
The development of Sài-Gòn urban space from its origin to 

1954 as seen through plans and maps of the city 

(English and French subtitles) 

 

Basing herself on a rich collection of maps kept in both Vietnam and in France, Mrs. Tôn Nữ Quỳnh Trân 
(historian, director of the “Center for Urban and Development Studies”)  provides an overview of the 
history of  Sài Gòn - Chợ Lớn city from its origins to the end of the colonial era. 
 
Having become the capital of the province Gia Định in 1698, Sài Gòn became the main administrative 
and commercial centre of southern Vietnam in the 18th century and in the first half of the 19th century. 
 
This prosperity, which goes hand in hand with the rapid increase of its population, is partly due to the 
vitality of the second urban hub to which Sài Gòn is closely associated, Chǫ Lǫn (literally «The Single 
Market»), a trading town founded by the Chinese that centralizes and markets the majority of products 
from the Mekong Delta, primarily rice. 
 
The colonial intervention profoundly transformed the physiognomy of the city, which became the capital 
of the colony of Cochinchine in 1862 and that of French Indochina from 1887 to 1901. Urbanism is 
redesigned according to a functional checkerboard-shaped geometric plan, a common trait of new 
western cities. It acquired all the comfort attributes of the time (electricity, water and sanitation 
networks, public lighting, etc.), scientific progress (the Naval Hospital since 1873) and modernity 
(tramway line Sài Gòn-Chǫ Lǫn, rail network towards the Mekong Delta, ...). 
Public buildings, markers of colonial superiority and power, were quickly erected: the Notre-Dame de 
Saigon Cathedral (1880), the Saigon Train Station (1881), the Post Office (1891), the Municipal Theatre 
(1900), the City Hall (1907), etc. The construction of the Tân Sǫn Nhǫt airport in 1920 symbolizes this 
irresistible march towards modernity. 
 
In 1931, Sài Gòn and Chǫ Lǫn were brought together within a single city, an act that officially 
consecrated the acceleration the ongoing process of bringing the two urban spaces closer together. 
Merging the dynamics of each of the two cities quickly led to a strong development of economic 
activities and trade. 
 
Finally, the last act of the colonial parenthesis, the First Indochina War (1945-1954) forced the rural 
population to flee the fighting areas to take refuge in the city. The population of Sài Gòn - Chǫ Lǫn 
increased threefold between 1946 (492,000 inhabitants) and 1952 (1,600,000 inhabitants). This large-
scale “forced urbanization” did not allow for a planned and concerted development of neither the urban 
space itself nor its economic, social and cultural components. 
 
 


