
ero Beach pioneer Waldo Sexton 
1885-1967) was one of 20th Century 
orida's biggest dreamers and doers. 

The quirky and imaginative Sexton estab-
lished Vero Beach Dairy and the McKee 

Sexton Land Company. It was as a develop
er that he left his greatest mark, building 
some of the Treasure Coast's most notable 
landmarks, often using objects from the 
ruins of Palm Beach mansions. 

Sexton's larger than life imprint - some 
say his sprit - remains indelibly planted 
on the Driftwood Inn and The Patio, Ocean 

Grill, Waldo's and Szechuan Palace restau
rants, as well as McKee Botanical Gardens. 
All survive because of tender care by rela
tives, tenants and just plain admirers. Even 
the homestead he built shortly after arriv
ing in Vero around 1912 remains remark
ably ttnchanged. 

And surprisingly, all but Waldo's 
Mountain, above, still stand. To Waldo's 
spirit and those who've protected it, India11 
River magazine dedicates this special sec
tion. Welcome to the World of Waldo 
Sexton. 

29 

� 
r 

0 

Q 
V, 

� 
;:o 
r 

0 



0 
...J � 
0 

s 
Vl 

0 
0 
...J 

� 

Tripson House, 5060 12th Street, Vero Beach 
Built about 1947 by waldo for his daughter, 
Barbara, and her husband. Jotin Tripson. 

,, nnn lu� 
GRAPHIC BY ANTHONY BRATINA 
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On the Treasure Coast 

1 
A.E. Backus Studio, 
122 Ave. C, Fort Pierce 
Waldo gave artist Backus this arched front 
door for his studio in the 1960s. 



Indi3!Vover 31 

f 
' 

0 

0 
V, 

� 
0 
:;,::) 
' 

0 



0 
....J 
a::: 

0 

5 
V) 

b 

I lO\tE:-; 01· Tl IE ·1 HE \Sl HE ( O.\ST 

i Waldo's Homestead 

Sexton home 
a mixt·ure of 
memories 
modernity 
BY WILLI MILLER 

and 

PHOTOS BY ROB DOWNEY 
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W
ithout a doubt, Waldo 
Sexton's hand touched the 
face of Indian River County in 

the first half of the 20th century and left 
indelible fingerprints that continue to 
intrigue residents, historians and visi
tors 40 years after his death. 

Waldo arrived in Vero Beach in 1912 
- although he sometimes said it was
1914 - from Indiana. According to his
grandson Mark Tripson, he put up a tin
shed on his original 160 acres before
constructing the single-story building
on 12th Street that became the family
homestead where Mark and his wife,

IndiaiJlover 

Hildie, have lived since 1980. 
The original footprint of the house 

showed a long, open porch backed by 
three rooms, but the porch soon was 
enclosed to keep the bugs out. Waldo 
used casement windows and doors col
lected from other homes that had been 
torn down to keep out the mosquitoes 
and the weather. As the family grew, so 
did the house. The single story became 
n,vo when Waldo cut off the existing 
roof and built on top of the framework; 
parts of the old roof can still be seen 
from outside. The home he built for 
Elsebeth in Vero Beach looked very 



much like the turn-of-the-century gabled 
house in which she had grown up in Franklin 
Park, ill. 

North of the house are outbuildings that 
housed Waldo's Vero Beach Dairies, including 
one barn that was built in 1937. His Jerseys 
and Guerneys were milked and the milk bot
tled in that barn until the late 1950s, when the 
operation moved to a larger property on 27th 
Avenue. By then, Marks fathe1� John Tripson, 
had purchased the dairy from Waldo, operat
ing it until 1981. Two concrete silos that once 
stored sorghum silage for the dairy cows still 
tower over the property. 

Waldo's penchant for collecting truckloads 
of antiques and unusual items was well 
known around town. His wife, Elsebeth, told 
Hildie that she would wake up in the morning 
and look out the window to see the yard filled 
with things Waldo had unloaded there in the 
middle of night. 

When Elsebeth moved to the Driftwood Inn 
after breaking a hip in the 1970s, she gave the 
house to her sister-in-law Jacqueline, who 
never moved in. Before Mark and Hildie made 
the decision to buy the house from her, they 
wanted to make sure it was structurally 
sound. >>

Indiai.Yvver 
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Waldo Sexton 
built a three-room 
homestead shortly 
after arriving in 
Vero Beach in 
1912 or 1914, 
depending on 
which year he 
wanted to tell 
people at the 
time. He later 
added a second 
story. The living 
room, opposite 
page, contains a 
blend of Waldo 
and Elsebeth's fur
nishings as well as 
those of their 
grandson, Mark 
Tripson, and his 
wife, Hildie. At 
left, Waldo con
structed his 
own hard rock 
cafe out of 
coquina and 
boasled that there 
was a comfortable 
seat for any back. 
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The stories about Waldo and his ventures 
never lose their fascination for the couple, but 
Mark particularly likes to tell about hiring a 
skinny guy to crawl into the narrow space 
under the house and look at its underpin
nings. It was "sound as sound" but it was 
squared up on a stump, Mark says. "It was the 
only spot you could see termites. They came 
out of the ground, walked up the stump, tast
ed the wood, turned around and walked back 
down." The wood used in construction was 
heart of pine, a wood that dulls saw blades 
and has to be drilled before it is nailed. The 
only other wood Waldo used was cypress, 
much of it pecky cypress, whose characteristic 
holes and grooves are the byproduct of a fun
gus in the living h·ee. 

When Mark and Hildie began remodeling 
>> 
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The kitchen is one of the few rooms in the 
homestead that have been remodeled since 
the days of Waldo. Nevertheless, the room 
provides a greater view to Waldo's outdoor 
kitchen. The Tiffany-like hanging lamp is orig
inal to the house. Hildie and Mark bought 
the kitchen table at an antique store on 14th 
Avenue in Vero Beach. The ceramic steer 
skull above the door was a gift to them from 
their children, who bought it from an antique 
store in Barberville, Fla. ''We all have a little 
bit of him in us," says Mark. Below, Waldo 
and Elsebeth smooch in front of the one-story 
homestead shortly after their marriage in 
191 7. At bottom, the house as seen in the 
1930s after the second story is added. 
Siblings Barbara Sexton, left, and Jacqueline 
Sexton, right, are with mom Elsebeth behind 
the horse and brothers Ralph, front, and 
Randy on the horse. Only Ralph and 
Jacqueline survive. 



