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One of Florida’s biggest dreamers and doers, Waldo Sexton brokered some of Vero Beach’s most important land deals while building quirky restaurants, a
hotel and a tourist attraction that would give the city much of its personality.

Five decades after his death, Vero Beach'’s iconoclastic
Waldo Sexton continues to fascinate and surprise
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s Vero Beach prepares to celebrate its 100th an-

y niversary in 2019, no one figure stands taller in

the city’s history than Waldo Sexton. He is Vero

Beach’s most iconic figure, celebrated and written
& about more than any other.

Quirky, eclectic, ubiquitous, enigmatic.

Waldo’s entrepreneurial drive and vision permeated every
sector of early Vero commerce: real estate sales, residential
development, citrus cultivation, cattle ranching, dairy farm-
ing and tourism.

His larger-than-life imprint remains indelibly planted on
Vero Beach through many of his works that still stand: McKee
Botanical Garden, the Driftwood Resort, and the Ocean Grill,
Patio and Szechuan Palace restaurants.

He helped develop Vero Beach Country Club and negoti-
ated the sale for the land that would become the Riomar
subdivision and John’s Island. A collection of bells, many of
those acquired by Waldo, can be seen placed discreetly at
venues throughout Vero.

His passion for beautifying the city’s landscape extends
from the water oaks at 14th Avenue to laurels along 21st
Street, royal palms on Royal Palm Boulevard, Royal Palm
Place and McKee Botanical Garden, and banyan trees
throughout the city.

At one time, he was president of 17 corporations, 12 of
which were still in existence in 1958. He created a test for con-
firming the outstanding attributes of Indian River citrus and
through his involvement in various organizations, including
the Indian River Citrus League, he helped develop its world-
wide reputation.

He was a master publicist, stuffing in his pockets McKee
Jungle Gardens pamphlets and flyers extolling the features
of Vero Beach to hand out on virtually any trip he took — or
constantly prodding writers for publications like the New
York Times or Saturday Evening Post to spotlight him and his
attractions and the wonders of Vero Beach.

An artist and amateur architect, his greatest gift was
salvaging the refuse of Palm Beach mansions to create new
structures, perhaps just as structurally sound but looking as
if they had been haphazardly put together or were organic to
the landscape.

One of 20th century Florida’s biggest dreamers and doers,
his legacy continues today, carefully nurtured by family
members and strangers alike.

. - & b

S?XT()N COLLECTION, ARCHIVE CENTER, IRC MAIN LIBRARY
Salesman Waldo Sexton, third from left, oversees the demonstration of the
Spalding Deep Tilling Machine in 1913, the year he arrived in Vero.

TRIPSON FAMILY COLLECTION
Waldo Sexton grew up on a farm in Indiana and never strayed too far from
his roots. After arriving in Vero Beach in 1913, he would engage in citrus
growing, dairy farming and ranching, among many other pursuits.

Fascinated with his various works, who doesn’t automati-
cally embrace his spirit when hearing the story of his re-
sponse to a woman taking a tour with him of the Driftwood?
Impressed with a morning tour led by Waldo, the woman
took another one in the afternoon. When the woman noted in
the afternoon tour that his stories about certain objects were
not the same on the tour she had taken earlier in the day, he
retorted: “Madam, I’d rather be a liar than a bore.”

The anecdote has given generations of Vero natives and
newcomers the license to embellish stories about him to such
a point that much of what is shared about him today is more
apocrypha than fact.

Luckily, his penchant for publicity left a long trail of news-
paper interviews and articles about him — often enough to
identify inconsistencies and divine the truth through what he
repeated most often.

PRESERVING A LEGACY

Five decades after his death, Waldo’s family has preserved
his legacy through their ownership of many of his works and
valuable properties. While all four of his children are now
dead, the real estate is controlled by Sexton Inc., a corpora-
tion consisting of Sexton descendants from the four families,
each controlling about 25 percent of the shares.

The properties are leased with strict provisions on any
changes or improvements that leaseholders can make, ensur-
ing that the character remains intact. Even his original 1917
homestead on 12th Street remains in family hands, occupied
by his grandson Mark Tripson and altered little since his death.

Waldo’s legacy has also been preserved in the Archive Cen-
ter at the Indian River County Main Library, which has an >>
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extensive collection of photos and newspaper clippings from
. the days of Waldo.

. Son Ralph, who headed Sexton Inc. and died in 2014, just
two days shy of his 87th birthday, commissioned the only
biography of his father, Tales of Waldo E. Sexton by George W.
Gross, published in 2001. “He spent time with George Gross
writing Tales of Waldo, giving verbal accounts through his gift
of story-telling and his steel-trap memory by which they put
together the book,” said Ralph’s son, Sean Sexton.

Sean Sexton is the author of another authoritative source,
Waldo’s Mountain, about the hill, now long gone, that Waldo
built beachside in Vero across the street from what is now
Jaycee Beach Park on ATA.

EARLY YEARS

Waldo was born in Moral Township, Indiana, the sixth
child of Isaac and Sara Buckingham Sexton, descendants of
families that had settled the Kentucky and Indiana wil-
derness. Waldo grew up on his parents’ 80-acre farm and,
according to Waldo biographer Gross, was notified by his
father at the age of 10 that he and his brothers were to take
over all the work in the fields.

