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Dudley S. Blossom III donated his family’s collection of eleven photograph albums and fifteen home 
movies to the Historical Society in 2005.  Taken between 1894 and 1936, the images show the personal 
lives of the Bingham and Blossom families in the Palm Beaches.  The collection reflects how Gilded 
Age families, from dowagers to teenagers lived, and played, and how they evolved to the Modern Era.
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   Dear Readers,
Welcome to the Spring 2015 issue of The Tustenegee.  
Included within are four transcripts of  oral history 
interviews recorded between 1962 and 2012.  Historical 
Society staff are raising funds for a new Oral History 
Project, so we can continue to capture these invaluable 
and unique viewpoints about local history from those 
who were there.  Topics up for consideration include 
medicine, law, business, community, sports, and 
immigration, just to name a few.  If you would like to 
serve on a committee to help formulate the next Oral 
History Project or would like to donate to the cause, 
please let us know.  

We would like to take this opportunity to update you 
about Knollwood Groves (see “What’s in a Name,” The 
Tustenegee, Fall 2014, vol. 5, no. 2).  One of our readers, 
Ginger Pedersen, has completed some new research 
and found that Kenneth G. Smith, head of Pepsodent 
toothpaste company owned the farm and grew citrus 
and winter vegetables.  Since Pepsodent sponsored the 
Amos and Andy Show, the farm was briefly called the 
“Amos and Andy Farm,” although the famous duo never 
owned Knollwood Groves.  For more information, see 
Palm Beach Past, www.palmbeachpast.org.

We are always looking for articles for our next issue 
of The Tustenegee.  Do you like to write?  Do you like 
to research?  Combine the two and share your article 
about Palm Beach County history with our readers.

Sincerely,
The Editors of The Tustenegee

Article submission:  Please submit articles in Microsoft Word 
format to the following email: rmarconi@historicalsocietypbc.org, with 
author’s full name, email, mailing address, phone number, and if applicable, 
organization.  Once the article has been reviewed, the author will be notified 
via email whether or not it has been accepted for publication.  Additional 
instructions will be sent about images, author biography, and photographs.  
The Historical Society of Palm Beach County reserves the right to edit 
all articles.  Submissions should follow the Chicago Manual of Style for 
writing.  Authors submitting articles do so with the understanding that they 
will not receive compensation.

The Tustenegee
Editor-in-Chief
Debi Murray

Editor
Richard A. Marconi

Graphics and Layout
Richard A. Marconi

Printed by
MDH Printing

The Tustenegee is a journal about Palm Beach 
County history and is published online twice a 
year by the Historical Society of Palm Beach 
County.

The Historical Society of Palm Beach County 
is a non-profit organization whose mission is to 
stimulate public appreciation for the rich history 
and cultural heritage of Palm Beach County.

Historical Society of Palm Beach County
300 North Dixie Highway
West Palm Beach, FL 33401
Phone: (561) 832-4164
Fax: (561) 832-7965
www.historicalsocietypbc.org
www.pbchistoryonline.org

Mailing Address:
Historical Society of Palm Beach County
PO Box 4364
West Palm Beach, FL 33402-4364

The contents of The Tustenegee are copyrighted 
by the Historical Society of Palm Beach County. 
All rights are reserved. Reprint of material is 
encouraged; however, written permission from 
the Historical Society is required. The Historical 
Society disclaims any responsibility for errors 
in factual material or statements of opinion 
expressed by contributors.  The contents and 
opinions do not necessarily reflect the views 
and opinions of the editors, board, or staff of the 
Historical Society of Palm Beach County.
  

For inquiries and contributions, write to:
Editor, The Tustenegee
Historical Society of Palm Beach County
PO Box 4364
West Palm Beach, FL 33402-4364

From the Editors
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To learn more about becoming a Corporate Member or Partner, please contact us at 
561.831.4164 or visit our website at www.historicalsocietypbc.org.

The Historical Society of Palm Beach County would like to give 
special thanks to our Corporate Members & Partners
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Become a Part of History - Join Today!
Board of Benefactors – $2,500 & above 
The success of any organization rests with strong 
leadership commitments to its mission. Benefactors 
will beinvited to special events that expand their 
understanding and appreciation of historically 
significant individuals and events. In addition, members 
are listed on the Society’s letterhead.

Pioneer Circle – $1,000
Recognizing the challenges of our forefathers, serve as 
a Pioneer in the Society’s continued growth and impact 
on the County.

Flagler Circle – $500
Henry Flagler was a visionary – you can be one, too, by 
supporting the Society at this important level. Lectures, 
special events and a distinguished publication by a 
noted local author mark this forward-thinking category.

Mizner Circle – $250
Addison Mizner changed the face of Palm Beach County, 
as you can with support of the Society. At this level you 
will also receive a print of a historic photograph from 
the Society’s Archive.  

Barefoot Mailman – $125
Imagine trekking from Jupiter to Miami – continue the 
journey by becoming a member and learn more about 
our area through free lectures and special events.

Family/Dual – $75
Learn how our county was shaped and meet others 
through a variety of events, free lectures, and the Annual 
Meeting, with one other family member.

Individual – $50
Your support of the Society allows you to meet others 
who share your interest in history, including free lectures 
and an invitation to our Annual Meeting. Enjoy a 10% 
discount in the Museum Book Store and Gift Shop.

Educator Membership – $30
Become part of a community of educators dedicated 
to making Palm Beach County history accessible and 
making the most of  the Museum as a learning tool. 
Free research sessions in the archives, free lectures, 
and notifications of events including invitations to 
special events and workshops created for teachers and 
education professionals. Education professionals must 
show proper accreditation to qualify. Please call for 
further information.

Name

Address Apt #

City State Zip

Daytime Phone Evening Phone

Email

  Board of Benefactors: $2,500 Individual, $5,000 per couple

 Pioneer Circle: $1,000

 Flagler Circle: $500

 Mizner Circle: $250

 Barefoot Mailman: $125

 Family/Dual: $75

 Individual: $50

 Educator: $30

Become a
member today!

Enclosed is my check in the amount of ____________________

payable to:       Historical Society of Palm Beach County

Or, please charge my:

Card #

Exp. Date ___/___/___

Name (as it appears on card):

Complete, cut out, and return to: 
Historical Society of Palm Beach County
Member Services
PO Box 4364
West Palm Beach, FL 33402-4364

For Special Interest Memberships, please contact the Historical Society at 561-832-4164.

Visa______   MasterCard______   AMEX______   Discover______
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Admission 
is free!  

 Located in the historic 1916 County Courthouse,  
a symbol of the birth and growth of our county. 

 Learn about our rich and vibrant history from the 
earliest natives through today’s in�uential leaders.

 Centrally located in downtown West Palm Beach 
near Clematis Street and other cultural attractions.

PALM B EACH COUNTY

R I C H A R D  A N D  PAT

JOHNSON

HISTORY
MUSEUM

300 North Dixie Highway, West Palm Beach, Florida
Mondays, 10:00 am-2:00 pm (September-May)

Tuesday-Saturday, 10:00 am-5:00 pm (Closed major holidays)
561.832.4164  | www.historicalsocietypbc.org

The Museum is operated by the Historical Society of Palm Beach County. 
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Over 13,000 records and 26,000
photographs are now posted online.

NOW AVAILABLE ONLINE

http://bit.ly/1Id3VSk
To access the catalog, please visit

or use your smartphone
to scan the QR code:

HSPBC’s collection catalog is 
available for browsing. It is a great 
place to begin doing research or 
looking at photographs from our 
extensive archives.



Have some free time?  Come volunteer at the
Richard and Pat Johnson Palm Beach County History Museum

Are you up for the challenge?
The Historical Society of Palm Beach County is looking for good people to volunteer as:

NEW Docent Class Starting Soon
Sign up NOW!

Docents: Acting as guides for groups and individual 
guests. Training: 12 classes. Commitment: one shift 
per week for four hours, Tuesday – Saturday, mornings 
or afternoons.

Gift Shop Assistant: Comfortable with selling, 
handling money and credit cards.  Training: 2 sessions. 
Commitment: one shift per week for four hours, 
Tuesday – Saturday, mornings or afternoons.

Archival/Collections Assistant: Handling artifacts 
and documents, cataloguing, assisting researchers. 
Training time is determined by the Chief Curator or 
Collections Manager. Commitment: preferably one 
shift per week for four hours, Tuesday – Friday.
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In recent issues, The Tustenegee has included transcripts of oral history 
interviews from the archives of the Historical Society.  This spring, we expand 
their occasional appearance to fill the entire issue.  Our collection of oral histories 
began a half century ago, when the term “oral history” was not yet widely 
used.  The four interviews in this issue offer an idea of the Historical Society’s 
efforts in this area and the increasing improvement in techniques of recording, 
transcription, and accessibility. 

Daisy Butler Lyman (1871-1964), one of the county’s first schoolteachers, 
participated in the Historical Society’s first oral history program in 1962, an 
ambitious project that included thirty local pioneers. The interviewer, a semi-
retired broadcaster, was not a local.  These recordings were upgraded to 
compact disc in 2006, and new transcripts restored verbatim language.  It was 
too late, however, for the narrators to review the transcripts for corrections, an 
important step in the process.

Ector Orr Munn (1891-1993) was related to several Palm Beach-New York 
society families, such as the Pulitzers and Wanamakers.  He and Stafford Beach 
were among a handful of oral histories recorded in 1987 by artist and Palm 
Beach resident Maria Bacinich.

Stafford Beach (1899-1990) was the son of a pioneer horticulturist.  His 
microcassette tape recording was transcribed in handwritten narrative form 
without questions, as shown, and was too fragile later for replication or proper 
transcription.

Judge Edward Rodgers, Ret. (1927- ), helped bring down racial barriers in 
Palm Beach County as its first Black assistant state attorney and later as a judge.  
In 2006 he was one of ten interviewees who had been great achievers in their 
fields. 

This 2006 group followed five interviews in 2004 chosen from a long wish list.  
The list continues to expand with additions, while also losing names of those 

Oral Histories:
An Important Component
of the Archives
By Lise Steinhauer
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who are no longer available.  Though most of our narrators lived very long lives, 
it is tempting fate to wait too long to talk with others. 

Increasingly, we realize the importance of documenting the lives of not just 
movers and shakers, but of working men and women, like Daisy Lyman, a 
schoolteacher married to a boat captain.  Every life is of interest when viewed 
from a different time.  Just as three of the four presented herein, born in the 
nineteenth century, are intriguing to us in the twenty-first century, the fourth—
Judge Rodgers—and other narrators interviewed today will captivate those 
looking back in another 100 years. This documentation of life must be ongoing, 
to preserve local history for future generations for uses that we can only imagine.

Lise M. Steinhauer is a wordsmith, oral historian, and researcher through her business, History Speaks. 
Projects for the Historical Society of Palm Beach County have included the Palm Beach County History 
Online website, the docent manual for the Johnson Museum, and many oral history interviews and 
transcriptions. Lise’s work has been published in academic texts; A Photographic Odyssey: Around the 
World with Alexander W. Dreyfoos; and the upcoming biography, Alexander W. Dreyfoos: Passion & 
Purpose.  She has recently joined the Historical Society of Palm Beach County part-time as Membership 
Associate. Lise holds a Master of Arts in Liberal Studies and lives in Jupiter, Florida.
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Oral histories are important because they help tell the story of changes over time.  Above, top to bottom, Skyline of West Palm Beach 1896, 1970s, 2012.  
Top and middle images are courtesy Historical Society of Palm Beach County; bottom image courtesy Richard A. Marconi.



Daisy Emily Butler Lyman (1871-1964), West Palm Beach’s first 
teacher and the wife of one of Lantana’s founding sons, was born 
on March 25, 1871, in Cairo, Illinois.  

Two years after her high school graduation, Daisy moved 
to Santa Fe, New Mexico, where she spent a year teaching, 
housekeeping, sewing, and cooking at a government-sponsored 
mission school for young Native American girls separated from 
their families in the break-up of Geronimo’s tribe.  She then 
returned home to attain a First Grade Teaching Certificate 
at the North Indiana Normal College in Valparaiso, Indiana.

Newly certified, Daisy received word from a friend who 
had recently moved to Jupiter that West Palm Beach was 
in need of a teacher for its first school. Moving to south 
Florida in the summer of 1894, Daisy was hired.  In her 
first year, Daisy taught thirteen pupils, ranging in age 
from eight to fourteen years.  But her stay in West 
Palm Beach, at the original schoolhouse set up in the 
old Congregational Church on the corner of Datura 
and Olive streets, would be short-lived. At the time, 
West Palm Beach was little more than a community 
of transient construction workers living in tents 
along Clematis Street. Its unsettledness and few 
signs of growth worried Daisy, and she applied 

f o r for a teaching position at the Lantana school.
Daisy began teaching at the one-room 
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right: Lantana School, Lantana, Florida.
Both images courtesy Historical Society 
of Palm Beach County.



schoolhouse in Lantana the following year. While living at the 
Bassett Hotel and boarding with Lillian Lyman, the daughter 
of Lantana’s founding family, Daisy became acquainted with 
George Ralph Lyman, Lillian’s brother and co-founder of the 
well known general store and Indian trading post, M.B. Lyman 
& Co. The couple married on June 3, 1896. 

Daisy took a sabbatical from the classroom for several 
years, returning when her two sons, Clarence (1898-1962) 
and Ralph (1900-1979) had reached the ages of five and 
three, respectively. Daisy moved the family to Gainesville 
during the boys’ adolescence so they could be close to 
the University of Florida.  While there, she taught in 
local Gainesville schools. 

Once her boys had been admitted to the university, 
Daisy moved back to Palm Beach County. She spent 
the next twenty-two years teaching general science 
to seventh and eighth grade students. Her academic 
curiosity never waned. In the years leading to 
her retirement, she spent the summer months 
attending educational programs at various 
universities throughout the United States. In 
1940, at the age of sixty-nine, she became 
the oldest woman to take summer classes at 
the University of Florida.