The outdoor kitchen, 
right, Waldo built at his 
homestead was one of 
at least four he built in 
Vero Beach. The others 

are at the Driftwood, 
McKee Botanical 

Garden and at the 
home next-door to the 
homestead he built for 

his daughter and son-in-
law, Barbara and John 

Tripson. At bottom, the 
sun porch is one of the 
original three rooms of 

the homestead. Waldo's 
grandson, Mark Tripson, 

58, and Tripson's wife, 
Hildie, 54, have kept 
the house much as it 

was in the days of 
Waldo, far right. I feel 

very fortunate that we're 
able to own where it all 

started," Hildie says. 
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Waldo built The 
Treehouse, above, 

for his daughter, 
Barbara Tripson, 
and son-in-law, 

John Tripson, after 
learning Barbara 

was pregnant with 
her first child. The 

Tripsons were living 
with Waldo and 

Elsebeth at the 
time. "He told them 

he'd already raised 
his children," says 
the Tripsons' son, 

Mark, who now 
owns the home

stead and tree
house. The Tree

house was a chick
en coop and then a 

carport before it 
was converted into 
a house. A six-foot 

entry door and 
companion screen 

door are one of the 
more imposing 
features of The 

Treehouse. At right, 
the patio is reminis

cent of New 
Orleans.· 
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the house, they were in for some surprises. 
One was a photograph of Mark's grandmother 
and aunt sitting on the back stairs. The caption 
read, "My new kitchen, 1921." Inside the walls 
were parts of old rafters, an empty candy box 
and a beautiful shotgun stock. Hildie's father 
came to help get the house in shape for the 
couple to move in and as he worked around 
the outside of the kitchen and began ripping 
out vines, he came upon a stone floor. The 
more he cleared, the more visible a cozy stone 
patio and stone benches made by Waldo 
became. Mark, who grew up in the house, had 
completely forgotten the patio existed. 

>>
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The second-Ooor patio of The Treehouse, left, 
affords a spectacular view of the grounds and the 
homcsttead. Above, this outdoor kitchen built by 
Waldo takes up part of the first floor of The 
Treehouse. Gemini and Apollo astronauts visiting 
the area on hunting trips often were entertained 
here. Above, Waldo and Elsebeth in the l 950s. 
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Additions and modifications over the years 
have changed the home but not the feeling. In 
2004, the year Indian River County met hurri
canes Frances and Jeanne, the house demon
strated Waldo's ingenuity. Mark explained 
that a piece of the chimney broke off early on 
in one of the storms and knocked a hole in the 
roof. The rain that poured in during the next 
12 hours went through the second floor, the 
living room ceiling and down the stairs, but 
then went away. When he pulled up the rug 
afterward, he discovered holes that Waldo had 
drilled in the floor to take away water during 
an earlier hurricane . T he holes had been 
plugged but still did the job decades later. 

When John Tripson came home from World 
War II in 1945, he and his wife, Barbara, -
Waldo's daughter - lived in the homestead, 
but when she became pregnant, Waldo asked 
the couple what they wanted in a house and 
then built it for them, just 50 feet away. The 
grom1d floor has a large patio still used for 
parties and dinners, a washroom, storeroom 
and a bedroom with bath - Mark's bedroom 
when he turned 12. The main living 
quarters, with three bedrooms and three 
baths, is upstairs, "basically a garage 

>> 

Like his grandfather, Mark likes to collect wood and 
build things. This pile, dubbed Mark's Mountain, is a 
collection of old utility poles. In the background are old 
sorgum silage silos from the days when the property 
operated as a dairy. At left, an old metal sign used on 
trucks with the old Tripson's logo. Above, a small shed 
Mark and Hildie literally picked up during a road sale. 
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The dining 
room of The 
Treehouse 
features a 
Waldo 
ceramic 
table and a 
sideboard 
presumably 
salvaged 
from a Palm 
Beach 
mansion. 
Barbara 
commis
sioned a 
young art 
student in 
the 1950s 
to create the 
Buddha 
scene 
over the 
mantle. 

Your Home Deserves A Best Friend Too ... 

COMPREHENSIVE PREVENTATIVE HOME MAINTENANCE 

& CARETAKER SERVICES DESIGNED TO SUSTAIN 

THE ENDURANCE OF YOUR HOME 

� :;.,1,i,i�gl>tEAdrrmt•/YDMr//m,,t 

Stanclin g ., .. ,, ....... ,,. ... , ...,
Call to schedule your free home evaluation today. 

Tel I 772-562-9077 Toll Free I 866-802-3630 
www.standingwatch.com 

J
ust like a friend that stands by you through thick and thin, 

StandingWatch is committed to a relationship that will sustain 

the endurance of your home. Loyal, honest, dependable, 

reliable, trustworthy and respectful, our Comprehensive Home 

Maintenance Services and experienced technicians will become 

your home's best friend. Our custom programs are designed to 

maintain, sustain, protect and improve the efficiency of your 

home's many systems-year round. 

StandingWatch also helps you and your home weather the 

storm-taking the hassle out of hurricane preparations. Routine 

inspections and timely repairs minimize and safeguard your home 

from potential damage each tropical storm season may bring. 

And like a friend who's there to pick you up when you fall down, 

count on StandingWatch to be there after a storm-inspecting, 

evaluating, recommending solutions and mending any damage 

that has occurred. 

StandingWatch's unique Caretaker Services are designed for times 

you are away from your tropical residence. Leave with confidence 

and peace of mind knowing that a reliable friend is monitoring 

your home-prepared to resolve any situations that may arise in 

your absence. 
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An endlessly 
long table is 
one of the 
pieces Waldo 
salvaged from 
a Palm Beach 
mansion, as 
well as these 
large carriage 
doors, which 
are the cen
terpiece of 
The Tree
house's living 
room. 

IncliasYvw,· 



apartment," Mark said, but one that exempli
fies Waldo's unique building style. The struc
ture of the house is out of kilte1� with 20-foot 
beams on the west side and 30-foot beams on 
the east side 

The two homes are nestled in a lush setting 
just off the busy road, but Hildie and Mark 
found pictmes of the property taken when 
there wasn't a tree to be seen. The existing, 
ancient-looking oaks grew from soil that was 
excavated when ditches were dug, Mark says. 