Luckily, Waldo excelled at academics and qualified to
attend Shelbyville High School, where he played football.
Blessed with a stout physique, he was a powerful force on the
field and known to be fearless.

He enrolled in Indiana University in 1908 to study medi-
cine but later dropped out and entered Purdue University ;
to study animal husbandry, graduating in 1911. Financing - e - e oS e
his education himself, Waldo held jobs stoking furnaces and One of Waldo Sexton’s last works was his Waldo’s Mountain, a free tourist
waiting tables before going into sales. He would buy frater- >> attraction at Bethel Creek in Vero Beach.

2007 INDIAN RIVER MAGAZINE
Waldo Sexton’s 1917 homestead on 12th Street, now owned by his grandson Mark Tripson and his wife, Hildie, still reflects Waldo’s eclectic style.
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nity jewelry, such as fraternity pins, from pawn shops and
resell them to fraternity members. He also worked door-to-
door selling utensils.

After graduating from college, he began working on the
farm of O.C. Barber, who was known as the Diamond Match
King. Besides matches, Barber made a fortune in a succession
of industrial ventures, including the manufacture of sewer
pipe, steel tubes, steel boilers, fire extinguishers and subways.
His last project was the purchase of a 3,500-acre farm.

It was no ordinary farm. Barber had founded it as a sci-
entific farm that would employ the latest and most efficient
agricultural practices, mirroring the efficiencies of his various
industrial operations. The farm featured 35 structures, many
of them built in the French Renaissance Revival style and
adhering to Barber’s belief that farms should be both beauti-
ful and functional.

During his two years with Barber, Waldo helped improve
milk cow and hog productivity of the stock, which included a
world-record, milk-producing Guernsey.

Barber had also recently completed a 52-room mansion
that was described by the New York Times as “the finest
mansion between New York and Chicago.” Waldo lived in a
section of the antique-filled mansion and took his meals with
Barber’s family.

“Waldo’s creative career was strongly influenced by his
association with Barber,” biographer Gross wrote. “There,
he learned to appreciate the finer things in life. Years later,
Waldo said he learned his ‘city manners’ at Barber’s house —
from Waldo’s personal butler, at Mr. Barber’s pleasure.”

ARRIVAL IN VERO

Waldo's early life equipped him with multiple attributes
that would lead to his success: an ability and willingness to
engage in hard labor; advanced knowledge of modern agri-
cultural techniques; an appreciation for art and fine antiques;
and, above all, an ability to dream big and to promote and
sell almost anything.

After leaving Barber’s farm, he became a traveling sales-
man for the Spalding Deep Tilling Machine. A chance to dem-
onstrate the machine brought him in November 1913 to Vero,
which was then just a postal designation. The city wouldn’t
be incorporated for six more years.

Waldo’s demonstration with oxen pulling the plow —
recorded by a photographer — went awry and was largely
blamed on Florida’s sandy soil. At the time, he was staying at
the Sleepy Eye Lodge — the community’s only hotel — and
decided to stay another 10 days. Grandson Sean Sexton says
he was waiting for a part to arrive from company headquar-
ters in Cleveland, which had been hit with a snow storm.

During the wait he decided to permanently settle in Vero.
Using his life savings of $500, he put a down payment on 160
acres of land on 12th Street, 100 feet of oceanfront property
and a business lot. “I fell in love with Florida the first day
and I think I set some sort of record,” he said.

The Vero that the 28-year-old Waldo encountered was a
community of just a few hundred people in 1913. Downtown
was just a crossroad with a few buildings, such as the Sleepy
Eye Lodge. The whole town was his blank canvas.

To the west were Florida backwoods and swamps that
would need to be cleared and drained, and where Waldo
would build his homestead, plant citrus and raise beef and
dairy cows. To the south was the land he would develop with
partner Arthur McKee into the city’s signature tourist attrac-

tion, McKee Jungle Gardens. And to the east lay the barrier >>
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PAM COOPER COLLECTION
Just a few days after deciding to make Vero his home in 1913, Waldo wrote
an article promoting the benefits of the climate, the benefits of the soil and
the affordability of land. “Although I have only been here ten days, | have
a house and a barn under construction and have seeded small patches of
alfalfa and sweet clover and find this morning that the seeds have sprouted
and are making vigorous growth,” he wrote. Whether this claim was a
mere promotion or fact is unproven. Waldo wouldn’t begin building what
would become his family home until 1917.

Waldo and Elsebeth smooch in front of the one-story homestead shortly
after their marriage in 1918.
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THE LIFE OF WALDO SEXTON

1885 — Waldo Emerson Sexton is born
March 23 in Shelby County, Indiana,
he sixth child to Isaac Sexton and

' Sarah Buckingham Sexton. Throughout
childhood, he works on the family’s 80-
acre farm.

1906 — Graduates from Shelbyville
(Ind.) High School and enters the
University of Indiana to study medicine
but later drops out and enrolls in Purdue
University to study animal husbandry in
1908.

1911 — Graduates
from Purdue and
moves to Barberton,
Ohio, where he
works as manager
on the farms of O.C.
Barber, known as
the Diamond Match
King.

