The Munn family with Charles (seated on left), possibly Carrie (seated center), and Ector (seated on right), ca. 1970s. Courtesy Historical Society of Palm
Beach County.
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Ector Orr Munn:
The Rich and Famous
Ector Munn’s (1891-1993) oral history was conducted at the Munn residence, 331 Cocoanut Row, Palm Beach,
on February 14 and 23, 1987. Maria Bacinich conducted the interview on behalf of the Historical Society of
Palm Beach County. Mr. Munn’s nephew, Thomas Dennie Boardman Jr. (1912-2000), was present and spoke
occasionally. The interview was taped on microcassette. The first transcription was retyped and indexed in June
2006, and edited in March 2015, both by Lise Steinhauer. The first transcription had words/phrases replaced by
***** to indicate [inaudible]. They have been replaced here as [blank] or [?]. The first transcript contained many
apparent errors. Where changes have been made here, they are shown in [brackets].

BACINICH:

Mr. Munn, I would like to ask you, first of all,

in ’17. When did you first come down here?

when you came to Palm Beach and how old you were.

BOARDMAN:
[the 1920s].

MUNN:		
Well, I wasn’t any child. When I first came to
Palm Beach, I was about twenty-two years old, right after the
First World War, and I came down from New York, where I had
a job. I came down to see my mother [Caroline “Carrie” Louise
Gurnee Armour Munn] because she had had a stroke and she was
living in one of these Breakers Cottages. I don’t know if you
know them. There were about three on each side north, and three
on the left. I imagine that these cottages are just about the oldest
buildings in Palm Beach today. Wouldn’t you think so, Den?

MUNN:		

Oh, we came down even before then.

BACINICH:
I would like to introduce Dennie, who is Mr.
Munn’s nephew.
MUNN:		
I guess he is my oldest nephew. And [he] is the
son [of] Mrs. Boardman.
BACINICH:
Louise.

BOARDMAN: Oh, very definitely, yes!

And Mrs. Boardman was your sister, Mary

BOARDMAN: No, Carrie Louise.

MUNN:		
Well, because Bradley’s is gone and the two
hotels are gone and the Flagler Museum along with the two
cottages, whatever’s left of the cottages, there are two of them,
are about the oldest buildings in Palm Beach. One [resident?]
was a lady called Mrs. Joseph Stoke. She was [married to] a
very prominent lawyer in Boston. Left of us was a lady from the
[blank] family, and my mother had the middle cottage. And she
had had a very bad stroke, which left her completely paralyzed
down the left side.
BACINICH:
here.

I was born in 1912. When I came here, it was

MUNN:		
I also have—my brother was married to a Mary
Louise, which led to [a] certain confusion there.
The war came along and [President Woodrow] Wilson took
just about so much from the concern that his boats were being
sunk. First, he was too proud to fight. You don’t know those days
but I remember them very well, and it was certainly obvious that
sooner or later, we were going to get into the war. So I chucked
my [blank] in New York and I came down here and I had a very
nice time with the weather and sure enough, along came the
spring and I found myself having to get a little bit ahead of the
draft if I was going to have [blank]. So I fortunately went...[Two
blank lines here]. [They said] in a few days, I would [be] playing
golf, which was incredible for [us] up in New York. They were

I’d like to ask you how long your mother was

MUNN:
She came down here, I think, a year or two
before. [to Boardman] You might know that date; you were born
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burning [bonfires] in the streets, what they used to do in that day
because you couldn’t remove the garbage and the wreckage and
all the rest of it, and that was the way they did it. Their equipment
was very poor in those way-back days, and as you would go along
the elevators in New York, you would look down on all the streets
in all directions and they were burning. You would see these
great [fires] towards the Hudson and towards the East River, of
garbage they would dispose of. And in the evenings down [on]
Wall Street, it was quite a rather picturesque [sight] to see the
bonfire to bonfire to bonfire to bonfires all the way home.
BACINICH:

BACINICH:

MUNN:		
It was a private golf course but it belonged to the
Breakers, I think. I don’t know who built it but anyway, that was
the ruling of the day. It was fine with them and [blank] and she
inherited all of the dislikes of the problems.
And anyway, they make arrangements down on the beach for
one [of] two things. I’ll either play golf with you on a nine-hole
golf course or I will go fishing with you. There were two famous
fisherm[e]n at that time, two fishing captains. One was Bert
[Hiscock] and the other was Earl Gray [?] and they both had their
own boats, and sometimes they would take during the season or
some rich man would go out there every day and catch the most
fish for thousands of dollars. I, for my part, after you had fished a
few times, there were so many fish there, which in those days you
got tired of pulling them in.
At the golf course, the nine holes, whenever it rained, for
the sand you had a little rake, which was called an upside-down
rake, and you used to rake the sand so that you would not leave
indentations for the next player who came along.

