Stafford Beach:
In His Own Words
On March 16, 1987, Stafford Bacon Beach (1899-1990) was interviewed at his home in Lantana, Florida, by Maria
Bacinich on behalf of the Historical Society of Palm Beach County. The handwritten “transcription” has had the
questions removed and the responses edited somewhat to narrative form. It was retyped and indexed in June 2006 by
Lise Steinhauer of History Speaks, who made corrections after listening to the orginal microcasette tape, the condition
of which no longer permits the rewinding and fast-forwarding required for transcription. Additionally, side B of the
tape is blank and the handwriten narrative runs out. Therefore, we only have half of the oral history of Stafford Beach.

M
y mother was born in Lake City, Florida; her mother was
born in Lake City, Florida; and my father was born in Rome, New

that was a tremendous disappointment to him. I think it probably
contributed to his earlier death. Kreamer Island is out in Lake
Okeechobee.
I’d been working with the bank, the Central Farmers Trust
Company, which was at the corner of Evernia and Olive on the
southwest corner. It is now the Presbyterian Church, I believe. I
was working for the bank and they wanted me to go out to Mount
Dora to make an appraisal of some orange groves that they had
out there. So together with another chap, we drove over there. It
was on a Friday, I believe it was. We did our appraisal work and
we were about ready to come back on Sunday morning. We’d
heard all kinds of reports about the hurricane coming so my father
and mother were sitting on the front porch of the house, which, as
I said before, was located on the corner of Fern and Flagler. I got
them on the telephone to see how things were going and they said
everything was beautiful but it was supposed to strike West Palm
Beach sometime that day.
Well, we started across from inland to the coast and as we
got to Indian River City, the wind started blowing pretty hard.
We drove down the U.S. One to Stuart and we had to cross the
bridge, and so we did—it wasn’t Stuart—Jupiter. Well, we got
down as far as the overpass between Hobe Sound and Jupiter
and we turned east to go over that overpass, and the wind blew
buckets of water down through the radiator of the car and stalled

York. He came to Florida in 1886 and settled in Melbourne, on
Merritt Island. He started a nursery business at that time, which
he called Indian River Nurseries. He furnished avocadoes and
mangos and decorative plants for all the people in the area from
as far north as Melbourne and as far south as Miami. He also
represented the Neo[_____] Fertilizer Company as a salesman of
fertilizer, and used to sell fertilizer in his boat, sailing down the
Indian River and walking the beaches. He moved to West Palm
Beach in 1894, at which time he married.
I was born in ‘99 and I lived there on the corner of Fern and
Flagler, where the St. Andrews Residence now is, for about thirty
years. Then I moved over to a place in Palm Beach which I had
bought, and kept that for five or ten years. Then in 1957, I bought
this place and moved down here [in Lantana].
My father married Annie Baker in Lake City, Florida, and then
he came to West Palm Beach. My father was in several businesses.
He got in the fishing business for a while, and millwork for a
while, but he continued in horticulture up to the time of his death.
In 192[8], he had a grove out on Kreamer Island. He was to
bring in a $20,000 crop of avocadoes, and then the hurricane came
through and ten days later, there was not a tree left standing. So
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Stafford Bacon Beach. Courtesy Historical Society of Palm Beach County.
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Above: High school graduates.; Below: Located at the southwest corner of Evernia Street and Olive Avenue, the Central Farmer’s Trust Company
Bank, built in 1925, was sold to the First Presybterian Church in 1934. Both photographs are courtesy Historical Society of Palm Beach County.

