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An understanding of the historical development of a community is the
foundation that makes it possible to place architectural resources within an
historical context and permits the logical framing of arguments for their
preservation.
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The settlement of West Palm Beach occurred between 1884 and 1902.  The
first settler to file a homestead claim in what is now West Palm Beach is
believed to be Irving R. Henry, who filed a claim for 131 acres in 1880.  He
later sold his property to O. S. Porter.  During these early years, only a few
cabins dotted the western shores of Lake Worth, the first of which was
reportedly built by the Reverend Elbridge Gale.

Railroad developer Henry Flagler visited the Palm Beach area in 1892 while
investigating a route for the expansion of his Florida East Coast (FEC)
Railroad south from St. Augustine.  Impressed with the beauty of the area,
he decided to create the Town of Palm Beach as an exclusive seaside resort
community for wealthy northern industrialists.  In 1893, Flagler purchased
property on the west shore of Lake Worth from O. S. Porter and Louis
Hillhouse in order to establish the Town of West Palm Beach as a separate
commercial center apart from the Palm Beach resort community.  The land
was surveyed and a plat was filed for “Westpalmbeach.”  The plat consisted
of 48 blocks and extended from Lake Worth on the east to Clear Lake on
the west, and from Althea Street on the north to Fern Street on the south.
The streets were named for native plants and laid out in alphabetical order.
The streets were arranged in a grid pattern, except for two short diagonal
streets at the east end of Clematis Street.  They defined a V-shaped public
space on the lake front.  This space became “City Park” (later known as
Flagler Park).  A bandstand was erected, merchants held impromptu baseball
games here, and a free “reading room” was established in 1896.
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Flagler’s FEC Railroad reached West Palm Beach in 1894, bringing building
materials, tourists, workers and new residents.  In February of 1894, the
first lots in the town were auctioned off at Flagler’s Royal Poinciana Hotel
in Palm Beach.  On November 5, 1894, the Town of West Palm Beach was
incorporated.  Although the plat had been designated  “Westpalmbeach,”
the registered voters in the new town decided to separate the name, due to
superstitious fear of thirteen letters.  A shell-topped road, which ran through
the middle of the town (Clematis Street) between Lake Worth and Poinsettia
Avenue (now Dixie Highway), became the retail district of the town.  The
first building on Clematis Street, a hardware store operated by Otto
Weybrecht, was erected in 1894.

For many years, West Palm Beach was populated primarily by railroad
workers and construction crews building hotels and homes in Palm Beach.
In addition, a sizable community of black workers settled in an area of the
Town of Palm Beach known as the “Styx.”  Probably sometime between
1910 and 1912, as development continued in Palm Beach, blacks were
evicted from the “Styx”.  This led to the formation of an African-American
community just north of the original plat of the Town of West Palm Beach,
generally to the west of the FEC railroad tracks and north of Banyan Street,
in the areas known today as the Northwest, Pleasant City, and Freshwater
neighborhoods.  Most of the local white population continued to build their
homes near or along  Lake Worth.

CITY PARK
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The new Town of West Palm Beach quickly developed the amenities of
community life.  In 1894, a school for African-Americans in West Palm
Beach was established by the Tabernacle Missionary Baptist Church at
Clematis Street and Tamarind Avenue.  Union Congregational Church, the
first church in West Palm Beach, was founded at Datura and Olive Streets
in 1894.  That same year the town’s first grocery store and post office
opened.  In 1895,  the Town’s first power plant began operation.  In addition,
a wood-pile railroad bridge was erected across the Lake.  The bridge was
moved several blocks to the north in 1902.  However, for many years goods
and passengers traveled between West Palm Beach and Palm Beach by
small boats and ferries.

In January and February of 1896, two fires consumed most of the wooden
structures in the  downtown commercial area.  The fires prompted the
Town Council to enact a building code which required all buildings in the
downtown area to be constructed of brick or stone.  Many of the quality
masonry structures in the downtown area were a result of those new building
standards.  In spite of the fires, the Town continued to grow.  By 1900, the
population had reached 564, and the Town could boast of having a library,
sewer system, pumping station, electricity, paved streets and telephone
service.

FERRY LANDING
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Two key events highlight the period from 1903 through 1919, a time of civic
development for West Palm Beach.  The two events fostered the
development of West Palm Beach into a center for governmental and
commercial activity.  First, the Town Council petitioned the Florida
Legislature for a city charter, which was granted on July 21, 1903.  Second,
the Florida Legislature created Palm Beach County out of Dade County on
April 30, 1909.  The City of West Palm Beach was named the county seat.
By 1903 a public school was located at Poinsettia and Clematis.  County
business was conducted in the school building until a Courthouse was
constructed in 1917.

