with whom there might be some 
philosophical disagreement, and worked closely with the mayor in helping secure the funding both to 
deliver work to the unemployed and to build facilities for masses of New Orleanians. Ultimately, under 
the auspices of various relief agencies—the Works Projects Administration (WPA), the Civil Works 
Administration (CWA), and the Federal Emergency Relief Administration (FERA) —federally-financed 
workers achieved the goal FJD had envisioned. 

The WPA and other federal funding financed the necessary manpower, so that not only was the park 
improved but many talented New Orleanians were put to work. Enrique Alferez, for example, the 
tremendously gifted Mexican-born sculptor, badly needed work during the Great Depression. His 
magnificent artwork still graces the park’s bridges and his fountains the park’s open spaces, while his 
bas-relief works adorn the walls of City Park Stadium. In addition to Alferez’s artwork, Sally and 
William Reeves noted that the funds covered a vast array of projects: 

City Park stadium with its fence and Art Deco gates; a chain of lagoons with eight new 
bridges; three rebuilt bridges over older lagoons; Roosevelt Mall and Baseball Drive; the 
paving of major portions of Orleans Avenue bordering the park and eight major avenues 
within the park; the Rose Garden and its statuary; a golf club and caddy houses; a 
complex of storage buildings and work shops known as the ‘Corral’; a baseball field, 
hothouses, shelterhouses; Casino and swimming pool repair; major tree pruning and 
surgery; park benches; sidewalks, Delgado Museum curatorial projects; part of Popp 
Fountain; the installation of underground gas, water, drainage and sewerage lines in the 
center of the park.” 
 

Ruth recalls many of the fine artists and writers throughout the country whose works and legacies 
remain part of our national cultural landscape due to the financing of the WPA and other New Deal 
agencies, and she recalls in particular works by Sherwood Anderson, Thomas Hart Benton and Orson 
Welles. Writers also produced guidebooks to many of the country’s major cities. The New Orleans 
Guidebook is one of the most outstanding. Talented people, she notes, were able to be productive, a 
situation far different from today when the Republicans in Congress threaten to cut off any funding to 
the arts and humanities. 

To crown the glory of City Park during the Depression era, President Franklin D. Roosevelt visited 
City Park. By this time, Maestri was serving as mayor. As Historic City Park relates, he and other local 
officials, with great pride, had been leading tours to “WPA construction projects, where they laid 
cornerstones, cut ribbons, wielded a first pickax or simply inspected the troops.” The presidential visit 
came during FDR’s 1937 Southern tour, and he was fêted at the park with the dedication of the new mall 
bearing his name. Later that spring, M.H. McIntyre, Assistant Secretary to the President, penned a note 
to FJD telling him how much FDR had enjoyed his visit, and how interested he had been “in the fine 
work you have done in the New Orleans City Park.” 

Carol  Eiseman recalled how proud her grandfather had been when President Roosevelt shook his 
hand at City Park. Many years later, she wisely understood that FJD was a “vulnerable human being 
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who needed me to listen, he told me family stories; he showed me his scrapbook of news clippings. . .he 
loved me to listen, and to help him. When I brought him his lounging jacket at the end of the day, his 
appreciation was almost childlike. That was my reward.” 

On July 20, 1941, City Park celebrated its fiftieth anniversary. FJD had appointed a special planning 
committee of local dignitaries, and a major event was staged, thematically stressing the birth of the park. 
During the festivities, FJD received a golden bowl filled with fifty park-grown roses. He was celebrating 
an anniversary of his own: his fiftieth consecutive year as a member of the park board of commissioners. 
Now he was board president. The writer of a contemporary TIMES—PICAYUNE article noted that Jess 
S. Cave represented the city at the ceremony. In thanking the park board for its hard work, he made it a 
point to remark, “Especially do we wish to thank Mr. Dreyfous...The park will be a monument to his 
name.” An editorial commemorating the occasion also paid tribute to FJD who was currently serving as 
president of the City Park Improvement Association in addition to serving as president of the board of 
commissioners: “The park’s admitted life of half a century is an open book to at least one of our citizens, 
Felix J. Dreyfous...[who] was a member of the original board and has had an official share in all the 
improvements since it was just a pasture on the outskirts of New Orleans.” 

Upon receiving the roses, FJD replied, “I am deeply grateful to the Divine Providence that I have 
been blessed with health and soundness of mind such as have enabled me to participate actively and for 
so long a time in the growth and development of the City Park. From an insignificant beginning it has 
become the sixth in size in the United States and surpassed by none in its beauty, attractiveness and 
usefulness.” Sally and William Reeves observe that because of the initiatives taken by FJD—from the 
inception of the City Park Improvement Association fifty years earlier—writing the City Park charter, 
drafting the State act which gave the Association the right to manage the park and passing “dozens of 
acts concerning City Park property acquisitions and construction contracts”—management of the park 
functioned smoothly. 

With WPA funding, the Park extension had been achieved and a magnificent stadium erected, but 
years earlier, FJD had been a key player in seeing that the park became the site of the Delgado Museum, 
and he served for many years on its board of directors. In 1939, he attempted to decline the presidency 
of the organization, but the board unanimously decided that FJD should “reconsider his declination.” A 
typed note in his files indicates that the board truly wanted FJD’s leadership, “in appreciation of his high 
sense of honor and integrity, of his sound business acumen and vision, coupled with... [his] long 
devotion,” and FJD, however reluctantly, accepted that mantle. During his presidency, he sent a brief 
“resume” of the museum’s history to the city attorney’s office. According to an April 7, 1957 article in 
the TIMES— PICAYUNE, FJD’s historical overview was as follows: 

 
On Feb. 26, 1910, the board of commissioners of the City Park received a letter from Isaac 
Delgado tendering to it a donation of a sum of $150,000 for the erection of a building ‘where 
objects of art may be collected through gifts or loans and where exhibits can be held from time to 
time by the Art Association of New Orleans,’ on certain conditions set out in the copy of a 
letter... enclosed herewith. This was followed by another letter, inspired by me, bearing the date 
the z6th of April, 1910, making clearer the conditions of the proposed gift, a copy of which is 
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also enclosed. 
 

Pursuant to the tender, the board of commissioners offered the site forming part of a large 
tract of land purchased by the park commission from Marie Clark Bordeaux on June 26, 1897... 
on which the museum building was erected on plans drawn by Lebenbaum and Marks, 
architects.” 

 
 

Isaac Delgado was a Kingston, Jamaica-born Jew who came to New Orleans as a young man and 
made a fortune dealing in sugar and molasses. Delgado never married but took special delight in 
returning the profits from his investments to the city in which he made his fortune. Ruth knew Isaac 
Delgado as a neighbor living around the corner on Philip Street in the Garden District. In a conversation 
with FJD, Delgado mentioned that he would like to give a sum of money to the park to erect a museum, 
and he chose the location where the museum now stands. FJD got the City Park board to approve the 
allocation. Delgado was eager to give the designated amount, and he asked FJD to invite the City Park 
board over to the Dreyfous home at 1140 Jackson Avenue to witness the historic event which occurred 
when he presented the check to FJD. Ruth was a child when that evening occurred, and she vividly 
remembers that it took place in the Dreyfous library where FJD accepted the check from Delgado. After 
this simple transaction establshed the institution, a board of trustees was founded for the museum, and 
FJD was one of those well-known citizens selected. The board then selected about five of the best 
architects in the country to submit a plan for the museum, and the Chicago firm of Lebenbaum and 
Marks won the competition. Marks drew up the plans, the board of trustees of the museum accepted 
them, and the construction was begun. 

FJD drove out to City Park every Sunday—either for a meeting or simply to watch the new 
construction. Ruth liked to accompany him from time to time. Just watching the building go up clearly 
fascinated the youngest Dreyfous. The museum was completed in 1911 before the philanthropist’s death, 
but Delgado was too blind and ill to attend the December dedication and the laying of the cornerstone 
that Ruth so fondly remembers. The following January Delgado died, leaving his plantation home and 
nearly a million dollars for a trade school subsequently built on City Park Avenue to help the city’s boys 
earn a living. Today that school has become Delgado Community College. 

Aside from the building which FJD greatly admired, he was fond of all the collections. Bequeathed 
in 1915, the Hyams Collection of famous nineteenth century works was one of the first major 
acquisitions. Coincidentally, the Hyams were other Garden District neighbors of the Dreyfous family 
living a block away at Jackson and Chestnut. Isaac Kline, whom Ruth remembers as one of the first 
“scientific” weathermen, donated his very fine collection of bronzes to the museum. FJD remained 
active in the museum for the rest of his life. 

Long after FJD’s death, Ruth decided that it was a shame that the Delgado Museum had no real 
library. Most of the museum’s extensive collection of books was stored in boxes. FJD’s four children 
decided to honor their father’s memory by donating funds to the museum to build the Felix J. Dreyfous 
Library. Ruth’s good friend and Newman School librarian, Erminia Wadsworth, planned the space 
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which included a place to restore books as well as a research area. According to an article in the 
Louisiana Library Association Bulletin, the Dreyfous family also “made a significant contribution to the 
book acquisition fund” in their father’s memory. 

FJD had to work hard to keep the park a site of aesthetic pleasure and recreation. After World War 
II, Ruth remembers that the veterans wanted to build a hospital on part of the unused extension land, but, 
as Ruth adds, FJD and the board argued that the property was specifically improved for the recreation of 
the city’s citizens, and having a large hospital there would not be in the best interest of the public. 
Hospital defenders, veterans and doctors alike, fought FJD’s firm decision. The action earned him 
enemies at the time, but the hospital was built next to Charity Hospital right off Tulane Avenue, and the 
park remained protected for future generations of New Orleanians. 

