
[image: Cover]



LATE TO THE PARTY IN THE ROARING TWENTIES AND THAT TROPICAL PARADISE CALLED FLORIDA





LATE TO THE PARTY IN THE ROARING TWENTIES AND THAT TROPICAL PARADISE CALLED FLORIDA

ROBERT YOST AND PATRICIA YOST

[image: image]

PINEAPPLE PRESS, INC.

Palm Beach, Florida


[image: image]

Pineapple Press, Inc.

An imprint of The Rowman & Littlefield Publishing Group, Inc.

4501 Forbes Blvd., Ste. 200

Lanham, MD 20706

www.rowman.com

Distributed by NATIONAL BOOK NETWORK

Copyright © 2020 by Patricia Yost

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the publisher, except by a reviewer who may quote passages in a review.

British Library Cataloguing in Publication Information available

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data available

ISBN 978-1-68334-060-7 (paperback)

ISBN 978-1-68334-062-1 (e-book)

[image: image] The paper used in this publication meets the minimum requirements of American National Standard for Information Sciences—Permanence of Paper for Printed Library Materials, ANSI/NISO Z39.48-1992.



CONTENTS



	Cover

	Half Title

	Title

	Copyright

	Contents

	Acknowledgment

	Prologue: Who Was This Land-Boom Optimist?

	CHAPTER 1: The Swaggering Twenties

	CHAPTER 2: Land Galore

	CHAPTER 3: Not What It Seemed

	CHAPTER 4: The Whirl

	CHAPTER 5: Writing the Checks

	CHAPTER 6: Enter, West Boynton

	CHAPTER 7: Hammering Out a New Life

	CHAPTER 8: Times Were Getting Tough

	CHAPTER 9: Deluge

	CHAPTER 10: Still Believing in West Boynton

	CHAPTER 11: Flattened Again

	CHAPTER 12: A New Start

	CHAPTER 13: Ending Note

	Notes

	About the Authors








	I

	II

	III

	IV

	V

	VI

	VII

	VIII

	IX

	X

	XI

	XII

	XIII

	XIV

	XV

	XVI

	1

	2

	3

	4

	5

	6

	7

	8

	9

	10

	11

	12

	13

	14

	15

	16

	17

	18

	19

	20

	21

	22

	23

	24

	25

	26

	27

	28

	29

	30

	31

	32

	33

	34

	35

	36

	37

	38

	39

	40

	41

	42

	43

	44

	45

	46

	47

	48

	49

	50

	51

	52

	53

	54

	55

	56

	57

	58

	59

	60

	61

	62

	63

	64

	65

	66

	67

	68

	69

	70

	71

	72

	73

	74

	75

	76

	77

	78

	79

	80

	81

	82

	83

	84

	85

	86

	87

	88

	89

	90

	91

	92

	93

	94

	95

	96

	97

	98

	99

	100

	101

	102

	103

	104

	105

	106

	107

	108

	109

	110

	111

	112

	113

	114

	115

	116

	117

	118

	119

	120

	121

	122

	123

	124

	125

	126

	127

	128

	129

	130

	131

	132

	133

	134

	135





Guide


	Cover

	Half Title

	Title

	Copyright

	Contents

	Acknowledgment

	Prologue: Who Was This Land-Boom Optimist?

	Start of Content

	Notes

	About the Authors







ACKNOWLEDGMENT

GRATEFUL APPRECIATION GOES TO THE CURATORIAL TEAM AT THE Historical Society of Palm Beach County for providing access to the extraordinary archival treasure trove of photographs, documents, and artifacts housed in the Historic 1916 County Courthouse in West Palm Beach, Florida. Their kind assistance, patience, and vast knowledgeable input helped to bring this narrative to life.






PROLOGUE

Who Was This Land-Boom Optimist?

OCCASIONALLY IT IS SAID THAT THE EASIEST PERSON TO SELL SOMETHING to is a fellow salesman. For some reason, the cleverness of the deal, the flash of enthusiasm, the anything-is-possible optimism, overshadows all clear thinking and degrees of common sense. If an exceptionally rich reward—even a reasonably rich reward—swings at the end of the stick, the prospects seem limitless. What gets lost is the fact that timing can be everything.

But who thinks about that when there is money to be made? Some salesmen are just born to be “sold”—and the perfect time and place was Florida in the roaring twenties. Land-boom mania was in full swing. For a man like Ralph Yost, the possibilities loomed large.

Ralph was a consummate salesman—impulsive, imposing, persuasive. His was a personality forged on the city streets of New York and in a household of vigorous German émigrés. He was born in New York City in 1888, the youngest of three children to first-generation Charles and German-born Margaretha Yost.

Ralph’s grandfather, Christian Jost—a rugged, Bavarian stonemason—arrived in New York City, April 1853, at the age of thirty. He was quick to find work as a stonecutter and soon married Margaret Christman, another German émigré. The couple settled into a small apartment on lower Manhattan’s East Sixteenth Street, amid a throng of other recent arrivals from Europe. When America’s Civil War took hold eight years later, Christian—then thirty-eight, with a wife, two young children, and another expected soon—volunteered to join the fight. Three days after the First Battle at Bull Run, 1861, he signed on as a private in the Union Army—Company B, Battery B, First Battalion, New York Light Artillery, a unit composed mostly of fellow German compatriots; so many, in fact, that some army records actually listed Company B, First Battalion as “German Light Artillery.” While assigned to the Army of the Potomac, Christian was gravely wounded in the bloody Battle of Gaines’ Mill, Virginia. Surprisingly, he survived but returned to New York in 1863 a seriously weakened man. He died in 1881 at the age of fifty-eight.