The following summer, the faculty of 
Palm Beach Junior High School (Daisy’s 

Daisy Emily Butler Lyman:
A Lantana Pioneer Story

The oral history of Daisy Emily Butler Lyman was taped at the Lyman 
home at 504 “N” Street in West Palm Beach, Florida, on February 
2, 1962, by Rush Hughes on behalf of the Historical Society of 
Palm Beach County. Lise M. Steinhauer of History Speaks 
transcribed the taped oral history in 2006. This interview is part o f 
an ongoing oral history project of the Historical Society.

Introduction by Stacey Wroble
HSPBC Intern 2011
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HUGHES:  I am talking to one of the true pioneers of this 
area. What is your name?

LYMAN: Mrs. Lyman, Mrs. Daisy Lyman.

HUGHES: Mrs. Lyman, your address here? Your address is 
504 “N” Street, right?

LYMAN: Right, West Palm Beach.

HUGHES: Now, how long have you lived in this area?

LYMAN: Since 1894—uh, well, not right here in this 
place, but in Florida—since 1894. That’s when I came here.

HUGHES: How old were you then?

LYMAN: I was twenty-three.

HUGHES: Isn’t that a sneaky way to find out how old you 
are?

LYMAN: Yeees.

HUGHES: Where’d you come from?

LYMAN: I came from Illinois. I was born and raised in 
southern Illinois near Cairo, part of the time in Cairo and part of 
the time in the area around Cairo.

HUGHES: Did you come here as a bride?

LYMAN: No.

HUGHES: You weren’t married when you came here.

LYMAN: I came here in 1894 to teach school.

HUGHES: Oh, where’s that?

LYMAN: West Palm Beach. I had a friend that I had met 
in New Mexico. I was teaching in an Indian school in Santa Fe, 
New Mexico, and the people that run that school had a niece that 
came out to work in the school. You don’t want all this.

HUGHES: Just go right ahead, yes.

LYMAN: And she married there the man that was in the 

Weather Bureau Service. And I was there and teaching in the 
school and I got acquainted with her there, you see. And her 
husband was transferred to Jupiter in the Weather Bureau. This 
was then—from Stuart way down past Homestead and out to 
Okeechobee Road was Dade County. And he got elected on the 
School Board. So she wrote me that Will—that’s her husband—
was elected on the School Board and said if I would come to 
Florida, I could have any school I wanted in the county. There 
were just seven schools from Stuart to Homestead and out to 
Okeechobee. So I was finishing that year of my teacher’s degree 
in college in Valparaiso, Indiana, and when I finished—in August, 
it was—I came here in September of 1894. 

HUGHES: Now why did you choose Lake Worth, of all the 
places you could’ve gone in Florida?

LYMAN: Well, because my friend was here in Lake Worth. 
They were asking me to come to them, you see, and teach in this 
county where he was elected county superintendent—not county 
superintendent, member of the School Board.

HUGHES: Where was this school located?

LYMAN: Well, I taught [at] the first school in West Palm 
Beach. There was other schools located in the county. There was 
one at Riviera, one at Lantana—Lantana was an older section 
than this, residential section—one at Lemon City . . . I can’t 
remem—Palm Beach, one at Palm Beach, but not in West Palm 
Beach. That was an old school in Palm Beach before there was 
any settlement here at all.

HUGHES: Was the Palm Beach school the first school in 
Florida?

LYMAN: No, no, not the first school in Florida, but one 
of the first schools in the county. I don’t just know what its status 
was exactly but it was one of the first schools in the county. Did 
Mrs. Enos tell you that? Didn’t she tell you anything about the 
schools?

HUGHES: Yes, she told me about the school over in Palm 
Beach.

LYMAN: Yes, well, that’s what I’m talking about.

last school) honored her with a retirement reception at the Norton Gallery and School of 
Art. Daisy received nearly 500 guests and was commended by the keynote speaker and her 
former student, Judge Curtis E. Chillingworth, for her selfless and untiring dedication to public 
education. Although formally retired, Daisy continued to substitute teach throughout Palm 
Beach County schools. Her later years also found her an active member in civic organizations 
and at the First Presbyterian Church. In September 1964, two weeks after suffering a stroke 
that robbed her of her speech, Daisy died at home at the age of 93. She was buried beside 
her husband George at Woodlawn Cemetery in West Palm Beach. 
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HUGHES: I got the impression from her, it was the first 
school in the county.

LYMAN: Well, it may’ve been but I don’t hardly believe 
it.  

HUGHES: Your telephone, you want to answer it?

LYMAN: Oh, shit, now what in the world—

HUGHES: Now when you taught school here, how many 
pupils would you have in a school?

LYMAN: Well, I had opened about fourteen. I opened the 
very first school in West Palm Beach. I opened it here. And it was 
located in the little frame building, one room, frame . . . hutch, 
you might say, on the corner of Datura and Olive.

HUGHES: Right downtown.

LYMAN: Yes, right, just one block south of Clematis on 
Datura, and uh . . . Datura and um, what did I say just now?

HUGHES: Olive?

LYMAN: Olive. And uh, there were—

HUGHES: That was in 1884.

LYMAN: That was 1894.

HUGHES: Ninety-four, I mean.

LYMAN: That was 1894, and I opened with about fourteen 
pupils.

HUGHES: And you taught them what grades?

LYMAN: All grades from kindergarten, from primary up 
to the eighth.

HUGHES: To the eighth.

LYMAN: Uh-huh.

HUGHES: And all in one room.

LYMAN: All in one room.

HUGHES: How’d you control the kids that you weren’t 
teaching?

LYMAN: Oh, I had the older ones in charge of the smaller 
ones and I had a class up—now, the eighth grade, I’d have a class 
up and the seventh grade pupils—one or two or three—would 
be taking care of the little ones on the one side, you know. They 
just helped around like that. I didn’t have much trouble. I taught 
school in Illinois before I came here, in the country schools, 
mixed grades that way, all grades from the eighth grade to the 
tiny ones.

HUGHES: You were a diplomat as well as a teacher, huh?

LYMAN: Well, I don’t know if I was a diplomat or not, but 
I had to control them. I had to do that, you see, to teach them at 
school, and that’s what the schools were then in those days.

HUGHES: Is this some—is this a technique you were taught 
in teacher’s college?

LYMAN: Yes. We were taught—I took the teacher’s 
course, and the lady that was in charge of that put us in classes 
and made us teach right there before her, don’t you see? And we 
got our instructions of how to conduct it and how to manage and 
how to classify and all like that in that school, that’s what I—

HUGHES: Do you think the youngsters in your day learned, 
really learned, in school?

LYMAN: Sure. Yes, I do think they learned. Why, I had 
children in my school that grew up and in just two or three years, 
could take a teacher’s examination and go out and teach in the 
lower grades from the schools right—that we were teaching, that 
we were uh conducting right there at that time in 1894 and ’95.

HUGHES: How old would they be when they graduated 
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From left to right: Clarence Lyman, Daisy Butler Lyman, and Ralph Lyman, 
early 1900s. Courtesy Historical Society of Palm Beach County.



from your school?

LYMAN: Oh, about sixteen. They could go and take a 
country school with little children in it and teach it. All they had 
to do was to manage the children and teach ‘em to read and write, 
and they learned that from the school, from me. Now, I don’t 
know how the other teachers were, but I was taught in Valparaiso, 
this teacher’s college, how to teach little children, how to present 
the exercises to them and for them to learn it and make use of it 
and all like that. That’s what I was taught in school there, and 
when I came here, I had taught one school in Illinois. My brother 
was a teacher, by the way. He taught all grades and I went to 
school to him. He was a college graduate from Valparaiso and he 
was taught in that school how to conduct and manage his school. I 
went to school to him, then I went to Valparaiso myself, don’t you 

see, and we, in those days, had all grades from the primary on up 
to—well, he had even higher than the eighth grade but I never had 
any higher than the eighth grade in all my classes. Then of course, 
after I came to West Palm Beach to teach, I had just grade school, 
just a grade, you know, sixth grade or seventh or eighth grade or 
whatever grade I was put in.

HUGHES: How long was the school year in those days?

LYMAN: Eight months.

HUGHES: Eight months. And how much did you get paid?

LYMAN: Well, first school I taught here in West Palm 
Beach, I got sixty dollars a month.

The Tustenegee 16

Daisy and George Lyman on their 50th wedding anniversary.  Courtesy Historical Society of Palm Beach County.



HUGHES: You had to pay your own room and board out of 
that?

LYMAN: Yeah, four dollars a week.

HUGHES: Well, you did pretty well, didn’t you? [laughs] 
You made some money.

LYMAN: [laughs] Yeah.

HUGHES: How long did you teach?

LYMAN: Well, I taught West Palm Beach that first year. 
I could’ve taught here on, but my friend that was elected to the 
School Board figured that it would be too difficult a task for me to 
take this school here, on account of it being a railroad terminal. 

The Poinciana had just been built. All the workmen that had 
worked on the Poinciana was—when Mr. Flagler got his place well 
enough along that he could open it for a season but still wanted 
workmen—he had them living in tents on the grounds around the 
Poinciana while they were building it—he bought a homestead 
that ran right through the center of town, Clematis Avenue run 
right through that—was a Mr. Hillhouse homesteaded that—and 
made Clematis Avenue—just run a street right through there—
and moved all of his workmen over from the grounds so he could 
beautify the grounds and open up the Poinciana in 1894. And they 
bought lots for about fifty dollars a piece on Clematis Avenue up 
and down. And the houses were just huts, just little frame houses 
and huts and little stores and things all along from the lake to this 
lake up here, you see, right up the street—and that’s all the streets 
there was in West Palm Beach when I came here. That church 
was built—well, there were—Olive was—it wasn’t paved, but 
that church was on the next corner, next to Clematis Avenue, you 
see. That little frame building, they called it a church and they had 
church services there Sundays and Wednesdays.

HUGHES: How long did Mr. Flagler’s shacks stand?

LYMAN: Oh, they were gradually disappeared when 
people built better ones, you know. The next year after I taught 
at West Palm Beach, as I started to tell you, this friend of mine 
said that the school would be too difficult for me for the next year 
because of all the workmen coming in, the families and children, 
boys and all that sort of thing that were difficult to handle, and he 
would rather I would go to another place that would be easier. 
  So he sent me to Lantana. That was an older settlement than 
this was. My husband’s people had settled that several years 
before and there was a small school there, all grades, with about 
thirteen or fourteen children or fifteen, something like that. So 
Mr. Wittmire, the School Board member, my friend—sent me 
there, and his wife went to Jupiter. They had a home in Jupiter. 
He had taken up a homestead up in there on Indian River and they 
had a home in Jupiter. So his wife was a teacher and so she went 
from—to Riviera and taught school and he sent me to Lantana. 
And I met Mr. Lyman there and married him at the end of that 
term, you see.

HUGHES: Oh, I see. He was a teacher too?

LYMAN: No, no. He and his brother were in the supply 
business there. They had a store and they supplied all the farmers 
down the lakeshore with fertilizer, supplies at—grocery supplies—
and they had a general store there and he and his brother run that. 
And he had a launch, a little motorboat that he delivered with, and 
he would leave out a barrel so I could go with him.

HUGHES: [laughs] Did you think that was complimentary? 

LYMAN: Oooh, yeees.

HUGHES: A barrel weighed about four hundred pounds, 
didn’t it? [laughs] 

LYMAN: Well, it was space more than anything else. 
[laughs] I wasn’t quite that big either.

HUGHES: Mrs. Lyman, in those days in schools, did 
you have what we now call “juvenile delinquent boys” and 
“incorrigible girls”?

LYMAN: Yes, we had some, not to any great extent. I had 
to do spanking. I’d spank ‘em every once in a while or switch ‘em 
with a little switch, y’know.

HUGHES: Did that keep ‘em in line?

LYMAN: Yeah.

HUGHES: Did uh—

LYMAN: Their parents agreed it was all right.

HUGHES: I was gonna ask. Nowadays, you know, parents 
disagree.

LYMAN: Oh, no, they wouldn’t stand for it now but they 
wanted me to make ‘em mind. I had a boy that was rather unruly 
and he was in class, he was making—I had a blackboard up here 
and of course, I was doing blackboard work and I had my little 
folks standing along the row here and this one was about seven, 
eight years old—nine, something like that. And of course, the 
minute my back was turned, he was up to mischief, poking the 
others in the class, doing something. And I turned around and 
caught him at it. And I jumped at him to shake him like this, 
y’know, and I had a pointer in my hand and I dropped that pointer. 
And every child in that school vowed that I struck the child with 
that pointer. They j—I dropped it and it clattered and I shook him, 
and—soon as I did that, he had a little sister sittin’ in the back, in 
one of the seats in the back. She jumped up, right over the backs 
of the seats and went flying home and pretty soon, her mother 
came to the door. She wanted to see the stick I hit that boy with! 
I said, “I didn’t hit your boy.” You couldn’t get one child in that 
school to say that I didn’t hit that boy. They thought I did, y’know, 
but I didn’t. But I had it in my hand and I dropped it, and I just 
jumped at him like this and I suppose it looked like that I hit him, 
y’know. And so I—she bussed me out and went on. Well, that 
afternoon, her husband had a meat shop and at that time I had a 
room and was doing my own cooking, y’know. It was hard to get 
board and board was pretty high, even at that time, because of 
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tourists, you see, and everything.

HUGHES: How much did you pay for board?

LYMAN: So I went in to the meat shop to get me some 
meat, and Mr. Davis, the old man, he said, “Miz Lyman, I want 
to apologize for what my wife did. Any time that boy gets out of 
line, you just wear him out,” he said. “Just do what you please, 
wear him out.”

HUGHES: [laughs]

LYMAN: So I didn’t feel uneasy about what Mrs. Davis 
would do anymore. But I never did have to do anything more. I 
jumped at him and scared him so, and the others too—they didn’t 
know that I would do a thing like that, y’know. [laughs] So they 
all got scared enough that they behaved themselves. I never had 
any more whipping or spanking or anything like that to do.

HUGHES: You uh—this was before the days of the PTA.

LYMAN: Yes, oh yes, there wasn’t no PTA then.