1913 — Begins work as a traveling
salesman for the Spalding Deep Tilling
Machine and travels to Vero for a
demonstration. When the demonstration
goes awry, he decides to make Vero

his home, buys small plots of land and
works as a sales agent for Indian River
Farms Co.

by An x
tical Farmers in tie United States and F(
Means tor Mixing the Top and Bottom So!
Two Soils. Greater Crops Mean Greater I

WEIGHT, 1200 LBS

1915 — Begins the purchase of large
pieces of property on the beach and
southwest Vero.

1917 — Moves into his bungalow on
12th Street as a bachelor.

1918 — Marries Elsebeth Martens.
They later produce a family of two girls
and two boys.

1920 — Opens Oslo Packinghouse.

1924 — Founds Vero Beach Dairy, the
first commercial dairy in the area.

14

McKEE

JUNGLE
3GARDENS]

1932 — Opens McKee Jungle Gardens
with Arthur McKee.

1934 — Begins building the Driftwood
— then referred to as the Breezeway
— as a weekend beach getaway for his
family. The project evolves into a hotel
that becomes known as the Driftwood
Inn and a restaurant now known as
Waldo’s.

1937 — Completes and opens what
would become known as the Patio
restaurant.

1941 — Completes the building now
known as the Ocean Grill, which opened
as Gus and Emma’s Ocean Grill.

Indiafy/iver

1943 — With 160 acres received from
the dissolution of the Kenmore Cattle
Company held with three other partners,
starts Treasure Hammock Ranch.

1947 — Begins a series of
hospitalizations for the treatment of
manic depression.

L
a

1956 — Begins building Waldo’s
Mountain and completes it in 1960.

1957 — Completes and opens the Turf
Club, now the Szechuan Palace.

1958 — Waldo
Sexton Day is
celebrated in Vero
Beach on Nov. 5.

1967 — Dies Dec.
28 at the age of
82 and is buried
in Crestlawn
Cemetery in Vero
Beach.




SEXTON FAMILY COLLECTION
Waldo’s 1917 homestead as seen in the 1930s after a second floor is added.
Siblings Barbara Sexton, left, and Jacqueline Sexton, right, are with mom

Elsebeth behind the pony. Brothers Ralph, front, and Randy are on the pony.

island accessible only by boat — the first bridge wouldn’t be
built until 1920 — where he would create the Driftwood Inn
and Ocean Grill as well as build Waldo’s Mountain.

THE WORK BEGINS

At the time Waldo arrived in Vero, Florida was neither a
retirement nor tourist mecca. Yet Waldo saw the promise and
potential of it all. And the work ahead did not intimidate
the six-foot-one, 200-pound Waldo. In 1958, for example, he
claimed as one of his life’s accomplishments clearing and
grading “the right of way from the old wooden bridge to A.B.
Michael’s house [on Orchid Island] by manpower alone — no
mules, no tractors, no bulldozers.”

Waldo initially began working as a sales agent for the
Indian River Farms Co. In 1914, he formed his own real estate
company. By 1917, he went into farming for himself, planting
10,000 citrus trees the first year and building a small house on
12th Street that would become his homestead.

In 1918, he married Elsebeth Martens of Franklin Park, I1li-
nois, who decided to stay in Vero after a visit with her father.
She and Waldo met at the Sleepy Eye Lodge. A graduate of
the University of Chicago, she was also the piano player at
the local silent theater in Vero.

“She only knew two selections: ‘Hearts and Flowers’ and
‘Johnny Get Your Gun,” which she played alternately as the
scene dictated,” Sean Sexton wrote. “She and Waldo mar-
ried and he took her to live in the small two-room house on
his property [on 12th Street] where she found he lived in one
room and kept the other full of feed.”

Waldo and Elsebeth raised their four children at the home
that they expanded over time. On the business side, Waldo
continued to devote himself to ventures that would ensure
his family’s security. He had planted citrus groves and
opened Oslo Packinghouse in 1920, and in 1924 founded his
Vero Beach Dairy.

Waldo’s creative period — the time for which he is best
known for the buildings he created — lasted from the early
1930s through the late 1950s when he finished his last projects.

As the Great Depression approached and Florida’s land
boom went bust, new estate taxes forced the heirs of robber
barons in Palm Beach to give up their mansions, with some
falling under the wrecking ball. Sensing opportunity, Waldo >>
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began making trips to Palm Beach to salvage items from

the mansions, whose contents were often put up for auction
before being razed. Waldo could often be seen sitting at the
auctions, a bag of silver dollars on the floor in front of him,
ready to purchase. “I like things nobody else wants,” he said.
Once, when he learned that a salvage company was razing
- an estate and he could purchase contents but would have

to pick them up that day, he sent his fleet of dairy trucks to
Palm Beach to retrieve the tiles, which were used to decorate
Waldo’s Mountain.

McKEE JUNGLE GARDENS

With partner Arthur McKee, Waldo formed Royal Park Ex-
otic Nurseries in 1925. By 1929, work on McKee Jungle Gar-
dens began as the nation began slipping into the Depression.
The gardens were completed in 1931 and officially opened
Jan. 1, 1932, becoming the region’s foremost tourist attraction
and putting Vero on the tourist map.