Christian’s grandson, Ralph, was typical of kids growing up in Yorkville, New York City’s Upper East Side community stretching north from Seventy-Ninth to Ninety-Sixth Streets, wedged between Third Avenue and the East River. The heart of the district centered on the East Eighty-Sixth Street station of the New York and Harlem Railroad.

Like many of their neighbors, Ralph’s parents moved to Yorkville in the early 1880s, abandoning the Little Germany community on the Lower East Side, where the bulk of New York’s German émigrés initially settled after arriving in America. At the time, Yorkville was a middle-to working-class neighborhood, a melting pot of Germans, Irish, Czechs, Slovaks, Poles, Hungarians, and a random hodgepodge of others. Primarily, it was a German enclave.

Some say that by 1885 New York City had the world’s third largest German-speaking population outside of Berlin and Vienna. But for Ralph, the polyglot English spoken at home and in his mostly German neighborhood soon gave way to the clear, precise English he spoke so meticulously in a modulated baritone voice throughout the rest of his life.

Ralph and his friends socialized like most city kids in the 1890s, meeting up in the overcrowded streets, in schoolyards, on sidewalks, and on stoops. Stickball was the routine pastime—broom handles for bats, manhole covers for bases, rows of storefronts for foul lines.

The go-to place in New York’s sweltering summer heat was the fast-flowing East River a couple of blocks away, with the water’s grime and floating muck wholly unnoticed. Winter signaled sledding in Carl Schurz Park, the perfect spot for whizzing down slopes on discarded boards and metal trash-can lids. Simpler times, simpler pleasures.

Friendships in those days were casual and straightforward. Ralph mingled easily, reaching outside of his German-American world. He was especially friendly with Julius, Leonard, and Adolph, the sons of a local family named Marx, who lived nearby on East Ninety-Third Street. The boys—later known as Groucho, Chico, and Harpo—often visited each other’s homes, having hilarious times together, as Ralph remembered it years later.

When he was sixteen, Ralph began working after school for a local painting contractor. As an apprentice, he learned the business quickly—so quickly that after three years he went into business for himself. A wide network of relatives and friends guaranteed his enterprise grew in no time, fanning out from Manhattan, where he specialized in painting apartment buildings, to several towns in suburban Westchester County. The hired help came from a growing cadre of Yost uncles and cousins.

Ralph’s natural sales ability and winning personality soon came to the attention of a trunk manufacturer in Manhattan. A job was offered, and Ralph accepted, becoming a full-time traveling salesman, promoting the company’s trunks throughout New York State and parts of New England. This was in 1914, a time when transport by train and steamship was the norm. Business trips and family vacations lasted weeks or months—which meant extensive wardrobes and piles of personal trappings were reliant on large, sturdy trunks. Trunks were as common then as rolling suitcases are today.

A short time later, he was asked by another manufacturer to represent that firm’s line of women’s ready-made skirts. To Ralph, it seemed a sensible idea: sample trunks afforded a practical way to transport sample skirts.

This new arrangement worked as planned, but Ralph was quick to realize it was the fashion business that offered the better prospects. Women’s lives were changing rapidly, as were their clothes. Corsets and long, heavy dresses had grown tiresome; women wanted lighter fabrics, more flattering designs. And they wanted hemlines above the ankle, revealing a scandalous flash of leg. The trend focused on skirts. Skirts could be produced by the thousands and sold by the thousands. Without question, it was a fashion revolution—and Ralph found himself right in the middle of it.

The lovely Luella, Ralph’s striking young wife, was cut from a different cloth entirely, shy and much in need of stability in her life. Consuela Luella Hyland Shaw had been born into a comfortable and seemingly secure life in Montreal, Canada, in November of 1898. Her father, Charles Shaw, was a pharmacist. Her mother, Ella—a determined pragmatist who solved problems and kept things together—tended to the family.

Charles died an early death from sepsis, at the age of thirty-six. It was an unexpected, devastating blow. Apart from their personal loss, Ella Shaw and her children were confronted with the loss of their safe haven and financial well-being. Daughter Luella was ten, son Dudley was eight.

For this unassuming family of three, hardships set in. By the time she was fourteen, young Luella was working a few hours each day after school as a cleaner at a local variety store and in several private homes where she polished brass and dusted furniture. By earning a bit of extra money, she helped her mother manage the family’s tight budget. It was not a pleasant way for a timid child to grow up, and her confidence was deeply shaken, leaving a lasting mark.

At age eighteen and with reluctant approval from her mother, Luella boarded a train for New York City to visit, and subsequently live with, her Uncle Stanley Shaw and his wife, Ellie. Stanley worked as a pressman at the Bronx Home







[image: Ralph Yost, on his way to marry Luella Shaw, the quiet young woman from Montreal, August 20, 1920. Source : Robert Yost.]




[image: Luella Shaw Yost, soon after her marriage in 1920. Source: Robert Yost.]




[image: Luella and Ralph Yost were on their way to reasonable prosperity in New York, 1923. Source: Robert Yost.]
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