Besides his lifelong devotion to City Park, an excellent example of his ongoing commitment to the 
betterment of conditions for the less fortunate was his work on behalf of the Milne Home. FJD had long 
been interested in the education and care of young students. In the I890s, he had been on the board of the 
Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children which later became the Children’s Bureau. While 
serving on the board of directors of Touro Infirmary at the turn of the century, FJD felt that his skills and 
interests did not mesh with those of the hospital board. Already aware of his deep concern for child 
welfare, he realized that he could make a greater contribution to the Jewish Children’s Home, so he 
transferred his membership to the board of the Home and served in that capacity for seven years. In the 
192os, as FJD was studying the city abstracts, he found that a large strip of property lying between 
Franklin A venue, Elysian Fields and Gentilly Terrace was about to be sold for back taxes because no 
one realized that this land was part of the formerly extensive holdings of the deceased philanthropist, 
Alexander Milne. At one time Milne had owned twenty-two miles of land along the New Orleans 
Lakefront, from the Rigolets to Jefferson parish, but the strip of land that FJD discovered was all that 
remained. 

After the Milne estate had been recognized as the legitimate owner, the city wanted to be reimbursed 
for back taxes on the property, but FJD went to City Hall to plea that the city was acting unfairly. He 
argued that instead of paying back taxes on the tract, the remaining portion of the Milne estate could 
become public property where a much-needed facility for destitute youth could be erected. In erecting a 
sorely-needed facility for destitute youth, the estate funds that would pay taxes could be used instead to 
benefit the city’s poor. The city then would be able to close the existing facility for boys, the Waifs’ 
Home, where conditions fell far short of ideal care. 

But first FJD had to change the stipulations in Milne’s will that specified that his fortune be 
left to destitute orphan boys. FJD argued that destitute children were as dependent upon public 
support as orphans and that the will should be so interpreted. The court accepted his sound 
arguments that the destitute children indeed constituted a legitimate claim, and the city forgave 
the taxes. With FJD’s foresight, this public property accommodated the erection of the Milne 
Municipal Boys’ Home. 

FJD already was serving on the board of the Milne Fund when he located the questionable piece of 
property. In 1925, he became president of the newly organized Milne Municipal Boys’ Home and 
remained the institution’s leader until his death. His assumption of the presidency did not occur a 
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moment too soon. An article from a local newspaper, hand-dated 1927, bore the headline, 
 

END OF BOYS’ HOME ‘REIGN OF TERROR’ SEEN IN NEW HEAD; 
New Board Expected to Remedy Conditions Found ‘Intolerable.’ 

 
According to the article, public attention was focused on the Waifs’ Home because during the 

previous year it was discovered that one of the young boys confined there had been “brutally beaten” by 
one of the Home’s employees. 

Then it was discovered that during the immediate past five years, the food served at the home was 
entirely inadequate for the nutritional needs of growing boys, and that no more than “10 cents a day” had 
been paid for each individual. During the week, the boys were served nothing but some sort of 
“beverage called coffee” and bread for breakfast, beans and rice for dinner, and syrup and bread for 
supper. In discussing these conditions, Dr. Henry Newman was quoted as saying that “there were no 
fresh vegetables served in the institution, no fruit, and not a single drop of milk.” Newman found the 
sanitary atmosphere there just as appalling. The Waifs’ Home had no wash basins, and the boys had no 
towels. When they received their weekly bath, they had to dry off with their dirty underclothes before 
putting on clean ones. 

The Waifs’ Home functioned as a place of confinement for delinquent boys. Although the children 
were segregated racially, first-time offenders were not separated from more seasoned juvenile 
delinquents. The journalist noted that “a negro boy had been held there four months as a material 
witness in a murder case, and that the very next bed to him, during that time, was occupied by another 
boy who was serving his thirteenth sentence, and whose character was thoroughly demoralized.” 

Under the new board of directors and superintendent, Milne Municipal Home immediately corrected 
the worst of these frightening conditions. A December 21, 1930 article in the STATES—ITEM—
TRIBUNE pointed out that, under the new board and superintendent, the facility no longer had a 
“reform school” atmosphere. Now, even with inadequate equipment, the Municipal Home was 
performing a real job in “character-forming, education and useful building of citizens.” Real relief came 
only in i9~~ with the building of a new facility. 

FJD was serving as President of the Board of Directors when the new Milne Municipal Boys’ Home 
on Franklin Avenue was dedicated. A December 11, 1933 article in the TIMES— PICAYUNE quoted 
Charles F. Fletchinger, the speaker who represented the board at the dedication ceremony. Fletchinger 
remarked that “With these buildings goes a responsibility… This home is dedicated to youths who are 
destitute. Let it be a home for boys, not only for shelter, but a place where their maladjustments may be 
corrected and their lives made useful.” 

Thanking  FJD for participating in the dedication ceremony, Robert B. McElree, the superintendent 
of the new facility, wrote him that “this institution will stand as a monument to your unceasing effort to 
relieve the underprivileged children of New Orleans.” McElree also assured FJD that “Mr. Milne, had he 
been present, would have been inspired by the way in which his legacy has been administered 
throughout these years.” 

FJD worked hard to insure that the young charges would gain better control over their lives. Just as 
he did with City Park, FJD visited the facility on a weekly basis. As president of the board, he proposed 
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that a “civic league” be initiated there, an organization that would benefit both the boys and the faculty. 
According to Anice Doak’s article which appeared in an unidentified newspaper, the Home’s 
superintendent welcomed the plan because it “coincided with his ideas of conducting an ‘open’ 
institution, without walled grounds and barred windows, and of keeping his proteges as closely aligned 
with normal society as possible.” The superintendent also remarked that, since the “instigation of student 
government...these boys probably have a better background to conduct self-rule than the average pupil in 
a public or private school.” 

In 1934, Governor Huey Long asked several prominent New Orleanians, who were civic leaders 
dedicated to the betterment of their fellow citizens, to form the New Orleans Department of Public 
Welfare. Fifteen members attended the first City Welfare Department Board meeting in March of that 
year. FJD stood in good company along with the board’s president, Rabbi Emil Leipziger, Dr. Elizabeth 
Wisner, Joseph Gumble, John G. Pratt, John X. Wegmann, C.S. Williams, the Very Rev. P.M.H. 
Wynhoven, Very Rev. William H. Nes, Charles I. Denechaud, Walter M. Barnett Jr., Mrs. Anna J. 
Veters Levy, Miss Anna Many and Norris J. Nolan. 
In 1935 FJD’s remarkably ambitious goals for and achievements on behalf of his city earned him 
coveted recognition when he was awarded the 1933 TIMES—PICAYUNE Loving Cup. An editorial, 
hand-dated July 22, 1935, claimed that FJD earned the award “based primarily on his outstanding civic 
services in bringing about the construction of the Milne Municipal Home for Boys and in promoting the 
development of City Park.” The editorial also discussed the 1934 Cup winner, Charles A. Favrot (since 
both the both the 1933 and 1934 awards were presented at the same time), and noted that both men long 
had been making “contributions to the community welfare” by having “given generously of their time 
and abilities.” Another newspaper article noted that FJD’s leading role in the erection of the Milne 
Home and his “persistent efforts, in conjunction with government agencies, for the reclamation of the 
vast City Park extension from a swamp area to a spacious playground” made FJD an exceedingly well-
chosen award recipient. 

Ruth recalls that the award ceremony took place on the landing on the staircase outside the Delgado 
Museum. A March 16, 1935 TIMES—PICAYUNE article described the previous day’s celebration at 
some length, with L.K. Nicholson, the paper’s editor, making the presentations. McElree, superintendent 
of the Milne Municipal Boys’ Home, led the sixty-three boys who resided there up the steps of the 
museum before the ceremony got underway. 

When FJD accepted the award, his reply to those assembled spoke to the basic philosophical 
approach that distinguished all that he undertook: 

May I confess that whatever benefit might have been received through my humble efforts to 
advance the cause of humanity in the upbuilding of the wayward boys by extending to them 
encouragement and aid in their progress through life and by instilling in their minds the 
principles of good citizenship, or in promoting the happiness, entertainment and well being of the 
masses, or in added attractiveness of our city, was largely due to the splendid co-operation and 
whole-souled support of those with whom I was associated in these undertakings? 

 
May I also confess that whatever time, work or thought I might have given in the further-
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ance of these several purposes, I gave without desire or expectation of any reward save the inner 
satisfaction I gained in the performance of the duties and obligations which are incumbent upon 
all loyal citizens of this broad land.” 

 
 

FJD had asked his friend and veteran City Park board member, Charles J. Théard, to speak at the 
occasion. Théard chose his words well and, in those brief remarks, nicely captured the essence of FJD’s 
personality: 

In my conception the true citizen is one who regards it as his duty to serve his city as faithfully 
and efficiently as possible, one who places the common weal above self-interest, one who does 
not seek personal aggrandizement, who does not aspire to preferment, especially political 
preferment, who seeks only the good of the people, never is swayed by position or by prejudice, 
is just and kind to all, aids the poor, fosters and supports institutions for the general welfare and 
counsels the advance of the city toward good government and well being to all inhabitants, with 
no hope of reward except the approval of conscience, the satisfaction of doing right and the 
esteem of those who know him. 

 
Such a man can thank God that his life was a well-spent life, and that he can leave to his 

children the greatest of all legacies, an honored name, to which public tribute has been paid by 
his fellow citizens. 

 
It is found that this description fits eminently well the splendid character, admirable 

qualities and superb record of Felix J. Dreyfous. In his name, and that of his family, I 
offer renewed thanks, his profoundest thanks, to the many friends who recommended 
him for The TIMES—PICAYUNE Loving Cup for 1933. 