right there about five o’clock in the afternoon. We pulled over to
the road ditch and weathered the storm out there. The wind was
blowing so hard, the phosphorus was coming out of the ocean,
being blown over to the automobile. It had blown across that strip
of land, across Hobe Sound. It was on our windshield. The car
almost turned over but we were down in the ditch so it wouldn’t.
The next morning after the storm passed, we started to
come down here. All of the paint on one side of the car was all
stripped off by the sand, and the windshield was sandblasted—the
windshield looked like it was frosted. We got to Jupiter and there
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were tremendous timbers across the approach to the bridge. We
had to wait there to get help to move the stuff away so we could
get across the bridge.
There was an old hotel there, a two-story hotel right at the
south approach to the bridge, which was right next to the railroad
track. The railroad was on an embankment, and this hotel had
been picked up and moved over halfway across the street and was
leaning against the embankment. I don’t know if what I’m talking
about makes any sense at all or not. [laughs]
The center of it [the hurricane] didn’t pass over where I was,
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it passed a little bit to the southwest of us. We could tell by the
way the sparks would fly—we were smoking cigarettes in those
days, and we’d throw the cigarette butts up in the middle of the
night. We’d watch which way they went and we could determine
the direction of the wind. It had passed between where we were
and West Palm Beach.
The principal damage to Lake Okeechobee was caused by a
north wind that scooped the water out. The north end of the lake,
people could walk out—I didn’t do this but people could walk
out, maybe a quarter of a mile. and pick up fish where the water
had been blown away.
My father’s grove was on the south end of the lake on the
north side of Kreamer Island, so when the tide came in, there was
a house next door to his—it was a two-story house and the lake
level came up to the second floor there. People stayed up on the
top of the second floor to keep from getting wet.
The house my father had for the caretaker was on the northwest
side of this grove and after the hurricane, it was sitting down on
the southeast corner of the property. It’d blown all the way across
the grove and all the trees had just been destroyed completely.
The Royal Poinciana Hotel in Palm Beach got twisted. The
wings like this, well, one of those wings twisted.
I don’t know how much damage The Breakers sustained. That
was practically just finished. They had this fire, I forget whether it
was ‘25 or ‘24 but I think it was in ‘24. At that time, The Breakers
was, of course, a great big frame house. I remember getting over
there on the pier—there used to be a pier that went out at that
point. I went out at that point and watched the thing burn. The
houses to the north, they had to have been up on the roofs of the
houses to the north of it with blankets and whatnot, keeping ‘em
wet down so they wouldn’t catch fire. The wind was pretty strong
and the fire was terrific, and beams floated up through the air and
went all the way across the island and landed on the Palm Beach
Hotel, which at that time was located where the Biltmore Hotel
is. Palm Beach Hotel was a frame building and it burned down
completely.
We had friends that were living in the Palm Beach Hotel. He
was Arthur Fenn—he was a golf professional whose daughter,
Bessie, worked with him, and Bessie, when her father died,
became the professional there for the Poinciana Golf Course. She
was supposed to be the first woman professional golfer.
I don’t know if this kind of rambling is all right or not. In the
twenties, I think it was ‘24, there was a group of young men at that
time who gathered themselves together and formed a corporation
called the South Indian River Company and they bought 12,000
acres of land west of Jupiter on the Indiantown Road. To identify
where it is, that’s now where Burt Reynolds has his ranch, in
there [Jupiter Farms]. That land was subdivided and drained by
a system of drainage which was thought to be very effective but
turned out to be rather ineffective.
By placing dynamite down the center of the ditches—you
placed the dynamite about every six feet apart down in the bottom
of the canal to the depth you wanted the canal to be in at the end
of the day. You’d discharge one of them and the whole line of
dynamite, if you had half a mile of ditch already planted, would
blow up. There you’d have a median ditch, but it was hard pan out