While much of the homes' furnishings are 
from Waldo's era, Hildie continues to look for 
suitable treasures, choosing what she feels 
would be in Waldo's taste. One of those finds 
is a lamp that resembles a chandelier, with two 
tiers of filigreed metal tulip-shaped lights, 
standing on a table beside the old brick and 
cypress living room fireplace. 

"When we first moved into the house, lights 
would come on by themselves, water would 
start running in the bathroom sink, a door 
would blow shut when there was no wind," 
Mark recalls. "One night I walked through the 
house and promised Waldo we wouldn't 
change anything. A lot of those things stopped, 
but if you're sitting quietly, sometimes you can 
still hear footsteps overhead." A?c, 

Indiawfji,er 

110\IES OF Tl 1t··. TH[ \Sl HE < :o \ST 

This A.E. Backus 
painting originally 
hung in the 
Driftwood Inn. Ralph 
Sexton gave the 
painting to Mark 
Tripson when the 
family sold the inn 
several decades ago. 
The painting now 
hangs in Waldo's 
homestead. 
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BY RAMON TRIAS 

PHOTOS BY PORFIRIO SOLORZANO 

I
n contrast to its bright 
sandy white beaches, 
Vero Beach is fondly 
known for a few dark 

interiors. Waldo Sexton 
built them, one at a time, 
transforming found objects 
into art, and infusing them 
with his own brand of 
quirkiness. No one has ever 
done quirky like Sexton. 
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Against all odds, and in spite of 
direct hits by two hurricanes during the 
endless storm season of 2004, Sexton's 
fragile ensembles of recovered wood 
and secondhand antiques by the 
ocean's edge continue to charm. The 
Driftwood Inn and the Ocean Grill 
already looked weathered and battered 
for decades, and still do, thanks to sen
sitive restorations. 

As Addison Mizner is celebrated as 
the undisputed visionary of The Boom, 
Sexton could be remembered as the 
resourceful craftsman of The Bust. After 
a few profitable years, Mediterranean 
architecture's reign as the luxurious 

Inclia§/over 
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standard of good taste came to an end. 
The Bust was a difficult time and few 
builders stayed around. Waldo Sexton 
did stay in Vero Beach until his death in 
1967 at age 82. Staying in one place 
took conviction and vision and a talent 
for picking up and collecting the pi.eces 
after the economy crashed. 

Sexton was one of the handful of leg
endary pioneer entrepreneurs of the 
Indian River region, smart and ambi
tious men who had the courage to 
dream big and knew how to marshal 
the mechankal and financial resources 
to create dry land out of wetlands, 
plant thousands of citrus trees, and 
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plan and sell subdivisions for millions of 
future residents, neatly organized in 50-
foot lots, with alleys in the back. 

By the mid-1920s this frenzy of activity 
would be known as The Boom, and, after 
two devastating hurricanes in 1926 and 
1928, would definitively end with the Great 
Depression of 1929. Some of the old paper 
subdivisions are still empty today, even 
after decades of explosive growth. 

Sexton anticipated the future of Florida, 
for better or for worse. He built themed 
restaurants and a boutique hotel decades 
before the concepts became h·endy. In fact, 
he even perfected the "Florida attraction" 
with his partner Arthur McKee. McKee 
Jungle Gardens was a popular destination, 
dating from the innocent days before 
Disney standardized the formula for fun. It 
closed in the 1970s and is now a botanical 
garden, known for a large and solid 

>> 

The entrance of the 
Driftwood today, top left, 
looks quite different than 
it did when Sexton built 
it, left middle. Above, a 
Madonna sculpture 
adorns the wall of one of 
the buildings at the 
Driftwood Resort. At left, 
large Renaissance-style 
scu I pted artifacts Ii ne the 
entrance to the inn. 
Sexton decorated much 
of the Driftwood with 
artwork done in similar 
styles. Opposite page, 
one of the units at the 
resort features stained
glass, which Sexton liked 
to use for decoration. 

Angles explores the 
architecture of the 
Treasure Const. 43 
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At right, the original part of 
the Driftwood that was built 

by Waldo Sexton as it 
stands today Below, a view 

of the same building as iL 
looked shorLly after it was 

built. Bottom, a view of 
some of the units that make 

up the resort. Waldo's 
Restaurant & Bar can be 
seen in the background. 

mahogany table, an item acquired by Sexton from 
the 1904 world's fair in St. Louis. 

Sexton's inimitable architectural intuition was 
well suited for The Bust. He saturated his 
disheveled buildings with an elegant and shabby 
sense of historicism, through his choice of materi
als and shapes. Thus, the artistry was real, and 
mostly a result of creative display and recomposi
tion. The source: salvaged ornaments, some even 
from older Mizner buildings, demolished during 
the Great Depression. 

Sexton's flair for crafting memorable drinking 
and eating establislunents out of the remains of 
The Boom is unmatched. Generations of residents 
and visitors have relaxed, talked and dined with
in his work. The view toward the waves from a 
bar stool at the Ocean Grill is stunning, precari
ous, irresistible and, frankly, predictable. 
Everyone has already seen the beach on the way 
in, or at any arbitrary point of Florida's long 
coastline. On the other hand, the lounge and the 
ever-packed dining room will surprise even the 
most h·aveled visitor. 

A couple of blocks to the south of the Ocean 
Grill, within comfortable walking distance and 
also along the ocean, the easy urbanism of the 
Driftwood Resort, known to Sexton and history 
as the Driftwood Inn, is not overwhelmed by the 
funky aesthetic. At the inn one can leave the car 
curbside, where most cars belong in Vero Beach's 
exceptionally scaled beachside commercial dis
trict. Upon arrival, the bas-reliefs along the side
walk record some of the myths of early Florida 
history, images that were all the rage during The 
Boom, when South Florida was so new that its 



Above, one of the long wooden tables that Sexton placed at the 
Driftwood. At top, a wooden pelican oversees the Driftwood Resort, a 
shared space between cars and people headed for the beach. 

\ \CLE� 

history had to be invented, through art and ru:chitecture. 
The resort is developed around a parking court, designed 

to be a pedestrian space, whether vehicles are there or not. 
Cars and people share this space, on the way to the beach. 
The many small buildings around the court record the evo
lution of the complex, from a private beach house to a his
toric landmark, but they are also Sexton's design choice. The 
Driftwood Inn was not inspired by the grand manner of the 
beaux-arts, customary for the New York architechi.ral firms 
that designed The Biltmore and The Breakers in better times 
of The Boom. This is a resort for The Bust . 