“He saw 100,000 cars a year going down U.S. 1, and he
said how are we going to stop them and make money from
them?” said grandson Mark Tripson, who is now president of
Sexton Inc.

McKee Jungle Gardens contained more than 2,000 botanical
species grown throughout the world, as well as jungle trails
and the 300-tree Cathedral of Royal Palms planted by Waldo.
Later additions included Waldo’s Hall of Giants, which
features the longest mahogany table in the world, and his
outdoor Spanish kitchen, modeled after one Waldo had seen
in Mexico. In the early days, Waldo and McKee populated
the gardens with 300 animals, including macaws, toucans, - R TS T
flamingoes, alligators, deer, wildcats, a wrestling bear and >>  waldo Sexton, left, developed McKee Jungle Gardens with Arthur McKee.

’ 8 g g ; McKEE BOTANI GARDEN PHOTO ARCHIVES i i ‘ > _ i JPR INMACH
At top left, the entrance to McKee Jungle Gardens as it appeared in 1932. Passersby on U.S. 1 could see a giant whale skeleton that McKee visitors encoun-
tered before entering, bottom left. Today, Waldo’s Hall of Giants, right, which features the world'’s largest single-piece mahogany table, remains one of the
popular attractions at the gardens.
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various types of monkeys.

As war approached and temporarily
forced the closure of the gardens, Waldo
sold his interest in the gardens to McKee
after 1941.

THE DRIFTWOOD

With lumber rescued from his barn
destroyed in a hurricane, Waldo began
building what would become the Drift-
wood in 1933. He enlisted the Rivenbark
family of carpenters, who also helped
with the construction of the Hall of Gi-
ants and later the Ocean Grill and Patio.
The Driftwood was originally built as a
weekend beach house for his family.

The original building featured a 25-
foot breezeway between two sections.
The rooms in the sections, which had an
upstairs, featured furniture made of drift-
wood and various objects Waldo collected
over the years. “He built with things
from the sea and felt the sea could take
them back whenever it wanted,” said his
granddaughter, Logan Tripson Geeslin.

The building’s unusual appearance
created a demand to rent out rooms,
especially since there was only one other
hotel on the beach at the time. Elsebeth
soon found herself in the hotel busi-
ness. The venture proved profitable, and
Waldo added various wings and rooms
over the years.

Besides McKee Jungle Gardens, the
Driftwood is one of the few Waldo
creations that the Sexton family does not
own today. The hotel was sold in 1979
and turned into time-share resorts.

THE OCEAN GRILL

Waldo built the Ocean Grill on a
250-foot piece of oceanfront property
he bought in 1925. The property was
originally leased for a hot dog and ham->>

Waldo looks out to the Atlantic from his Driftwood Inn.

. ) : ;EXTO”I\ FAMILY PHOTOS
The Driftwood, left, as it appeared in 1933. It was originally built as a weekend getaway for the Sexton family, but soon evolved into a hotel and was
expanded over the years, at right.
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The Ocean Grill, above, has survived multiple hurricanes, despite its prox-
imity to the Atlantic Ocean.

burger stand, which Waldo later demolished to build a patio
dance floor. The Ocean Grill opened New Year’s Eve 1941,
offering “dancing under the stars,” but closed the next day
because the no-see-ums arrived at sundown and were fierce.

The patio was covered over immediately and converted to
the main dining room. “This structure, like others that were
built by Waldo, was not so much designed-and-built, but col-
lected and assembled,” biographer Gross wrote. “It gave the
appearance of a scrap-wood look on the outside, and a hodge-
podge of objects inside, including Tiffany lamps, a number of
old paintings, iron grill work, and various artifacts from ships.”

The main dining room also features a large round mahog-
any table and a huge wrought iron lampshade. Since 1965,
the restaurant, one of the most popular on the Treasure Coast,
has been operated by the Replogle family, which leases it
from Sexton Inc.

THE PATIO

The Patio began as a real estate office and a fruit stand that
was opened in 1935 by Waldo's sister, Lulu Sexton Sleeth. Gas
rationing during World War II reduced traffic on U.S. 1 and the
fruit stand was closed. The office space over the years housed
a dress shop and later an ice cream and hamburger stand.

By late 1950, the Patio had become an open-air restaurant, >>

The Ocean Grill made its debut as an open-air patio, above, on New Year’s
Eve 1941 but closed the next day because of no-see-ums. Waldo quickly
covered it up and the patio became the main dining room, below.

INDIAN RIVER MAGAZINE

The Patio restaurant features grillwork, tiles and hand-carved panels recovered from various Palm Beach estates.
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Waldo opened the Turf Club, top left, in 1957 as a place where artists could exhibit their works. Aiter that proved unprofitable, he transformed it into a res-

2007 INDIAN RIVER MAGAZINE
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taurant. The Szechuan Palace, top right and lower right, has operated in the building for the last 28 years. Amateur historian Jim Wilson recently acquired
a 1956 sketch pad of Waldo’s that shows a rendering of the Turf Club, lower left, that was developed by Waldo and another artist. Waldo claimed that the
weathervane on the original building came from the barn of the famous thoroughbred Seabiscuit. Hence, he dubbed the building the Turf Club.

featuring grillwork, tiles and hand-carved panels recovered
from various Palm Beach estates. Today, the restaurant oper-
ates as the Patio Seafood Tavern under a lease with the building
remaining under the ownership of Ralph Sexton’s heirs.