 
 

After FJD’s death, the Board of Commissioners presented the family with a beautiful memoriam 
which concluded, “of him we of the New Orleans City Park Board can truly say— ‘For His Monument 
Look Around You.” His contributions to the physical well-being of his city and its citizens constitute a 
tangible legacy well worth emulating. 
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CHAPTER 7 
Achievements Close to Home 

 
R UTH STILL MARVELS that FJD could devote so much time to his thriving legal 

and notarial practice, his extensive real estate investments and his active civic ventures and 
still have plenty of energy and love to devote to his family. Both she and FJD’s first 

grandchild, Carol, fondly recall the wholesome and nurturing family life that FJD and Julia created 
for their children and grandchildren. 

One of Carol’s descriptions tells a great deal about the special relationship FJD enjoyed with his 
oldest grandchild. The two had intimate routines that they could joke about and share: 

 
“As a child enjoys the same story over and over, I went through the same dramas to get the 
expected response from my grandfather. I knew that he never drank water, though I hardly 
believed it. However, I’d ask: ‘Grandpa, can I get you a glass of water?’ He’d always 
respond, ‘You know I don’t drink water.’ Everyday he read the newspaper. He’d sit in the 
solarium... the newspaper open in front of him. Or he would take the paper upstairs to his 
bedroom, sit in bed concentrating on the pages. Grandpa told me that he read every word in 
the newspaper. I’d ask, ‘Do you read everything, all the ads, the sports, every word? Are you 
sure you don’t skip anything?’ ‘Every word.’ he’d answer.” 

 
In 1919, FJD was selected speaker at the Newcomb graduation banquet of his daughter, Caroline, 

and he chose to discuss Tulane University’s greatest pioneers, Paul Tulane and Randell Lee Gibson. 
In calling upon the memory of these mentors, FJD exclaimed, “What better opportunity could be 
presented than that offered by the one whose wealth was to be dedicated to the most beneficial 
purpose and by the other in devoting the influence of mind and of thought, to direct the dedication to 
the cause of education.” FJD’s recapitulation of the educational goals of the university formed the 
real heart of his remarks. This synopsis coincided with the end of World War I, but indicated that 

FJD 
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FJD’s Progressive spirit remained resilient, even though he must have realized that the Progressive 
movement itself was on the wane. He spoke with great fervor, as he stressed, 

“The philosophy of education evoked here is not that of the German which conceives the creation 
of a superman—an ego who sees in the mental development a right to control, to rule by might 
and not by reason, but there arises, rather from the association of Tulane, the Frenchman, and 
Gibson, the American, the spirit of Rousseau and of Jefferson,—the ideals of the Rights of Man 
and of Democracy, promoting and fostering the principles of equality, liberty and fraternity.” 

 
The way FJD lived his life, more than the words he spoke within the family circle, set an appropriate 

example for each of the children, all of whom earned graduate degrees—quite a distinction even for 
wealthy families of that generation. FJD wanted his children to appreciate their city, but he also wanted 
them to gain appreciation for the world beyond New Orleans. He himself enjoyed travel, even though he 
never went to Europe until 1920, Before touring Europe, though, the family traveled extensively 
throughout the United States. 

In the late 1890s, when George was still a young child, a terrible yellow fever epidemic hit New 
Orleans. FJD, as well as Julia’s parents in Cincinnati, insisted that Julia take George out of the city and 
travel to Cincinnati where they would be safe. Ruth points out that the letters that FJD wrote to Julia that 
summer had to be fumigated before they could be delivered. Those letters have survived with the holes 
punched in them where they were fumigated. FJD assured his wife that he was fine, that the 
neighborhood around Jackson Avenue was not at risk. The neighborhood most under siege was that 
around Napoleon toward Claiborne where an open canal existed. Some years later, it was discovered that 
mosquitoes bred in stagnant water, and only then was it clear why that Napoleon Avenue neighborhood 
had been so adversely affected during the epidemic. The canal was not covered by the neutral ground 
until about 1910—after the cause of yellow fever had been determined. 
Before 1905, when the children were really young, the family spent their summer vacations in Abita 
Springs. The first year the family—FJD, Julia, the four children and Mary, their nurse—ventured further 
away from home, they went to Washington, D.C. When the Dreyfous family was on the streetcar there, 
they saw Teddy Roosevelt’s sons pedaling their bicycles in front of the Library of Congress. Every year, 
the Dreyfouses completed their vacation by rendezvousing with Julia’s family, the Seeman clan, in 
Atlantic City. 

One summer in Atlantic City when Ruth was about five, she saw teddy bears for the first 
time; they had just been created. Julia’s brother, Uncle Edgar Seeman, gave Ruth and Caroline 
each one. This event has been captured in a photograph that Ruth still has. Ruth remembers the 
family traveling to New York in 1907, at the time the city was celebrating the centennial of 
Robert Fulton’s steamboat invention and journey up the Hudson. Ruth vividly remembers the 
lively parade commemorating the event, and she also recalls that many streets were covered 
with boards. The family was told that the boards covered the construction sites where the 
subway system was then being constructed; the first was the West Side subway. Every summer 
meant another North American train trip, north or northeast: Niagara Falls, Montreal and 
Quebec, Chicago, Minnesota (to see where the Mississippi River began). Not until 1914 did the 
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family (that summer it was Caroline, Ruth and the parents) travel west via the Canadian 
Rockies. They visited Lake Louise and Banff, Vancouver and Victoria. When they reached 
Seattle, FJD remarked that if he had not established himself in New Orleans, he would have 
gone to Seattle because he felt that the city had a tremendous future. FJD’s prediction proved 
sound: today Seattle is the most sought-after city in the United States, and four of his great-
grandchildren have settled there. 

That summer, FJD and Julia thought that it would be a good idea if Julius and George took their 
vacations independently. The two brothers took the southern route through Arizona where they picked 
up a great deal of petrified wood, then traveled through Los Angeles to Yosemite and on to San 
Francisco. Both FJD, Julia and the girls and the sons were in San Francisco at the same time, but none of 
them realized it! George and Julius were quite adventurous. When they were hiking over the falls in 
Yosemite, a woman watching them remarked that she could see why their parents chose to travel 
without them—she found their risk-taking altogether unsettling! 

Then the first World War interrupted the travel schedule. George and Julius each went into the war; 
George had just graduated in 1917 from Harvard Law School, and after being turned down as a 
candidate for officer, he tried to go to Canada to enlist to be trained as a pilot, but he did not succeed in 
that venture, either. He finally returned to New Orleans and volunteered as a private. He was sent to Fort 
Benning, Georgia for training, but when he was at last ready to be shipped overseas, the armistice was 
signed, so George came back to the city and entered his father’s law practice. 

The very same year, 1917, Julius completed his architectural training at the University of 
Pennsylvania and he volunteered in the army and was sent to Fortress Monroe, near Virginia Beach, 
Virginia. He became a private, but the armistice also prevented him from serving overseas. 

When the two sons were thus engaged in trying to enter the war effort, Ruth graduated from high 
school and delayed going to Newcomb for a year so that she could help FJD at the office. Ruth enjoyed 
the work schedule, especially seeing the clients as they arrived. She was continually impressed with the 
amount of work that her father achieved in so many areas at one time: the homestead, the law and 
notarial practice, and his other civic responsibilities. 

Julia and Felix Dreyfous led a quiet and orderly social life. The family enjoyed entertaining at home, 
since FJD and Julia were outstanding as host and hostess. Once, when Ruth was a young child on 
Jackson Avenue, she noticed that fruit was being cut up in the kitchen for a first course to be served 
when company came for dinner that evening. At the time Ruth had remarked, “Isn’t it funny that when 
we have company, we have fruit salad first, but when it’s just the family we eat it last?” They 
entertained with fairly formal dinner parties, and on Passover they always had a formal seder shared 
with the Pollacks and the Danzigers. The women also visited each other at home on specific visiting 
days for each neighborhood, days that were listed in one issue of the JEWISH LEDGER as well as being 
printed on the individual visiting cards which the women carried with them. The visiting day for Jackson 
Avenue, for example, was Monday, and Julia stayed at home that afternoon to receive her guests. 

FJD brought work home from the office nightly, but Julia and FJD made time to visit with 
close friends, attend the opera or go to events at the Harmony Club or the Southern Yacht Club. 
The Harmony Club was really the center of FJD’s social life. He played pinochle there on 
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Sunday mornings with Herman Weil, Max Dinkelspiel, Herbert and Leo Weil’s father as 
regulars. The couple also included as friends the Morgan Abrams, the Paul Godchauxs and the 
Charles Godchauxs, the Jake Blooms, the Danzigers, the Louis Scherks, the Pfeiffers and Rabbi 
and Mrs. Max Heller. One of FJD’s favorite restaurants, Corinne Dunbar’s, belonged to a 
former neighbor from Esplanade Avenue; FJD and Corinne Gordon Dunbar had lived next door 
to each other. His other favorite was Antoine’s, although he often had lunch at Arnaud’s. In 
later years, however, he regularly came home for lunch. 

FJD was president of the Harmony Club for several years, and he tried to keep it going at the time 
that golf clubs were becoming popular around the country. Oakland Country Club was being established 
here, and afterwards that club became, first, the West End and then Lakewood Country Club. The 
younger men in the community preferred belonging to a club with a good golf course instead of 
remaining in one where card-playing dominated. Now that the Harmony Club seemed to them to be 
outdated, the membership dropped off. Some disgruntled members accused FJD of blackballing an 
applicant, but Ruth recalls that blackballing was not his style. When the Harmony Club closed the doors 
of its magnificent marble building at the corner of Jackson and St. Charles Avenue, FJD and his friends 
took their regular card game to the Dreyfous home where they continued to play on Sunday mornings. 
When FJD and his family moved uptown to Audubon Place, the men played in the solarium there. 