in that area and the gasses from the explosion would get under the
hard pan and as it came back in, [laughs] the canals filled up with
water so it wasn’t too successful. However, they started selling
property before we were ready. We thought we were ready but it
was actually before we were ready. People started coming down
from the North—we’d done a sales campaign in the North—and
on one or two occasions when we had a heavy storm, I used to
take the prospects out to the site piggyback to show them the
property. It sounds preposterous but it actually happened. Of
course, we developed it as best we could with the hardships we
had before, but then we had to give it up. Subsequently it was
acquired by bondholders that had invested in the property. As a
result, it is being developed now because the public drainage had
come along.
The Northerners were coming down here and buying. They
were selling land on contract. If you’d buy a lot for a stated price,
it was about 10 percent down, and then you’d pay the rest of it
quarterly or annually by agreement. The demand was so great that
I remember one day, there was a sale going on. The office was on
Clematis Street. The line formed at that office, and you’d get a
contract, you’d go to the back of the line and you could sell the
contract for $500.00 because they didn’t want to wait in line to
get in on the ground floor.
The speculators were selling the land. One of the firms was—
Singer had a subdivision up there on Singer Island. This all was
a private concern. The south end of that point up there, the north
side of the inlet for about a mile and a half, was owned by two
companies and one of them sold part of the property to Paris
Singer. He subdivided the property and it was sold on contract
basis before the fill had been made. Some of the property had to
be filled, you know. It was still under. Paris Singer was an heir of
the Singer Sewing Machine Company. He lived here for a while.
We had another developer, City Builders Realty Company.
They had developed Poinciana Park—that’s where Seaview,
Seaspray, and Seabreeze [are]. I bought a house in there on
Seabreeze for $11,500. There was a $7,500 mortgage on it. In
1933, I guess it was, a friend loaned me $4,000 to make the down
payment. I gave him a second mortgage on the property and kept
it until the ‘50s. I made a little profit and thought I was doing well
but it’s probably worth $200,000 now.
I lived there while my boys were going through prep school
but I rented it in the wintertime. In the wintertime, we had a little
cottage on Fern Street and Flagler and I’d move in there. It was
built for a real estate office. We took it over when I was married
in ‘29 to convert it into a home, so we lived there when we didn’t
live in Seabreeze. We had made a ninety-nine-year lease—or I
guess it was a thirty-three-year lease—to a real estate firm that
wanted to have an office there. There was a coconut grove there.
We said, yes, they could build it if they didn’t cut any trees down.
So they found a spot and they built this building, which was a
regular real estate office with a raised podium at one end where
the lecturer could talk to the salespeople down below. They had
one coconut tree was in the way so they had to cut the wall out
[laughs] and let the tree come through the side. Anyway, when
the Boom broke, they gave up the real estate office so we took it
over and converted it in ‘27 to this place where we lived. The first
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of November to the first of May was considered “winter” in those
days. We rented it several years like that.
I was working at the Central Farmers Trust Company as
assistant treasurer. They sent me up to Atlantic City to testify
in connection with some litigation. They wanted me to take the
papers up. The main officers worked in the New York banks,
Central Hanover Bank in New York. I went up there and they
told me to call in there when I was out. I went in there and they
informed me that my services were terminating. So there I was,
supposedly on vacation after having done this thing, with my
wife. We were going to buy theater tickets—we got to the theater
all right, but my wife wanted to buy some clothes so we had to
hold that down. But we came back to West Palm Beach.
The . . . Palm Beach Guaranty Company, who built the
Guaranty Building—I was associated as assistant secretary for

We’d say, “Now, this house would rent for $50.00 a month.” Well,
that was a $5,000 sales price. That was how it was—one percent
was the rental price. Then they said on the contract, “Lease option
to buy.” In other words, you’d move in there and you’d pay the
one month’s rent and you’d continue to pay the rent, and in a
short time, you could buy it, for the difference between what you
had—you understand what I mean. So we sold out the houses
down here. Not only the houses, but also mercantile businesses.
Then we went from here to Asheville, North Carolina, because
they had a Guaranty Company up there that had done the same
thing with properties in Asheville. So we moved up there, the sales
group, and did the same thing up there. I rented an apartment, a
third-floor walkup, for $55.00 a month, and it was furnished. At
that time, I had a son about two years old and it was pretty much
of a job getting that kid up those two flights of stairs so we tried to

Above: Designed in 1922 by local architects Harvey and Clarke, the Guaranty Building at 120 Olive Avenue, West Palm Beach, ca. 1920s. At right:
Grace Morrison, who helped get Morrison Field established in 1936. Both images Courtesy Historical Society of Palm Beach County.