WALDO’S MOUNTAIN

Waldo’s Mountain, started in 1956, was one of Waldo's last
major projects. When a Jacksonville company was dredging
nearby property, Waldo saw opportunity and encouraged the
operator to dump the fill in low-lying spots on his oceanfront
property.

When Waldo returned a few days later, he was surprised to see
a mountain of fill towering above the trees. Positioned between
the Atlantic and Bethel Creek was the 54-foot-high “mountain.”
Waldo would build a set of concrete and tile stairs leading to a
large cross at the top as well as king and queen thrones. Unlike
his other projects, he sought no profit in it. Instead, he promoted
it as a free tourist attraction and place of reflection that travelers
could use as a stop while driving along A1A.

The mountain became a spiritual endeavor for Waldo, who
didn’t discourage comparisons of various mount references in
the Bible to it. He’d hoped that an artist colony would develop
around it.

His visions for the mountain were so elevated that he even
invited candidates Richard Nixon and John F. Kennedy to debate
at the foot of the mountain during their 1960 presidential race.

The mountain was vandalized over the years and was razed
in 1973 with the fill being used to shore up the Driftwood and
Ocean Grill during a storm threatening the buildings. Though
occupied by condominiums, the land underneath remains

(]
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: SEXTON FAMILY PHOTO
Waldo with members of the synchronized swimming team known as
owned by another Sexton family corporation, Oslo Packing Inc. >> the Dolphinettes on Waldo’s Mountain in the 1950s
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Three of the four Waldo Sexton children, Jacqueline (Jackie) Sexton Daley, Ralph Sexton and Randy Sexton, share a laugh about old times as they visit at
one of the many gatherings of their large family when Jackie visited from her home in California. All are now deceased.

SZECHUAN PALACE

The origins of the building today known as the Szechuan
Palace began when Waldo saw a small building being moved
down State Road 60. The building had been Ard’s Grocery
store, and Waldo convinced the driver to deliver it to a lot he
owned on 43rd Avenue, where it has resided ever since.

Waldo initially opened it as the Turf Club in 1957 as a place
where artists could exhibit their talents. When that venture
proved unprofitable, he transformed it into a restaurant.
Though lacking many of Waldo’s touches on the exterior, the

inside is pure Waldo, with worm-eaten wood, plaster medal-
lions, ornate wrought iron touches and various art works.

The restaurant building has been operated as the Szechuan
Palace for the last 28 years with the Liang family leasing it
from Sexton Inc.

THE PATRIARCH
Waldo had a vision for the future of his children — Jacque-
line, Barbara, Ralph and Randy — and the generations beyond.
Waldo and Elsebeth, who loved word games, emphasized >>

Corporate Air has unveiled our luxurious state of the art FBO facility on the
approach end of the runway seen from 43rd Ave. at the Vero Beach Airport.

t 3 CORPORATE AlRhas been in operation for 32 years and wants to thank all of its loyal customers for their support. We
ot e AI); invite new customers to stop in for competitive price jet fuel and second-to-none service by our highly skilled staff.

5\ E hangars to store your aircraft.

CORPORATE AlRoffers Jet and Avgas fuel, full aircraft maintenance, jet charter, aircraft management and several

3450B Airport West Drive, Vero Beach, Florida * 772.562.1199 - Corporate-Air.com
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learning in the house, and Waldo would offer his children
and grandchildren $100 if they would achieve milestones
such as learning the books of the Bible or memorizing the
multiplication tables up to 24.

The children had few restrictions or responsibilities, except l l l ' i
the care of various pets, which included a macaw, monkey, ) l | I l ' l l
goats, several dogs and a clowder of cats to keep rats downin © SR ,
~ the dairy barn. Waldo also gave each of his children a pony.

“Daddy always wanted us to have experiences that he
never had and so he took us on all sorts of trips,” Barbara
told biographer Gross. “He even took us to West Palm and
the cemetery there, where his favorite marker read: ‘That
which is so universal as death must be a blessing.””

As the children of two rare parents who had graduated
from college, all four children earned higher degrees them-
selves: Ralph and Randy at the University of Florida; Jac- :
queline at Sweet Briar (Waldo tried unsuccessfully to finance Sl s , , l , ‘ ,

one of her years with a railroad car full of grapefruit); and
Barbara at the University of Arizona.

Except for oldest daughter, Jacqueline, who would marry
an Episcopal priest and live in California, each of the three
other Sexton children followed paths forged by their father.
Oldest son, Ralph, bought Treasure Hammock Ranch and
Waldo's beef cattle interests. Youngest son, Randy, bought
the groves and packinghouse. Daughter Barbara married
John Tripson, who would buy Waldo’s Vero Beach Dairy and
transform it into Tripson’s Dairy, serving much of the Trea-
sure Coast. : A .