One of the real social treats was to take the “train” out to West End, The train started on C anal 
Street, then turned where City Park Avenue now is, toward Metairie Cemetery, then went along the 
right-hand side of the New Basin Canal all the way to West End. At the time West End was strictly built 
on boards over the water; none of that area was filled in as it is now. For amusements there was a park 
where vaudeville or movies would be shown. Benches surrounded the area, or there were popular 
restaurants, with open-air galleries filled with tables. Then the family would return to Canal Street and 
go to Delmonico’s for ice cream. On the other side of the New Basin Canal was a shell road at the edge 
of the swamp, an area that remained to be drained. Uncle Jules Dreyfous had a four-seated buggy with a 
horse, and he would take the children out there sometimes with him. He had a dry goods store on C anal 
Street. When it was raining, he would send the delivery wagon to Jackson Avenue to take the children to 
Chestnut School on the other side of Jackson Avenue. Uncle Jules and his family lived nearby on St. 
Charles Avenue between Washington and Philip, and he also had a fishing camp at Milneburg over the 
water. The family also enjoyed packing a picnic lunch, then taking the train out Elysian Fields to Uncle 
Jules’ camp at Milneburg to fish and swim. The camp was built on stilts over the water in the typical 
style, surrounded by an open porch, with a long approach with an elevated walkway. Ruth remembers 
that crabbing and eating there were favorite pastimes. 

Although their closest friends were Jewish, FJD and Julia did not restrict their social 
relationships to exclude gentiles. FJD also remained active in the French-speaking community. 
He served on the board of directors of the Club de la Democratic (French Society) two years, 
was the honorary president of the Société de Bienfaisance & d’Assistance Mutuelle and was 
elected a lifetime director of the Union Francaise. 

Interestingly, in 1894 many friends who lived in the vicinity of Jackson Avenue and Philip Street all 
gave birth to sons: Goldstein, Godchaux, Friend, and Dreyfous, were among them, and then all the sons 
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grew up to be friends. As Ruth adds, that is the way society worked at that time; people’s social circles 
varied little throughout their lives. The Dreyfous home on Jackson A venue was the meeting place for all 
the boys because the front yard was large enough for a ball game. They sometimes allowed Ruth to play 
because she was such a good athlete. 

The Cotton Exposition that took place in 1884 on the grounds that have since become Audubon Park 
focused attention on that Uptown area of the city just beginning to be developed. After the exhibit 
closed, Audubon Place, newly established, became one of the addresses most sought-after by prominent 
New Orleanians. The lots there were large by New Orleans standards, 100 feet by zoo feet, and houses 
had to be built according to strict regulations that maintained the privacy of each piece of property. From 
the time that Audubon Place was being developed, rumors circulated that Jews were not wanted as 
residents there. But, according to Ruth, this was far from true, and in 1908, FJD bought a lot there. He 
was in no hurry to leave the Garden District, however. 

Hermione, Lillian and Harold Weil lived with their parents, Herman and Bertha Weil, on the corner 
of Philip and Camp Street, behind the Dreyfous family’s home. When Ruth was a child, she wanted to 
know why her father addressed Herman Weil as “Mr. Weil,” but Bertha Weil, he called, “Bertha.” FJD 
told her that if he knew someone in the years before he was married, he called that person by his/her first 
name, but if FJD met someone as an adult, then he addressed that person more formally. After FJD had 
purchased the lot in Audubon Place, the Weils, in 1912 bought their own lot there, built immediately and 
moved to their new home directly across from the Dreyfous property a decade before the Dreyfouses 
were willing to relocate! 

Because the family was still happy with their residence on Jackson Avenue, they did not begin to 
build in Audubon Place until 1921, after the majority of the family’s closest friends had moved further 
uptown. Ruth, then at Newcomb, was particularly eager for her family to move, and once they did, the 
parents were as delighted with the decision as their youngest daughter had been anxious for them to 
hurry and build. Almost immediately, FJD served on the board of Commissioners for Audubon Place, 
suggesting that social anti-Semitism, if it existed on any level among the residents, was by no means the 
most crucial criteria for leadership in this elite community. Ultimately, FJD succeeded Paul Jahncke as 
President. 

FJD gave Julius carte blanche when it came time to build the house at 17 Audubon Place. Julius 
chose an Italianate design because he liked that style, and it seemed to suit the property well. H is 
parents’ new home on Audubon Place was the first large house that he designed, and afterwards, he 
created plans for others in Audubon Place and elsewhere. One outstanding and unusual example is the 
Spanish-style Flanagan (now the Helles) house at the downtown corner of Audubon Place and Freret. 
When Ruth, Caroline and their parents visited Spain in 1926, Julius suggested that they select tiles that 
could be used in the decoration of the house: 
fountain, fireplace and floors.  Ruth thoroughly enjoyed visiting the factories in Spain, and the tiles 
today retain their brilliant color. 

In April of 1921, the FJD family moved to Audubon Place, even though the house was not 
completely finished. Part of the interior and exterior still needed the final detail work, especially in the 
living and dining rooms. Ruth remembers that it took a few months before the family could really begin 
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living comfortably, since, initially, they had to dine in restaurants. 
FJD immediately got interested in the garden, which he and Julius planned. At first, there was a 

small ditch, but no fence, between the university and the house. After some years, Tulane and Audubon 
Place residents erected a continuous page fence. Julius wanted a sunken garden with a sundial in the 
center atop a marble pedestal, and across the back was a lattice fence about eight feet high, complete 
with an intricate design and a small overhang. Extensive planting, including banana trees, framed the 
fence. Most impressive of all was FJD’s magnificent assortment of crotons; Ruth maintains that he must 
have had over one hundred of them, and their brilliant color made the house feel particularly tropical 
during the cooler months. As soon as the weather got warm enough, the crotons moved into the garden, 
planted right in their pots so that they could be removed to the solarium when the weather again turned 
cold. 

Julia spent a lot of time directing the house and the servants. Fanny Minor was the downstairs maid 
who moved with the family from Jackson Avenue, although she did not live in with the Dreyfous family 
on Audubon Place. Ruth remembers Fanny with great fondness and considers her like a member of the 
family. Fanny was truly the head of the household help for many years, and after she became ill and 
died, Rose Landry, who had also been with the family a long time, took over. 

Rose worked for the Dreyfous family over forty years. Born in St. Rose, she lived on Dufossat Street 
across from the playing field at Newman School. She went to Catholic church every day, first on 
Jackson Avenue at St. Alphonsus, then when the Dreyfouses moved uptown, Rose went to Holy Name 
every morning before walking on up the Avenue to work. She arrived about 6:30 in time to bring up 
FJD’s morning paper and coffee. He always had coffee and read the newspaper before he got out of bed. 
For Rose’s fortieth anniversary with the family, Mathilde, Caroline and Ruth gave a dinner for Rose and 
her friends on Audubon Place. Rose and her friends were in the dining room while the Dreyfous women 
cooked and served the dinner. Ruth remembers preparing Béarnaise sauce, the only thing she has ever 
cooked! Rose and her friends, about eight in all, really enjoyed the evening. When Rose got sick, Ruth 
sent her to Dr. Sam Nadler, Ruth’s physician. Dr. Nadler diagnosed her condition as cancer, so she had 
to go to the hospital, then to Fink Home, run by the Catholic Church. Sister Mary, the head nun, 
telephoned Ruth regularly to report on Rose’s condition. For Julia Dreyfous’ birthday, the family 
donated a hospital bed to Fink Home, and, as Ruth adds, “Of course, it was used for Rose, who was 
treated like a queen.” Rose, in turn, loved the patients, as well as the good care, in the dormitory-style 
facility on Conti street. Ruth spent a great deal of time visiting her there until Rose died. 

Only after Julia became ill did Mary James, an Irish woman who immigrated to the United 
States in 1901 and had been Ruth’s nurse, move in to help take care of Julia. While the 
remaining members of the household staff were all black, Ruth recalls that her mother never 
wanted a black nurse for her children. 

Ida was the hairdresser who came to the house on Jackson Avenue to do Julia’s hair for special 
occasions. Ruth remembers that Ida drove her small, two-seated, horse-drawn cart to the various houses 
along Jackson Avenue where she had clients. Some, like Mrs. Friend and Mrs. Godchaux, had Ida come 
every day, but Julia employed her only when the occasion was grand enough to warrant such services. 

Elizabeth, the family laundress, was a black woman with a great deal of Indian blood; Ruth vividly 
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recalls her fascinating face. On Jackson Avenue, the washing was done was in a separate area, near the 
back of the house, but outside of its confines. After it was discovered that mosquitoes carried yellow 
fever and that the prevalent cisterns were breeding grounds for mosquito larvae, everyone had to destroy 
household cisterns. Elizabeth was dismayed and complained bitterly because she felt that she could not 
wash clothes adequately without rainwater, and she adamantly did not want to use river water! When it 
came time for the family to move uptown to Audubon Place, Elizabeth alone dissented from the 
excitement and anticipation; she believed that there would be a lot of snakes up there. Audubon Place 
turned out to be much tamer than she feared; there her room and bath were above the garage, and she did 
her washing in the basement. 

In 1909, shortly after purchasing an Oldsmobile, the first family automobile, FJD was learning to 
drive with help from the chauffeur who was in the car to coach him. Suddenly, FJD bumped into 
something, perhaps a wall. Although neither FJD nor the chauffeur were injured, FJD never drove an 
automobile again, nor did Julia ever attempt to learn after her husband’s initial traumatic experience. 
The next family car was a Cadillac. Freddy was the family’s chauffeur in Audubon Place. He used to 
drive FJD to City Park, and then he walked with FJD on the inspection tour of all the trees and foliage. 
“Freddy knew every tree in the park as well as Father did,” Ruth maintains. Freddy was such a character 
that all the other help in Audubon Place really enjoyed him, and the paved area in front of the garage at 
the Dreyfous’ became the meeting place for the neighborhood servants. 