HUGHES: You’d have been up and down—[laughs] 

LYMAN: I’d have been up against it, wouldn’t I? [both 
laugh] Well, I was taught in Illinois, I was taught by my brother. 
He thrashed ‘em if they needed it, if they got out of line. And 
I was taught, the main thing was to make ‘em mind, that you 
couldn’t carry on—my brother used to say, “You can’t carry on a 
school, you can’t conduct a school or teach ‘em anything unless 
they behave. And if they don’t behave without a spanking, you’re 
gonna have to give it to them.” That was born and bred in me, 
you see, and I didn’t know anything else but to do that. I taught in 
Lantana a number of years before we moved back up here. And 
when we moved back up here, why, I applied for—Mr. Lyman 
was gonna go in business up here and I applied to the School 
Board and I happened to know the county superintendent and 
he—the first thing he asked me, “Can you make ‘em mind?” I 
says, “Well, I can try.” I says, “I’ve done it so far.” Well, that’s all 
right, if I could make ‘em mind, that’s all he cared—[laughs] he 
didn’t care whether they had education or not.

HUGHES: As the community grew in years, when did high 
schools come in as separate units? Or did they just add on to the 
eighth grades in the elementary schools?

LYMAN: They gradually grew. It went up to the eighth 
grade and ninth. I think the last that I taught in the school here 
was the tenth grade, was when the tenth grade was inaugurated. I 
didn’t teach the tenth grade, I always taught in the lower grades. 
Seventh and eighth was my—my hangout. About the time that 
they instituted the high school here, I went to Gainesville. My 
boys at that time had grown up and were getting ready for high 
school and there was no high school here, and I wanted them 
to get in touch with the university [of Florida]. I wanted them 
to get interested in goin’ through high school and goin’ to that 
university. The main idea of my whole life was to get my boys 
through the university.

HUGHES: How many did you have?

LYMAN: Two. So I wrote to um . . . I had been to summer 
school up there in Gainesville and Murphree was the president, 
and I wrote to Murphree. I had met him when I was up there at 
summer school and I wrote to him and told him my situation, 
told him I wanted to get into the public schools there because 
of my boys, and to get into the university. By that time—he had 
been in the public schools—by that time, he was president of the 
university [of Florida], you see. So he handed my letter to the 
principal of the school there, public schools, a Professor Castles, 
and he had been, he had gone to school in Valparaiso, same school 
that I had c____. And he knew what they taught in Valparaiso and 
how they trained the teachers. He says, “Anybody that’s been to 
Valparaiso’s good enough for me.” I got a letter from him right 
away and he put me in the schools up there, you see. So I went up 
there with my boys and took them through high school. I taught 
seven years! Left my home and my husband. I’d go up in the 
winter. Terms were only seven months then, you see. Mr. Lyman 
was in the bicycle business down here and we had a home right 
over there, right across the cemetery over there in that park over 
there. I would go to Gainesville and teach and come home—we’d 
come home for two weeks’ vacation, the boys and me—and he’d 
come up every once in a while and visit us a week or a few days. 
He had help in the shop so that he could leave a few days at a time 
and he’d come up and visit us. And I stuck it out for seven years.

HUGHES: And you got the boys through school. What’d 
they graduate as?

LYMAN: Well, they didn’t either one of them graduate in 
university. They went about two or three years. My oldest boy 
took civil engineering and he was only three years. He lacked one 
year for graduating. But he was offered a county job, a county 
engineering job, and it was awful good pay, and he had just 
considered himself old enough to get married. So he ran away—
they ran away and got married—and he took the job and that 
was the end—at twenty, see. And he’s been in civil engineering 
ever since. He’s connected with the Perry Construction Company 
now—been with them for years, thirty or forty years.

HUGHES: When did your husband go into the bicycle 
business down here?

LYMAN: Oh, let me see. . . 1896, we were married in 1896 
. . . about 1900. I can’t remember the exact date, around 1900.

HUGHES: That was a great means of transportation then, 
wasn’t it?

LYMAN: Yes, that was the only means of transportation 
then.  There were no roads and you could only ride the bicycles up 
and down Clematis and just right around in town there, you see.

HUGHES: What’d they have, wooden sidewalks?

LYMAN: No, they had shell, oyster shell. They would 
grade the streets and go out to these shell mounds. Do you know 
where the shell mounds are? Well, they brought in oyster shell. 
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Clematis was graded—
was shelled with oyster 
shells from those banks 
of oyster shells out—I 
don’t know, there’s some 
around Jupiter and . . . I 
don’t remember now 
where those mounds 
were but they hauled 
‘em in from there and 
graded them, you know, 
and pounded them 
down. They’d get down 
with posts like this and 
pound ‘em, that’s about 
all they had to level ‘em 
off with.

HUGHES: Do you 
remember the names of 
some of the bicycles or 
how much they cost?

LYMAN: W e l l , 
mine cost fifty dollars. 
I don’t know what the 
regular price was. I guess 
that was about general 
price, fifty dollars for a 
bicycle. No, let me see, I can’t remember the names now.

HUGHES: Was there a Pierce or a Columbia? Iver-Johnson? 
Do you remember any of those?

LYMAN: Iver-Johnson, I remember. It didn’t take long to 
teach anybody how to ride a bicycle. Just two or three times and 
they were up and gone. Soon as they could balance themselves, 
why, they were all right.

HUGHES: Did the kids ride ‘em to picnics?

LYMAN: Yes, they rode ‘em—well, not to picnics, they 
rode ‘em to school. Used to have bicycle racks up there, just rows 
and rows of bicycle racks. I don’t know whether they have any 
now or not.

HUGHES: Oh, yes!

LYMAN: Do they? Well, they had bicycle racks in those 
days. And Mr. Lyman went into the bicycle business because that 
was the most lucrative business then at that time, you know. It 
was—it just almost run itself. People were just buyin’ bicycles 
and having accidents and things happen to them that had to be 
repaired. He had a couple of young men in the shop with him 
that helped him. And he was a mechanic himself. He had been in 
Jacksonville in mechanic work so it just suited him to get in that 
business. He then got . . . later, as he went on in the bicycle business, 
he moved his shop over in Palm Beach and did mostly renting of 

bicycles to the tourists. 
Oh! The tourists used 
to come in the fall, 
they’d come down here 
to Palm Beach and that 
was the only way they 
had to get around, you 
know, riding up and 
down. They thought 
that was wonderful, to 
get a bicycle to ride. 
Mr. Lyman did a good, 
lucrative business. In 
fact, he was in that until 
he was retired, in that 
renting of bicycles.

HUGHES:   When did 
the automobile come in 
here? There were horse-
and-carriage days too, 
weren’t there?

LYMAN:  Yeah, not 
much horse and carriage; 
there were a few. Mr. 
Lyman and his partner, 
G. C. Barko, were 
about—by the way, Mr. 
Lyman had a partner 

by the name of Barko, G. C. Barko. After it started for a while, 
they went in business together. And Mr. Barko and he had the 
first automobiles. They had two automobiles. I think—I don’t 
know whether one was a Ford or not but just little two—just one-
seater, you know, and they rented. And they made money on that. 
People—oh, that was wonderful to rent those automobiles to ride 
up and down. All the road was, was this county road. We called 
it the “County Road” then, all the way down to Lantana, it was.

HUGHES: It didn’t go any farther south than that?

LYMAN: No, not at that time. Not in our time, it didn’t. 
Of course, it continued later. But um . . . I don’t know, it’s so far 
[laughs], it’s so far in the past that I can’t remember the details of 
things very well.

HUGHES: Wasn’t it a lonely life for a schoolteacher before 
you were married?

LYMAN: I didn’t think it was. I didn’t suffer from 
loneliness. There was—now when I went to Lantana—see, I 
taught here one year, then I went to Lantana. Well now, Lantana 
was an older community and the people were acquainted with 
each other. And there were several young men there and no young 
ladies.

HUGHES: Oh! Oh, you had the market, huh? [laughs]
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LYMAN: I had the market all to myself. And every boy, 
every fella, had a boat, and the fella that had the nicest boat and 
could give you the nicest time was the one that got the dates.

HUGHES: Mr. Lyman must’ve been pretty high up on the 
list.

LYMAN: [laughs] Well, he had a sailboat and a launch, 
you see. And we could go in the launch, if we wanted to go to 
the beach or make a quick trip, several of us, we could go in the 
launch. If we wanted to go in the sailboat where the whole family 
could go and we could sail up and down the lake anywhere we 
wanted to go, up and down the lake. There was a family across—
Mrs. Enos’ family—the Dimicks lived across here at Palm Beach. 
There was a family by the name of Pierce that lived across from 
Hypoluxo on the island there, and they had a son by the name 
of Charles. He had a boat, and he and Miles were great friends. 
There was another family just about two or three miles north of 
Lantana on the lakeshore by the name of Bradley, and he was our 
county—was a School Board member—county superintendent. 
He was our county superintendent. Well, he had two or three 
sons—two sons—and they had sailboats. And there was Mrs. 
Enos and myself and Lillie Pierce and—I don’t know, just two or 
three more young people. We gabbed—parties, you know, on the 
beach—why, we weren’t lonely. We didn’t know what it was to 
be lonesome. We had those boys trained so that anytime we were 
free [laughs], we had a boat to go in and someplace to go!

HUGHES: [laughs] Well, of course, being the schoolteacher 
in the community, you had to be pretty careful about going—you 
couldn’t go out with them alone, could you?

LYMAN: Well, I did.

HUGHES: Did you really? My goodness.

LYMAN: I sure did. When he wanted to go out on the 
boat, the sailboat—“Come let’s take a sail”—I went with him. 
Nobody thought anything about it. That’s the only place there was 
to go. There wasn’t anything that . . . oh . . . could be criticized 

much because that boat, a sail out on the ocean had to be attended 
to pretty strictly, you know. [both laugh]

HUGHES: Where did these boats come from? Were they 
built around here?

LYMAN: No, I guess they got them from Jacksonville and 
all. My husband’s boat, I think, came from Jacksonville. I think 
they got—see, they got their supplies from Jacksonville and they 
were brought from—brought in sailboats in boats that sailed up 
and down the coast. My husband and his brother had a—it wasn’t 
a yacht, it was a—well, it was a good big-sized freight boat and 
they used to carry freight from here to Jacksonville. They’d 
come down from Jacksonville with a load of supplies, all kind of 
supplies, fertilizer and groceries and things like that to supply the 
people that lived down here, and they’d go back with pineapples 
and supplies from down here. In those days, they grew a lot of 
pineapples down here.

HUGHES: Yes, they did.

LYMAN: He used to take boatloads of pineapples up to 
Jacksonville. And of course, along the Indian River, you could 
get oranges, you see. The Indian River oranges were very highly 
rated at that time. And vegetables, people grew vegetables. The 
farmers down here, they grew all kinds of vegetables and they 
would—things that would keep. Now, of course, the perishable 
things—they were going by sailboat, they weren’t going by 
motorboats and they were going by sailboat, and sometimes 
they’d have calms and be stagnated along the coast and couldn’t 
get there.

HUGHES: Did they go on the outside or come inland?

LYMAN: Part of the way [outside] and part of the way 
inside. I think they came from Titusville down the Indian River, 
and then they’d go from, part of the way, on the outside up to 
Jacksonville, the ocean way. Sometimes, after they got their big 
boat, the—not the yacht, I can’t think what they called it but it 
was a larger freight boat—they’d go all the way outside, you see.
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now, I just have to have it and that’s all there is to it. [laughs]

HUGHES: Well, as you look back over a very interesting 
and very active life, what one event in your mind stands out?

LYMAN: Oh my goodness, I wouldn’t hardly know 
how to say there was any one event. I guess getting married 
was the [laughs] big event of my life at that time, and then 
there wasn’t very much of . . . well . . . I can’t say—I was gonna 
say the year that I was appointed to teach up here in West Palm 
Beach after living down in the country there. My boys were 
four and five years old, I’d been married about six or seven 
years and I had lived down there in that area, in the country 
area, all that time, and to get back into West Palm Beach and be 
a teacher, an appointed teacher to the West Palm Beach school, 
was quite a victory for me, a country teacher, you know.

HUGHES: Outside of your husband and your children, 
you’d say your teaching was the love of your life.

LYMAN: Yes, my teaching was the main thing of 
my life. And I went to Gainesville—I went to Gainesville to 
summer school. And when I was appointed to the Gainesville 
school, that was the high point in my life too. I felt very elated 
over the fact that I’d kept up my schoolwork and could get 
into a city school in Gainesville where the university was, you 
see. For my boys to go to the university, I planned them to go 
through high school there. They were in high school here but 
they had to finish high school up there and go to the university. 
My height of my ambition was for them to graduate from the 
university but . . . 

HUGHES: Were you disappointed when they didn’t?

LYMAN: Yes, I was disappointed but after all, I imagine 
it was the best because they married—the oldest one married a 
very fine girl and they have lived a happy life, and she’s been 
a help to him and he got his—got right into the work of the. . . 
engineering work, you see, and has followed it up ever since, 
and I expect that that was the best thing that could’ve happened 
after all. I don’t have any regrets about it, anyway. [laughs]

HUGHES: Well, Mrs. Lyman, I want to thank you very 
much. You’ve been a very interesting guest.

LYMAN: Well, I hope I have. I don’t think there’s much 
that you can hold onto that is of any interest, but—

HUGHES: I think you’ll find that there’s a great deal 
that will be very interesting to the people who are interested in 
these tapes. I want to thank you very much.

LYMAN: You’re welcome, I’m sure.

HUGHES: Was the inlet built then?

LYMAN: There was an inlet. There was an inlet, but not 
like it is now. They could—I don’t remember how that was. They 
used to get inside with the boat, yes. There was an inlet but I don’t 
know who built it or—my husband was wrecked at that inlet and 
his boat was wrecked. And he lost his cargo and he almost lost his 
life. He was for three or four days unconscious from the strain and 
exposure of trying to save his cargo.

HUGHES: How’d it happen?

LYMAN: Storm at sea. There was no storm here but there 
was a storm at sea and it caused great what they call “rollers,” 
and you couldn’t sail out of it cause there’s not a breath of wind 
stirring. And it just washed that boat ashore. It kept going ashore 
and he couldn’t get out of it. Finally, it hit on the reef and pounded 
to pieces on the reef.