Beginning in 1908, with the construction of Central School, a complex of
educational buildings for white students was erected on Georgia Avenue
between Gardenia and Iris Streets.

PALM BEACH COUNTY COURTHOUSE

CENTRAL SCHOOL
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In 1905, the City’s first permanent Fire Station and City Hall was dedicated
at Dixie and Datura.  Law enforcement was provided by a marshall until
1919; a jail had been constructed in 1915.  A group of investors organized a
telephone company between 1900-1904.  It was incorporated as the West
Palm Beach Telephone Company in 1909, with sixty-five subscribers.

1905 FIRE STATION AND CITY HALL

Although a hurricane in 1903 caused severe damage to the downtown district,
the railroad and the promise of a better life continued to bring new businesses
and residents to the City.  Some of those new commercial establishments
located in the downtown area, and included Pioneer Linens and the clothing
companies operated by J. C. Harris, and the Anthony Brothers.  These
businesses, along with previously established companies such as the  Lainhart
& Potter Lumber Company and Sewell’s Hardware, formed the heart of the
commercial district.  Carl Kettler opened the City’s first theater, the Bijou,
on Clematis Street in 1908.
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STUB CANAL TURNING BASIN
COURTESY OF THE  HISTORICAL SOCIETY OF PALM BEACH COUNTY

West Palm Beach’s African-American community also grew, with new
residents drawn to the area by job opportunities with Flagler’s FEC Railroad
and other upstart enterprises.  As a result, Pine Ridge Hospital for African-
Americans was constructed in 1916, at 5th Street and Division Avenue.  By
1917, Industrial High School for black students was constructed.

By 1910, the population of West Palm Beach had reached 1,743.  Support
grew for the construction of roads that expanded beyond the farm-to-market
route.  Much of the interest in building new roads came from people who
would benefit from increasing tourism, such as hotel and restaurant owners
and those involved directly or indirectly in the automobile industry.  The
Dixie Highway Association, founded in 1915, was an influential organization
that sought to link the Midwest to South Florida.  One of the major proponents
of Dixie Highway was Carl Fisher, founder of the Indianapolis Speedway,
who was seeking to develop real estate holdings in Miami Beach.  The last
link of Dixie Highway was competed in 1918.  This important tourist highway
passed through the heart of West Palm Beach and served as the foundation
for a developing tourist industry.

In 1917, the completion of the West Palm Beach Canal from Lake
Okeechobee to Lake Worth opened vast tracts of land for agricultural
development west of the City.  To capitalize on this development, the City
built a canal branch, the Stub Canal, to bring passengers and freight closer
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to the downtown area.  The City built dock facilities, boat slips, warehouses,
and a turning basin in what is now Howard Park.  West Palm Beach then
became the shipping center for the County’s crops of sugarcane, pineapple
and winter vegetables.
Congress had passed the Dick Act in 1903 to create federal standards for a
National Guard, a volunteer militia administered by the states for civil defense
purposes.  Florida was the first state to create a National Guard under this
legislation.  A unit of the Florida National Guard was established in West
Palm Beach in 1914.  This unit was federalized from July 1916 to March
1917, for service along the Mexican border, and again in October 1917, for
service in Europe.  As material supplies and manpower were diverted to
support the nation’s entry into World War I, construction in West Palm
Beach, as throughout the country, dramatically slowed.

LAND BOOM PERIOD 1920 - 1928LAND BOOM PERIOD 1920 - 1928LAND BOOM PERIOD 1920 - 1928LAND BOOM PERIOD 1920 - 1928LAND BOOM PERIOD 1920 - 1928

The automobile was one of the most significant industrial miracles of the
second decade of the 1900s.  The completion of Dixie Highway and an
ambitious road building program undertaken by the State of Florida (which
incidentally led to the highest per capita public debt in the nation) enabled
West Palm Beach to begin to attract seasonal, middle-class tourists.  This
economic boost and a diverse economy helped buoy the City through a
recession that gripped the nation following World War I.  Following the
recession, the nation began to recover and experience an expanding industrial
output, a soaring stock market, and a booming consumer market.