The building on the southern side, following impeccable 
construction logic, is made of brick on the ground and raw 
wood on the upper story. Within the brick wall, however, 
Sexton inserted terracotta angels and Madonnas, done in the 
effortless and recognizable style of Luca de la Robbia (1400-
1482), who set up an efficient workshop in Renaissance 
Florence to mass produce colored medallions of clay, for the 
Medici and the Church. In the manner of de la Robbia, 
Addison Mizner set up his fabled Mizner Industries in West 
Palm Beach dming the 1920s, to make decorations for the 
wealthy clients of his mansions, and building materials in 
the Mediterranean style. 

There may be many bland poolside restaurants in Florida 
beach hotels, surrounded by ample parking. On the other 

>> 
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hand, Waldo's is a restaurant and 
indoor/ outdoor bar, which happens to have 
a pool, a hotel and, almost as an after
thought, a nice Florida beach nearby. The 
wood outside and inside certainly appears 
the have drifted to shore. And yet, the solid 
entrance door demands immediate architec
tmal attention, rewarded once inside by 
Sexton's craft. 

Sexton's distinctive assortments of 
stained-glass windows and arabesque tile 
endure as reclaimed ruins. Somehow, as 
reinterpreted by Sexton, clay, glass and drift
wood evoke dreams of a tomist paradise. 
The incomparable natural setting is almost 
superfluous. Sexton's subtle and artful sec
ond hand interiors prevail over the pull of 
the sunshine and the sand. 

Sexton acquired leftover bits and pierces, 
and rearranged them in whimsical ways 
within the walls of the Driftwood, or inside 
The Patio and the Ocean Grill. Consistent 
with the long and storied tradition of eco
nomic downturns, Sexton recycled ruins, as 
Michelangelo recycled the Roman bronze 
statue of Marcus Aurelius during the 
Renaissance by building a plaza and a 
pedestal for its proper display. Surprise and 
delight, respect and humor, and an eminent
ly pragmatic purpose, all exist at the 
moment of reinvention. Sexton makes no 
attempt to recreate. He is an original.� 
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Clockwise from top left, the original building surrounded by nothing but sand and palm 
trees. A painting of Waldo Sexton hangs in the office at The Driftwood. Whal seems like a 
coffin with a glass viewing mask is displayed by the entrance. of Waldo's Bar & Restaurant. 
The main fireplace at Waldo's Restaurant S:, Bar is adorned with eclectic decor. 
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W
hen guests walk into one of the Vero Beach restaurants created by Waldo Sexton more than 50 years ago, they're in for
more than a dining experience. Some are surprised by the history that surrounds them, but even regulars who think 

they've seen all there is to see might learn about something they hadn't noticed in earlier visits. 

Waldo's restaurant 
Casual beachfront dining meets classic kitsch decor 

W
hat began in 1937 as a kitchen in the Sexton 
family's beach house evolved by 1947 into the 
beachfront restaurant named after Waldo 

Sexton. 
Like other Sexton-built properties, the airy and open 

Waldo's restaurant is paneled in wormwood and decorat
ed with objects d' architecture - wrought-iron grates 
and gates, hundreds of sometimes quirky, hand-painted 
tiles, fow1d objects, collections and bells from ships and 
other modes of transportation. 

"Everything is like his wife told him to clean out the 
garage and it ended up here," says Lee Olsen, restaurant 
manager. And it's not messy; it's quaint and welcoming. 

"Waldo used to take off with his pickup truck and 
come back a few days later with it full of architectural 
pieces he would find all over," says Jean Radlet, manager 
of The Driftvvood Resort, where Waldo's is located. 

When the family began renting guest rooms as The 
Breezeway, the area Jacked res_taurants. Waldo's wife, 
Elsebeth, cooked for guests from her family kitchen. 

48 

BY SHELLEY OWENS I PHOTOS BY PORFIRIO SOLORZANO 

Booths are decorated with memorabilia at Waldo's Restaurant & Bar at the 
Driftwood Inn. At top, the entrance to the restaurant. 
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WALDO'S 

RESTAURANT 

& BAR 

Where: The 
Driftwood Resort 

31 SO Ocean Drive 
Vero Beach 

Owner: Summit Hotel 
Management 

Hours: Sunday through 
Tuesday, 11 a.m. to 
9 p.m.; Wednesday 
through Saturday, 

11 a.m. to 10 p.m.; 
Happy Hour Monday 

through Friday, 
4 to 6 p.m.; 

Specials: Waldo's Sunset 
Celebration ($14.95 

dinner specials) daily, 
4 to 6 p.m. 

Call: 772 .231.0550 

DI\I\C Ol T 

When the existing restaurant was built in 
1947, guests dined together at 25-foot-long 
tables, reminiscent of roadside inns from the 
time when the United States was being settled. 

If you asked where he got them, even he 
might not remember, Radlet says. In an old 
Waldo's menu, the author hinted that you 
might see the ghosts of Amazon tribesmen or 
Sir Henry Morgan. But you might certainly 
see a few celebrities from the era. Pilot Eddie 
Rickenbacher, conductor Leopold Stokowski, 
author Marjorie Kinnan Rawlings and fashion 
icon Gloria Vanderbilt were among the more 
famous guests. 

At the time, The Two Bells breakfast would 
have set them back $1.85 - including freshly 
squeezed Florida orange juice. And Tlze Two

Bells open-faced corned beef sandwich was 
only 10 cents more. 

Today, dishes on the Waldo's menu are 
named more for the ingredients than fOJ archi
tectural collections. But you can order from 
the extensive menu including sandwiches 
from $6.25, salads from $9.50 and dinners 
from $14.25. � 
One of the many fresh salads on the menu is served 
poolside, left. Above, patrons chat at the bar. 
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The Ocean Grill 
Sophisticated cuisine, ·waterfront 
views and tmique decor keep 
diners coming back for more 
BY WILLI MILLER 

PHOTOS BY PORFIRIO SOLORZANO 

C
harley Replogle admi

.
ts to being surprised occasional

ly by what he finds at his Ocean Gr.ill restaurant. 
"We've found stained-glass [panels] behind walls, 

even a [Beanie] Backus painting," he says. "When we 
remodeled a wait station, we found a cypress door that we 
use as a divider now. There's been some pretty cool stuff 
hidden here." 