One day Freddy came to the house drunk, and FJD fussed at him about arriving in that condition, 
telling Freddy to go home to sleep it off before coming back to work. Freddy decided against returning 
because he hated being criticized by FJD; only Julia’s intervention lured him back. Then he remained 
with the family until his death many years later. When Freddy got sick and needed to go to Charity 
Hospital, his mother came down from Chicago to stay with him, but Freddy insisted on seeing Ruth. 
When she got to the hospital, Freddy told her that under the pillow of his hospital bed he had $z5o that 
he had saved. He wanted Ruth to have that money, even though she told him that the woman living with 
him deserved it. He refused to hear of that, claiming that his common-law wife already had enough! 
Ruth took the money and placed it aside, and shortly afterwards when Freddy died, she gave the money 
to his church to provide him with a good funeral. Although he never attended the Catholic church, he 
wanted a proper church burial, and Ruth made sure that he received it. 

When the grandchildren, particularly Carol, arrived, they spent a great deal of time in 
Audubon Place. As Leta and Betty became adolescents, they no longer wanted to travel across 
the lake to Madisonville to their parents’ weekend home, so they spent every week-end in 
Audubon Place to remain close to their friends and activities. When Julius volunteered to join 
the engineers during World War II, Carol was a student at Newcomb and did not want to move 
to California with her mother, father and brother, John, so she lived in Audubon Place with 
Ruth and her grandparents while she finished her education. 

With some prescience, Carol had said that when she left the house on Audubon and Hampson where 
her parents lived, she knew she would never return to live there. Her intuition was confirmed—
tragically—in 1943, when her mother was killed in an automobile accident in California while Carol 
was there visiting for the summer. Carol and her cousin, Cecilia Seiferth, were also hurt in the accident. 
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Only John, who was at summer camp, was not involved directly in the tragedy. 
Julius broke several of his ribs and was badly bruised and mentally depressed over Vera’s death. 

George flew out to California immediately, but Ruth was away visiting with Clara Mae Beer Friedlander 
in North Carolina where her husband had a teaching position. FJD told Ruth to take the next train back 
to New Orleans, which she did. The following day, she took the train from New Orleans to Los Angeles. 
Julia was too ill for FJD to leave her in New Orleans, and he did not go to California. Ruth remembers 
how terrible the whole situation was; she had to remain at La Jolla for about six weeks. 

The accident occurred outside of San Diego, and the hospital was about five miles from La Jolla. 
Ruth took the bus to the hospital every morning, and, since the blackout was still in effect, a colonel who 
lived La Jolla brought her back there every evening before dark. To keep the centers of population along 
the coast from being detected, no one was to drive after dark because the use of headlights was 
forbidden. The blackout actually was responsible for the extensive family tragedy, since Julius, Vera and 
the girls had been enjoying an evening at Coronado, and they remained there later than they should have. 
It began to get dark when they were traveling back to Fort Pendleton, and a car collided with theirs. 
When they lay Vera on the road while awaiting help, a big oil truck ignored the flares signaling an 
accident and struck Vera, killing her instantly. Ruth mentioned that, typical of his generosity, FJD paid 
all the expenses associated with Vera’s burial, including purchasing the family plot in Metairie 
Cemetery where the rest of the deceased family members now lie. 

John came right back to New Orleans to live with his grandparents, and when Julius returned to New 
Orleans after the war, he also moved into his parents’ home. Carol remained close to Ruth. When Carol 
returned to New Orleans, she completed her degree at Newcomb and lived at Audubon Place until she 
married. Her fiancé, Fred Eiseman, was with General Patton in Europe and Ruth had to comfort Carol 
because she was so concerned about Fred’s welfare. Carol and Fred married at Audubon Place after he 
returned—on Valentine’s Day in 1946, George, a bachelor until his marriage to Mathilde in 1947, 
remained at home in Audubon Place, so the six rooms upstairs remained fully occupied for many years. 
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CHAPTER 8 
The Last Decade: 

Losses and Assessment of a Lifetime of Activism 
 

I N 1937, WHEN FJD, Julia and Ruth were headed to the Hague for one of the Interna-
tional Bar Association meetings, Julia got sick on the ship as they crossed the Atlantic. The staff 
doctor on board the Holland-American Line ship wanted to bleed Julia with leeches; 

Ruth refused to allow it. A fellow passenger who was a physician and friend of the family agreed that 
Julia should not be bled, but Julia’s condition did not improve. After arriving in Holland, the doctor 
who visited Julia in the hotel found that kidney stones had been causing her intense pain. Julia 
remained with a nurse in the hotel, and Ruth went down to the Holland-American offices to see about 
booking passage home as soon as Julia was well enough to leave. After about two weeks, the three 
sailed back to New York and immediately went to Atlantic City where Julia could recuperate. It was 
too hot in New Orleans to return there and too difficult and long a trip for Julia to make until she 
regained strength. FJD telephoned Julius and told him to have the house centrally air-conditioned 
before the three returned, although Ruth returned before her parents to take care of other family 
concerns. 

Julia never recovered fully. After the initial problems with her kidneys, she suffered a variety of 
other ailments, including a painful bout with shingles complicated by high blood pressure. When she 
finally underwent surgery for her kidneys, it was too late, even though Dr. Alton Ochsner performed 
the operation. Ruth remained at her side at Touro. FJD was in a terrible condition, extremely 
concerned about his wife. Julia’s health had been deteriorating for seven years when the tragic 
California automobile accident killed Vera. Not long after Ruth returned from La Jolla, Julia died. 

FJD’s reaction can be summed up simply from his biographical outline. His last written 
entry was dated “My wife died.” By this time, Julius had remarried a then-recent widow, 
Ruth Simon Bissinger, and they built a house on lona. Ruth kept her father company. In the 
evening, the two listened to music on the radio in the solarium. His favorites were Italian 
opera and the New York Symphony. They also traveled together in the United States, but 
since World War II was raging, they did not go abroad. 

FJD 



48                        Integrity and Service...The Life of Felix J. Dreyfous, 1857—1946 

When George returned from the army, he took FJD to the office in the morning. In the evening, FJD 
took the Freret Street bus or the streetcar (except in winter), since he wanted to return home earlier than 
his son. One afternoon, as he walked home from Freret Street, he fell, and fortunately, Walter Barnett 
was passing and gave him a ride home. FJD recovered easily, but from then on, Ruth insisted that 
Freddy go down to the office to drive him home. 

At home, FJD kept busy with his office and his many civic interests, projects and responsibilities, 
but his sadness was apparent even though he did not express his feelings directly. He simply felt more 
comfortable when enmeshed in his familiar routine: going to the office everyday and spending quiet 
evenings at home. Gardening continued both to stimulate and soothe him, and he, Herman Weil, Max 
Dinkelspiel and Michael Weil still enjoyed their weekly Sunday morning card game, although they 
added to their schedule a regular Thursday afternoon game as well. Sometimes, Mr. Good sat in with 
them. Carol Eiseman remembered the game of the cronies. “I can still smell Mr. Good’s strong cigar that 
he held between his yellowed teeth,” she wrote. “This was a serious game. I walked around the card 
table, but I wasn’t allowed to ask the players questions. It was a game for me just to circle the card table 
in the solarium, observing the cards and the four men.” FJD also delighted in Ruth’s friends who came 
to visit; Wilma Shields, in particular, was one of those who was “crazy about Father.” Ruth was busy 
working at Newman, but she had plenty of time to spend with him, and the two were comfortable 
companions. 

On the occasion of FJD’s eighty-eighth birthday, February 17, 1945, his good friend and fellow City 
Park board member Charles Denechaud presented FJD with flowers from the board and also from the 
City Park employees, the latter, as Denechaud told him, “in appreciation for the many things you have 
done for them.” Denechaud also spoke of FJD’s lifetime of achievements, recounting those in particular 
where, as an elected official, FJD had served “with distinction...and in the interest of the electorate” and 
had proved a “credit” to both himself and to his office. Referring specifically to FJD’s spending more 
than a half century on the City Park board, Denechaud assured him that, “As our President we have felt 
your guiding hand and inspiration through the years” and that it was a “privilege for a man to say that he 
has been associated with you.” Wishing FJD many more fruitful years of active contribution, Denechaud 
described his life as “a beautiful monument of ideal family life and unyielding honor,” and said that 
those who had served under FJD’s leadership were “proud to be numbered among... [his] intimates.” 

For an unidentified New Orleans newspaper of the following year, local author André Lafargue 
penned a deeply appreciative column which he entitled, “A Public Spirited Citizen.” It is well worth 
quoting in full: 

“We are living in the most strenuous and critical times that war torn and suffering 
humanity has ever yet encountered. Spiritual and moral values have taken a significance 
of a most sharpened and intense character. Institutions and men are being tested and 
gauged at their full and complete character and value. And so it is that when we come 
across a real, public spirited and civic minded citizen, we gladly and promptly take our 
hat off and salute him, giving him full recognition physically and spiritually. 

 
One of these men, in our midst, is most assuredly, Felix J. Dreyfous, attorney at law, notary 
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public, held in high regard by his fellow members of the Bar and by all those who know him well 
and who are aware of his many activities of a civic and public welfare character. For years and 
years Mr. Dreyfous’ law offices have been a veritable bee hive of legal and notarial humming 
and activity. I am quite convinced that few of us at the Bar have ever emulated this splendid man 
in professional and legal energy. His sense of duty to his chosen profession and to his work has 
always been of the highest measure. Irrespective of the absorbing character of his professional 
work he has always found time to devote himself most assiduously to the institutions in our midst 
which help the unfortunates and which carry on useful social welfare work. Among his top 
activities in this regard we can certainly mention the Milne Home for Boys and his long years of 
presidency of the City Park Board of Commissioners. I am told that every day Mr. Dreyfous 
visits our beautiful City Park, before he goes to his office, and that he also makes his daily rounds 
at the Milne Boys’ Home. 

