
A  Multifaceted Gem 

 

Known variously through the years as the Gem Coffee House, Café, 
Oyster House and Saloon, its origins are shrouded in mystery.  Today, 

the building at 127-29 Royal Street is home to the Unique Grocery.  In 
a past life, it was the birthplace of The Mistick Krewe of Comus, the 

Pickwick Club and Mardi Gras as it is now enjoyed (a celebration with 
krewes and parades).  Through many conflicting layers, I will attempt 

to unearth the Gem’s fascinating history. 
 

 
 

The Gem: today’s Unique Grocery      1913 ad for “Gem Cocktail” 

 
Almost a century ago the “Historic Oyster House, Restaurant and Bar 

Rich in Associations” was “OFFERED FOR SALE,” according to the 
headlines of a November 28, 1919 Times-Picayune article.  It was 



lauded as the place where the “Revered legends of Governor Claiborne 

and Mayor M. Roffignac, of the celebrities who wooed Dame Fortune at 
the old ‘Senate,’ the daring spirits who plotted the rescue of the great 

Napoleon – in fact, all the historical and romantic events of New 
Orleans are recalled with the announcement that the famous Gem 

‘oyster bar, restaurant and café’ is offered for sale or lease.  
 

The article reported that William Charles Cole Claiborne, “the first 
governor of Louisiana used to visit” the Gem (once “the home of a 

Spanish nobleman and one of the city’s mansions of the time”), not to 
mention all the other “illustrious statesmen, princes and men of 

affairs,” who made the Gem “their rendezvous.”  At that time (1919), 
“the proprietors and old residents” were unable tell exactly how old the 

Gem structure was, but the paper stated “its age is claimed to be more 
than a century and to ante-date the old ‘Absinthe House’” (1806). 

 

The Collins C. Diboll Vieux Carré Digital Survey, a project of the 
Historic New Orleans Collection, states the age of this “4-bay, 3-story” 

structure with “two dormers and a side-gabled roof” to be before 
1838, or even before 1800.  The “Survey” also states that “several 

sources claim” that it was originally built for “a Spanish nobleman,” 
but if that were the case “its façade had been considerably altered by 

the 1880s to include more ‘modern’ windows and cornice.” 
The 1919 Picayune article indicated that the nobleman’s mansion 

“became a coffee house when the Spanish government gave way to 
Napoleon’s love of power and the nobleman returned to Spain.” 

 
This casa’s rebirth as coffee house necessitated converting the 

carriage area, or “puerta cochera” (that’s Spanish for porte-cochère), 
“leading to the stables in the rear … into the grill and kitchen, the 

wider portion being, originally the proverbial courtyard, or patio.”  The 

front part of the old puerta cochera, by 1919, became “the front part 
of the restaurant, separated from the oyster bar by a partition.”   

 
The article also related the historic, if not apocryphal, origin of the 

café’s jewel-like name.  The owner, “connected with this historic eating 
house” was “one George E. Morris.  He was accustomed to sign 

receipts for supplies ‘G. E. M.,’ and from these initials, the place 
derived its name.”  The only trouble is that a Picayune article of June 

the following year provided this account: 
 

“First opened as a saloon, it took its name, so legend says, from the 
initials of the proprietor, one George E. Miller, who brought all his 

crockery and flatware down from New York monogrammed with the 



mystic letters ‘G. E. M.’”  So which origin story is true?  George E. 

Morris or George E. Miller, or perhaps some other explanation?  It is 
up to the reader to determine the amount of “crockery” involved. 

 
The June 13, 1920 article also claimed the Gem “got its name” in 

1847, and  from that time, in “faded ledgers” its “whole history” has 
been kept with meticulous regard for the important details in its 

romantic career.”  These records tell the story of how the Gem 
“graduated into the oyster bar and café class from a simple coffee 

house.” 
 

      

     1917 New Orleans States ad affirming 1847 founding date 

“Old No. 17 Royal St.,” displayed in the above ad, was the old address 
replaced by the modern street numbering, “NOS. 127-129.”  The 1920 

article also proclaimed the passing of “Old No. 17” Royal Street due to 
prohibition, the “Volstead Act” and the “heartless” Supreme Court 

“dooming the United States to Saharan aridity.” 
 

 

 
 
  Headlines from 1920 Times-Picayune article 

 
The 1920 article also painted a picture of a place where “duels have 

been brewed to the tune of shivered goblets and hot words”.  “As early 



as 1812,” it continued, “Claiborne, first governor of the state, 

frequented the old coffee house,” as did “every governor of the state”.  
 