Barbara and John Tripson lived with Waldo and Elsebeth ) SEEIONGRITEETIC WARChILL CENTER IRGMAN L BRARY

. . . Waldo, left, and son-in-law John Tripson stand in front of the entrance to
after their marriage. But when Barbara became pregnant with

o ; . - < Tripson’s Dairy, which Tripson bought from Waldo as Vero Beach Dairy. The
their first child, Waldo took action. “I've already raised four >> dairy was located on the original Sexton homestead.

'um l“
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JIMWILSON COLLECTION
Besides a rendering of the Szechuan Restaurant, a 1956 sketch pad of Waldo’s recently acquired by amateur historian Jim Wilson contains other projects
of Waldo’s that came to fruition. The pad included a sketch of a whale, middle top, that was carved and now hangs at Waldo’s Restaurant at the Driftwood
Resort, bottom left, and a sketch of Waldo’s Mountain, top right. Although Waldo possessed many talents similar to a sculptor, he had limited drawing
skills and often enlisted the help of others to create artistic renderings of his visions. Many of the sketches in the pad were drawn with assistance from the
artist Leo Sexton (apparently no relation) whose help Waldo enlisted during a visit to see his daughter in Belmont, Calif., in 1956. The pad also included
his signature, bottom right, and familiar WS brand, top left.
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10 THINGS YOU PROBABLY DON"T
| KNOW ABOUT WALDO SEXTON

He was named Waldo Emerson

@ Sexton after Ralph Waldo Emerson,
who led the philosophical and social
movement known as transcendentalism,
which holds that divinity pervades all nature
and humanity. Sexton also named his oldest
son, Ralph Waldo Sexton, after Emerson.
Waldo’s philosophy — “work with nature” —
seems aligned with transcendentalism and is
reflected in the buildings he would create.

2 He developed a test to analyze the superior qualities
® of Florida oranges, and the results helped promote the
worldwide reputation of Indian River citrus.

He developed three varieties of avocado, one of which is
® named Sexton.

4 He had an affinity for silver dollars.

-® He carried sacks full of them to buy
salvaged items during his buying trips to
Palm Beach mansions falling under the
wrecking ball, gave them to his California
grandchildren during visits and tossed a

chest full of them to parade-goers on Waldo
Sexton Day in 1958.

5 He suffered from manic depression and was hospitalized
@ repeatedly, with the depressive episodes often occurring
after the completion of a highly creative project. He had
several stays at the Menninger Clinic in Topeka, Kansas,
where family members say he met fellow patient Judy Garland
and members of the famed Barrymore acting family. One of
Waldo’s older brothers, Enoch, died of suicide in 1924 after a
nervous breakdown. Another older brother, William, a police
officer, died of drowning when swept off a boat attempting to
rescue flood victims.

He was friends
® with the
. celebrated writers
. Marjorie Kinnan
'~ Rawlings and Zora
~ Neale Hurston, with
whom he had a
correspondence
' over several years.

sposi g
E

7 He had a spiritual streak.

® His parents were members

of the Methodist Protestant Church
in Indiana and he helped build the
Community Church of Vero Beach,
though he did not regularly attend it.
He awarded his older grandchildren

money if they learned the books of the Bible. He said he built
Waldo’s Mountain because of its Biblical implications. He
acquired and collected bells, often giving them away to friends
and churches. “When | give them away to a church, | ask them
to pray for me. I'm a sinner.”

Though he lived full-time in Vero beginning in 1913,

@ three of his four children (Jacqueline, Barbara and Ralph)
were born in Chicago near their maternal grandparents” home
because Vero had only one doctor and no hospital. Only the
youngest child, Randy, was born in Vero.

9 He championed the virtues of the “guinea cow,” a small

® cow said to originate with the Spaniards’ arrival in
Florida in the 16th century. He boasted that the cow required
less feed and produced more higher-priced cuts than other
beef cattle.

l @ He was a frustrated artist who lacked competent

A ¥ e drawing skills. Though he would sometimes enlist the
services of architects and friend, landscape painter A.E. Backus,
to create artistic renderings of his concepts, he often completed
them based on his own crude drawings.
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Exclusively John's Island

Beautifully Updated 3BR/3BA Home On S. Course, 4,263+ GSF
Golf & Water Views, Living Room w/ Fireplace, Island Kitchen, Pool
240 Island Creek Drive : $2,400,000

Gorgeous & Newly Renovated 3BR/3.5BA Oceanfront Townhouse

2,800 SF, Ocean Views, Island Kitchen, Pool, 1-Car Garage
400 Ocean Road #185 : $3,600,000

Beautiful 3BR/3.5BA Courtyard Home, 4,620+ GSF, Pool
Custom Millwork, 2-Car Garage, Near S. Gate & Beach
171 Coquille Way : $2,650,000

6,565+ GSF, Golf & Lake Views, Pool w/Wet Deck, .57+ Acres
230 Clarkson Lane : $4,800,000 (Lot opt. available : $1,980,000)

772.231.0900 : Vero Beach, FL @ iohn's island

JohnslslandRealEstate.com REAL ESTATE COMPANY

It's your lifetime. Spend it wisely.

Exceptional 5BR+Bunkroom including 1BR/1BA Cabana, Fire Pit

A Butcher Shoppe

& a bit more...

