Author, newspaperman, histor-
ian, and Broward County resident
for three quarters of a century,
Philip Weidling has witnessed, par-
ticipated in, and chronicled much
of the county’s remarkable twen-
tieth century development. His fa-
ther, businessman and attorney
Carl P. Weidling, was one of Ft.
Lauderdale’s most prominent citi-
zens in the early decades of the
century. Philip Weidling is himself
widely known as a former reporter
and columnist for both the Fort
Lauderdale Daily News and the
Miami Herald, and as the co-
author of Checkered Sunshine, a
history of Fort Lauderdale.

Well qualified to write about
Broward County’s past, Mr. Weid-
ling counts among his most color-
ful memories those of “a kid living
in a tiny settlement ‘somewhere’
between super-elite Palm Beach
and the brash ‘magic city’ of Mi-
ami’’ in the 1910s and early 1920s.
These memories are the subject of
“Growing Up in Eden,” the first
chapterof Mr. Weidling's forthcom-
ing memoirs, which he has tenta-
tively titled With An Eye on the
Donut. His eye for detail and in-
sightful descriptions capture well
the colorful personalities and the
flavor of childhood life in Ft. Lau-
derdale during this period.

by Philip Weidling

Published with permission of the author

I wondered how Pop (Carl P. Weid-
ling) knew the man’s name, and where
he had met him. I had never seen a
“colored man” before, but we had no
more gotinto the Pullman car beforehe
said:

“Hello, George.”

I was only six, and it was December
1911, and we were going to Florida! Tif-
fin, Ohio, was already a long way
behind; we had ridden a day coach to
Cincinnati and spent the night in the
Grand Hotel before getting on the Pull-
man and meeting George. He was in-
teresting to me. His skin was actually
dark brown, and it made his teeth look
white when he smiled. I found out his
last name when Mother spoke to him. It
was “Porter.” He was awfully smart
and pretty strong, too. I could tell from
the way he made the two seats into a
bed and then lowered another one on
top, where Rolf and I would sleep. He
did it all in a jiffy and acted like it was
nothing at all.

We got off the train in Jacksonville
next morning, and I said:

“Goodbye, Mr. Porter.”

And he smiled and said “goodbye”
too.

That’s mostly what I remember

- about our first trip to Florida, though,

of course, in Tiffin there had been a cab
ride to start with, and the horse “clip-
clopping” along the brick road to the
station. When we got to Dania, Florida,

there wasn’t any brick road or any cab,
either. We had to walk with our suit-
cases to the house Pop had rented. It
was only two blocks. Dania was awful-
ly small compared to Tiffin, and had
really only one street.

Dania had a one-room school, but it
didn’t meet the standards of what we
had known in Ohio, and Mother didn’t
trust its quality, so she made Rolf and
me ride our bicycles five miles north to
Fort Lauderdale to go to school. The
trip, over the narrow, white rock road,
was no hardship and certainly not
dangerous from a traffic standpoint.
We passed a mule-drawn wagon occa-
sionally, but I remember no occasion of
passing an automobile . . . and I would
have remembered, for automobiles
were a source of interest, even wonder,
in 1911 in the wilds of Florida!

The only houses we passed enroute
were at a small settlement called Lake
View, probably because it was located
on a ridge and one could get from it a
view of Lake Mabel far away across the
marsh and mangrove. This remote lake
would one day become Bay Mabel Har-
bor, and would then be re-christened
Port Everglades.

There was one danger, though slight,
on our ride. We were warned not to ride
over snakes that might lay stretched
out warming themselves on the shade-
less road of a cool morning. This was a
warning we scrupulously heeded!
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Florida real estate broker, also began to
appear in public. “Golf suits” also be-
came popular, and Pop bought one.
These were suits having a coat with a
pleated back, to allow a free swing with
the club, and knickers, sometimes cal-
led “plus fours.” Few people knew what
“plus four” meant, but it was a golf
handicap. Golf courses in the U.S. sel-
dom awarded club handicaps, or even
held tourneys to decide the club cham-
pion.

In high school now, I got my first suit
with long pants, and wore it to take a
girl to a dance, a sort of tentative stab
at adulthood. The girl was Dorothy
Raulerson, and I hardly knew her and
never dated her again. The dance was
held on the second floor of the beach
casino. It seemed silly, but it made me
feel that I was growing up. “Cap” Reed,
often mayor of Fort Lauderdale and
one of its most understanding citizens,
seemed to sense how I felt. He said to
me:

“Kid, you look like a real man out
there.”