The nation was bombarded with
brochures that promoted the natural
beauty and wonders of Florida.  To
assist with the annual influx of visitors,
a West Palm Beach Tourists’ Club was
established in 1920, and a number of
hotels were built along the waterfront
including the Royal Palm (1922), El
Verano (1923), and the Pennsylvania
(1925).
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Various businesses, chambers of commerce, and real estate developers
promoted the growing interest in Florida.  Realtors developed a variety of
sales techniques, promotional enticements, and national publicity campaigns.
Full-page ads in newspapers across the country convinced many living in
the populous cities of the Northeast and Midwest that Florida’s mild weather
and reasonable real estate could offer a better life.   Florida became a paradise
for investors because of its advanced rail and automobile access, mild winter
climate, and theFlorida’s legislature’s promise to never pass a state income
or inheritance tax.  During the early 1920s, stories were circulating in
newspapers and magazines about people who had become rich overnight in
the Florida real estate market.  The resulting real estate boom had an enormous
impact throughout Florida, and West Palm Beach was no exception.  The
population of West Palm Beach in 1920 was 8,659 and had quadrupled by
1927.  During this time, the entire City east of Australian Avenue was platted.
As construction boomed in the new subdivisions, West Palm Beach
developed a substantial building supply and architectural specialties market,
obtaining materials from around the world for distribution throughout the
surrounding area.  The building boom drew trained architects to the City.
From 1920 to 1925, the City’s property values increased from $13.6 million
to $61 million.  Beginning in late 1922, a series of bond issues financed
several important projects, including street repairs and widening, and sewer
and sidewalk installation.

The commercial center continued to be concentrated on Clematis Street
although it expanded to the west, and north and south along Olive Avenue

EL VERANO HOTEL, BUILT 1923
(LATER KNOWN AS THE HELEN WILKES HOTEL)
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and South Dixie Highway.  The City’s first skyscrapers were erected: the
seven-story Guaranty Building at 120 South Olive Avenue in 1922, the eight-
story Citizens Bank Building at 105 South Narcissus Avenue in 1923, the
ten-story Comeau Building at 319 Clematis Street in 1926, and the fourteen-
story Harvey Building at 223 Datura Street between 1925 and 1927.  Other
important projects during the period were the opening of Good Samaritan
Hospital in 1920, the construction of the Seaboard Airline Railroad Station
on Tamarind in 1924-25, and the construction of a library in City Park in
1924.

SEABOARD AIRLINE RAILROAD STATION, BUILT 1924-25

LIBRARY

BUILT 1924, DEMOLISHED 1962
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During the spring of 1925, dishonest Florida real estate ventures were being
widely publicized in northern newspapers.  The real estate boom reached its
peak in the fall of 1925.  A freight embargo, bank failures, and two devastating
hurricanes were among the factors that led the real estate market to
dramatically decline.   In West Palm Beach, three banks failed in 1926,
including the Commercial Bank and Trust which held a $700,000 deposit
from the City.  A devastating hurricane swept across Palm Beach County
on September 16, 1928, destroying 8,000 homes and taking more than 2,000
lives.  Property damage was estimated at $13 million.  When the stock
market crashed in October 1929, West Palm Beach  plunged into the
Depression along with the rest of the country.

THE GREATHE GREATHE GREATHE GREATHE GREAT DEPRESSIOT DEPRESSIOT DEPRESSIOT DEPRESSIOT DEPRESSION ERA 1929 - 1940N ERA 1929 - 1940N ERA 1929 - 1940N ERA 1929 - 1940N ERA 1929 - 1940

Between 1929 and 1940, West Palm Beach experienced the effects of the
Depression.   Nationwide, the unemployment rate climbed from 3.2% in
1919 to 23.6% in 1932.  West Palm Beach saw its tax base shrivel due to
declining property values and a near-cessation of new construction.  Property

HURRICANE OF 1928 MASS BURIAL AT WOODLAWN CEMETERY
COURTESY OF THE  HISTORICAL SOCIETY OF PALM BEACH COUNTY
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DUNBAR VILLAGE

values in the City fell from $89 million in 1929 to $18.2 million in 1935.
Construction was limited to small projects in existing neighborhoods.
Continuing financial problems caused the city to refund bonds in 1936 and
1939.  The phenomenal population growth West Palm Beach had experienced
in the past slowed to a trickle.  In 1930, the population stood at 26,619.

Franklin D. Roosevelt was elected President in November 1932 and created
various programs to pull the nation out of the Depression and to put millions
of people back to work.  These “New Deal” programsincluded the Federal
Emergency Relief Administration (FERA), the Works Progress
Administration (WPA), and the Public Works Administration (PWA).  By
early 1935, approximately 20% of Floridians were receiving some kind of
direct government relief.  In Florida, during the years 1936 to 1939, between
24,000-53,000 persons were employed on WPA projects.