The Sexton family has owned the building since Waldo 
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THE OCEAN GRILL 

Where: 1050 Sexton Plaza, Vero Beach 
Hours: Lunch, Monday-Friday, 

11 :30 a.m.-2 p.m.; Dinner, Monday 
through Friday, 5:45-10 p.m.; Saturday, 

5-10 p.m.; Sunday, 5-9 p.m.
Contact: 772 .231.5409 or

www.ocean-grill.com 

Dl\l \C Ol T 

Shrimp cocktail and stone crab claws served with Chef Timm McGraw's special mustard sauce are 
a crowd pleaser, top. Above, roast duckling is served with purple cabbage. Opposite page, part of 
the dining area ofThe Ocean Grill is nicknamed The Bird Cage for its wrought iron features. 

51 

� 
r 

0 

Q 
(/) 

� 
;,;;, 
r 

0 



0 
-' 
a:::: 

� 
(/) 

b 
0 
-' 

� 

built it in the 1940s, but Replogle's family has owned the 
restaurant business since the mid-1960s. Several times a year, 
he holds a training session for his wait staff so they're aware 
of the Ocean Grill's hi.story. 

The Ocean Grill was built 200 yards from the sea 65 years 
ago but now stands on pilings directly over the beach. The 
"island casual" atmosphere and menu attract winter residents 
and Vero Beach visitors but it's also a popular spot for full
time residents. Reservations - accepted only by phone or in 
person - are suggested for lunch and dinner, particularly for 
those who want a table overlooking the water. 

The history inside the restaurant is just one part of the 
appeal of the Ocean Grill. Just off shore is the skeleton of the 
British steamship Breconshire, which struck a reef and sank in 
1894. Looking to ·the north any law1ch day, diners can get a 
stunning view of the space shuttle arcing high over the hori-

zon from Cape Canaveral. 

DI\J\C Ol T 

Ralph Sexton and 
manager Beth 
Eriksen in the main 
dining room ofThe 
Ocean Grill, left. 
Below left, 
customers enjoy the 
waterfront view 
from the bar at the 
restaurant. Below 
right, a large 
decorative door 
separates sections 
of the restaurant. 

The restaurant also a features a room called the The Bird 
Cage - the original dining room decorated in ornate wrought 
iron - and The Bucket, a shortened name for what Waldo 
and his friends called The Bucket of Blood. "They would meet 
in there about 11 o'clock in the morning and drink Bloody 
Marys," recalled Waldo's son, Ralph. "They may stay there all 
day, and that's why they called it The Bucket of Blood." 

Chef Timm McGraw creates nightly specials, with fresh 
seafood highlighting the menu. Stone crab claws are in high 
demand at Ocean Grill from mid-October through mid-May. 
The chef recommends eating them chilled with his special 
mustard sauce but will accommodate those who just have to 
have them with drawn butter. Along with the stone crab 
claws, Ocean Grill's most popular dishes are crab meat au 
gratin and roast duckling. � 
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Ca ual elegance and a refined menu 
add to the charm of this local favorite 

BY WILLI MILLER 

PHOTOS BY PORFIRIO SOLORZANO 

lndi3!Y[iW1' 
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T
he Patio has been a Vero Beach landmark since 
the 1930s, although it wasn't w1til after World 
War ll that it became a restaurant. Waldo Sexton 

built it as a fruit stand for his sister Lulu to sell gift
packaged citrus from the family packing house, Oslo 
Citrus Growers. 

When that business closed down, Vero Beach new
comer Bob Miranda opened a Howard Johnson's fran
chise on the site and sold hamburgers, hot dogs and ice 
cream, according to Sexton family historian Ralph 
Sexton. 

There really was a brick patio- between the main 
building and a separate kitchen building - that gave 
the name to the restaurant. The eclectic decor is an 
example of Waldo's affinity for gathering truckloads of 
antiques and unusual items from around the world. 
Added to them is the stained-glass work of Sexton 
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The exterior ofThe Patio restaurant features a wrought iron gate and tropical plants. At bottom, stained-glass panels 
made by Sexton family members Jens Tripson and Sean Sexton, the grandchildren Waldo. 

THE PATIO 

RESTAURANT 

Where: 1103 21st St. 
(U.S. Hwy. 1), Vero Beach 

Owner: Tom Beaver 
Hours: Lunch, 11 a.m.-

4 p.m. Monday-Saturday; 
dinner, 4-10 p.m. Sunday
Thursday; 4 p.m. to mid-

night Friday-Saturday; 
Sunday champagne 

brunch buffet, 
10:30 a.m.-2:30 p.m. 

Contact: 772.567.7215 
Web site: veropatio.com 

E-mail: info@vero
patio.com



There's nothing like taking care of your favorite foursome. 

Both on and off the course. 

True wealth is about 

more than money. 

It's about achieving life.sM 

As a parent, nothing matters more to 

you than providing every opportunity for 

your children. We understand this and can 

help. The ability of our Financial Advisors 

to offer you sophisticated financial 

strategies and solutions makes us 

valuable. But our commitment to taking 

the time to fully understand you and what 

matters most to you makes us essential. 

To see how a Merrill Lynch Financial Advisor 

can bring the powerful resources 

of Total Merrill™ to work for you, contact: 

772-231-2000

1-800-925-8268

MERRILL LYNCH 

660 BEACHLAND BOULEVARD 

VERO BEACH, FL 32963 

ANDREW J. MOLLOY, CFM 

FIRST VICE PRESIDENT-INVESTMENTS 

SENIOR FINANCIAL ADVISOR 

THOMAS N. SEGURA 

FIRST VICE PRESIDENT-INVESTMENTS 

FINANCIAL ADVISOR 

r _J_ 

TOTAL LIVING 

TOTAL MERRILL. 
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The Szechuan Palace 
BY GREGORY ENNS I PHOTOS BY PORFIRIO SOLORZANO 

Indi�ve,· 

Guests enjoy 
exotic fare 
in a historical 
setting at this 
Sexton creation 

D
espite precarious 
beginnings atop a 
trailer heading down 

the road, the Szechuan Palace 
remains firmly rooted on 
43rd Avenue in Vero Beach as 
one of the great works of 
Waldo Sexton. Though a 
Chinese restaurant for the 
last 17 years, the building, 
one of Sexton's last oeuvres, 
retains much of Sexton's orig
inal handiwork. 