 
The ‘stings and arrows of outrageous fortune’ have not spared the man in his declining 

years. He has been made to drink of the cup of sorrows to its fullest brim and he has done so in 
manly, exemplary and most edifying fashion. 

 
“As a fellow citizen of his, as one who has observed him closely in the work of the Board 

of Commissioners of the New Orleans City Park and of his share therein, as one who knows that 
this man of individual merit is a splendid citizen, in the full sense of the term, may I not also join 
the ranks of those who when he passes salute him from the inner-most recesses of their hearts.” 

 
FJD lived with great vigor well into his eighty-ninth year. When he suddenly became sick and died 

soon afterwards, his death came as a shock because he had remained so active and so healthy throughout 
his life. This trip to the hospital was the first and last he ever made. Ruth had not been away from the 
family at all since Julia’s death. In the summer of 1946, FJD suggested that she go to Maine for a 
vacation since she so enjoyed being there. The day Ruth returned to New York City to visit her cousin, 
Phyllis Gordon, George telephoned to tell her that FJD suddenly had become very sick and that Ruth 
should return home right away. Ruth immediately flew to New Orleans, and when she arrived, she found 
FJD in Touro. The doctors did not want to perform any tests because he was already unconscious. 
Unfortunately, he never awoke to acknowledge Ruth, but because he was unconscious since the onset of 
his illness, he was spared both great suffering and its indignities. 

Tributes arrived from many different people, organizations and associations who had been 
touched by FJD’s selfless devotion to improving the quality of life for the city he loved and its 
citizens. His business associates on the board of the Home Building & Loan Association passed 
a resolution at their board meeting in which they expressed that it had been a privilege “to know 
his unfailing devotion to duty, his leadership and sound guidance, his sparkling humor, and his 
loyalty to high principle.” They felt that his death was an “irreparable loss” which would 
deprive them of the “wise counsel, experience and kindness of a friend whose fine qualities of 
heart, mind, and spirit defy description.” 
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APPENDIX 
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TULANE UNIVERSITY OF LOUISIANA 
 

LAW DEPARTMENT 
Commencement Day— Tuesday, May 15th, 1888, 7:30 PM 

FRENCH OPERA HOUSE 
 

ORDER OF EXERCISES 
 

MUSIC 
 

PRAYER 
 

MUSIC 
 

The Degree of Bachelor of Laws conferred on the Graduates 
by the President of the University, 
William Preston Johnston, LL.D. 

 
MUSIC 

 
Address from the Alumni 
Girault Farrar Esq., LL B. 

 
MUSIC 

 
Oration “The Mission of the Lawyer” 

Rev. Thomas R. Harkham, D.D. 
 

MUSIC 
 

Valedictory——Henry Lastrapes Garland 
 

BENEDICTION 
 
Bachelor of Laws: Johnson Adams Armstrong, Robert Thomas Athens, 
Edgar Mayer Cahn, Andrew Jackson Commack, Felix Jonathan Dreyfous, 
Clay Elliot, George Edwin Foster, Hector Lafayette Harris, Jr., James Francis 
Henry, David Charles Hollander, Leven Luckett Hooe, Guy Morville 
Hornor, Hughes Jules Lavergne, A.M. Victor Leovy, Richard Lyons, 
James McConnell Jr., James Joseph McLoughlin, Edmund Denis Miller, 
Joseph Felix Poche, Jacques Maxime Queyrouse, James Barkely Rosser, Jr., 
 Francis Richardson Wall, U.S. Navy, George Campbell Walshe, 
 Edward Palfrey Weeks, B.S., William Cassel Weeks, B.S. 
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Hon. F. Dreyfous 
House of Representatives 
Baton Rouge 
Dear Sir: 

I have followed your Police Bill with much interest as a step towards permanently 
rescuing our city from the domination of the hoodlum politicians. 

I was much surprised to read the enclosed paragraph in the telegraphic column of the City 
Item. Is this correct? If it be then the Police Board is sure to fall into the hands of politicians. 
Why does the Constitution require the Police Commissioners to be elected any more than the 
members of the Board of Liquidation of the City Debt? 

I trust you will not consider this an intrusion on your time, but I believe the future of the 
city depends on these matters and know the interest you have manifested in them. Any infor-
mation you could conveniently give me——particularly a copy of the bill in its present 
state—— would be duly appreciated. 

Truly yours 
Ashton Phelps 

Hon. F.J. Dreyfous 
House of Representatives 
Baton Rouge, La. 
Dear Sir:—— 
    Accept my hearty congratulations on the final passage of your Police Bill, The enactment 
of this measure marks a new era in the history of this city and you have earned the gratitude 
of our people. 

Respectfully yours, 
Ashton Phelps 
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Dedication Speech for Laurel School 
November 11, 1897 

Felix J. Dreyfous 
Mr. President, 
I deem it an honor which I appreciate, that I have been selected by Mrs. Bell to present, in 
her name, this flag, to the Laurel School. In fact a more pleasant task could hardly have been 
assigned to me, on this occasion. 
There is no token, Mr. President, which could have been more appropriately offered by Mrs. 
Bell to commemorate the connection of her husband, our esteemed City Engineer, with this 
erection of this magnificent building than the standard of our Country. The flag and the 
building constitute an inseparable bond of union and a perfect concord of sentiment and of material 
and moral comfort. 
The flag symbolizes the power and the greatness of our Country; it represent the achievements of 
liberty and above all, it stands as a beacon of civilization; and this building over which it will proudly 
float, is destined for the cultivation of those virtues and for the inculcation of the 
enlightenment, which led to the greatness of our nation; to the knowledge of the rights of 
man; and to the acquisition of the exalted rank which our country holds among the nations of 
the earth. 
Let us hope that emulating the example of our forefathers whose genius, whose manly 
courage, and whose patriotic perseverance in the cause of right and justice, secured the 
power and the devotion which are embodied in this bunting, our youths will be inspired with 
the duties of true citizenship. 
May the purpose of this school ever be to encourage domestic morals, to cultivate social 
virtues, and to promote civic duties, so that, inspired by the lessons taught them, fired by the 
noble examples portrayed to them, and thrilled by the loved standard, our children will 
become worthy citizens of this great nation. To them we look for the maintenance of these 
great principles and for the preservation of those institutions, in all their primitive purity, for 
which our ancestors struggled and bled shielded by this star spangled banner. 
Take therefore this flag, unfurl it to the breeze and let it long wave proud of its mission and 
glorified by its surroundings. 
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Toast Delivered at Tulane University 
Newcomb Graduation Banquet, 1919 

Felix J. Dreyfous 
 
The subject selected for my toast is one which has stirred my innermost soul and to a dreamer and 
idealist it has awakened such as degree of emotion that I am fearful that by trusting to memory my 
written thoughts or by extemporizing I might be carried away by enthusiasm or exultation, to express 
such unusual thoughts or to indulge in such wild speculation as might provoke criticism or be 
deemed unsuited to the occasion. Hence, I must be forgiven for requesting your permission to read 
my address:——  
 

“Paul Tulane, Randell Lee Gibson, Men of vision make great peoples.” 
 

What thoughts are conjured up by the association of these two men whose lives are closely 
wrought in the destinies of our Alma Mater! 

The first, Tulane, the merchant whose sole mission is to employ his energies, his time and his 
industry in the accumulation of wealth for the benefit of mankind. 

The other, Gibson, the jurist, the genius, the statesman whose duty was to proclaim the highest 
teachings and to lead others in achieving their noblest purpose. 

What better opportunity could be presented than that offered by the one whose wealth was to be 
dedicated to the most beneficial purpose and by the other in devoting the influence of mind and of 
thought, to direct the dedication to the cause to education. 

The foresight of Gibson in seizing the opportunity to found a seat of learning, awoke at the same 
time, an inspiration which will, as time progresses, develop, further and further, the highest attributes 
of mankind, to the ultimate accomplishment of a proper state of human life. 

The philosophy of education evoked here is not that of the German which conceives the creation 
of a superman,—— an ego who sees in the mental development a right to control, to rule by might 
and not by reason, but there arises, rather from the association of Tulane the Frenchman, and Gibson, 
the American, the spirit of Rousseau and of Jefferson.—— The ideals of the Rights of Man and of 
Democracy promoting and fostering the principles of equality, liberty, and fraternity. 

It is from such an atmosphere as permeates this great university that sprung the great teacher, the 
apostle of democracy; the man who now stands almost alone fighting for the cause of humanity; for 
the rights and freedom of the weak against oppression and tyranny, for the rule of justice and for the 
maintenance of perpetual peace. 

The standards which Wilson holds aloft must guide the peoples of the earth in the realization of 
the boon of enlightenment——true civilization. 

It is quite possible that the Vision has not yet reached full fruition, but do we not perceive as a 
result of the recent horrible conflict a powerful tendency to bring the world into more intimate 
relations,——a gradual drifting towards the eradication of all class and racial distinction, the 
removing of the barriers between the exalted and the lowly, the aristocrat and the plebeian and to the 
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final creation of a perfect brotherhood of man. This is the ideal from which Gibson and Tulane beheld 
and which shall and must ultimately cement the bond of fellowship and create throughout the universe 
and vast Zion——the real haven of peace and happiness. 

Let us hope that on every recurring anniversary when we and our children and our children’s 
children will meet around this festive board, there will be ever present the thought embodied in a noble 
trinity: 
 

PAUL TULANE, the benefactor 
RANDELL LEE GIBSON, the inspirer 

 
men of prophetic wisdom and our Alma Mater, the progenitor of great men and noble women and the 
disciples of eternal truth and of exalted purpose. 
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hand written on front and back of notesheet headed 
1218 CONERY STREET 

NEW ORLEANS, LA, 70115 
 
 

Father, Abel Dreyfous, came to New Orleans eighteen thirty-five—--at age of 19. 
 