In September of 1937, Roosevelt signed the Wagner-Steagall Housing Act,
intended to improve the general welfare of the nation by using federal funds
to remedy “unsafe and unsanitary housing conditions.”  Low income families
would be housed through federal government vesting in local public housing
agencies.  The U.S. Reconstruction Finance Corporation provided low-
interest loans for slum clearance and construction of low-income housing
for the nation’s poor.  In 1939, Congress appropriated $800,000,000 for
public housing projects.  West Palm Beach participated in this program by
setting up a Housing Authority and in 1940, constructed two housing projects:
Dunbar Village, for African-Americans, and Southridge, for whites.
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Many public buildings, such as schools, city halls, and community buildings,
were erected with the support of the WPA during its eight years of existence.
A special feature of the WPA building/construction program was a nationwide
effort to build armory buildings, and over 900 were constructed.  In 1931,
the local unit of the National Guard used city police barracks in Howard
Park for its drills and inspections.  WPA funds were used to construct an
armory building for the Guard in 1939.  Built at a cost of approximately
$56,000, the Armory project brought jobs and federal money into the
depressed local economy.

Palm Beach County solicited federal funds (FERA, WPA, and PWA) to
construct Morrison Field.  The airport was dedicated on December 19,
1936.  PWA funds were also utilized to construct the Flagler Memorial
Bridge which opened in 1938, replacing the railroad bridge.

Other projects buoyed the community’s spirit during this time.  The first
public junior college in Florida, Palm Beach Junior College, was established
and funded by the Palm Beach County School Board in 1933.  The Norton
Gallery of Art and associated art school were founded by Ralph Norton in
1941.

NATIONAL GUARD ARMORY
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The anxieties caused by the poor economy of the Depression years was
ameliorated somewhat by the creation of a number of recreational facilities.

Helping to provide an escape
from the somber realities was
the Palm Beach Kennel Club,
founded in 1932 and the West
Palm Beach Fishing Club,
founded in 1934.  The West
Palm Beach Fishing Club was
organized by thirty-five local
sport fishing enthusiasts as a
vehicle to attract tourists.  It
received support from both the
City’s Recreation Department
and the local hotel industry.
Florida’s oldest sailfish
tournament was first sponsored
by the Club in 1935.  In 1940,
350 anglers participated in the
twenty-one day tournament.

SILVER SAILFISH DERBY
COURTESY OF THE  HISTORICAL SOCIETY OF PALM BEACH COUNTY

PALM BEACH JUNIOR COLLEGE
813 GARDENIA STREET
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Their clubhouse, at 201 5th Street, opened in 1941. Another important
entertainment source was radio.  The area’s first station, WJNO, went on
the air in July 1936.  The Carefree Bowlaway opened in 1939, and today it is
known as the Carefree Theater.

WEST PALM BEACH FISHING CLUB

In the late 1930s, the nation began to embark on a military buildup.  Because
of its strategic east coast location, a local unit of the Florida Defense Force
was organized in West Palm Beach for civil defense purposes.  The local
National Guard unit was again mobilized into Federal service and served
until the end of Word War II.  In February 1940, Morrison Field was leased
to the U.S. Army for an air base.  The City’s population reached 33,693 in
1940.

WWWWWORLD WORLD WORLD WORLD WORLD WAR II AND POST WAR II AND POST WAR II AND POST WAR II AND POST WAR II AND POST WAR PERIOD 1941 -AR PERIOD 1941 -AR PERIOD 1941 -AR PERIOD 1941 -AR PERIOD 1941 -
19471947194719471947

Because of its geography and climate, the United States military viewed
Florida as a perfect training ground for its armed forces.  From 1941 through
the war years, the City of West Palm Beach felt the effects of the military’s
presence.  On February 27, 1941, Morrison Field officially became a U.S.
Army facility and was the home base for more than 3,000 personnel
responsible for training 45,000 fliers during the war.  The military expanded
the size of Morrison Field and paid for additional runways, a control tower,
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and water and sewage systems.  The City was also a stopover for thousands
of soldiers in transit.  While City residents lived in fear of German U-boats
that prowled the coast, the buying power of the U.S. military boosted
Clematis Street businesses and the City’s economy.  Very little private
construction took place during the war years.