 
 
   “Old Gem Oyster Bar,” looking shabby by the 20th Century 

According to Marguerite Samuels, author of the 1920 Times-Picayune 

article, the Gem’s most important contribution, apart from its social 
and political meetings, was the manner in which it changed the 

Crescent City’s dinner hour.  Prior to the Gem’s founding in 1847, 
when the twelve o’clock chimes loudly rang out from the Cathedral, all 

of New Orleans closed up shop “and took the mule-car home to 
noonday dinner”.  “Dinner” back then was traditionally the main and 

most formal meal of the day, most often taken at midday.  Supper 



(today interchangeable with “dinner”) was the evening meal.  There 

were no such things as “quick lunch counters downtown,” and there 
were “few restaurants where business men might meet”.  In fact, 

coffee houses existed in New Orleans long before there was even a 
mention of a “restaurant”.  That was a more modern term.  So what 

did the Gem do?  It instituted “possibly the first free-lunch counter in 
the country, where with fifteen cents worth of whiskey you got an 

entire midday ‘dinner’ as lagniappe”.  The Gem’s proprietor posted the 
manifests of ships’ cargoes, so that merchants - who once had to 

check things out on the wharves – found it more convenient to stop in 
at the Gem.  They conducted business there, took a drink, sampled 

the tasty “dinner” provided and forgot to head home for supper.  The 
wives of these businessmen adapted to the new paradigm, stopped 

expecting their husbands until late evening, and so it came to pass 
that a late evening meal “became a fixture in New Orleans”. 

 

In 1875 the New York Times commented on the phenomenom of free 
lunches as “A Custom Peculiar to the Crescent City,” reporting that “In 

every one of the drinking saloons which fill the city a meal of some 
sort is served free every day.  The custom appears to have prevailed 

long before the war.”  The article continued, stating, “A free lunch-
counter is a great leveler of classes, and when a man takes up a 

position before one of them he must give up all hope of appearing 
either dignified or consequential.  In New-Orleans all classes of the 

people can be seen partaking of these free meals and pushing and 
scrambling to be helped a second time.” 

 
What kinds of establishments were there in the Crescent City around 

the time this article was copied in numerous newspapers throughout 
the United States?  “In New Orleans there is a drinking place of some 

description on nearly every street corner,” the 1875 New York Times 

report stated, “and restaurants and wine-rooms are to be found in all 
parts of the city.  All of these establishments … are crowded with 

customers from early morning until late at night.”  The free lunch was 
fully established in more places than one by this time, but did it 

actually begin at the Gem? 
 

The WPA’s Federal Writers’ Project New Orleans City Guide of 1938 
had this to say about the Gem:  “It is claimed that a restaurant located 

here was the first in the city to serve midday meals, the old Spanish 
custom of closing business houses for the two-hour siesta having been 

adhered to previously.”  But two years before, in 1936, Gangs of New 
York writer Herbert Asbury claimed in his book, The French Quarter, 

An Informal History of the New Orleans Underworld, that the free 



lunch was introduced at La Bourse de Maspero, aka Maspero’s Coffee 

House or the City Exchange, at the corner of St. Louis and Chartres 
streets.  A Spaniard named Alvarez, assisting in the management of 

the bar and restaurant of the City Exchange, placed upon the bar “in 
the fall of 1838 … the first free lunch ever served in New Orleans, and 

probably in America as well.  The menu consisted of soup, a piece of 
beef or ham with potatoes, meat pie, and oyster patties.”  Wherever 

the free lunch originated, the Gem certainly was one of its first 
contributors – leading to the late night dining tradition in New Orleans. 

 

           
 

       1920 sketch of The Gem, now at 127 Royal, featuring  

                        “Ladies Annex Upstairs” 

Before it was named the Gem in 1847, No. 17 Royal Street was home 
to the Parker House, named for William Parker, previously from 

Natchez, Mississippi.  The ad below and others like it appeared in the 

Picayune in 1840 and 1841.  This house for public accommodation was 
conveniently located across Royal from the Merchants’ Exchange, with 



its “Reading Room and Post Office,” and close to well-known hotels. 

     

    The Parker House at “Old No. 17” Royal Street, 1840 ad 

Although there is ample evidence that the Gem began operations in 
1847, historian Stanley Clisby Arthur wrote that the Gem was erected 

and opened in 1851 by and John Daniels and Alfred Arnold Pray. 

 

      The iconic Comus Cup             Mr. Pickwick, lifting his cup 



According to research by architectural historian Robert J. Cangelosi, 

Alfred A. Pray obtained the property after the family of the first owners 
lost it to him at public auction.  The 3½-story brick townhouse, he 

explained, was built between 1834 and 1837 by “commercial merchant 
Gilbert Vance”, who died in 1838.  His wife, Eliza, and their children 

leased out the building for a number of years until Pray acquired it.   

In 1857, The Gem became an integral part of Mardi Gras history. 