Thus encouraged, I resolved to go to
more dances in my new suit. Margaret
Ewing was older than I, but she had
long, dark, curly hair, and I considered
her the prettiest girl in town, by far.
After what Cap had said, I was embol-
dened to ask her for a date, and she
accepted! We “went together” until I
went north that summer. When I came
back, she was married to Bill Dillard,
and part of my past. It was a begin-
ning.

Until 1922, Fort Lauderdale High
had only two athletic teams, a track
team and a basketball team. Basket-
ball was sporadic, primarily because
there was no suitable place to play, but
finally a gymnasium was built, a frame
structure with seats for 100 spectators.

The five boys comprising the track
team had gone to Gainesville in 1916
and won the state meet, coached by the
county’s pioneer milk producer, Hamil-
ton M. Forman, who had been a two-
mile runner at the University of Illinois.
Forman also contacted his former col-
lege coach, and asked him to send us a
likely track coach if he could persuade
one of his “boys” to brave the wilds of
south Florida. So, in the fall of 1922,
John S. Prescott, a former hurdler,
arrived on the scene to teach chemistry
and coach.

Fort Lauderdale was still a small
town, and we didn’t have enough ath-
letically inclined boys to form either a
baseball or football team. Prescott, how-
ever, coached a basketball team that
beat our real enemy, Miami, on our
home floor, and then fulfilled his mis-
sion by winning the state track meet. A
dynamic, likeable man, he entered the
contracting business rather than coach

a second year. I captained the basket-
ball team and acted as weight thrower
in track, but without distinction as
such.

The year 1923 blossomed with bright
hopes for the future. The Stilwell fam-
ily had built a homein the new subdivi-
sion of which their father was the lead-
ing figure, Idlewyld. It was the first
development to be placed entirely on
filled land. Winifred, the eldest of the
five daughters living at home, was a
class behind me in school, but we were
soon friends and dating, until [ met sis-
ter Florence. I switched, but my pal,
Perry Bryan, “went big” for Winnie.

Although they came from Anderson,
Indiana, certainly not a big city, the
Stilwells were more sophisticated than
the locals. Fort Lauderdale was still
“backwoods.” Mr. Stilwell was a fun-
loving man who liked to share his con-
viviality in all ways, including that
“excellent” booze from the Bahamas.
Naturally, his hospitality extended to
his daughters’ friends. So I found out
what liquor was like, in highballs and
cocktails. It made me feel sort of like a
man of the world, sophisticated. I
didn’t like them much . . . at first.

Prohibition, which had seemed total-
ly unimportant locally, at least in its
early stages, was assuming a place in
the life of south Florida. Yankees were
coming here, the first wave of the great
boom to come. They were thirsty Yan-
kees, in many cases, and local boatmen
were not long in finding ways to ac-
comodate their yearnings for the “good
stuff.” The nearby Bahamas were eas-
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ily reachable, and their inhabitants
more than willing to cooperate.

As the 1920s progressed, new real
estate developments were springing up
throughout Broward County. A man
namedJ. W. Young was building a new
town between Dania and Hallandale,
in an area of pine woods and sandy
subsoil that nobody had thought fit to
farm. He called it Hollywood, though
there was no holly thereabouts — only
pine and, on the beach, palmetto
woods. One of the first things Young
built was a wide road that ran in a cir-
cle in what I guessed was the main
street. It was a swell race track for the
cars that all of us kids were learning to
drive.

It was said that Young was building
a golf course nearby. Some buildings
had already been started. It all seemed
sort of crazy, but the craziness of the
Florida boom had not really begun yet.
A man named Frank Croissant had
extended Andrews Avenue south from
Kings Creek and widened it. He was
developing what he called Croissant
Park, but the important thing was the
elegant dance hall he built, the Trianon
Gardens.

The class of 1923 was progressive.
We put out the first yearbook, for in-
stance. But we still held the senior
prom in the old Oliver’s Hall, upstairs,
on Brickell Avenue. The beach casino
was too far away, some of the kids
didn’t have cars, and the new Trianon
Gardens was grown-up grandeur to
which we didn’t yet aspire.
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Philip Weidling (right) with friends Perry Bryan and
Winifred Stilwell (later Mrs. Perry Bryan), 1920s.
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