How did you get here, by train?

MUNN:		
I came down by train, and I could hardly imagine
what they said, that I would be playing golf most of the time,
as I love the game. And suddenly, on the second morning, we
woke up and we found ourselves surrounded with palmetto pines
[palms?] and we stopped at every station. Finally, we arrived in
Palm Beach and we went over a trestle, and there’s a bridge but it
[was] not a completely stable bridge. The train—the engines—
scared me to death because the bridge gave way under the engines
several inches from the [blank] because it was made up of bundles
of palm tree fronds bound together, and you couldn’t go over it
more than two miles per hour. And then, they finally got into the
main estate and they slowed down and came to a stop. And they
parked there and you got out and there you were greeted first
by the traditional [brass] band, Negroes, three or four Negroes,
blaring away. And in my particular case, my mother’s butler was
down there to meet me with a wheelchair [“Afromobile”].
BACINICH:
mother?

BACINICH:

Did your brothers play golf also?

MUNN:		
Yes, everybody played golf because you had
the choice of only those two things. There were very few or
no automobiles when I first came down here. Actually, you
walked and the lazy people took these pushcarts or pedal affairs
[“Afromobiles”], [driven by] the Negroes. My mother, she had
one permanently hired and [blank] told me about the man, that
he happened to be the minister of the local colored church and
he used to practice on the servants in our house and the other two

Were your sisters living down here with your

Women at the Breakers beach dressed in their black swimsuits the Breakers Pier in the ba

MUNN:		
My mother had two daughters. One had my
nephew here, and their children and [blank]. There was always
room for one more and I moved right in there very nicely.
Now, the life in those days was confined [?]. First, in the
morning when you got up, you made a beeline around ten to try
and get into the club for the beach. And the beach in those days
at low tide was probably 200 yards wide, and high tide, it was
100 yards wide. It was a beautiful beach in those days. As you
probably know, with the melting of the snow on the two poles,
the Atlantic Ocean is up about ten inches higher than it was back
in those days.
Everybody in those days, all the women, would dress in black
on the beach—they all looked like crows. And they were all in
groups. “When did you get down? How long have you been
here?” and so on. All those little groups.
What would [you] like to do at Mary’s? You have a choice of
two things. You either play golf on a nine-hole golf course with a
satin green—incidentally, you only played if you were a Christian
for some reason or another. Bessie Fenn—you remember that,
Den—Bessie would not allow any Jewish people to play golf on
her golf course. It was her golf course and that’s the way [things]
were and that’s the way it remained to World War II. I had a
friend of mine up in New York and he wasn’t allowed to play.
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houses, I imagine. They would gather around and listen to his
sermon that he would try out on them on Saturday for the Sunday
sermon, and they[‘d] all applaud the right places and so on.
BACINICH:
all—

I have a question about your father. First of

MUNN:		

My father died when I was eleven years old.

BACINICH:

So that was 1905 [actually 1903] or something.

[Her] older sister had died young and she married her brotherin-law, and then he died and she married my father. They came
down to Palm Beach entirely on the account that my mother
couldn’t stand the climate up north, so she came and we naturally
found the life very agreeable down here, and my two brothers
each built a house. Addison Mizner built [them] for them as the
architect, and I didn’t come down here to really live until twentyfive to thirty years ago, when my wife and I were married.

MUNN:		
I was a boy and I went to boarding school
[Westminster School, Simsbury, CT].
BACINICH:
correct?

He came from England, I understand. Is that

MUNN:		
[in 1870].

No, he came from [Londonderry,] North Ireland

BACINICH:

And [your] mother [1862-1922], she was born—

BACINICH:

Were you involved in flying in World War I?

MUNN:		

I was a bomber in [blank] in World War I.