HUGHES: Even his freight boat was under sail. He had no 
motor for it.

LYMAN: No, no he had no motor. It was a sailboat. So—I 
don’t think he sailed anymore. I don’t think he used the boat 
anymore for cargoes. By that time—let me see, when I came here 
in 1894, the railroad only came as far as Titusville, and I had to 
come from Titusville by steamer to Jupiter. I came on down here 
and taught—now, let me see . . . During that year, in 1894 . . . and 
5, the railroad was continued on to Miami.

HUGHES: And that took the freight boat out of the business.

LYMAN: Uh-huh, the freights then—well, they did a good 
deal of business on the lakeshore, along the lake, up and down the 
lake. You see, this lake is twenty miles long, twenty or twenty-
five miles long, and people—there was no roads, there was no 
way to get things, only by boat, and there were . . . Of course, 
there were just small boats that worked up and down the lake and 
delivered freight of all kinds. They had to have fertilizer of all 
kinds and they had to have groceries and things like that, you see. 
And the little stores had to be supplied and that took a good deal 
of work along the lake.

HUGHES: What did it cost—when you were “batching,” so 
to speak, and doing your own cooking, what did it cost you to eat 
for a week, have you any idea?

LYMAN: No, I really haven’t. My salary was sixty dollars 
a month and I know I saved enough off of it to—I had my living 
and I had—of course, I had to buy clothes, and I saved enough 
of it to go back to school for the summer term of school in 
Valparaiso, so it couldn’t have been very high priced. Oh, four 
or five dollars a week, I imagine, would keep me in groceries and 
living expenses, about five dollars a week.

HUGHES: Of course, it’s a great victory if a human being 
can do it on fifteen now.

LYMAN: Yes, I’d say it is! I don’t even keep count of it 
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My mother was born in Lake City, Florida; her mother was 
born in Lake City, Florida; and my father was born in Rome, New 
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 

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 

Stafford Beach:
In His Own Words
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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.
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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 

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, 

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.
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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 

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. 

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 

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. 

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.
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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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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 

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. 
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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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BACINICH: Mr. Munn, I would like to ask you, first of all, 
when you came to Palm Beach and how old you were.

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?

BOARDMAN: Oh, very definitely, yes!

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

MUNN:  She came down here, I think, a year or two 
before.  [to Boardman] You might know that date; you were born 

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

BOARDMAN:     I was born in 1912.  When I came here, it was 
[the 1920s].

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: And Mrs. Boardman was your sister, Mary 
Louise.

BOARDMAN: No, Carrie Louise.  

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 

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].
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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: 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: Were your sisters living down here with your 
mother?

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.

BACINICH: So it was a private golf course.

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.

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 
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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: I have a question about your father.  First of 
all— 

MUNN:  My father died when I was eleven years old.

BACINICH: So that was 1905 [actually 1903] or something.

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

BACINICH: He came from England, I understand.  Is that 
correct?

MUNN:  No, he came from [Londonderry,] North Ireland 
[in 1870].

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

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

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.  

[Her] older sister had died young and she married her brother-
in-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 twenty-
five to thirty years ago, when my wife and I were married.

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.

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

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.

BACINICH: What year?

MUNN:  Bradley’s was long before I came.  What do you 
say, Den?

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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it was one zero.  

BACINICH:  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: How many people were coming there?

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.  
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years and now I am happily married.

BACINICH: What did you do for a living?

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

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: 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.  

I was involved in the early days of computers.  Not that I know 
very much about any of them.

BACINICH: What did you do with the computer?

MUNN:  Well, the company that I was in was the 
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: 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: 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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After serving in the Navy Hospital Corps during World War II, Edward Rodgers (1927-) attended 
Howard University on the G.I. Bill. There he was able to observe civil rights activists such as 
Thurgood Marshall, and he met and married Gwendolyn Baker of West Palm Beach. They settled 
here in 1950.

As a teacher at Roosevelt High School, Rodgers protested unequal pay for Black teachers, 
which led him to enroll in law school to do more for equal rights. He was accepted by University 
of Miami until they learned he was Black, and instead he headed for Florida A&M in Tallahassee.

At FAMU Rodgers started achieving “firsts” as first in his class of six (including future federal 
judge and Congressman Alcee Hastings). He practiced briefly with F. Malcolm Cunningham Sr. 
before starting his own practice on Rosemary Avenue as the fifth Black lawyer in the county. 
In 1964 State Attorney Marvin Mounts appointed Rodgers the first African American county 
prosecutor. Then he quickly moved to the county’s first Black assistant state attorney and first 
African American judge, then Florida’s first Black circuit court judge, where he was chief judge for 
a time. Between appointments, from his private practice, Rodgers forced desegregation by suing 
the Children’s Home of Juvenile Court and the West Palm Beach Police Department.

In 1991 Judge Rodgers achieved his greatest personal achievement: the county’s first Drug 
Court, in Riviera Beach, which was then replicated in Delray Beach and West Palm Beach. Instead 
of watching drug and alcohol abusers go to jail, their concerned family and friends could initiate 
a hearing to consider treatment. A year later the prestigious Jefferson Award at the U.S. Supreme 
Court recognized this effort by Rodgers.

Since retiring from the law in 1995, Judge Rodgers has received other awards and served on 
special commissions. In Riviera Beach, where he lives and served as city councilman and mayor, 
the Post Office was renamed for Edward Rodgers in 2004.
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STEINHAUER: Would you please say your full name and spell it?

RODGERS:  Edward Rodgers, R-o-d-g-e-r-s.

STEINHAUER: When and where were you born?

RODGERS: I was born in Pittsburgh, August 12, 1927.

STEINHAUER: Tell me a little bit about your family.

RODGERS: Well, my family in Pittsburgh—I was born during the Depression Era, and like many other 
blue-collar families in Pittsburgh, we were on welfare and government handouts. I believe my dad got his 
first job with the W[ork] P[rogress] A[dministration], which was sort of a government-stimulating industry. 
They went around repairing streets and stuff but primarily to give people something to do because of the 
Depression, because steel mills were not working and everything. We remained in that position until World 
War II, which started in the forties, and only then did the City of Pittsburgh begin some form of recovery 
whereby they had jobs and things available for people in the steel mills. So for the next few years, Pittsburgh 
did very well in the steel industry. A lot of people were employed, even students. I worked as a part-time 
student in the steel mills in Pittsburgh after school until I went in the service, which was in 1944.

STEINHAUER: What did you do in the service?

RODGERS: I went into the United States Navy and I was a hospital corpsman. I served in the Navy from 
’44 to ’46.

STEINHAUER: What kind of aspirations did your parents have for you?

RODGERS: Well, not very much. My parents worked in the coal yards and steel mills in Pittsburgh. [They] 
didn’t feel as though college was an option, nor that it would really do any good. In Pittsburgh, in spite of the 
fact of being a northern city, the institutions of higher learning were still segregated in spirit. They only took 
so many Blacks into the University of Pittsburgh, so many Jews, so many Asians, so we didn’t really know 
too many people who went to college. Unfortunately, my aspirations were to try to get a job as a laborer with 
Standard Oil Company or see if I could get in with some guys who were selling numbers around the streets.

STEINHAUER: So how did you end up in college?

RODGERS: Well, fortunately for me, when I went into the service, I got in the United States Navy, which 
was also very segregated at that time. I think they had three bathrooms or four: colored, white, officers, 
something else. At that time, all non-whites were cooks and stewards’ mates, “cabin boys” for lack of a 
better term. But when [President] Truman came in, we actually changed things around and he required that 
the services desegregate. I had an opportunity then to go to hospital corps school as a pharmacist mate. 
There I met a lot of guys from the universities because you entered that program based on your scores 
on tests and things. So I met a lot of guys that had attended universities, especially the Black universities 
like Howard and Wilberforce and Fisk and Meharry [Medical College] and things like that, so they gave 

This oral history of Judge Edward Rodgers was taped at the  WPEC Channel 12 studios in Mangonia Park, FL.  Lise 
M. Steinhauer of History Speaks conducted the interview on behalf of the Historical Society of Palm Beach County 
on January 6, 2006. It is part of an ongoing oral history project of the Historical Society.
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me a whole different outlook on life about school. Prior to that, I thought that school was basically just a waste of time. Nobody got 
anywhere going to school. Guys that I knew in Pittsburgh who went to school were still elevator operators and things like that. 

Even then, had it not been for the G.I. Bill, which was given to World War II veterans, I certainly could not have afforded to go to 
college. The G.I. Bill enabled me to go to college. I never would’ve had that opportunity had it not been for that. I went to Howard 
University in Washington, DC, finished there in 1949, got married while I was in school. I guess I’d always planned to go to law 
school. I had a major in political science at that time but getting married and starting a family sort of caused me to delay my aspirations 
for a while. 

I went back to Pittsburgh for a while but couldn’t get a job there because, unfortunately, my family was still following [Abraham] 
Lincoln. Perhaps we were the only Black Republican family in the whole city of Pittsburgh, and the Democrats had been in power 
for the last thirty years. Pittsburgh was very political. In order to get a job, you had to get a letter from your ward chairman and your 
district chairman and go through the political hierarchy. Then you got a job. I was just trying to get a job on the rubbage truck. I 
couldn’t get that so I came down—my wife was from West Palm Beach so I came down to see if I could find something here.

STEINHAUER: Give me a little background on your wife’s family. 

RODGERS: Gwendolyn Baker was her maiden name and she was born in West Palm. I think her family may’ve been from Georgia. 
But she was born in West Palm and her aunt who raised her was a schoolteacher here for years.

STEINHAUER: Do you know her name?

RODGERS: Melba James. Her husband worked for a minority insurance company called the African American Life Insurance 
Company. So when I first moved down, I got my first job with the African American Life Insurance Company selling weekly insurance 
premiums. Being a college graduate, I started going to the fraternity meetings. There’s where I met some principals and people in the 
school system. That was sort of an entrée into the school system for me.

STEINHAUER: Is that when you decided to become a teacher?

RODGERS: Yes, that’s when I got a job as a teacher. I was not trained as a teacher because I had a major in political science. I intended 
to go to law school but a wife and children and bills and things put that on hold for a while. 

I worked out at Morrison Field, which was still open from World War II. They were still sort of shutting down so I worked out there 

Edward Rodgers swearing-in ceremony. Courtesy Historical Society of Palm Beach County.

The Tustenegee 38The Tustenegee



a ticket, the lady called the doorman, he came out, he put his 
hand on my shoulder and said, “Son, are you colored or white?” 
I said, “I’m colored, why?” He said, “Well, in Washington here 
we have segregated movies. We don’t have the integrated movies 
and if you’ll go out here to Georgia Avenue—catch any trolley car 
going down that way, tell them to let you off at Georgia Avenue 
and there you will find all of your movies.” I was completely 
flabbergasted. I had my little ruptured duck on showing my 
honorable discharge from the Navy.2 I said, “But man, this is 
the United States of America and this is the capital.” He said, 
“I know, and I don’t have anything to do with it. I’m just trying 
to do my job here.” That, of course, was amazing to me because 
all my friends never told me about that part of Howard. [laugh] I 
was quite surprised. Then later, I realized Washington was on the 
Mason-Dixon Line and was the separating line there.3  So that 
was a big surprise to me, that Washington was segregated. I guess 
that I had a taste of it there.

Also while there, I had the pleasure of watching Thurgood 
Marshall and Belford Lawson and James Nabrit [Jr.] and the 
various groups get to practice their skills and things for the 
civil rights cases that were being supported and instituted by 
the NAACP. So that was a very interesting thing and probably 
whetted my appetite, which was all ready to go into the law. But I 
spent a lot of time down there watching them.

STEINHAUER: So when you came here, was it much different?

RODGERS: So when I came here, I was pretty much accustomed 
to how segregation worked. In Pittsburgh, as I said, it was against 
the law to segregate but in my neighborhood, a lot of Blacks 
would go to a local pub. If they didn’t want you there, they would 
just break the glasses or take their time about waiting on you or 
something. 

I participated with the sit-downers in Washington, DC. We 
would go to the five-and-tens and just sit down and pretend we 
wanted to buy something. What was so hilarious, if they had just 
asked us, what did we want, nobody had any money to pay for it.

STEINHAUER: What do you recall about the 1950s when you 
arrived here?

RODGERS: Well, it was very different. It was segregated, very 
greatly so. As I said, West Palm Beach was very unique in that 
there were strong lines of segregation. There were no white people 
who owned any businesses in the Black section. They really had 
a separate-but-equal doctrine. The city tried to be somewhat fair 
about it. All the service stations, stores and things were all owned 
by Black people and they did not allow that philosophy to be 
abridged, even if white business people tried to get Black guys 
to go into the business for them, to front for them as managers 
as they did in Miami and Ft. Lauderdale and some of those other 
places. It was unique to that extent. 

The housing, of course, was all segregated. All of the Black 
people lived between the railroad tracks just about all up and 
down the state of Florida. The only exception here in West Palm 
was from Twenty-Third Street south to about Fifteenth Street, 
what we called the Pleasant City area. That was the Black section 
which was on the other side of the railroad tracks. 

for a while as a janitor. 
I then got a job teaching in a night school program, teaching 

veterans. I taught veterans there in night school for a while, 
and then I got a job in the day school working for DCT, which 
was a diversified training program whereby the kids served 
apprenticeship periods part of the day and then they went to 
classes the other part of the day. The idea was that when they 
finished school, if they were not going to college, they would’ve 
developed some type of a skill through the apprenticeship period 
time that they were working for the schools.

STEINHAUER: Where was that?

RODGERS: That was at Roosevelt High School, which was 
originally the segregated high school.

STEINHAUER: Was all of Roosevelt High School done that 
way?

RODGERS: It was just one of the many programs they had. 
Roosevelt was a regular high school at that time.

STEINHAUER: I understand Roosevelt was a cut above most 
schools, certainly most Black schools. Would you agree with that?