Szechuan Palace owner 
John Liang liked the look of 
the place so much he moved 
from Merritt Island and 
began leasing it 18 years ago 
from the Sexton families. "We 
just put Chinese lights up 
and a dragon here [and 
there]," he says. "Customers 
Jove it. They get Chinese food 
in a historical building. It's 
good." 

Though the exterior of the 
building today lacks the 
Spanish tiles and other ornate 
features Waldo bestowed on 
it, much of the interior is pure 
Waldo. Besides the usual 
worm-eaten wood, plaster 
medallions and ornate 
wrought iron touches from 
the Palm Beach mansions in 
whose refuse Waldo reveled, 
the restaurant also features 
murals by artist Lillian 
Tutcik, who was commis
sioned by Waldo to chronicle 
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Waiter Lon Sysouvanh walks between painted murals as he goes to attend 10 a customer al the Szechuan Palace, top. 
Above, one of the many chicken dishes on the menu at the restaurant 
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SZECHUAN 

PALACE CHINESE 

RESTAURANT 

Where: 1965 43 rd 
Ave., Vero Beach 

Owners: John and 
Sue Liang 

Hours: Weekdays 
11 :30 a.m.-9:30 p.m.; 
Friday and Saturday 

11 :30 a.m.-10:30 p.m. 
Contact: 772.562.7726 



early Florida history beginning with the Indians. 
The building started out as Ard's Grocery Store on State 

Road 60. When the road was widened in the 1950s, the 
store was moved by trailer. Sexton's son, Ralph, said his 
dad saw the restaurant going down the road and negotiat
ed with the driver to deliver it to one of his dad's lots, 
where it has stood ever since. 

Ralph Sexton said the building was Vero Beach's first art 
center. It later underwent incarnations as the Turf Club and 
various other restaurants before Liang and his wife, Sue, 
took it over. The Liangs have a veritable United Nations 
working for them, with Chinese, Vietnamese, Laotian and 
Spanish staff members. 

"The customers get a good vibe off of it/' says waiter Lon 
Sysouvanh. "They ask, 'What was this restamant before?' 
That's the No. 1 question. And sometimes, after eating, 
people walk around and explore the place." 

Lyn Meeks, who grew up in Vero Beach, likes visiting the 
Szechuan Palace because she always discovers something 
new. "It's historic and it's quaint," she says. "No matter 
how many times you come there's always something dif
ferent to look at." 

Like the other restaurant properties, Sexton family 
members, including patriarch Ralph, frequently dine at 
the restaurant. Liang doesn1t usually cook at the restaurant 
anymore, but he returns to the kitchen when Ralph 
visits. 

"When my landlord comes here, I cook for him and see 
that he's happy," he says. fW_ 

Dl'\I:\C Ol T 

John and Sue Liang have owned the Szechuan Palace for 18 years. At 
top, the restaurant is illuminated in the evening. 
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BY JANIE GOULD 

PHOTO BY PORFIRIO SOLORZANO 

e grew up milking cows on his parents' 
dairy, helped build The Ocean Grill so that it 
would open as scheduled on New Year's 
Eve 1941, and managed the family's 
Driftwood Inn. Now Ralph Sexton is prima
rily a cattleman, though to some folks, he's 

best known as the guy who's always promoting beach renour
ishrnent. 

He's a son of Waldo Sexton, the quirky entrepreneur who 
left his stamp on many local landmarks from the Patio 
Restaurant to McKee Botanical Garden, originally a tourist 
attraction called McKee Jungle Gardens. 

Ralph Sexton takes pride 
in 'getting things clone' 

mountain off. He really wanted to be buried there. It was his 
shrine." 

Waldo's Mountain was a giant pile of fill that Waldo placed 
on land he owned on State Road AlA, bordering Bethel Creek. 
He built steps to the top and added tiled thrones that sat 
majestically on the peak "I called it a poor man's pyramid," 
Sexton said. 

Waldo's Mountain served as a curiosity for tourists and a 
hangout for teenagers. Vandalism was a constant problem. So 
after a destructive Nor 'easter, Ralph Sexton had the heap 
hauled away and dumped on eroded beach at the Driftwood 

and adjacent Breakers Hotel. An office com

Waldo was a creative genius with defi
nite ideas about how his businesses 
should be run. He often disagreed with 
Ralph, now 79. 

''Waldo 
plex now stands on the storied site of Waldo's 
Mountain. A tenant once had a seance in an 
effort to communicate with Waldo. When a 
motorboat came by, everyone thought it must 
be Waldo, but it wasn't. But there have been 
Waldo sightings. 

"Waldo resented me from the time I 
graduated from college until the day he 
died," Sexton said recently over fried 
mullet and hush puppies at Mrs. B's 
Family Inn on State Road 60. 

Some folks say Waldo's ghost appears 
from time to time. Ralph is convinced his 
father caused mischief after he made 
changes at the Driftwood, the Ocean 
Drive landmark that Waldo built in the 
1930s. In 1979, Ralph added a contem
porary wing known as the Cervantes 
Dining Room and Lounge. Nothing but 
trouble followed. 

resented me 
from the time 
I graduated 
from college 
until the day 

he died." 

Ralph's great-nephew, Rob Tripson, 30, 
grew up in the house that Waldo built on 12th 
Street in Vero Beach. Once when Tripson was 
about 4, he had a strange nocturnal visitor in 
his bedroom, the "pink room" that had been 
Waldo's sickroom years earlier. 

"He just asked me what I was doing in this 
room and who I was," Tripson said. "I said 
Tm Rob Tripson. Who are you?"' 

- Ralph Sexton
The apparition had no answer, but the next 

morning Rob's parents, Mark and Hildie 
Tripson, showed the boy a pich1re of Waldo, 

"That summer we had two air condi-
tioners break down and they stayed broke down all summer, 
and then Hurricane David came along and tore things all to 
hell," Ralph said. "We didn't have power for a couple of 
weeks. Waldo screwed up the Driftwood to where we had to 
sell it." 

Ralph and his siblings sold the historic place in 1980. After 
signing papers at the closing, Ralph muttered to his long
deceased father, "OK, Waldo. It's yours. You run it like you 
want to. 