1948 TO THE PRESENT1948 TO THE PRESENT1948 TO THE PRESENT1948 TO THE PRESENT1948 TO THE PRESENT

Many servicemen who had trained in Florida wanted to return to the state to
live.  Thus, immediately following World War II, homes were constructed in
areas that had been platted but not built-up during the Land Boom.  During
the 1950s, the Cold War and the Korean War led to the expansion of the
West Palm Beach National Guard as it maintained its role in local defense
activities.  A new airport terminal had been constructed at Morrison Field in
1947, and the following year was renamed the Palm Beach County
International Airport.  Burdine’s Department Store moved into a new building
on Clematis Street in 1954, reflecting a new era of property development
during the post-war years.  Property values rose from $72 million in 1949 to
$147.5 million in 1962.

MILITARY PARADE
COURTESY OF THE  HISTORICAL SOCIETY OF PALM BEACH COUNTY
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The population reached 43,162 in 1950.  As new residents flocked to Florida,
West Palm Beach was faced with limited room for growth and a primitive
sewer system.  Successors to the Flagler interests owned the water plant
and the land west of the City.  In 1955, the City floated a bond for $18
million and used the money to purchase the water plant and 17,000 acres of
land west of the City (including the water catchment area), and to upgrade
the sewer system.  A new library was constructed at the foot of Clematis
Street in 1962.  The following year, a Holiday Inn was erected nearby on
Flagler Drive.

In 1957, the City sold 5,500 acres of the newly acquired land in the westward
expansion area to the Perini Land and Development Company.  Developer
Louis R. Perini, Sr. converted these undeveloped acres of wetland and
swamp into prime real estate.  One of the City’s stipulations was that a
residential area for African-Americans be included in the development.

The passage of civil rights legislation during the 1960s was the next major
issue West Palm Beach had to confront.  Up to this time, the entire city was
segregated.  On August 30, 1967, a riot erupted in the nearby town of
Riviera Beach.  Scattered groups smashed windows, set fires and shot at

WESTWARD EXPANSION AREA
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police in West Palm Beach.  However, these problems were minor compared
to the strife that consumed other areas of the country.  Strong leadership in
the African-American community and the City’s foresight in the development
of the Roosevelt Estates neighborhood in the westward expansion area
minimized the difficulties in desegregating the City.  In 1968, the first African-
American students were admitted to Palm Beach Junior College.  Ten years
later, Eva Mack became the first African-American elected to the West Palm
Beach City Commission.

During the 1960s, other amenities continued to attract new residents to the
westward expansion area.  The Municipal Stadium was constructed in 1963
and brought in baseball spring training.  In 1967, the West Palm Beach
Auditorium and the Palm Beach Mall were constructed.  The first portion of
Interstate 95 in Palm Beach County was completed in 1966, 3.6 miles from
Okeechobee Boulevard to 45th Street.  The Interstate was completed from
Palm Beach Gardens to Miami in 1976.  New hotels were erected just off
the Interstate exits, diverting tourist traffic away from the motels that once
lined Dixie Highway.  As the population and economic base continued to
shift to western suburbs, the downtown and the older residential sections of
the City began to experience a slow decline.  By 1976, 40% of the downtown
retail space was vacant.

Throughout the 1980s and 1990s, the City struggled to redefine and restore
the downtown area.  A strong mayoral system was adopted in 1991.  Shortly
thereafter, an $18 million dollar bond issue for revitalizing the downtown
was passed.  A symbolic event, marking the rebirth of the downtown, was
the implosion of the vacant
downtown Holiday Inn on
New Year’s Eve, 1993.  The
hotel was replaced by the
Meyer Amphitheater.  The
Kravis Center for the
Performing Arts was
constructed in 1992.  In 1994,
the downtown library was
remodeled and the  plaza and
fountain in the forecourt have
become a center of downtown
activities. CENTENNIAL SQUARE FOUNTAIN
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A new police station was built at Rosemary Avenue and Banyan Boulevard
in 1995.  That same year, a downtown master plan was adopted to bring
design cohesiveness and unity to the area bounded by Palm Beach Lakes
and Okeechobee Boulevards, Flagler Drive, and Australian Avenue.

In the 1980s, deteriorated neighborhoods north and south of Okeechobee
Boulevard, just east of the Kravis Center for the Performing Arts, were
cleared for a private renewal project that never materialized.  The City
eventually purchased the seventy-two acres and requested proposals for a
multiuse commercial and residential development.  Ground was broken in
1998 for a comprehensive assemblage of apartments, townhouses, and retail
space, focused around a grand plaza.  That project, CityPlace, opened in
2000.

While West Palm Beach is enhanced by new developments such as
CityPlace, it is its historic architecture that imparts a sense of the City’s past
and creates a special ambience imbued with the richness of time.  It is the
combination of new growth and respectful retention of our architectural
heritage which will ensure that the unique character of West Palm Beach will
survive.