RODGERS: No. You’ll find that most schools, then and today, 
perhaps were somewhat tied to the economic level of the 
community. So I would say, Roosevelt was probably a little better 
than Belle Glade but maybe about the same as Delray Beach 
because of the economic-socio level of the people living there.1  

All of the segregated schools were basically good schools, 
and the problem with segregation was that we all got secondhand 
materials. The only way we got new books were when Palm 
Beach High got new books, then we got the books that said, 
“Property of Palm Beach High.” They had writings in the legends 
and missing pages and things like that. That was the down side 
of it. The teachers in the occupational or trade areas, like in the 
shops and things, all their tools and things were secondhand. The 
teachers in the Economics Department, they were all secondhand, 
sewing machines and stoves and stuff like that. So that was really 
the down side that made the big difference between the schools.

STEINHAUER: Okay. You said your original plan was to become 
a lawyer. Why was that?

RODGERS: I really couldn’t tell you that. I didn’t know any Black 
lawyers, certainly didn’t know, had never seen a Black judge. I 
don’t think I’d ever seen a Black lawyer when I was growing up. 
So, so much for the role model idea. I had no role model as such 
and I really couldn’t tell you where that desire came from.

STEINHAUER: When you arrived in Palm Beach County in 
1950, it was segregated. Was it different from Pennsylvania or 
from Washington, DC, as far as the segregation?

RODGERS: Absolutely, absolutely. Washington, DC, was a big 
surprise for me. I finished my term in the Navy and went back 
to Washington, where Howard was, to take the entrance exam. 
So after the entrance exam, I decided I’d walk downtown and 
see a movie. So I went downtown to see the movie. I asked for 
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Actually it was that confinement of the races that allows 
Riviera Beach now to be primarily controlled by Blacks, because 
we had nowhere to go except to continue between the tracks, the 
East Coast and the Seaboard, and we moved on out to Riviera 
Beach in such numbers that later on we became the majority of 
the population there now. And now it is basically a Black city and 
that’s creating some good and some bad.  

But West Palm Beach in the Fifties was very well embedded 
in the doctrine of segregation. We had separate teaching 
associations.4 The Black organization was called the Florida 
State Teachers Association and I think the white organization 
was the Florida Teachers Association. And we also received 
different salaries, the Black teachers. And female teachers, 
as well, didn’t always receive the same amount as white male 
teachers did. A lot of embarrassing things. In order to get a loan 
from Atlantic National Bank, I had to get a note from the [school] 
superintendent’s secretary saying that I was a good guy, and take 
that over there, and they would give me the loan.

STEINHAUER: Did you have any fellow teachers or students 
whose names we might recognize?

RODGERS: Let’s see. Well, Sam Thomas taught high school with 
me. Sam became one of West Palm Beach’s commissioners and I 
think he was a mayor once. Matt Russell, city attorney. Actually, 
after I left to go to law school, I think it sort of inspired some. More 
of them who had been around felt as though, well, somebody did 
it, I can do the same thing. So some went to law school, some 
went to medical school. Sam McDonald and Joe Orr remained 
in the school system. I think both became, ultimately, assistant 
superintendents of the Palm Beach County school system. 

Housing was, of course, very well segregated and police 
departments were very heavy-handed about minorities being in 
the white sections after dark. We studiously avoided being in 
Lake Worth, for example, after dark, and things of that nature.

STEINHAUER: Where did you live?

RODGERS: I lived in West Palm Beach on Rosemary [Avenue]. 
I often joke about it now. Rosemary ceased to be Rosemary when 
it got to Clematis Street. It became Florida Avenue because white 
people said they would not live on Rosemary. Now we have 
Macy’s on Rosemary. So I tell people that if I’d told somebody 
twenty years ago that one day Macy’s would be on Rosemary, 
they would’ve laughed and sent me to the Mental Health Center. 
Which shows you, just with a little money and a little training, 
things can change. There’s nothing wrong with the geography of 
things, just the people within it.

STEINHAUER: What do you know about the bolita gambling 
that took place?

RODGERS: Bolita was a recognized cottage—a little more 
than a cottage—institution, because it was big business. [James 
Jerome] “Cracker” Johnson was one of the leaders of the bolita 
business until he was killed in the late Forties or early Fifties. He 
controlled bolita and from what I’ve read in the paper, the papers 
knew it, because there were articles I got from the [Palm Beach] 

Post-Times that indicated that Cracker Johnson was the guy that 
should have been arrested [more] than all the little local guys 
who were selling the numbers. But they had little cottages up and 
down Rosemary in which you could go and buy your numbers. 
The sheriff’s office had a couple Black deputies whose job it was 
to come up to those little houses and make their collections on 
a daily basis and take the money back downtown to the sheriff. 
I’ve even had some of the bolita dealers later on to tell me what 
judges they were giving money to. After Cracker was deceased, 
or shot, I think a guy by the name of Dr. Terell took over. The one 
I knew best was John Henry Searles. He had the job, I guess, for 
maybe ten years. There were a number of players who were in 
and out but it was always done with a certain degree of winking 
and sanctity from the law enforcement agencies. They really 
didn’t bother them.

STEINHAUER: Who was the sheriff then?

RODGERS: Sheriff John Kirk was sheriff at that time.

STEINHAUER: So you went off to law school in 19—

RODGERS: Sixty. I applied to University of Miami around ’55. 
They acted like they were gonna accept me until they got the 
application with my racial designation, then they told me they 
weren’t quite ready for me. I didn’t feel as though I could go 
to the University of Florida. The state schools were out because 
they had an announced policy of segregation, but I thought maybe 
a private school might’ve been interested. But Miami wasn’t 
interested. 

So I’d read about Florida A&M, because what happened 
was, they used to have a diploma privilege here in the state of 
Florida, which worked to let Black people [in] who could not go 
to school in the state of Florida. If you went to any school outside 
of the state, an accredited law school like in Connecticut, and 
you finished from there, you could come back and get a license 
to practice purely on a motion by one of the white lawyers who 
said you were a good person of good moral character. And you 
didn’t have to take the bar. Well, some of the White lawyers who 
had to take the bar thought that was a little unfair for them. The 
state was still unwilling to let Black people into the state schools 
so they opened up a school at Florida A&M, which was just sort 
of a legislative decision. You want a law school? We’ll give you 
a law school.

STEINHAUER: And you were in the first graduating class?

RODGERS: It was opened, I think, about 1957. I didn’t get there 
until 1960 but there were three or four people in those prior classes 
and one or two of them passed. So my attitude was, if somebody 
else passed, I could pass it, too. So I started law school in 1960. 
There were six people in our class: Alcee Hastings, who’s now a 
congressman, was in my class. Actually, when he and I used to 
speak, we used to say that one-third of our class were judges. That 
was two of the six. [laughs] So we went there and it was a fair 
school but we had none of the teachers that passed the bar. So we 
were taught by people who couldn’t help themselves except for 
one guy, and he took it about five times. 
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office, which was a tremendous training program for you there. 
So I went down and Joel said, “Well, I don’t know. I always knew 
this would come up but I’m just not ready to handle it yet.” So I 
passed the bar and I just opened up an office on Rosemary. 

When Marvin Mounts was elected, Marvin called me and asked 
me if I was still interested in working with the county solicitor’s 
office. I told him, yes, I was. He said, “I’d like to give you a 
job.” I said, “Well, in Miami they have a prosecutor but he only 
prosecutes Black people, so I wouldn’t be interested in that type 
thing.” He said, “No, if I give you a job, you prosecute whoever 
is assigned to you.” So he gave me my first job as a prosecutor. 
And Marvin gave me that job against the better advice—not the 
better advice, but against the advice—of a number of powerful 
people in the community, one of whom was a judge who later 
had dinner with me when I was leaving the prosecutor’s office, 
Judge McIntosh. Judge McIntosh told me he wanted to let me 
know that he really appreciated my working as a prosecutor for 
him, and I did a big job in convincing him that it would work, 
because he had told Marvin not to hire me because, he said, he 
just didn’t believe that the white people of Palm Beach County 
would convict a white man being prosecuted by a Black man. 
He said I’d proved him wrong on a number of occasions and he 
was very ashamed that he felt that way about it at that time, but 
at that time that was the way that he felt about it. He just wanted 
me to know that and wanted me to know how much he enjoyed 
my working with him.

STEINHAUER: Did you know Bill Holland or I.C. Smith?

RODGERS: Yeah, sure. Bill Holland and I.C. were the first Black 
attorneys here. Bill came from Orlando, where he was practicing 
up there. I don’t know what reason but for some reason, he decided 
to come down here and open an office. He opened the office 
with another young lawyer by the name of Collier. Collier left 
and went back to Orlando, and then I.C. finished from Brooklyn 
College and he came down here. 

Both Bill and I.C. were with that group that didn’t even have 
to take the bar. They just came down and they were sworn in 
because of the fact that the state would not let any Blacks in 
any of their schools. The first man to take the bar was Malcolm 
Cunningham’s brother, Thomas “T.J.” Cunningham. He did not 
have to take the bar. So they were the first four lawyers that we 
had and I guess I was the fifth one coming in. 

With that group, that should’ve been about the same time we 
opened the Palm Beach County Bar Association to minorities, to 
the African Americans. You had to be a member of the bar in 
order to practice law in the state. But they had the local bars that 
you didn’t have to be a member of, and there were no Blacks in 
the Palm Beach County Bar Association. One of the problems 
was that they had their bar meetings at places that served food 
and there were no places that would serve Black people food. So 
I think they made arrangements with the Holiday Inn—used to be 
an old Holiday Inn downtown—and after that was accomplished, 
they began—

STEINHAUER: Were you a member of the local bar?

RODGERS: Yes, I believe one of the Cunninghams, perhaps, 

So we realized we had the job of trying to prepare ourselves 
to pass the bar. One of the guys who helped us out a lot was Bob 
Shevin, who later became attorney general for the State of Florida 
and ran for governor. He was a lawyer in Miami who taught a 
bar review course. Alcee Hastings, who’s a congressman now, 
knew him well from political circles and asked him if our group 
could come over and sit in on the classes, take the classes, which 
were held at a hotel in Miami Beach. So Bob said he’d ask the 
hotel owner whether or not we could do that because, of course, 
nobody [Black] was staying on Miami Beach. Sammy Davis 
stayed over in the Black section when he performed on Miami 
Beach. So he got permission for us to come over and sit and take 
the class, provided we didn’t use the bathroom and didn’t want 
anything to eat. We made everybody, like you did kids, “Go to the 
bathroom. We don’t want any problems.” So we took that bar and 
I think it helped us a lot because it allowed us to exchange ideas 
with people from other schools who were taking the course also.

STEINHAUER: And all of you passed, didn’t you?

RODGERS: All of us except one guy. One didn’t pass, uh-huh, 
that time. He was an elderly fellow from Jacksonville. 

It was interesting, we took the exam at the DuPont Plaza Hotel, 
I think, downtown Miami, but we couldn’t stay there. All the 
Black guys were given accommodations up at Howard Johnson’s. 
So we would go in every day and take the exam. The other white 
guys and girls from all over the country—I guess there weren’t 
many ladies there then. But anyhow, it was kind of embarrassing. 
They would say, “Let’s go downstairs and get a sandwich or a 
cup of coffee.” We’d say, “No, we’re not hungry or thirsty.” We’d 
walk outside and walk around a little bit. But those were the 
conditions that were pretty embarrassing for us. We were really 
too embarrassed to even tell the guys from Rutgers—“Come on, 
come on, let’s go.” But we were under instructions. We could get 
kicked out for it.

STEINHAUER: They didn’t realize.

RODGERS: Yeah. That’s the way Miami was as well. Miami and 
Florida were both pretty ensconced in segregated, separate things.

STEINHAUER: Let’s review the timeline of your career through 
the Eighties briefly and then we’ll zero in on a few things more 
specifically. You started out in private practice?

RODGERS: Started in private practice. I took the bar in ’63. I 
started in private practice in ’63. I started on Rosemary [Avenue]. 
I went down and I asked an attorney by the name of Malcolm 
Cunningham. He took me on. He said, “Let’s see if we can’t get 
the state attorney’s office to appoint you.” So we went down and 
we saw my good friend Joel Daves, and asked Joel about it. Joel 
said, “Well, suppose you don’t pass the bar?” So we said, “Well, 
you’ve hired other people who didn’t pass the bar.”

STEINHAUER: You hadn’t passed the bar yet?

RODGERS: No, I took it in August but it took forever to find out. 
[laugh] In the meantime, that’s why I went on in the practice. I 
was trying to get a job because so many young lawyers or new 
lawyers just out of law school could start with the state attorney’s 
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was the first member. They did open it up to us. You had to be a 
member of the Florida Bar so as a result of that requirement, the 
Florida Bar had to change its meeting places. So we always met 
on Miami Beach at the Americana and the Fontainebleau, the big 
hotels there, because no other hotels in the state of Florida would 
admit Black people. You had to be a member of the Florida Bar 
and you had to go to the meetings and you couldn’t go to the 
meetings if they wouldn’t let you in. So that was perhaps one of 
the things that helped desegregation to come about, because all of 
the other hotels were losing money because they never got the big 
meeting of the prestigious Florida Bar Association because of the 
Black people in the Bar Association. So all of our meetings from 
when I got in in ’63 up to maybe ’68 or ’69, probably after Brown 
v. The Board of Education, they began desegregating. So maybe 
’65 and ’66 we started going to places like Jacksonville and Ft. 
Lauderdale and other places because they had to admit all of the 
bar members.

STEINHAUER: I have heard that you are weary of the label of 
being the first Black to do this or that, but you were the first Black 
to do a lot of things.

RODGERS: Sure. Well, my feeling was that you had to get away 
from being sort of an oddity. You know, when I worked in the 
state attorney’s office, I could see people coming by. I was on 
parade. People would come by and peep in the doorway and I 
could anticipate they were saying, “Well, we’ve got one, there 
he is.” So I was happy to get away from that, and as I told other 
Black attorneys, there’s no advantage in being the only one or 
the only first. And of course, you have to walk on eggs because 
if you’re the first Black or the first female, you can’t do the same 
thing that everybody else could do. You can’t talk to the people 
the same way because if you mess up, they say, “Well, we tried 
a Black” or “We tried a woman. It just didn’t work out.” So that 
punishes all the rest of that kind for some time to come. And even 
when I applied for other jobs—the appeals court, I had one guy 
on the appeals interview list ask me once, after Judge [Alcee] 
Hastings was impeached [in 1989], “Well, if we appoint you, are 
we going to have another Hastings?” I said, “Well, we’re different 
people so I hardly think so.”