"He didn't like what I did to the Driftwood. He wanted it 
just like it was. He also did not forgive me for hauling the 

and sme enough, that's who the ghost looked 
like. Another time a family friend stayed overnight in the 
"pink room" and the next morning told the Tripsons she 
didn't know their house was haunted. 

Waldo started building the distinctive two-story frame house 
after marrying Elsebeth Sexton in 1918. He had moved to 
Indian River County in 1912 or 1914 with $500 which he used 
to make down payments on 160 acres for his house and a dairy 
and citrus grove. He also bought 100 feet of ocean.front land, 
site of the present-day Ocean Club condominiums, just north of 
Jaycee Park. That land is still in the Sexton family, too. He 
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t 79, Ralph Sexton is one of the
last two surviving children of Vero 

Beach pioneer Waldo Sexton. His sis
ter, Jacqueline, lives in California. His 
sister, Barbara, died in 2003, and his 
brother, Randy, died two years ago. 
Waldo's children and their heirs consti-

tute Sexton Inc., which owns various 
landholdings developed by Waldo, 
including The Ocean Grill and the 
Szechuan Palace in Vero Beach. A sep
arate family corporation owns The Patio 
Restaurant property in Vero. The Sexton 
families lease the buildings to restau
rant tenants that have held the proper
ties for decades. Wearing his trademark 
black cowboy hat, Ralph Sexton spoke 
with Indian River magazine's Gregory 
Enns at The Ocean Grill. 
When did The Ocean Grill open? 

went to work selling land for 
Indian River Farms. Four 
children came along; Ralph 
was born in 1927. 

The Sexton patriarch start
ed Vero Beach Dairy with one 
cow. He increased the herd 
and bought three trucks so 
the dairy could deliver to 
homes and businesses in Vero 
Beach and Fort Pierce as the 
towns grew. He put Ralph to 
work when his older workers 
joined the service during 
World War II. 

"We would start at two 
o'clock in the morning and 
work 'til 6 then start at noon 
and milk again until 6," 
Ralph said. "It's hard work, 
very hard on your hands." 

The Sexton homestead, at 
least a mile east of the pres
ent-day Indian River MaU, 
was practically in the back
country. "We took the bus to 
school. There were a bunch of 
us, too. We had five dairy 
houses, and they all had kids, 
four or five kids apiece," 
Ralph said. 

"On Saturdays we went to 
the movies and we would 
walk to the Florida Theatre. I 
think it was a quarter that 
Waldo gave us. That would 
buy a hamburger and a 
movie ticket." 

Ralph was about 5 when 
his father started building the 
Driftwood, which was to be a 
family cottage. The Ocean 
Grill, originally called Gus 

>> 

In 1941, on December 31, we opened 
this building, The Ocean Grill. It was 
called Gus and Emma's at that time. 
They were restaurateurs from Asheville, 
North Carolina. I was about 12 years 
old and I worked on the building as 
they were building it, carrying the roof
ing for the roof and the bricks for the 
fireplace. That part over there (pointing 
toward the entrance) we called The 
Bird Cage. It was the original dining 
room, believe it or not. And there was 
a door right there that came into >>
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where we are sitting. This was the outside dining. Right where this 
table is was a dance floor. Waldo was going to have dancing under 
the stars. And they opened on a moonlit night. He had a house full of 
people and the sand flies struck. The next day he started putting this 
roof on . 
Which of the restaurants still represents more the spirit of your dad? 
At this point the Ocean Grill does. It puts more cash in the bank. 
There was a time when the Driftwood did. We don't own the 
Driftwood anymore, though. He was a good businessman. He was 
very bright. He was brilliant, you might say. 

. . , . Waldo was well-known for stretching the truth. Where did the har
and a bore' story come from? 
He embellished everything. He loved to collect antiques and he got 
most of them from the houses that were being torn apart down in 
Palm Beach. At the Driftwood, he had so many antiques that he 
would take people around and he would show them his antiques. 
He'd tell them where they came from, how much they cost and who 
he bought them from. So one day he took the people around and a 
lady went through his little Lour with him. After the tour was over he 
started on another one and the lady went on the tour again. He start
ed talking about a particular antique, and the lady said, 'Well Mr. 
Sexton I was on the tour before this one and you didn't say that.' He 
said, 'Well, lady, I'd rather be a liar than a bore.' 
Where did Waldo get most of his antiques and material to build? 
He got a lot of it in Palm Beach when they were wrecking the old 
estates. The Dodge Estate, Henry Flagler, Ripley. He bought a lot of . the stuff. He had a standing order with the house wreckers to call him 
anytime they were wrecking a house. The houses were bui_lt by the
robber barons in the early 1900s. Teddy Roosevelt got the income tax 
laws passed regarding inheritance. When those people died, their . family's taxes were so bad that they couldn't hold o�Lo t�e properties. 
How did Waldo go about putting together one of his buildings? 
He would go to Palm Beach and buy a load of junk and then he'? 
decide what to build or where to put it. He and my mama, the biggest 
fights they had was over him spending 

1

money on w�at she called 
junk. He called it antiques. When they d get into a fight like that, he 
would say, 'She doesn't want anything unless it comes from Sears 
Roebuck.' 
Tell me about the Driftwood. 
So many people wanted to stay there one Sunday morning my mama 
went to Allison's grocery store and bought groceries and she was in 
the hotel business. The first restaurant was the one upstairs in the old 
building. It didn't have a name. We called it the old dining room. It 
would seat about 50 people. During the season we served breakfast, 
lunch and dinner. He got the Driftwood going, and of course, he 
opened this December 31, 1941, and the war started and the 
Driftwood, he didn't operate as a hotel during the war because we 
had a gas shortage and people couldn't go anywhere. The Corrigan 
family had a son named Hugh who was in the Coast Guard. Well the 
whole family came to Vero and rented the Driftwood from Waldo to 
be with Hugh. They actually went to war with him. 
What were the origins of the Szechuan Palace? 
The Szechuan Palace was Ben Ard's Grocery Store. It was a country 
store and they sold gasoline and groceries. When they went to widen 
Road 60, they had to move Ben's store. Grover Fletcher, who was the 
moving contractor, had put the building on a low boy and hea?ed 
down the street with it. He was on 43rd Avenue and Waldo said, 
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Ralph Sexton a1op a horse, left, with brother Randy and 
mother Elsebcth Sexton in a portrait from the 1930s. 

and Emma's, came along when Ralph was 12 or 
13. "I carried the bricks for the fireplace and roof
ing paper for the roof. We were still working the
day of New Year's Eve."