that firm too. They sold mortgages and they had them guaranteed
by the U.S. Fidelity and Guaranty Company so that if anyone went
into default, the insurance company would pay off the mortgage.
Well, the bottom dropped out and they had to start taking up and
buying these properties wholesale. They formed a company called
the Liberty Finance Company to hold title to these things. The
Liberty Finance Company was managing the properties but they
didn’t want to handle the sale of it, so Carlborn and Cook, a firm
of young men from down here in West Palm Beach, they took
over the contract to sell it, and two other fellows and myself were
chosen as sales people to help with the sale of these things. So
we had a list of the houses that had been foreclosed, and we went
out in cars and checked the houses, looked at them, went through
them, and decided how much that each house would rent for.
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find someplace to go. I was showing houses and of course, I had
all the lists. There was one beautiful little cottage that was under a
tremendous oak tree that was almost in the middle of Asheville on
a little quiet street. It was $2,250.00 and I could get it for $22.50 a
month so I said, “Why should I spend $55.00 a month to rent this
apartment?” Well, we bought this little house for $22.50 a month.
Then we started looking around for furniture, and we bought
furniture on the same basis. [laughs] One day, we saw an ad for a
9x12 rug—it was in gray shades. At any rate, it had a small hole in
it. The man wanted $15.00 for it so we told him, no, we couldn’t
pay that, but offered him $10.00, and he said, “If you take it with
you now, you can have it.” So we bought this 9x12 rug for $10.00
and put it on the top of the car and took it home with us. [laughs]
This was the Depression.
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Down here people were getting scrip from the government.
But we could still rent our Palm Beach home in winter. I think we
got $3,000.00 for the season. In those days that was good money.
The thing that we liked about it was that it gave us money to send
the kids to boarding school. And the house itself was right there
where the boys could get on their bikes or walk up to the ocean.
We were less than half a block from the ocean. But people in West
Palm Beach were wanting.
Asheville was in the 1930s. We came back from Asheville in
1933. I’d bought two or three houses from one of the salespeople
who had gone with us to Asheville for $500.00. Just didn’t make
much—it sold for $750.00 or so.
During World War I, I was at Cornell University and belonged
to what was called SATC—Students Army Training Corps. I was
inducted in October, I guess, and was ordered to active duty, to
Officer’s Training Camp, almost immediately. So I had been
hoping to go to Coast Guard Artillery but when the
time came for me to be shipped, I was shipped out
to Camp Zachary Taylor to field artillery and I
didn’t know anything about horses. Anyway,
I had to go to field artillery and on the way
to Louisville, the Armistice blew, so I
was in the service probably six or eight
weeks at most. Then I stayed on—my
college years were already shot, so I
stayed on and got commissioned in
field artillery. Then I went back to
Cornell and they had a field artillery
unit there among the cadets, so I
stayed on with that. Because of
my commission in the Reserves, I
was a major for the Cadet Corps at
Cornell for one year.
As it happened, I am the only
living charter member of Palm
Beach Post #12 of the American
Legion. I’ve been a member since its
inception.
Well, in World War II, I had a family
and I had a mother who was widowed and I
was looking after her and my family, so I didn’t
push to being active or to get a commission. But
I did join the Coast Guard Auxiliary here in West
Palm Beach. They bought the property, which is now
called the 48th Street . . . it’s the Coast Guard Headquarters, at
48th Street on the lakefront in West Palm Beach. We used to do
24-hour duty once a week and we’d come there and spend time
there as sentries at headquarters, or spend the night on a 100- or
110-foot cruiser where the crew would go out in emergencies,
and we had to board some of the ships as they were coming in
to check on them and see if everything was all right. I did duty
on sentry posts up and down the beach, Singer Beach, watching
for anybody coming in. They did have some landings detected.
When I did duty, there was a pier out here at the foot of Worth
Avenue, which is now [inaudible] outpost two. I spent some time
out there on that outpost. We were aware that Germans were

landing but we never heard much about it and I never saw any.
There were no lights you could have showing on the east side at
night. Automobiles were practically blinded, they gave you just a
little slit, enough to see the road. That was to cut down the glow
in the skies.
We had a young man who was stationed up here at Jonathan
Dickinson. I forget the name but there was a camp up there.
He used to come into church—Holy Trinity Church, which is
downtown where it is still. We lived two blocks from the church
so we’d go to the church in the morning—we were living in that
little cottage at the time. One morning, my wife went to church—I
was home with the boys for some reason. I was cooking breakfast
and we had our chef’s hats on made out of paper bags, and she
came in with this young soldier from church. She invited him in
for breakfast with us. Well, it got to be a habit, and he spent every
weekend with us, sleeping on the makeup bed in the living
room. We kept in touch with him and he brought his
wife down and lived on the second floor of my
mother’s house for two years. We have seen
them or talked with them or visited them
almost every year since then, until about a
year ago. He lives in Denver.
One of our children was born
in 1930, the other in ’34. They
were going to Suwannee Military
Academy, the church school up
there. The youngest son was in
charge of a group of prospective
inductees taken to Miami for
induction. When it came to him,
they turned him down because he
had plantar warts. The other boy
went to Cornell, too, and he got into
the Student Reserves.
I was working for Jack Wilson,
who was a building contractor, and
he had two or three separate contracts
out at Morrison Field and he took me on
as timekeeper. I used to get out there—I
don’t know, six o’clock in the morning—
and start keeping track of the time that these
different contractors [worked], and he’d shift
men from one job to another and I’d keep track.
So I worked as long as they were constructing out at
Morrison Field, [before] the war was actually over. I knew Grace
Morrison—she was secretary of [Maurice Fatio]. She gave a lot
of activity to the field—I think she flew but I’m not sure about
that—so the field was named for her when she died.
You know, the pilots would start out from here to fly over
the hump. They’d start out here for officers to fly over to take
supplies to that area there. They used to refer to it as “flying over
the hump.” I think that’s what it was.
If I remember correctly, Mr. Munyon, that Munyon’s Island
was named for, was a [inaudible]. I was very young then.
The red bugs were cute little things, you might call them a
crate almost. Four-wheeled vehicles, slats running down parallel
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Standing left to right: Harvey E. Oyer Jr., Clara Mae Allen, Stafford Beach, Edward Ridge McKenna, John B. Dunkle, and Bessie DuBois; Seated, left to
right: Lillie Elder Pierce Voss and Susan DuBois. Courtesy Historical Society of Palm Beach County.