F.J.D. 
As member of state legislature: 

Had a large part in the anti lottery fight. 
 
Wrote the levee board bill to create levees in Louisiana. 
 
Was first president of the N.O. Levee Board. 
 
Wrote and had passed N.O. Police Bill thus creating a workable police system in New Orleans. 
 

Was instrumental in getting money left by Milne for orphans changed by law for the use of 
dependent children and hence Milne Home could be financed, Jean Gordon, at same time, used 
money for Girl’s Feeble-minded Home. Was President of Milne Home for Boys for many years. 
 

Cleared title for additional property of Milne and this used for study home of dependent children 
in Bayou St. John. This took many years of hard work. 
 
Started work to provide Sewerage and Water Board when on city council. 
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 OUTLINE of BIOGRAPHY 

 Was born February 17, 1857 at the corner of Florida Walk (then Marigny 
Canal) and Elysian Fields Street where my parents for a time attempted to 

In 1859 Moved to Barracks Street between Dauphine and Bourbon Streets and my 

1861 Avenue where I continued to reside until the death of my father Abel 

1862 Went to public school where the Le Breton Market now stands on Bayou 
Road and Dorgenois Street but left in a short while because of my refusal to 
sing the Star-Spangled Banner as proof of loyalty to the Federal Government 

1863/65 Attended the primary school of the Misses Vignaud on Bayou Road 

1866/70 Was advanced to the grammar school of E. Martin on Bayou Road near 
Derbigny Street and continued under H. Deron who subsequently moved to 
the old Bringier Home which stood at the corner of Esplanade Avenue and 

1871 Entered my father’s notarial office No. 48 Exchange Alley as errand boy, 
and for a time went to a night school conducted by Prof. Cordier on Derbigny 

1876 For four months I accepted employment from T. Danziger’s Sons in their 
dry-goods establishments first on Canal Street near Rampart and afterwards 

1876 Finding the business unsuited to my views and temperament, I returned to 
my father’s office and remained with him as his companion, associate, and 
comforter in his old age and infirmities until he died. We first followed the 
notarial profession at 48 Exchange Alley until 1879 when we moved our 
office to 21 Exchange Alley. 

Subsequently occupied offices corner of Camp and Common Streets; 

1881 Received my notarial commission from Gov. S.D. McEnerny 

1888 Moved to corner of Camp and Common Streets, attended a course of 
lectures at the Tulane University then corner of Common and Dryades 
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Nov. 1888 Admitted to practice by Supreme Court. 

Dec. 9, 1891 Married Julia Seeman——ceremony at Temple Sinai. 

In 1895 Moved to 204 Liverpool & London & Globe Building and there 

1927 Moved to 1812 Canal Building. 
I have held the following positions:—— 

1878—1880 Financial Secretary then Treasurer of the Young Men’s Hebrew 
Association. At its reorganization I became 2nd Vice-President. 

Member of State Legislature (House) 1888—1890. 
President of Orleans Levee Board——i89o—i896. 
Member of City Council and Chairman of Committee on Public 

Order and Law 1896—1900. 
Member of State Central Committee 1890—92. 
Director of Louisiana Homestead Association, subsequently merged 

with the Mutual Building & Homestead Association. 
Director of German-American Homestead for eight years. 
Director of Industrial Homestead Association since organization. 
Director of Providence Bank & Trust Company (J. McCloskey— 

President) which later was which later was absorbed by the Louisiana 
National Bank. 

Director and later 2nd Vice-President of Temple Sinai, seven years. 
Director of Touro Infirmary 1 year and transferred as 
Director of Jewish Orphans’ Home——seven years. 
Director of Club de la Democratic (French Society) two years. 
Director and President of Louisiana Abstract & Title Guaranty Co. 

for eight years. 
Member of Committee on Civil Rights——as Delegate (Union of 

Hebrew Congregations) eight years 
Director and founder of German American Savings Bank & Trust 

Co——subsequently its Vice-President. 
Founder with A. Bretton of German—American National Bank 

(now Canal Bank). 
Director Greater Canal Street Realty Co. 
Member Ex-committee of American Bar Association. 
At present and for some time past, I am and have been, President, 

Notaries’ Association. 
President, Milne Asylum for Destitute Orphan Boys. 



Integrity and Service...The Life of Felix J. Dreyfous, 1857—1946                    59 

 Financial Secretary then Treasurer of the Young Men’s Hebrew 
Association. At its reorganization I became 2nd Vice-President. 

Member of State Legislature (House) 1888—1890. 
President of Orleans Levee Board——i89o—i896. 
Member of City Council and Chairman of Committee on Public Order and 

Law 1896—1900. 
Member of State Central Committee 1890—92. 
Director of Louisiana Homestead Association, subsequently merged with 

the Mutual Building & Homestead Association. 
Director of German-American Homestead for eight years. 
Director of Industrial Homestead Association since organization. 
Director of Providence Bank & Trust Company (J. McCloskey— President) 

which later was which later was absorbed by the Louisiana National Bank. 
Director and later 2nd Vice-President of Temple Sinai, seven years. 
Director of Touro Infirmary 1 year and transferred as 
Director of Jewish Orphans’ Home——seven years. 
Director of Club de la Democratic (French Society) two years. 
Director and President of Louisiana Abstract & Title Guaranty Co. for eight 

years. 
Member of Committee on Civil Rights——as Delegate (Union of Hebrew 

Congregations) eight years 
Director and founder of German American Savings Bank & Trust Co——

subsequently its Vice-President. 
Founder with A. Bretton of German—American National Bank (now Canal 

Bank). 
Director Greater Canal Street Realty Co. 
Member Ex-committee of American Bar Association. 
At present and for some time past, I am and have been, President, Notaries’ 

Association. 
President, Milne Asylum for Destitute Orphan Boys. 
President Orleans Investment Co. Inc. 
Acting President and director Industrial Homestead Association. 
President Harmony Club and director ten years. 
Director Union Indemnity Co. and allied organizations. 
Director Mortgage & Securities Co. and allied organizations. 
Director New Orleans Land Co. 
Director Society Prevention Cruelty to Children (Children’s Bureau). 
Commissioner and now 1st Vice-President New Orleans City Park (since 
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 President Municipal Boys’ Home. 
Administrator Delgado Museum of Art and President since 1908. Was on 

original board. 
Honorary President Société de Bienfaisance & d’Assistance Mutuelle. 

(French Society) 
Director for life of Union Francaise. 
Member of Membership Committee of Louisiana Bar Association. 
Commissioner Audubon Place. Subsequently its President. 
Director and Vice-President New Orleans Bar Association. 
I qualified as Executor 28 times as shown on the appended list. 
My father Abel Dreyfous was born at Belfort France, emigrated to United 

States in 1835 was commissioned a Notary Public in 1842. Granted American 
citizenship five years later. 

My mother Caroline Kaufman Dreyfous was born at Ingelheim Rhenich 
Bavaria and died in New Orleans Jan. 2, 1914. 

New Orleans Oct. 6/27. 
Received Times—Picayune loving cup in 1933 for work on City Park and 

Milne Home etc. 
Member of 2 Congresses at the Hague of the International Congress of 

Comparative Law. 
Director of Home Building & Loan Association. 
Vice-Chairman and President of Legal Aid Society. 
Delegate to the London Bar Convention of American Bar, Louisiana and 

New Orleans Bar Association, 
Delegate to several American Bar Conventions of New Orleans Bar 

Association, member of Public Welfare Society representing City of New 
Orleans. 

May 6/44 My wife died 

1. Jean F. Schweitzer 19. Mrs. G. Dobleman 

2. Wm. J. Schweitzer 20. Mrs. Louis Schwartz 

3. Antoinette Frazier 21. 5. Wusthoff 

4. Frank Frazier 22. Mrs. F. Quayle 

5. Ernestine Casteix 23. Mrs. Z. Cathalongne 

6. Otilia Weber 24. Miss Alice Burke 

My Executorships  
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7. J. Wolfson 25. Miss Clemence Kitzinger 

8. Lazard Benjamin 26. Miss N. Foley (Adm.) 

9. Mrs. S. Chaplin 27. Miss N. Weinholtz 

10. A.M. Burke 28. Miss Fannie Berjot 

11. Mrs. A.M. Levy 29. Mrs. Louise Schrieber 

12. J.A. Mangin 30. Lazard Bloch 

13. H.P Koch 31. Mrs. Blanche D. Levy 

14. Frank Sharp 32. Mrs. Felix J. Dreyfous 

15. Mrs. A Dreyfous 33. Mrs. Eliz. Peters 

16. Ike Herdman 34. Mrs. Emily J. Johnson 

17. Mrs. Rosa Reynoir 35. Mrs. Auguste Rauxet 

18. Geo. Dobelman 36. Mrs. Alex Pujol 

 37. Rachel Hess 
 38. Miss Eliz. Finn 
 
 

Executorships declined: 
Mr. and Mrs. S. Bloch 
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RITES FOR FELIX J. DREYFOUS SET FOR SUNDAY MORNING 
Services for Felix Jonathan Dreyfous, attorney and civic leader, will be held tomorrow at 10 a.m. at 
the Tharp-Sontheimer-Tharp, Inc., funeral home, 4117 South Claiborne avenue. Interment will be in 
Metairie cemetery. 

Mr. Dreyfous, who resided at 17 Audubon Place, died at 10:05 p.m. yesterday in Touro Infirmary 
at the age of 89 years. He had been ill two months, and until then was active in the practice of law. 

Native of New Orleans, Mr. Dreyfous for nearly half a century was identified with many of the 
city’s important civic and progressive movements, including numerous municipal developments. 

Born February 17, 1857, Mr. Dreyfous was the son of Abel Dreyfous and Caroline Kaufman. 
Following his public school education he entered the notarial office of his father, attended Tulane 
University and graduated in 1888. 