Conceiving the idea at Pope’s pharmacy on Jackson and Prytania, six 

Anglo-American gentleman (none originally from New Orleans) sent 
out an invitation for friends to meet them at the “Club Room” over the 

Gem on Royal Street on January 4, 1857.  There the Mistick Krewe of 

Comus was organized, with inspiration coming from John Milton’s Lord 
of Misrule in his masque entitled Comus.  A gentlemen’s club to 

complement the new krewe was decided upon there, as well.  For its 
name the members chose The Pickwick Club, taken from the pages of 

Charles Dickens’ first novel, The Pickwick Papers (first appearing 
twenty-one years earlier).  After conducting its initial meetings there, 

the Pickwick Club soon moved on to quarters of its own. 
 

 

   Comus and the Pickwick Club were the result of this invitation 

The Gem was the center of much activity during Reconstruction days, 

when Henry Clay Warmoth was Governor of Louisiana.   It was 
charged that “the carpetbagger” Warmoth “received bribes, stole the 



public money, and was the greatest living practical liar.”  A bitter 

struggle between factions ensued, which was (as historian Charles L. 
“Pie” Dufour put it) “not without the elements of comic opera.”  On 

January 5, 1872, Warmouth’s foe, Speaker G. W. Carter and his 
followers were compelled to seat the House of Representatives in the 

hall above the Gem Saloon, but no surviving records of this remain.  
Warmoth, it is claimed, declared the Gem “House” as “revolutionary, 

unconstitutional and illegal.” 

The legislature filed impeachment charges against Warmoth, causing 
his suspension from office thirty-five days before the end of his term 

(called for by Louisiana law), pending the outcome of a senate trial.  
This enabled P.B.S. Pinchback to be sworn in as the first state 

governor of African descent in the United States.  As the end of 
Warmoth’s term was near, he left office without an impeachment trial 

being held.  

                      

The Gem, “Birthplace of the Pickwick Club” by New Orleans artist             

Ellsworth Woodward (1861 – 1939) 



At one time, the president of the State Board of Health, Dr. Dowling, 

ordered the Gem to undergo “an instant and rigorous scrubbing”.  The 
owner protested that he was indeed an advocate of clean sanitary 

conditions, but that he couldn’t get anyone to do the work.  Dr. 
Dowling, “in true sporting fashion,” took up the challenge, accepted a 

$50 check for the clean-up and with a cohort of workers scrubbed the 
Gem clean – to “a position next to godliness.” 

1n 1920, a new owner was found for the Gem – a restaurateur from 

Little Rock, Arkansas.  The new managers assured an interested public 
that “the bivalves will be plucked from special beds in the Gulf … and 

the exquisite sauces made according to the secret recipes inherited 
from generations of chefs, said to have been the invention of 

Maximilian’s cook who was with him in Mexico, will still make 
ambrosial food of mere beef steak.”  All of this was promised even 

though Prohibition ordained that “there are no longer cocktail-shakers 
behind the bar, mixing drinks bizarre and wondrous good.” 

Despite these assurances, a “swarm of workmen” came into the Gem 

to rip out plaster beneath the red wallpaper.  The floors, “redolent of 
the old English alehouses,” were to be replaced.  Gone “the oldtime 

crockery and tables, chairs and linen” – off “to the shop of some 
secondhand dealer further down the street.” 

The new proprietor announced, “History is all very nice, but you can’t 

make money on history.” 

The Gem, hosting other owners through the years, became neglected 
during the twentieth century.  This may have been due in part to the 

fact that the Gem was situated just outside the boundaries of the 
original French city and the jurisdiction of the Vieux Carré Commission.  

The Gem on Royal was in no way connected with Frank Douroux’s 

Little Gem Saloon at 445-449 South Rampart Street (first opened in 
1903).  The Little Gem was a watering hole for Jazz legends such as 

Buddy Bolden, Freddie Keppard and “Jelly Roll” Morton.  It was 
resurrected as Pete’s Blue Heaven Lounge, an R&B Lounge chosen by 

“The Zulu Aid and Pleasure Club” as a disbanding point for Jazz funeral 
processions.  The building was closed and boarded up for almost 40 

years until its rebirth as the Little Gem Saloon in December 2012, 
home to live music, Southern cuisine and cocktails. 

The Gem’s owner in 1920 was undoubtedly wrong!  Money can indeed 



be made on history, a vital factor in attracting so many visitors to the 

Crescent City each year.  In 2001, a commemorative plaque was 
finally attached to the Old Gem’s façade, and some time in the not-

too-distant future the Gem on Royal will hopefully return to its former 
glory, as witness to over two centuries of New Orleans’ most historical 

moments. 

 

Upper portion of the Gem’s commemorative plaque 

As for Governor Claiborne, if he ever did visit the Gem, it had to be in 

one of the building’s earlier incarnations.  He died in 1817. 
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