All products are farm & pasture raised in the United States
No Hormones, No Antibiotics.

Highest Quality, Reasonable Prices & Fantastic Customer Service!

We are the ONLY Full Service Butcher located in Vero Beach!
We are also the ONLY retailer to carry the prestigious Certified
Black Angus Beef! We offer a tremendous variety of delectable
handmade meals that are prepared on site daily, with no added
preservatives! We are confident that your shopping experience with
us will be an enjoyable one! We stand behind our products 100%,

YOUR SATISFACTION IS OUR GOAL!

Open: Tuesday-Friday 10am-5:30; Saturday 10am-4pm; Closed Sunday & Monday

www.abutchershoppeandabitmore.com

772.794.0040 « 709 17th Street, Vero Beach, Florida 32960

Ocean Chiropractic
M ealth Center

Same Day Emergency Appointments

All Major Insurance Accepted

« Massage Therapy - Sports Injuries < Low Back Injuries
+ Back & Neck Pain « School, Sports, Work & DOT Physicals
- Auto Accidents/Slip & Falls - Pre & Post Natal Care

Dr. J. Bradley Deiner, DC  Dr. Jennifer L. Carter, DC
Board Certified Board Certified

FORT PIERCE
805 Virginia Ave., Sui

regular price

Tues. & Thurs. 9am to 5pm - (Close Lt
www.OceanChiropracticandHealth.com st
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children,” he is reported to have told the Tripsons. “I'm not
going to raise yours.”

Thus, he immediately started to build a house for Barbara
and John next door. The four Tripson children grew up with

their grandparents living just a few feet away and the Tripson

dairy operations almost as close.

“TI'would go over in the morning and Papa would make
me a jelly omelet,” recalled granddaughter Logan Tripson
Geeslin. “He was basically retired at the time. He’d sit in his
garage and sand and paint things. When it’s your grandfa-
ther, you know he loves you and you don't have any sense of
what other people know about him.”

Geeslin said Waldo was more than a next-door neighbor.
During her senior year of high school, she rememberd
being surprised when she received an acceptance letter
from Macalester College in Minnesota, even though she had
never applied. “I had never heard of Macalester and how
all my stuff had been submitted,” she said. It turned out her
grandfather had submitted the application, including the
entrance essay.

While Mark Tripson loved and admired his grandfather, he
also saw Waldo’s darker side and believes some of his issues
were related to drinking. “He expected people to be ‘Johnny on
the Spot” and do what he wanted and sometimes he could be
mean. He wanted you to succeed like he did. He’'d get you up
in the morning at 3 o’clock and say, ‘Don’t let the sun catch you
sleeping in bed.” He was rough and ready. He was frontier.”

Mark Tripson and wife, Hildie, ended up buying Waldo’s
home in 1980. Advocates for historic preservation, the two
have made few changes to both houses, with both appearing
as they might in the days of Waldo. In true Waldo entre-

FAMIL
Waldo’s original homestead is now part of an events venue called Waldo’s
Secret Garden. In the background is the house Waldo built for the family of
his daughter Barbara Tripson.

preneurial fashion, the Tripsons today run the property —
known as Waldo’s Secret Garden — as a venue for weddings
and other large events.

Across State Road 60, Mark’s cousin, Sean, continues to over-
see the cattle ranch founded by Waldo and taken over by Ralph.
Sean runs Treasure Hammock Ranch along with son, Mike.

Randy’s son, Randy Jr., has transitioned the family’s grove
business into a palm nursery while youngest son, Bobby, is a
founder of Natalie’s Orchid Island Juice Company.

NEW DISCOVERIES
Waldo had his hand in so many enterprises that his various
projects still pop up today, surprising his heirs. >>

Voted
Best Dermatologist
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Dermatology

University

Center

Healthsouth

=

and cosmetic fillers

John W. McDonald, M.D., F.AAD.
- Florida’s Finest Physicians.”

NEW PATIENTS ARE ALWAYS WELCOME!

"Top Doctors - Florida’'s
Finest Physicians”

M.D. Georgetown University

Board Certified in Dermatology
Board Certified in Internal Medicine
American Society Mohs Surgery
Fellow of the American Academy of

Instructor - Dermatology - Florida State
Director of the Indian River SRin & Cancer

Staff member: Indian River Medical Center;
Sebastian River Medical Center; and

Specialist in Mohs Skin Cancer Surgery;
diseases of the skin, hair and nails; Botox

of Vero Beach was voted one of the best Dermatologists in
Florida. A survey was conducted by doctors from a wide range of
specialties to select the physician they would personally use. The
results were published in Florida Monthly Magazine, “Top Doctors
Dr. McDonald was also named
best Dermatologist in Florida by U.S. News and World Report.
Indian River SRin & Cancer Center offers the most advanced
medical and surgical treatments in all aspects of Dermatology.