Mr. Dreyfous was one of the anti-lottery stalwarts, and as a member of the Legislature he threw 
himself into the fight that resulted in the death of legalized lottery in this state. He was the first 
president of the Orleans levee board and was a leader in the battle for flood protection. 

There was hardly a worthwhile undertaking for the betterment of New Orleans into which he did 
not give in full measure his fine talents and tireless and persevering efforts. He was in the forefront of 
the movement which eventually gave the city a modern sewerage, drainage and water system. 

He was a member of the old city aldermanic council under the administration of Mayor Walter C. 
Flower, and in that capacity instituted many reforms in the city’s financial system. He also 
contributed to the shaping of laws for the benefit of the police and fire departments. 

Always interested in healthful recreation and in homes for boys, he was one of the organizers of a 
movement to improve and maintain City Park, and was president of its board of directors for many 
years. He was also one of the organizers of a movement for a boys’ home, and this step led to the 
establishment of the present Milne Municipal Home for Boys. 

F or these achievements Mr. Dreyfous, in 1933, received the Times—Picayune Loving Cup. 
He was a former president of the New Orleans Legal Aid Society and of the Delgado Museum of 

Art, and held memberships in a number of lawyers’ and notaries’ associations. 
Mr. Dreyfous is survived by two sons, George A. and F. Julius Dreyfous; two daughters, Mrs. 

Leon C. Weiss, Sr., and Miss Ruth Dreyfous, and five grandchildren. His wife, the former Miss Julia 
Seeman, died two years ago. 
 

FELIX J. DREYFOUS 
The fruitful life of Felix J. Dreyfous has benefited New Orleans far more than most realize. Day-to-
day good deeds when viewed in sum total at a career’s end provide the true measure. 

Respected by the legal profession of which he was an active member for so many years, Mr. 
Dreyfous was a trailblazer in modern flood protection for the city and served as the levee board’s 
first president. He fought for the water, sewerage and drainage systems which the city now boasts. 
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FELIX J. DREYFOUS 
By the death of Felix J. Dreyfous last Friday, New Orleans lost a lifelong citizen who had served its 
civic causes faithfully and well for more than half a century. A successful lawyer, he took time from 
an extensive private practice to join as leader or co-worker in many movements for the city’s 
development and welfare. 

Before the turn of the century he was prominent in the fight for better city government and 
administration and later in the successful drive for the establishment of a modern sewerage and water 
system under constitutional safeguards. A forceful advocate of flood protection, he served as first 
president of the Orleans Levee Board. He was awarded the Times—Picayune Loving Cup for 1933 
for his services in connection with the erection of the Milne Municipal Home for Boys and for his co-
operation with government agencies in reclaiming and developing the City Park area. He was a 
former president of the New Orleans Legal Aid Society and of the Delgado Art Museum. For many 
years he was president of the City Park board and took a leading part in its advancement to its present 
high rating and usefulness as a public recreation area. 

The close of his long and useful life is sincerely regretted by Orleanians old enough to remember 
the full chapter of his outstanding city service——and by the younger folks who share the benefits he 
helped bring to the city and its people. The community will hold him in affectionate remembrance. 
 

From the New Orleans Item: 
FELIX J. DREYFOUS 

Felix Dreyfous was virtually born to the notarial profession, entering his father’s notarial office as a 
boy before studying law. He remained a notary and attorney for the rest of his 89 years, attending to 
business until his last illness. While he became one of the most outstanding figures in his field by 
talent and close application, he gave a great deal of his time to public service of many sorts. 

Before entering legal practice he served a term in the Legislature, where he fought the Lottery. As 
a member and president of our Levee Board, he pioneered in earlier efforts for flood-control. He was 
also an active promoter of the movement leading to the city’s modern sewerage and drainage system. 
And as a member of the City Council he contributed improvements to methods of municipal finance. 
He likewise took part in the movement which resulted in the Milne Home for Boys. 

But the chief object of his concern for the past 55 years, aside from his private affairs, was City 
Park. He entered actively into park affairs in 1891, became a member of the board, and served for a 
long time as its president. He was as industrious in expanding it and improving it, and as jealous of 
encroachments on it, as though the park were a favorite possession of his own. 

Thus, he led a busy and useful life beyond the span in which most men remain active in affairs. 
Hence he will missed by many younger Orleanians as well as by those of his own generation. 
His efforts helped lay foundations for imposing Mime Municipal Boy’s Home and expansive City 
Park. And he found time to serve variously as legislator, councilman and officer and director of 
legion organizations. Never very numerous, ranks of great citizens are thinned by the death of Felix 
Dreyfous. 
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Carol Eiseman 
English 103 
October 21, 1986 

 
 

My Grandfather 
 
 

I was fortunate to grow up with four grandparents. I remember them all but especially my 
grandfather, Felix. I can see him now seated at the head of the family dining room table. Behind him 
are long windows covered with lace curtains. On the white marble mantelpiece in the dining room is 
his glass domed French clock that chimes the hours. Only he could wind this clock to keep it running. 

Grandpa was a small boned man, though his hands were large. He had a well proportioned oval 
face——a fine looking man with a long straight nose, a white mustache covering his upper lip. His 
blue eyes with crinkled lines at the corners, reflected both resolve and gentleness. He always dressed 
in a jacket and tie, a serious, dignified man, but I felt comfortable with him. 

Grandpa, I was taught as a little child to call him, “Grand-pah-pah,” was born to French speaking 
parents in New Orleans just before the end of the Civil War. As the eldest son of nine children, he 
felt a responsibility for his family. This feeling continued throughout his life. 

His daughter and perhaps his other children called him “Father.” They were awed by his 
accomplishments——his public role as an advocate for civil rights, for the City Park, as a fighter 
against a state lottery, a respected attorney. 

But I saw my grandfather through the eyes of a child, a beloved granddaughter. In spite of his 
formality, he could take teasing, which he acknowledged out of the corner of his eye. When his 
nephew Mannie, called him, “Felix, the little chicken,” Grandpa enjoyed the playfulness. In fact, 
Grandpa could be a “kidder” himself. He called me Carol of Carrollton, as if I were the princess of 
the district where we lived. When I was a teen-ager, he’d say, “You keep asking: is he nice, is he 
nice?” Or he’d say, “You call everyone by his first name. You hardly know them.” 

But I remember most that my grandfather was predictable, had firm opinions. I knew what to 
expect. Every night of the week, summer and winter, Grandpa had to have his soup. Whenever there 
was creamed spinach and mashed potatoes for dinner, Grandpa mixed them together. After dinner, he 
had a demitasse. He would save a little of the ice cream he had for dessert to put in his coffee. He 
was more predictable than his clock on the mantelpiece. 

Once Grandpa and I were walking on the Boardwalk in Atlantic City, I said, “Grandpa, will you 
buy me a curio I see in the shop window?” Though I knew he could afford to buy it, I already knew 
his answer. “You know I don’t waste money on things like that.” Grandpa also had his French 
sayings which I didn’t understand. Whenever his grandchildren acted wild he’d say, “Jeux de main, 
Jeux villains.” I was puzzled but I liked to hear the words. 

As a child enjoys the same story over and over, I went through the same dramas to get the 
expected response from my grandfather. I knew that he never drank water though I hardly believed it. 
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However, I’d ask: “Grandpa, can I get you a glass of water?” He’d always respond, “You know I don’t 
drink water.” Everyday he read the newspaper. He’d sit in his rocker in the solarium as he called the 
tiled sun room, the newspaper open in front of him. Or he would take the paper upstairs to his bedroom, 
sit in bed concentrating on the pages. Grandpa told me that he read every word in the newspaper. I’d 
ask, “Do you read everything, all the ads, the sports, every word? Are you sure you don’t skip 
anything?” “Every word,” he’d answer. 

On Sunday mornings my grandfather played pinochle with his cronies, Mr. Good, Mr. Weil, and Mr. 
Dinkelspiel. I can still smell Mr. Good’s strong cigar that he held between his yellowed teeth. This was a 
serious game. I walked around the card table but I wasn’t allowed to ask the players questions. It was a 
game for me just to circle the card table in the solarium observing the cards and the four men. 

My grandfather never told anyone how he voted in elections. However, after an election, sometimes 
I would ask, “Grandpa, who did you vote for?” I’d think, once he might just tell me. It was inevitable I 
would be disappointed. Yet, Grandpa’s consistency gave me a feeling of security. 

I was the first grandchild in the family. Although Grandpa made a “fuss” over each new grandchild, 
he always remembered that I was the first one. He would dandle the newest baby on this foot while he 
sang, ‘A Paris.” Knowing I was special to my grandfather, I didn’t feel jealous. 

I knew however, even as a young child, that Grandpa was a vulnerable human being who needed me 
to listen. He told me family stories; he showed me his scrapbook of news clippings. He was proud that 
President Franklin D. Roosevelt shook his hand when he dedicated a new street in the City Park. I also 
learned that Grandpa didn’t take the role of my father. He couldn’t talk my child’s language, listen to my 
troubles, nor could he help me with my French homework. But, he loved me to listen, and to help him. 
When I brought him his lounging jacket at the end of the day, his appreciation was almost childlike, 
That was my reward. 

Others may remember Felix Dreyfous for his public honors, but I remember him as a human being, 
my grandpa. His friend wrote a poem on Felix’s birthday. This is the last stanza: 
 

“His career has been honored 
By laymen and those in the law, 

But of his accomplishments 
The greatest by far 

Was selecting himself as Carol’s Grandpa!” 
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Photograph Backmarked: 
Chas T. Yenni/Portraits/631 Canal St. old number 113 New Orleans, 
La./Duplicates can be had at any time by sending No. 33542 
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FJD holding Ruth; Caroline and George 
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