STEINHAUER: So you went from private practice to being the 
first Black judge.

RODGERS: State attorney. I said Marvin appointed me, I 
served there from ’64 to about ’65 or ’66, then I left to go into 
private practice probably ’66-’67, then when Reubin Askew was 
appointed governor [1971-79], he said he wanted some minorities 
and females on the bench. I think prior to that time, there were no 
Blacks or females on the bench in the state of Florida except, I 
think that Miami had a traffic court judge, but he only prosecuted 
Black people. 

The Black police officers we had here from the forties up to 
maybe the middle Sixties before Brown v. The Board of Education, 
they couldn’t arrest Black people. They could stop them and hold 
them and call for a white police officer to come and arrest them. 
I think Boone Darden caught a very dangerous criminal over on 
Tamarind [Avenue] once, he was one of the Ten Most Wanted 

men, he couldn’t even arrest him. He had to just hold him there 
until the white police officers could come over and help him. 

I filed a lawsuit to desegregate the West Palm Beach Police 
Department and one of the things that motivated it was—it was 
filed by a Black police officer—two white officers were killed 
over on Forty-Fifth Street and the Dixie [Highway] and they 
were calling for help. The Black police officers were less than 
two blocks away and they were informed by their dispatch to stay 
in their zone. And these guys were crying for help. So I filed that 
lawsuit to desegregate the police department and I think it was 
done by consent ultimately. Judge Fulton said—he told the chief 
who was resisting it and the City of West Palm, [desegregation of 
the police department] makes sense.

STEINHAUER: Who was the judge?

RODGERS: Judge Fulton. I also sued to desegregate the 
Children’s Home. I later served with Judge [Emery] Newell, 
who was in charge of the Children’s Home. I said, “Judge, you 
are an enlightened young southerner. Why would you want two 
children’s homes less than ten blocks away? You’ve got two 
dormitories.” The Children’s Home was on Forty-Fifth Street and 
the Negro Children’s Home—so listed as the Negro Children’s 
Home—was on Port Road, and that was only about ten blocks 
away.5 

STEINHAUER: What did he say?

RODGERS: He said, “Well, Judge, Black people are oversexed.” 
I said, “You’ve got to be kidding.” He said, “No, Alton has proof 
of it.” I can’t think of his name, Alton—I think his name was 
Murray—who the head of the juvenile home. [Judge Newell] 
said, “He has proof of it.” I said, “Well, I can’t believe that but 
uh”—well anyway, it was ironic to note that within three, maybe 
four years after I got on the bench, who appeared before me but 
Alton Murray, charged with having a sex ring in the juvenile court 
system? Wanted to take a plea, and I said, “I know Mr. Murray 
doesn’t want to take a plea because he hates coddling criminals.” 
[laugh] But they ultimately desegregated that after Brown v. The 
Board of Education and I think before Judge Newell left—he’s 
still around—he gave me the papers that were served on him.
[laugh] We became good friends. He said, “Here are those darn 
papers that you had served on me when I was in juvenile court.” 

As I said, those were some of the separate-but-equal things 
that we had in Palm Beach County during that period of time. 
But in the courts, I guess I would say that I was always treated 
very fairly with the lawyers of Palm Beach County and with the 
judges of Palm Beach County, even the judge that I told you 
about, Judge McIntosh. He gave me a lecture when I came in. He 
said, “I don’t know if you think you’re gonna get the NAACP on 
me or something because I do something but I want you to know, 
you won’t have any trouble out of me if you just do your job.” 
So I thanked him for it. He was the same guy that took me out to 
lunch later on. When he retired, he invited me out to the house. 
We became very good friends. 

The one thing that desegregation did—there was no 
“integration” because my feeling is, that has to be something that 
comes from the heart. You can’t legislate love or friendship. But 
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and just sweep all the drunks off the street and put them in jail. 
A guy by the name of Peter Faircloth started an alcohol rehab 
center and he said, “I’ll take ’em. These people don’t belong in 
jail. They’re sick, they have an infirmity, they can’t stop drinking, 
and they’re really not bad people. They just have that addiction.” 
So he started CARP and he was taking people in from CARP and 
gradually the public became educated to the fact that alcoholism 
was something that perhaps was genetic even, and everybody 
couldn’t help themselves. It wasn’t just a matter that people just 
wanted to be bad people. Subsequently, the addiction was spread 
to drugs and heroin and things like that, so we had a mixing of the 
laws. We had a Drug Abuse Act that said that both people could 
be placed in custody for the purpose of treatment. So beside the 
alcoholics, we were able to send those people separate from drug 
addictions.

As I said, initially we had the Meyers Act that just dealt with 
alcoholism. And of course, as we became infected with the drugs, 
heroin and stuff like that, marijuana abuses and things like that, 
there was created another statute which dealt with drugs. Because 
the other statute dealt primarily with alcoholism, which basically 
said, when a person suffered from alcoholism to the point that 
he or she had lost control of his life and could no longer make 
rational decisions as to how his life should go, then the state could 

the desegregation did require us to spend some time with one 
another and we began to find out that there were good and bad 
people in all shapes, forms, colors, and sizes. So it did that and we 
forged some very good friends as a result of that.

STEINHAUER: So you were a circuit court judge.

RODGERS: Yep, I was appointed to the county court in ’73 and 
I was appointed to the circuit court in ’76. I was a chief judge 
during that period during, I think, the mid-Eighties for a while. I 
retired, I believe, in ’94.

STEINHAUER: You organized the first community liaison in 
Florida for patients who were released from South Florida State 
Hospital?

RODGERS: I don’t recall that. I got the Jefferson Award for 
organizing the first Drug Court.6  

STEINHAUER: I wanted to ask you about that. Tell me about the 
Drug Court. Give me the argument that you would’ve given for 
the Drug Court.

RODGERS: Well, we always had the Drug Court. We started with 
the Meyers Act. At one time they used to come down Rosemary 
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have a hearing and if that’s determined, we could require them to 
get treatment. And if they didn’t get treatment, we could put them 
in jail for contempt of court, not for a crime but for failure to obey 
the lawful order of a court, which is to go get treatment. So that’s 
the basis for which it’s up. So we did the same thing for drugs as 
it became an epidemic in our society here.

STEINHAUER: Even if the people had not committed a crime 
yet?

RODGERS: Yes, because as I said, they weren’t arrested. Any 
family member or any three people, non-family members, could 
come and request help. If you had parents and every time you 
went by, the vodka bottles were empty and the pot was on the 
stove burning, you could ask for a hearing. And if other people 
felt as though Mom or Dad was abusing alcohol, then we would 
have the authority to require them to go to CARP for treatment, 
either in-patient or out-patient. The way the program worked 
was, if they didn’t stay there, then we could put them in jail for 
violating the court’s order. So that wasn’t a crime, it was a matter 
of contempt of the court, which is failure to obey the lawful order 
of the court. So that’s the way the program worked, and that’s the 
way it worked for the drug addicts as well. Ultimately the two—
we had the Meyers Act and the Drug Abuse Act, two separate 
acts, and now they’ve been folded into one, the Marchman Act. 
When I came in, and the thing that motivated me to start it was, 
I went to the Criminal Justice Commission meeting on several 
occasions and they were talking about the possibilities of getting 
treatments for the drug addicts.  At that time, the state of Florida 
had done away with misdemeanor probation in which they would 
supervise misdemeanor things, which are small minor crimes for 
which you couldn’t serve any more than a year in jail or, I think, 
the controversy was less than $1,000 or $5,000. So somebody on 
the committee suggested, well, we need to find some treatment, 
some way to get these drug addicts into treatment. So somebody 
suggested, well, what we could do instead of charging them with 
minor crimes, we could get the state attorney’s office to charge 
them, even though it’s a minor crime, charge them with a major 
crime so they could get some treatment. And I said, “That is 
about the dumbest thing I have ever heard of in my life and I want 
absolutely no part of it.” So I knew about the treatment program, 
so I talked to the chief judge—I don’t know who it was at the 
time—and I said, “I’d like to open up the program on Saturday. 
I’m a judge, I’m capable of handling the hearings, and I’ve done 
hearings up here. Up at the court when they come up, they take 
the application, then they have to serve papers on the person, then 
they have to go to CARP for an examination, then CARP has to 
send back and say, “We found that they are in need.” All of this 
can take about a month. So I said, “I can do this quicker.” 

I started in Riviera Beach, where I knew they had about as 
many drug addicts per square inch as anybody else in the country. 
And I got them to be willing to give them some court personnel, 
a police officer to serve as a bailiff. I talked to [Clerk of the 
Circuit Court] Dorothy Wilkens, she agreed to give me a clerk on 
Saturdays. So my idea was, we’d do it on Saturdays, parking was 
easy in and easy out, people didn’t have to take off work, and I 
got a physician whose name was Dr. Tay Gaines, to come in and 

do the physical for me. So literally, I was able to take someone 
from the gutter to treatment inside of two hours as opposed to 
two months. I started that program in Riviera and then started 
it in West Palm and then started it in Delray. So at one time, I 
was running all three of them. But I got the city to get its city 
attorney to handle some of the hearings for me and I got the judge 
to appoint him as a special master to handle that.7  The program 
is still going on in Riviera Beach and has been going on since, I 
think, around 1990 or something like that. 

For that program, the Jefferson Award people at Channel 
12 offered me to participate in their selecting a person in the 
community who deserves recognition for something. So they 
recognized me and then they sent me to Washington to represent 
them on a national level and that’s where I received the national 
award for the same drug program that was going on.

STEINHAUER: Would you say that is your greatest achievement? 
Do you feel proudest of that?

RODGERS: I think so, Lise. I still do it. When I left the court, 
I had myself appointed as judge for life to take care of drug 
treatment problems, so whenever one of the other judges can’t 
come out, I go over and do it. There’s not a week passes that 
I don’t see somebody on the street that thanks me for saving 
their life. It’s a real rewarding type thing. Unfortunately, we still 
don’t understand things involving mental health. We still think 
that people that have mental problems and emotional problems 
are just bad people who just don’t want anything. So it’s a very 
rewarding thing for me and one that I really like. To answer your 
question, I think that I was blessed to have that opportunity and 
the power to do something, because with it came a lot of power 
and as I said, I had the authority to tell the young people, “If you 
don’t do what I say and go get treatment, then I have the authority 
to put you in jail for contempt of court and I’ll do that.”

STEINHAUER: You’ve been trusted with some sensitive 
assignments. Can you tell us about investigating the judicial 
nominations?

RODGERS: Yes. The governor appointed, I think, four or five 
of us. The Judicial Nominating Committee had been accused 
by one of its members of lobbying to get a certain person in the 
community appointed as judge. So the committee was appointed 
to investigate and come up with a finding as to whether or not 
there was anything going on.

STEINHAUER: So it was just on one occasion.

RODGERS: Just on one occasion, and it was an important one 
because it tears at the fabric of our whole judicial nominating 
commission there. As a result of that, I think a lawyer, Ted 
Brabham, was disbarred or at least went out to Texas or 
somewhere—may’ve served some time for it because we did find 
that there were some things going on there that should not have 
been going on. So it was the Florida Bar itself trying to police its 
own inadequacies. 

STEINHAUER: You also were chosen to advise the Catholic 
Diocese.
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who was given $50,000 spent it all on highway grass before I 
even got involved in it. So I think the congressman [Hastings] got 
some more money available for me. 

The city is so poor. I have friends who wanted to give them 
about twenty royal palm trees. They want to know, how can we 
pick them up and how can we plant them? They had nothing, no 
trucks or anything, to pick them up and haul them. So I got so 
disenchanted with it at one time, I was thinking of writing the 
congressman and telling him, “No thanks.” But I’ve changed my 
mind. Keep America Beautiful has given me some trees so I’m 
taking it upon my own to try to raise some money and put some 
money of my own in there to try to beautify it to help the city of 
Riviera Beach.8 

The city of Riviera Beach is a nice city. As I told you we moved 
out there about the 1950s. I left there when I went to law school 
and came back and moved into West Palm. And then I moved 
out again while I was on the bench. I moved out there again in 
the Eighties and bought a place on Singer Island. When I retired, 
I thought that if I had anything else to offer to the community, 
I would like to offer some of my efforts to the city of Riviera 
Beach because it’s a good city, it just lacks sophistication to do 
the things that should be done. But I found out that I just didn’t 
have the power in politics that I had on the bench. And politicians 
all have separate agendas and prior obligations to people so 
that you just can’t get a lot of things done sometimes. There are 
reasons for it and I don’t knock it because certainly everybody 
has a constituency to represent and they’re not all the same. What 
may be one man’s advantage is a disadvantage and imposition to 
someone else. So it’s a very difficult thing to do to try to make all 
the people happy and keep them satisfied. But I enjoyed trying to 
do it.

STEINHAUER: You’ve been quoted as saying that any time 
you see a turtle on a fencepost, you know he didn’t get there by 
himself. Who helped you get where you’ve gotten in life?

RODGERS: That’s true. Well, I would say I owe a tremendous 
amount of gratitude to Marvin Mounts who had the authority—
Mounts was never known to be a flaming liberal. But he was one 
of those people who said, “Why not?” And he decided to take a 
chance, as I said earlier, against the recommendations of a lot of 
people in town who were pretty powerful, and I just mentioned 
one of them. I couldn’t have gotten there on my own. I was able 
to establish a reputation when I got there and my friend Alcee 
Hastings, who was always in politics, was very close to Governor 
Askew. So when Governor Askew said he wanted some minorities 
and women, he helped me get that. A guy who died recently, Sy 
Burdick, was very instrumental in asking me to apply and getting 
letters of recommendation for me. Because once you apply for 
a judgeship, the governor appoints you but it still takes a lot of 
lobbying and stuff to get there.