He emolled at the University of Florida before 
entering the U.S. Merchant Marine in 1945. He 
went back to UF after the war ended, and earned 
a degree in animal husbandry. In 1950, he built his 
house amid his beef cattle ranch west of Vero 
Beach. It's called Treasure Hammock because 
Confederate gold is supposedly buried beneath 
the house "right between the two septic tanks." 
The house is made of timber from an old sawmill 
in Holopaw that inveterate collector Waldo 
Sexton managed to procure. 

Waldo gave his son 45 acres, which formed the 
nucleus of the ranch. Today it's a 500-acre spread. 
Besides running the ranch, Ralph operated the 
Driftwood for 22 years when his parents became 
unable to continue. He increased the number of 
rooms from 14 to 75. 

Today, Ralph's son, Sean, handles day-to-day 
operations at the ranch. Sexton also has three 
daughters, Katherine, Jennifer and Hilary. His 
wife, Chris Dale Sexton, is an accomplished 
dancer, choreographer and teacher. 

Ralph Sexton served on the planning and zon
ing board for 22 years, starting in 1955, "when 
John's Island and the Moorings were swamps." 
As chairman of Save Our Shores he's been a 
staunch proponent of taxpayer-supported beach 
renourish.ment. Critics have called his position 
self-serving, given the family's ownership of the 
Ocean Grill. Sexton disagrees. 

"The beach belongs to everyone and therefore 
everyone should pay for it. Not only that, but the 
beach means so much to the economy. The beach 
is the biggest asset Indian River County has, with
out any doubt." 

>>
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He is proud of hls role in the acquisition of the 
Prefabricated Erosion Prevention reef, which the 
county placed offshore in 1996. "It breaks .the force of 
the waves and grabs the sand," he said. He gives cred
it for the project to former county Commissioner Fran 
Adams and county Administrator Joe Baird. 

Besides the Ocean Grill and Patio restaurants, as 
well as Ocean Club and Yachting Arcade properties, 
the latter being the former site of Sexton's Mountain, 
the family owns the Szechuan Palace Chinese 
Restaurant. Last year, the city of Vero Beach declared 
Sept. 13 Ralph Sexton Day in honor of his business 
and civic leadershlp. It was his birthday, and more 
than 200 people packed Bethel Creek House to cele
brate. 

(.(.You've got to be 
interested in what you're 

doing and not afraid. 

Cattle ranching is his first love. "I took care of my 
cows when other people were going to football 
games, when people were going elk hunting," he said 
"I'm not really a football fan or a baseball fan. I'm not 
a gambler. My cattle are my hobby because I love 
messing with them." 

He'd like to be remembered as a person who got 
things done. "You've got to be interested in what 
you're doing and not afraid. I've got a saying that if 
you don't have any enemies, you haven't done any
thing. I've had a lot of enemies in my life. Bankers still 
run when they see me coming. They th.ink I'm a loser." 

I've got a saying that if 
you don't ha·ve any 

enemies, you haven't 
done anything. I've had a 
lot of enemies in my life." 

- Ralph Sexton

"I've been losing money in the cattle business for SO 
years, and I'm still here." � 

'Where are you going with that?' and 
Grover said 'I don't know' and Waldo 
said, 'Put it here.' He had two lots, one 
lot back from Road 60. Grover charged 
him $500 for the building and setting it 
up. Then Waldo had to decide what he 
was going to do with it. So he decided 
to make an art gallery out of it. It was 
Vero Beach's first center for the arts. He 
let artists come in there and paint and 
do their artwork and it was opened to 
the public. Jim and Joan Hutchinson 
started out there. They were starving 
artists at the time. Waldo would put 
them up at the Driftwood a lot of 
times. He gave them work to do here 
over at the Grill. You ought to go over 
there and see the artwork that Jim and 
Joan Hutchinson did in the ladies' 
room. 
Tell me about the A.E. Backus mural of 
the Seminoles at the campfire in The 
Bird Cage. 
Beanie did that and supposedly he did 
that in one afternoon. He and Waldo 
came over here. They got drunk and 
had lunch and Beanie, meanwhile, 
painted that. 

64 

What were the origins of The Patio? 
The Patio he built right about the time 
he built the Driftwood and before he 
built the Ocean Grill and McKee 
Jungle Gardens. The patio was a real 
estate and fruit stand for my aunt and a 
dress shop for a lady named LaBelle 
Jones. It was originally planned for a 
real estate office, a fruit stand and a 
dress shop. All this happened right 
before the war. He built the fruit stand 
for my aunt so she could make a living. 
And then the war came along and peo
ple didn't travel up U.S. 1 . She went 
out of business, and Waldo leased it to 
a couple for an ice cream parlor. They 
had a Howard Johnson's franchise. 
They sold their lease to two couples 
who could all but make a living out of 
that thing. They expanded and the only 
way they expanded was to build a 
patio outside, which was a brick floor 
with no roof. They added onto it as 
they could. Here's a real funny story 
about The Patio. They did not have a 
whiskey license, but Red Cobb had a 
bar across the street in the old Parkway 
building. And you'd go and sit down 

Indias/O'ver 

for dinner. The waitress would take 
your drink order, walk across street and 
give your drink order to Red's Bar, and 
Red would bring them back. 
Do you regret selling the Driftwood? 
Yes. I loved the Driftwood. I ran the 
Driftwood, and I built the Cervantes 
building and I built that long building 
and I managed it for 22 years. The rea
son we sold it was those were the 
Jimmy Carter days, interest rates 
believe it or not were 20 percent and 
inflation was 20 percent. We borrowed 
$1 million to improve on the Cervantes 
building. We could have held onto it 
but when it came to a family vote it 
was 4 to 1. 
Whal will happen to the properties 
after you pass on? 
My will would require that my shares 
of stock - I have four kids - go to my 
wife and four kids. I own all of them 
now but I have willed them. 
You feel very close to these old build
ings don't you? 
Very much so. Ever since the '60s I 
have put property back together when 
we had hurricanes and storms. • 
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