BACINICH:

What is the Lafayette Escadrille?

MUNN:		
Oh, that was just [blank]. I met him and, I am not
sure, both of them and [blank]. And he got me interested in flying
and he took me down to the Curtiss brothers down in Marblehead,
[MA] which is a seaport on the north shore there, and that’s
where they were building their experimental seaplanes. And that
attracted my attention so I arranged to take lessons on the planes.
And in due course of time, I got a certificate of competency and
got into the Air Force without [too] much trouble.

MUNN:		
She came from [Huguenots] way back 200 years
ago and they had to get out of France in a hurry so they came over
here.

BACINICH:
I would like to know what happened. First of
all, you only came down winters mostly in those early days.

BACINICH:
But your father met her in New York or in
Boston or where?

MUNN:		
I came down to see Mrs. Emery at that time, and
we shared a compartment down. I think that was that her and I
came down together, and the people that I knew down here.
Down here, the people who lived in the cottages were entirely
different from the people who lived in the hotels. The big hotels
were the Breakers and the Poinciana. They were typical northern
summer hotels, you see them all up [through] New England—you
used to see, those that hadn’t burnt down. That was the fate of
all of them in the end. They had enormous porches around them,
rocking chairs, highly flammable. They were all on the American
Plan, of course. After dinner, you’d drive home as a rule or you’d
run into Bradley’s. You couldn’t get into Bradley’s unless you
came from the north, you were a northerner.

MUNN:		
He came and lived in Brooklyn, where I am told
his uncle was a rich old merchant by the name of Alexander Orr.
He was a [financier] in those days. This was after the Civil War
occurred. And [they] went into partnership and he went on to
Chicago, and that’s where he met my mother, who was a widow.

Pier in the background, 1910-1920. Courtesy Historical Society of Palm Beach County.

BACINICH:

What year?

MUNN:		
say, Den?

Bradley’s was long before I came. What do you

BOARDMAN: Oh, I think they were going in 1895, 6, 7 [1898
until 1946].
BACINICH:

What was the time when you were going?

MUNN:		
Oh, when I first came down here in 1916. That
year we got into World War I, in April of ’17.
BACINICH:

Tell us about Bradley’s.

MUNN:		
Bradley’s at that time, I remember—there were
two Bradley brothers, and they came here and they were clean
guys in that type of business and they ran it—as I remember it,
they ran it with one zero. It could have been two zero but I think
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Edward R. Bradley (insert) and Bradley’s Beach Club, ca. 1930. Courtesy Historical Society of Palm Beach County.

it was one zero.
BACINICH:

MUNN:		
Down below was this great big room—I don’t
know how many people, maybe as many as 500 people—no,
not 500—there were several hundred people. It was crowded,
crowded, crowded. There must have been—table, table, table,
table—about six or eight tables there. Everybody crowded
around those tables. You couldn’t get in there if you were a local
resident because they didn’t want anyone shooting themselves or
going bankrupt or complaining to the sheriff or whatever. That
was the understanding between the Bradley brothers and the local
sheriff and no locals were allowed in. And they had a beady-eyed
man who later became a bank president, he used to sit there in
the entrance room and look at everybody that came in, and you
weren’t allowed in there if you were a local.
[blank] resented the automobile, that there was nowhere for
the automobile to go. They had a space for them. First, you
walked—that was the novel thing that everybody did. If you
didn’t walk and you were lazy, you went in a wheelchair [also
known as “Afromobile”]. So you had a sort of—it looked like
a sled but it was [on] wheels and it had a putt-putt motor on the
back and it was all red. All were painted red, and a lot of people
had them. They cost about $100 to buy one of these things, and
we even had races. This was before your day, Den, I guess. We
used to have these races and there was nowhere to go—there were
no roads. Anyway, I never knew ran it one [?]. And finally, these
Model T Fords began to appear. Well, then we got better roads.
[blank] on an old airplane, a World War I airplane. Then about
a month later, I had a call from Atanasoff, the origin of computers.

I don’t even know what you’re talking about.