Indian River Skin
& Cancer Center
(772) 562-2929

ABOUT

The Indian River SRin & Cancer Center is
Indian River County’s Leading Provider of Care
for Benign and Malignant Conditions of the
SRin, Hair and Nails

Address: 1770 37th Street, Vero Beach, FL 32960
Phone: (772) 562-2929

Hours: Mon.- Thurs. 8am - 5pm * Fri. 8am - Noon
Owner: John W. McDonald, M.D., F.A.A.D.
Services: All aspects of Dermatology. Specialist in
sRkin and sRin-cancer surgery; Botox and fillers.
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SEXTON COLLECTION, ARCHIVE CENTER, IRC MAIN LIBRARY

To honor its most loved citizen, Vero Beach declared Nov. 5, 1958, as Waldo Sexton Day, which featured marching bands and a parade with various
Sexton-themed floats, the dedication of Sexton Plaza and a barbecue for 2,000. A proclamation thanked the “stem-winding, spellbinding, idea-hatching,
miracle-working, money-making mogul” for devoting his “brain brawn and brass to the community of his choice” and for creating “gardens out of jungles,

jungles out of deserts ... fruits out of seeds, hotels out of driftwood [and] order out of chaos.”

Mark Tripson recalled that when
Crosby Lumber Company off Old
Dixie Highway in Vero Beach was
being sold in 1986, it turned out
that a Waldo corporation owned the
land beneath the building.

When Ralph Sexton’s widow,
Chris, was cleaning out his office
at Oslo Packinghouse after Ralph’s
death in 2014, she discovered pages
of correspondence between Waldo
and the celebrated writer Zora
Neale Hurston from the Harlem Re-
naissance as well as an unpublished
manuscript by Hurston.

Sexton and Hurston had struck
up a friendship through their mu-
tual friend, writer Marjorie Kinnan
Rawlings.

Most recently, in September,
photographer and amateur histo-
rian Jim Wilson acquired a sketch
book of Waldo's sold at an auction
years ago that contains rudimentary
sketches thought to be related to the
Szechuan Palace, Waldo’s Mountain
and the Driftwood.

26

Despite Waldo’s vision for grandi-
ose ideas, he had trouble executing
because of limited drawing skills.
Often, landscape artist A.E. Backus
would work with him to develop
sketches for his various projects, and
Waldo would use them instead of
architectural drawings, according to
a 1981 interview with Backus.

WALDO'’S STRUGGLE

Despite all his accomplishments,
Waldo suffered from mental illness
that manifested itself during the
development of McKee Jungle Gar-
dens in the 1930s.

“He would get depressed, but
it was always over money,” said
grandson Mark Tripson. “They
opened McKee Jungle Gardens
and the [Great] Depression started,
so how are you going to pay for
it now? When that opened it sent
him into a downward spiral, and he
liked to drink.”

He was eventually diagnosed

with manic depression, now known >>
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Elsebeth and Waldo Sexton sit at the reviewing stand on
Waldo Sexton day in 1958.




LIVING HISTORY

as bipolar disorder, and was hospitalized repeatedly with the
depressive episodes often occurring after the completion of a

highly creative project.

One episode occurred in Cuba, and Elsebeth had to travel
there to retrieve her husband. By 1947, he was being treated
in Jacksonville and then later the Menninger Clinic in Topeka,
Kansas, and Jackson Memorial in Miami, often with sons
Randy or Ralph delivering him or picking him up.

J;Mymmmmw brain bmwn ind bras \|
: commmm s cloice, bz.; @ | LAST DAYS

WB%W& wgs% o A As Waldo approached his 80s, city and community leaders
 hotels otit of Oriftwood, order out of chaos, and declared Nov. 5, 1958, as Waldo Sexton Day to celebrate the

the process raised crops, m suher life and accomplishments of their favorite son. Sexton Plaza on
the beach was dedicated in his honor while bands played and
speeches were made. A parade was held featuring floats with
themes from various Sexton enterprises. At the reviewing stand
where Sexton sat, a chest full of silver dollars sat at his feet.

“The whole town turned out for the parade,” said Geeslin.
“Papa threw silver dollars at people.”

Sadly, it marked the beginning of Waldo’s long good-bye
to Vero Beach. His health would continue its decline over the
next nine years, and he would spend his last five years at the
Royal Palm Nursing Home.

He died Dec. 28, 1967, at the age of 82 and was buried in
Vero’s Crestlawn Cemetery.

“My only regret,” he once said, “is that I had not come to
Vero Beach sooner.”

Reporting for this article is based on Sexton family interviews
and archives, “Tales of Waldo E. Sexton’ by George W. Gross, the
photo glossary from Sean Sexton’s ‘Waldo’s Mountain’ and the
research and archives of historian and genealogist Pam Cooper.

—w=A Nurses Touch Healthcare <<
“Lending a Helping Hand to Brighten Your Day”
PRIVATE DUTY HOURLY NURSING CARE

SERVING THE ENTIRE
TREASURE COAST

FREE IN-HOME
CONSULTATION

e - CNA's - RN'S/LPN’s « Home Health Aides * Companions

* 24 Hours/ 7 Days * Most Private Insurance Accepted

Licensed ¢ Screen@g ng,g d l
License Number

772.778.2201 1555 INDIAN RIVER BOULEVARD, SUITE B-145, VERO BEACH
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The living room of Charlie
and Peggy Russell’s Sailfish
Point home has sweeping
views of the Atlantic Ocean
and St. Lucie Inlet. Peggy
enjoys playing her piano for
family and guests.
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