I think we all need some help. I would say that Mr. Thomas—
[U.S. Supreme Court Justice] Judge [Clarence] Thomas—and I 
were both talented and could do the job, but there were hundreds 
of other people who were just as equally talented and could do it. 
I just had some friends who helped me, and he had some more 

RODGERS: Yes, I was appointed as special counsel—this was 
after my retirement—for the Catholic Diocese, to take a look at 
their files and make the committee of about twenty-one people 
aware of the degree, if any, of pedophilia that was existing in this 
diocese here. I think there were five or six cases that were already 
of public record because they were in the negotiation stage for 
settlement and things like that, so I worked with those cases and 
reported my findings to the committee.

STEINHAUER: You’ve been praised a lot for the way that 
you bring people together. Can you tell me about one of your 
most challenging mediations? You used mediation a lot in your 
courtroom, didn’t you?

RODGERS: Well, [pause] you know, the law is unique in that 
I’m one of those people, I wouldn’t object to a non-lawyer being 
on the Supreme Court. That’s the highest court in the land. They 
don’t really have to know the law, they make it. Whatever they 
say the law is, that becomes the law if they’re the last person to 
address that. 

But I would consider maybe settling a case in which a person 
was killed by security guards at Albertson’s store in Delray. There 
was a lawsuit and criminal charges arising out of that and it was 
quite an inflamed public of people who really wanted to begin 
taking things in their own hands. I was able to get in and work out 
a settlement that worked out something because with mediation, 
you’re not confined to one thing or another. When you go to court, 
the only thing you get is money or punishment. In a criminal case, 
that’s all you get, punishment. Civil case, all you can get is money. 
Mediation, like in that case, we were able to get the corporation 
to change its attitude toward training people in the corporate 
structure as to how to handle customers. We were able to get the 
corporation to do something for jobs for poor people with the 
Urban League and establishing some grants to help people in that 
particular community. So mediation is something that really does 
have a great deal more latitude, and it’s perhaps a little better than 
the courts because of the fact that there’s no force there. I can’t 
make anybody settle anything, the only thing I can do is try to 
convince them that this is something that you ought to want to do.

STEINHAUER: In 2004, you had a special kind of recognition 
from the Post Office.

RODGERS: Well, I would say that that, perhaps, was more of a 
recognition from an old college friend, Alcee Hastings [laugh], 
who was in Congress at that time. He had told me about that some 
time ago, that he was going to ask them to name a Post Office. But 
it was supposed to have been for all the things we’re talking about 
today—for the community activities and things that I had been 
involved with over a period of years. That dedication was, as you 
say, 2004. I’m still trying to get it looking presentable.

STEINHAUER: It’s in Riviera Beach?

RODGERS: It’s in Riviera Beach. And I agreed to it hoping that 
because it’s on the corner of Congress [Avenue] and Blue Heron 
[Boulevard], that maybe surely the government will fix it up so it 
would be a nice entryway into the city. Didn’t happen. The lady 
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powerful friends [laughs] that helped him. So that’s what I mean 
by it. Anybody that says they got—especially poor people like 
him that comes from a sharecroppers’ farm. Where’d he go, Yale? 
I just doubt you can get there on your own without any help, and 
for you to say that you did that on your own offends me.

STEINHAUER: One thing I don’t want to miss mentioning, you 
set up a memorial fund in your late wife’s name. I was wondering 
what its mission is.

RODGERS: My wife started a ladies’ club here in the late Fifties, 
I guess. She died of cancer, and one of their missions is collecting 
funds for cancer research, which they donate to Howard 
University. The club is called the Charmettes Club and they still 
have it going. That club grew from my living room to chapters 
all over the state—about thirteen or fourteen different chapters 
in the state: Miami, Ft. Lauderdale, Tallahassee, Daytona, [and] 
up in Atlanta and Washington, DC, Chicago—and they still 
have the same thrust, really, to work toward cancer. And they do 
a big contribution each year to Howard University for that. So 
most of the money that I donated in her name goes to the local 
organization here to use as seed money to raise more money for 
cancer research.

STEINHAUER: In an editorial to the Palm Beach Post a few 
years back, you said, referring to the criminal justice system, 
“The more we feed it, the bigger it gets and the more it wants.” 
Do you see any solution to that problem?

RODGERS: I do. I see a solution to that problem in spending 
more for education and less for jails. It costs us almost $100 a 
day to keep people in jails. You can treat them for much less than 
that. Ninety percent of them are addicts. They’re there because of 
the addiction that’s causing them to commit the crime. We could 
treat them for much less than that. We could educate them for 
much less than that. We could keep them in college for much less 
than that. But we are on a binge here just to build more jails and 
build bigger jails and that’s what I mean by that. The criminal 
justice system gets bigger and the Department of Corrections 
does not correct anything—I mean nothing—and it’s just a waste 
of money. I’d like to see us spending more money on keeping 
people out of jails and that was the purpose of my drug program. 
I’d like to put the criminal justice system out of business.

STEINHAUER: Do you think desegregation was helpful to the 
community?

RODGERS: It’s like anything else. I learned in high school biology, 
for any action, there’s a reaction. The reaction to desegregation 
was somewhat of—I think, as far as education was concerned—a 
loss of family control. I don’t know whether it was directly caused 
but as a teacher, I could go around the neighborhood. We were in 
a neighborhood school. I knew all the parents, they all knew me, 
so the kids couldn’t go home and tell their parents—you, Mrs. 
Steinhauer—“Mr. Rodgers just took advantage of me because he 
doesn’t like white people.” Because you would say, “Well now, 
I know him and I don’t believe that and you need to get your 
act together.” With the desegregation and the busing, we lost that 

connection between the parents and the school system, and 
it has even further eroded till the point that the parents have 
lost all control. I’ve had ladies in juvenile court to tell me—
when I say, “Okay, we’ll release the son at the counselor’s 
discretion to go back home whenever the counselor feels he’s 
ready,” I had a mother in the back say, “Judge, could I say 
something?” I said, “Yes.” She said, “You needn’t release 
him in my discretion. I don’t have any control. The boy’s 
nine years old, he comes in at two o’clock in the morning. If 
I whip him, you’re gonna put me in jail. So you keep him and 
you raise him. I don’t need him anymore.” So this is all as a 
result of the loss of control by parents, and a lot of this came 
about with desegregation. 

The only thing that I see that we gained, we could’ve 
gained without desegregation, and that is a fair shake in the 
school system of the disposition of supplies. Now by being in 
school with the white children, the Black children get the same 
books they have, they get the same equipment to work with 
in the shops, they get the same homemaking equipment, and 
they get all of the same creature materials that are necessary 
for the training. But they lost the teacher-student relationship. 
They’re able to play the teachers against the parents and the 
parents against the teachers and nobody benefits by it.

STEINHAUER: Do you remember the end of segregation in 
West Palm Beach when people were finally allowed to go 
where they wanted? Is that memorable?

RODGERS: No, I don’t think there was any time, any 
milestone or celebration or momentous occasion that you 
could just point out. I remember when the Supreme Court 
said so but it came about gradually. There were still stores 
where people said, “Well, we’re not gonna do it.” 

STEINHAUER: So you don’t remember a time when you 
could get on a bus and sit where you wanted and feel great 
about it?

RODGERS: Well, we never had buses here but we had the 
stores and there was not only that—I remember in Washington, 
Black people couldn’t go to Woodruff and Lathrop and try on 
anything. You could go in and buy it. West Palm, here—my 
wife’s aunt would send her son down to get shoes and he’d 
better know his size. If he didn’t get the right size and he 
brought them back, she couldn’t take them back. She had to 
send them to a shoemaker to have them stretched and then 
she whipped him for getting the wrong size.

STEINHAUER: Can you tell us about Boone Darden?

RODGERS: Yes. Boone was one of the old-timers here. He 
was one of the first Black policemen appointed. Very nice 
guy, very friendly guy. Was born during that time, though, 
that I was telling you about, the Cracker Johnson regime, 
where everybody’s so proud to have Black policemen until he 
didn’t pay for anything. He’d go to restaurants and things—
well, still today they go to the donut shops, they go to certain 
restaurants and they don’t have to pay for anything. He was 
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born in that environment and it’s pathetic because he just always 
felt as though he should try to do his friends a favor. That’s what 
got him into that trouble with—you know, Lise, but for the grace 
of God, I perhaps could have been involved in that with him 
because he and I were close friends. He would always say, “Well, 
Ed, come by and have a drink.” Sometimes I’d see him on the 
road and we would go to a restaurant and have a drink or a cup of 
coffee or something. He’d often ask me to come up to this new bar 
where his friend was to have a drink with him and I always said 
that I would but I just never did. But I’m sure if I’d been sitting 
up there when they were filming his sitting at the bar, I would’ve 
been in an indefensible position, you know, because they would 
say, “Well, what’s Judge Rodgers doing there?” [laugh]

STEINHAUER: Did you make a conscious decision not to go up 
there?

RODGERS: No, just the Lord looking after fools and babies, I 
guess. [laugh] And I wasn’t a baby.

STEINHAUER: While you were on the bench and practicing law, 
there were a lot of people in control—different mayors, different 
sheriffs and so forth. Do you have any particular strong memories 
of different people that you dealt with? Well, I guess as a judge—

RODGERS: Yeah, the judge is a very powerful position and 
people treat you a lot differently and you’re really sort of isolated 
and insulated from a lot of the things that happen. And I realize 
that, that a lot of things that I’m told are just sanitized and redacted, 
editorialized and everything so that I don’t really know. I didn’t 
have any problems, like I said. Like you were saying when we 
came in today, here’s a lady because I was on TV a lot, “Oh, 
here’s Judge Rodgers.” So we got in. A lot of that happened but I 
would have to say that West Palm has been a delightful place to 
live in and I’m glad that I moved here. 

Pittsburgh was tough. I belonged to gangs in Pittsburgh. Now 
that I have people in front of me or have had people in front of 
me, a lot of those things, I’ve done. I talk to people about criminal 
law now and I tell them, we’re all criminals. There are only the 
apprehended and the unapprehended. Anybody who’s over 
twenty-one has done something for which, if he or she had been 
caught, they could’ve been arrested and charged with a crime. 
That has always been sobering to me on the bench, that things 
that kids come in and they’re doing now, I says, oh, geez, I’ve 
done that.

STEINHAUER: I have heard a lot of very kind words about you. 
I’m gonna make you blush here, but you’ve been described as: fair 
and calm, kind, committed to justice, tenacious, witty, visionary, 
compassionate, strong, civic-minded, wise, understanding, 
affable, a man of character and integrity.

RODGERS: Boy, oh boy, big five-dollar words there.

STEINHAUER: Yes. But the one word that I hear over and over 
and over again about you is “patient.” And I wondered where that 
patience comes from. Where did you learn that?

RODGERS: I don’t know, I think something like patience is a 

part of your makeup. I think I’m just blessed with having that. I 
don’t ever get excited or raise my voice or something, and I feel 
sorry for people who have to do it but they just have to do it. I 
guess I’m just blessed with that gene or whatever it is. I couldn’t 
tell you. But I’ll tell you one thing, it has certainly paid off for me 
in the judiciary because one of the worst things you can do is be 
impatient and make up your mind in a case. You listen, especially 
in the worst cases, you listen to a wife and you think that husband 
is the worst guy in the world. And then you hear the husband and 
you say, well, that wife, well, by God—so you go back and forth 
all during the case. And if you make up your mind in a hurry, 
you’re gonna err. Nobody’s sure they can ever hear it right in the 
judiciary except the last person to address the issue, and he’s not 
sure he or she’s right, as we see with all of the DNA cases being 
decided. 

I learned that a long time ago. I had a Black guy, I’d given the 
wife the property because he didn’t show up for the final hearing. 
He came in and he said, “I didn’t get a copy of the complaint 
or the subpoena.” I said, “Don’t tell me that, the sheriff’s office 
doesn’t make any mistakes. They said here they served you the 
subpoena. You didn’t answer it and as a result I gave the property 
away. Now you’re coming here saying you don’t know anything 
about it.” I said, “Okay, I’m gonna check with the sheriff’s office, 
but if you’re wrong, buddy, you’re going to jail.” I’m ashamed of 
it but I think I made that decision primarily because he looked like 
a down-and-outer, an alcoholic, he had the liquored two-tone lips 
and everything and I just figured, he’s just lying, those good white 
people wouldn’t make a mistake like that. So I sent downstairs for 
the sheriff who served the subpoena. He said, “Well no, I signed 
it but I never served it.” I said, “Well, why did you sign it?” He 
said, “Well, when we come in the sheriff’s office, they just give 
us a stack and they say, ‘These are yours.’ I just sit down and start 
signing.” I said, “You don’t sign this when you serve it?” “No, but 
that’s in Mr. Elliot’s territory.” I said, “Well okay, he serves in that 
area, I’ll see if he served it.” Called the other guy up, he said, “No, 
I’ve never seen the man.” 

So with things like that happening in the judiciary, the 
judiciary has been a universal training center to get a Ph.D. in 
People. You’re blessed if you have that opportunity to observe 
all of it. The whole society just passes through your courtroom. 
There’s a kaleidoscope of different things coming and going and 
all of them have been learning features and incidents like that 
teach you patience. So after that, I decided that I would always 
check everything out. I never make a decision until I’ve checked 
everything out to see everything that has happened.

STEINHAUER: I’m going to ask you one more question here 
before we wrap things up. There’s a framed quotation that hung 
in your chambers that begins, “It can be said.” Do you know what 
I’m referring to? Do you know it by heart?

RODGERS: No, I don’t know it by heart but it went something 
like, “It can be said that he did not fear the wind but trimmed the 
sails” or something like that “to make the wind itself work for the 
good.” Yeah.9

STEINHAUER: Where did that come from?
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RODGERS: I don’t remember. I think it was perhaps from one 
of the Kennedys or something. It always meant to me, I always 
felt as though intelligence was not academic erudition but man’s 
ability to cope with his environment. And that’s what it’s all about 
and that’s what that phrase meant to me, that you take what you 
have to try to make it useful to you in your pursuit of what you 
would like to do. And that’s why I like that particular phrase.