MUNN:		
It was roulette, and the house makes money if
they have one roulette and zero. Now, the greedy ones had two
zero. [blank] And Bradley used to do very well at half a zero. I
wouldn’t go into the technicality of it but you could make money
at half a zero, and my impression is that they played with one
zero.
Now, very seldom was he ever taken, Bradley. But on one
occasion, there was a very pretty woman came in and said that
she had taken—stolen—money out of her husband’s pocketbook
or safe deposit box. And she lost it all and was afraid her husband
would kill [her] and would he give her her money back. And he
did and later found out she had no husband. That was the only
time he was ever taken.
There was no restaurant in the early days as I recall—you
can correct me on this, Den. Later on, there was an excellent
restaurant, [blank] and the food was much better in those days
because the fish was much fresher. Now it comes by train or
wherever it comes from. [blank]. And so at night Bradley liked
to sit up on the mezzanine and look down on the gamblers below,
and they would sit up there and play tysiac [?] or one of those
games for two, you know.
BACINICH:
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I was involved in the early days of computers. Not that I know
very much about any of them.
BACINICH:

years and now I am happily married.
BACINICH:

What did you do with the computer?

I was in the—I worked for a bank in Boston for
MUNN:		
a while, and then I got in the war, and then I went into Harding,
Tilton Company.

Well, the company that I was in was the
MUNN:		
Atanasoff—that’s the computer company [blank] and I used to
direct the meetings, and then we sold the company to Sperry
Rand. That’s about as much as I can tell you about it.

BACINICH:

What’s that?

MUNN:		
Cotton mills in New England. And then I got
into Canada Dry. A friend of mine said that Canada Dry was
coming and we did very nicely in that.
I became interested in the Wanamaker stores for a while,
and from then, I got into my brother’s business, who was in
the fertilizer business used on racetracks. You ever been to a
racetrack? Ever see flashing lights on the infield board there?

BACINICH:
Let’s go back to the days when you were telling
about staying in one of the Breakers cottages. Who were the
other people that had Breakers cottages?
MUNN:		
Mr. Joseph Church [?], who was [a] very
prominent lawyer in Boston and had a very pretty wife. I
remember the boys, I know, were in Harvard [blank] and he was
one of these very high-priced lawyers. If you were really in
trouble, you’d go to him and he’d get you out. [blank] would be
employing him right [here?] and maybe up in Boston.
BACINICH:
In those days, when you came down at the age
of twenty-two, twenty-five, something like that, who were your
friends?
MUNN:		
Well, there was Mr. Harrison Williams lived
down here. [J. Leonard] Replogle, he was a steel magnate. Then
there was [Henry Carnegie] “Hal” Phipps, [Joshua] Cosden
[blank]—he and “Rep” [logle] each had a boat and they were the
people I had in mind. They used to bet against each other. When
Cosden went broke—no, no, he went broke in the big Crash of
’32. He’s dead and gone now.
[I knew Senator Walsh] as a boy in Washington. [blank]
follow the phantom wolves from [blank]. They took me in as a
boy and showed me [blank] of all the minerals from the state of
Nevada [Colorado]. It was quite beautiful. They had them in a
showcase there for little kids. He was a nice old fellow.
BACINICH:

What did you do for a living?

BACINICH:

That was Charles, right?

MUNN:		

Charles Alexander Munn, right.

BACINICH:

Did he make a lot of money on that?

MUNN:		

Oh, he made a couple million.

BACINICH:

That’s basically legalized gambling, right?

MUNN:		
Oh, it’s gambling on racetracks of all sorts.
And it kept the [blank] much cleaner than it had been before.
Legalized gambling before. What happened in those days, he got
the idea of having dog racing with a stuffed hare—rabbit—and it
started up in Miami [blank]. The poor English workman never
had a chance to see the object of his love running.

This was the senator?

MUNN:		
This was Senator Walsh of Nevada [Colorado],
and he was father of Mrs. [Evalyn Walsh] McLean, who owned
the Hope diamond, and then she had two boys who lived on the
[blank].
BACINICH:
Recently, two weeks ago, the second son died,
and John McLean died about eight years ago.
MUNN:		
Well, they never did take very good care of
themselves, did they?
BACINICH:
No! You say they didn’t take very good care of
themselves. How come you lived to be so old and so healthy and
nobody else in your family survived? What are you doing right?
MUNN:		

I don’t know.

BACINICH:

Do you think it’s Palm Beach?

MUNN:		
Having no children to worry about. And I was
married once before and I was a bachelor for fifteen to twenty
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