with the centerboard. If I remember correctly, there was a fifth wheel that had the motor on it. When you were standing still, you put
the [inaudible] in a certain place and it’d lift the wheel off the ground so you wouldn’t crash it. I never had one but I’ve ridden in one.
That’s my recollection of it.
Boxing started out having an arena that once belonged to the American Legion. There was a location on . . . First Street, now
called Banyan, on the north side. Wasn’t much of a place to start out with—seated a hundred, or about that. They had fights there.
Then they moved over to a place on Clematis Street at the intersection of the railroad tracks, on the northeast corner. It was on a lot
The Tustenegee
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that belonged to the FEC [Florida East Coast] Hotel Company, the railroad
company. The Legion made a deal with ‘em to lease it for a dollar a year. The
Legion put up a $20,000 stadium on that dollar-a-year lease property. That
was a real stadium—they had prizefights and Phil O’Connell was one of the
fighters. Gurnee Munn was a very confident [inaudible] player. He and the two
Mizners had box seats.
I graduated Cornell in ‘22. I was at home. We were at a party one night and
they all wanted to go to Bradley’s. Well, I was brash in those days so we walked
up to the front door. They wanted to know where we were from so I promptly
[told] them my address was 230 Willard Way in New York. That was where
I had just graduated from. See, I gave them that address so I got a card and I
have a card still. After that, I went in whenever I wanted to, but I didn’t abuse
it and my wife and I, after we were married, would go in there once in a while
and [treat] ourselves to a $20.00 evening. We got to see the chemin-de-fer, the
whole works. It was very quiet, very nice, well conducted. Bradley was, of
course, raking in the money from people who had it and could afford it. But
when it came to those who couldn’t afford it, he didn’t want to have business
with them. He was very generous, a philanthropist. He gave to all the churches
and of course, people didn’t frown on that at all. How they notified the sheriff,
I don’t know, but they had it fixed so that the tables they had could be flipped
over and when they ever did come in, they were sitting around at dining tables,
as opposed to gambling. The décor there was always the same, white wicker
with green upholstery, green rugs. That was in the 1920s.
I played golf and tennis. The Poinciana Golf Course, of course, I was pretty
familiar with that because Bessie Fenn—she and her mother, after her father
died, came to live in my mother’s house, and so I got just like a brother to
Bessie Fenn. And as a matter of fact, her mother died at my mother’s house on
Fern and Flagler.
As a boy, I used to go over and sell oranges to the caddies at the golf course.
There was a caddy house there. At that time, the greens were clay with sand
on them. And the tees—they had a little bucket of damp sand—you made your
own tee with a little pyramid to put your golf ball on.
That’s when Bessie got me the job as assistant secretary of the Old Guard
Society in 1934, and I was secretary for thirty years. I’m still a member but I
don’t get there for need of transportation. At the Poinciana, the [FEC] Hotel
Company was very much of a sponsor for the Old Guard, giving guests
something to do. The hotel company provided them the space rent-free and the
water free. Now they’re paying $30,000-35,000 a year rent. The purpose of Old
Guard was so, when they weren’t playing golf, they’d come up there and play
cards, play bridge, backgammon, and that sort of thing, and that’s what they do
now. But they moved after many years when they built The Breakers Cabana.
Then they closed that up and they went over there for about ten years to the
building on the south side of The Breakers. Then they moved back where they
started. They have a chef there who just serves a simple lunch.
Thinking about all the kinds of changes that have happened here over the
years, just think about that waterfront between the two bridges along Flagler
Drive, the changes that have taken place in there are just tremendous—
tremendous! Golly, I have pictures of it—it was all woods! Our house—the
south end of Fern Street—was the south end of West Palm Beach back then.
The Indians used to come and camp next door.
[Handwritten transcript: “The tape runs out at this point”]
This is the end of Side A. Side B is blank.
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