STEINHAUER: Well, thank you, Judge. I’ve very much enjoyed 
talking to you.

RODGERS: My pleasure.

Endnotes:
1. In 1950, West Palm Beach’s Industrial High School for Blacks 
became an elementary school, and in 1951, Roosevelt High 
School opened for grades 7-12. In 1955, Lake Shore High School 
opened in Belle Glade for Blacks. In 1957, the new Carver High 
School in Delray Beach opened for grades 7-12.
2. Rodgers added later: “This was a small metal lapel button 
which signified you were a veteran.”
3. (Source: Wikipedia) The Mason-Dixon line established to end 
a boundary dispute between the British colonies of Maryland and 
Pennsylvania/Delaware became symbolic of the division between 
“free states” and “slave states” and after the Civil War, the line 
continued to be thought of as a cultural boundary.
4. In 1941 The Palm Beach County Teachers Association was 
established with C. Spencer Pompey as president, John Hector as 
vice president, Ellen Delancy as secretary and Thelma Reynolds 

as treasurer. A few of the other members were George H. Green, 
Howard Hadley, U. B. Kinsey, and Charles Stebbins. Former 
presidents were Ora D. Lee Taylor, Charles W. McCurdy, M.A. 
H. Williams, George Miles and S. B. McDonald.
5. In 1945, the Children’s Home was established, renamed 
Children’s Home School (Grades 1-9) in 1959.
6. (Source: AIPS) In 1972 Jacqueline Kennedy Onassis, US 
Senator Robert Taft, Jr., and Sam Beard founded the American 
Institute for Public Service to establish a Nobel Prize for public 
and community service, the Jefferson Awards. They are presented 
on two levels: national and local. National award recipients 
represent a “Who’s Who” of outstanding Americans. Local 
award recipients are ordinary people who do extraordinary things 
without expectation of recognition or reward. . . . NOTE: Edward 
Rodgers won on both levels in 1992.
7. (Source: Wikipedia) A special master is an authority—
frequently, but not always, an attorney—appointed by a judge to 
make sure that judicial orders are actually followed.
8. Keep America Beautiful is a national nonprofit public education 
organization founded in 1953.
9. “It can be said of him, as of few men in a like position, that 
he did not fear the weather, and did not trim his sails, but instead 
challenged the wind itself, to improve its direction and to cause 
it to blow more softly and more kindly over the world and its 
people.” (from E.B. White: Writings From The New Yorker 
1925-1976, published by Harper Collins) White was referring to 
President John F. Kennedy after he was assassinated in 1963.
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Judge Edward Rodgers (smiling) with other judges. Courtesy Historical Society of Palm Beach County.
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It’s Your History...Come Live It

at the
Richard and Pat Johnson Palm Beach County History Museum

300 N. Dixie Hwy, West Palm Beach, Florida
Open Mondays 10:00 am-2:00 pm, September-May

Tuesday-Saturday, 10:00 am-5:00 pm
(closed major holidays)

561.832.4164 | www.historicalsocietypbc.org
The Museum is operated by the

Historical Society of Palm Beach County.

curiosity, discovery, engagement...a remarkable experience

Located in the historic 1916 County Courthouse 
—a symbol of the birth and growth of our 
county.       

Learn about our rich and vibrant history
from the earliest natives through today’s
in�uential leaders.
 
Centrally located in downtown West Palm Beach 
near other cultural attractions. 

 



Boca Raton Historical Society & Museum
Old Town Hall
71 North Federal Highway
Boca Raton, FL 33432 
(561) 395-6766
www.bocahistory.org
Hours: Monday - Friday, 10:00 am - 4:00 pm

The Spady Cultural Heritage Museum
170 NW 5th Ave
Delray Beach, FL 33444
(561) 279-8883
www.spadymuseum.com
Hours: Monday - Friday, 11:00 am - 4:00 pm
            Saturday, 10:00 am - 2:00 pm

The Morikami Museum & Japanese Gardens
4000 Morikami Park Road
Delray Beach, FL 33446
(561) 495-0233
www.morikami.org
Hours: Tuesday - Sunday, 10:00 am - 5:00 pm

Preservation Foundation of Palm Beach
311 Peruvian Avenue
Palm Beach, Florida 33480
(561) 832-0731
www.palmbeachpreservation.org
Hours: Monday - Friday, 9:00 am - 5:00 pm

Henry Morrison Flagler Museum 
One Whitehall Way
P.O. Box 969 
Palm Beach, FL 33480 
(561) 655-2833 
www.flaglermuseum.us
Hours: Tuesday - Saturday, 10:00 am - 5:00 pm
            Sunday, 12:00 pm - 5:00 pm

Jupiter Inlet Lighthouse and Museum
500 Captain Armour’s Way
Jupiter, FL 33469
(561) 747-8380
www.jupiterlighthouse.org
Hours: Tuesday - Sunday, 10:00 am - 5:00 pm, 
last lighthouse tour leaves at 4:00 pm

Delray Beach Historical Society
3 NE 1st Street
Delray Beach, FL 33444
(561) 243-2577 
www.delraybeachhistory.org
Hours: Wednesday and Friday, 9:00 am - 5:00 pm
 
Lawrence E. Will Museum, A Museum of the Glades
530 South Main Street
Belle Glade, FL 33430
(561) 261-9989
www.museumoftheglades.org
Call for museum hours.

To learn more about Palm Beach County history, 
please visit the Johnson History Museum

and the following organizations:

Cason Cottage, Delray Beach Historical Society.
Courtesy Richard A. Marconi.
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Don’t miss your last chance to see

COURAGE UNDER FIRE:
120 Years of Fire Rescue

Open now through
June 27, 2015.



Did You Know...

Bessie Fenn: Palm Beach’s First Female Golf Pro
By Richard A. Marconi, Curator of Education

Golf arrived in Palm Beach when the Royal Poinciana Hotel opened the first golf course in 
1897, and the popular sport spread quickly, as did the need for instructors.  One of the first American-
born golf professionals, Arthur Harris Fenn (1857-1925), was the pro at the Palm Beach Golf Club during 

the winter season for twenty-seven years; during the summer he 
served as the golf pro in Poland Springs, Maine.  When he died in 
1925, his daughter, professional golfer Bessie Fenn (1889-1963) 
assumed the reins as golf pro-manager at the Palm Beach Golf 
Club, a position she held for over 34 years.  

Arthur Fenn taught seven-year-old Bessie to play golf, although 
she never meant to turn it into a career.  Bessie worked as a 
nurse during World War I, but later turned to golf as a profession.  
Over the years, she won the Palm Beach Championship twice, 
the Florida championship, the championship of Maine, and 
competed at the national level.  When her father died, she 
applied for his vacant position and was chosen over 400 other 
applicants, thus becoming the first woman to manage a major 
country club golf course in the United States.

During her tenure, Bessie ran the course with an iron fist.  At 
one time she rebuked the Duke of Windsor, “I’m sorry, you’ll 
have to change your shoes in the men’s locker room.  That’s our 
rule.”  The duke followed Bessie’s orders.  In honor of her time 
as golf pro and manager, the Woman’s Golf Association of the 
Palm Beach Golf Club established the Bessie Fenn Tournament 
that used to be held in March.  In 1993 her father was inducted 
into the Maine Golf Hall of Fame, an honor also bestowed on 

Bessie in 2010.  At the time of her retirement in 1959, the Fenns had managed the Palm Beach Golf Club for 
a combined total of 61 years.  

Selected Sources:
“45th Women’s Annual Ready for Breakers,” Palm Beach Daily News, January 26, 1963. 
“Around the Palm Beach Links,” Palm Beach Life, January 19, 1926, p.38. 
“Bessie Fenn is at Palm Beach,” The Miami News, December 6, 1928. 
“First Lady Golf Pro, Fenn, Dies,” Ocala Star-Banner, December 15, 1963.
Graffis, Herb. “Swinging Around Golf: News of the Golf World in Brief,” Golfdom, February 1964, vol. 38, no. 2, pp. 3-4.
Keeler, O.B. “This Game of Golf,” Auburn Citizen (Auburn, New York), January 20, 1931.
“Maine golf hall of fame to honor three,” Bangor Daily News, June 24, 2010. 
“Miss Fenn,” The Palm Beach Post, May 31, 1959. 
“Miss Fenn takes charge of Golf Club,” Palm Beach Daily News, January 2, 1926.
“Succeeds Father as Golf Pro,” Daily Illini (University of Illinois), December 31, 1927.
“Tourneys Highlight Full Week of Sport,” Palm Beach Daily News, 3, 1963.

Drawing of Bessie Fenn from The Daily Illini (University
of Illinois), December 31, 1927.
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SPARs Collection
Semper Paratus, Always Ready
By Ben Salata, Curator of Collections

One of the wonderful collections 
that the Historical Society has received in the last decade 
came from Lori Widmer Rose when she donated her 
mother’s US Coast Guard SPARs materials from World 
War II.   Azalee T. “Miami” Widmer (1922-2008) served as a 
transportation specialist for the Coast Guard after training in 
Palm Beach when the Biltmore Hotel was an enlisted training facility.

Only a fraction of the amazing collection of photographs, 
documents, and uniforms is featured here. Gifts such as this one allow 
the Historical Society to tell the story of WWII in Palm Beach County.  
It is also possible to follow triumphs and tragedies of Widmer’s life 
through her keepsakes: how she met her husband (Boatswains Mate 
William M. Widmer) in the Coast Guard in Portland, Oregon, as well as 
the loss of her brother, Corporal Edwin (Eddie) Beard when his plane 
went down over the Atlantic Ocean. 

The uniform (upper right) was very fashionable 
for the time.  Created by French-born designer 
Mainbocher of New York City, it was incorporated into 
the recruitment drive just as the slogan “train under 
the Florida sun” was added to the Coast Guard’s 
propaganda arsenal.  The jacket is part of the dress 
blue wool uniform worn by both SPARs and the Navy’s 
WAVES.  The drivers permit (form D-117; middle right) 
was the required identification for transportation 
specialists.  In the photo (lower right), “Miami” 
Widmer is driving a 1940 Ford Deluxe Station Wagon.
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120 YEARS OF FIRE RESCUE
ADMISSION IS  FREE!

COURAGE UNDER

561.832.4164 | www.historicalsocietypbc.org
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By Land and Sea:
Florida in the American Civil War
Richard and Pat Johnson Palm Beach County History Museum
September 2015 – June 2016

A new special exhibit, “By Land and Sea: 
Florida in the American Civil War,” is set to open in 
September 2015 at the Richard and Pat Johnson Palm 
Beach County History Museum in the restored 1916 
Court House in downtown West Palm Beach. To 
commemorate the sesquicentennial of the resolution 
of the War of Secession (1861-1865), more commonly 
known as the Civil War, this exhibit will showcase 
Florida and Palm Beach County’s roles in the conflict 
as well as their roles in the nation’s reconstruction.

Visitors to the exhibition will be immersed in the 
history of Florida from 1861 to 1877, the period during 
the Civil War and the years immediately following, known as Reconstruction. The exhibit will tell the 
stories of Floridians and how they joined the fight, including Confederates, Unionists, and former slaves who 
escaped their bondage with the help of the Union. It will focus particularly on how Florida contributed to 

the Confederacy and the high costs of war and freedom.  

The exhibition will emphasize three Florida-specific 
themes:

Naval Contributions: By examining everyday life aboard 
a U.S. naval vessel searching for Confederate blockade 
runners, the exhibit will endeavor to expose the amount 
of activity in Florida’s coastal waters.  From escaping 
slaves hired by the U.S. Navy to serve aboard ships, to 
the ship’s doctor who recorded each encounter and the 
injuries and illnesses associated with the conflict, visitors 
will reach an understanding of the vicissitudes of the 
war’s participants.

Agricultural Contributions: Florida supplied the Confederacy with vital supplies, including salt, beef 
cattle, and goods smuggled in past the Union blockaders.  After the war, the cattle industry and agriculture 
expanded to form the backbone of the state’s economy.

Daily Life at War:  Music and games helped relieve the tedium of shipboard and camp life.  Examining the 
rudimentary medical equipment and the weapons of war will provide a view into the obstacles participants 
had to overcome in order to survive. 

9th Mississippi Infantry Regiment at Pensacola, Florida, 1861.
Courtesy Florida State Archives.

    Union gunboat chasing a Confederate blockade runner, 1864.  Courtesy 
    Florida State Archives.
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From the Photographic Collections

Hurricane floodwaters don’t seem to dampen these women’s spirits as they attempt 
to make the best of a trying situation. These ladies ham it up for the photographer 
from the front porch of their house, which is surrounded by floodwaters following 
a hurricane in the late 1940s.  This is one of the many photographic images from 
the Archives of the Historical Society of Palm Beach County. The Society maintains 
over two million photographic images in its collections, which are available to the 
public. If you have questions or would like to schedule a research appointment, please 
contact Nick Golubov, Research Director, at 561-832-4164 ext. 112 or ngolubov@
historicalsocietypbc.org.
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HSPBC thanks our dedicated Board!

HSPBC Board members at the 2015 Benefactor Reception. Photograph by Capehart Photography.
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Connie Mack hams it up for the cameras at a press conference in the 1940s. Mack, whose career spanned over 60 
years, was the owner-manager of the Philadelphia Athletics from 1901-1950.  From 1945-1962 West Palm Beach was 
the spring training camp for the Athletics.  While under Mack’s leadership, the Athletics won nine pennants and the 
World Series five times.  Courtesy Historical Society of Palm Beach County.



Winter visitor John M. Pullman of Brooklyn, New York, 
caught 21 amberjacks off Palm Beach in 1910.  Palm Beach 
Life ran this photograph in 1910 and said that Pullman had 
caught one fish “every eight and a half minutes.”   Courtesy 
Historical Society of Palm Beach County.

This poem was penned by winter visitor Williams James of Missouri, about catching 
amberjack.  It was printed in the Palm Beach Daily News, Saturday, January 25, 1902.

This fish were caught,
The bloody lot,
The fight was hot,
But we lost them not,
Though they pulled on our lines
like fury.


