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Telling it like it is,. er,. was 
Pioneer refiects, provides clues abo.ut early Cape Coral life 

(Editor's note - Eileen Bernard came to Cape Coral 
in 1958. For 13 years she worked for the Ros.en 
brothers, Jack and Leonard, the two men who founded 
the community. Holding down a position in Gulf 
American's public relations department, she wrote 
press releases, edited the Cape Coral SUN newspaper 
and arranged publicity. 

Because she had an upfront view of what was hap
pening here during those early days, she is an "ex
pert" on the history of the community. Now retired 
and living on Pine Island, Bernard wrote a book of 
tales about the city's youth entitled, "Lies That Came 
True." 

The following articles are excerpts from the book. In 
them Bernard gives a first-hand account .of what life 
was like back then. ) 

By EILEEN BERNARD 
Special to the Breeze 

In 1958, if you looked Lee County over, you could not 
find a four-lane road. The Edison Bridge was the only 
large bridge around. Fishing and farming were the big 
businesses here. Tourism was a growing, but still 
small, industry. 

McGregor Boulevard, from College Parkway to 
Miner's Corner, was solid with chrysanthemum farms 
and gladiolus fields; Lee County was the gladiolus 
captial of the world. And, most of us could get all the 
"culls" we wanted. 

The 1950s were a strange time. The Korean conflict 
and the Joe McCarthy era had just passed. Orval 
Faubus was blocking the door in Little Rock. 

In Lee County, drinking fountains, restrooms and 
doctors ' offices were segregated. Trains had Jim 
Crow cars. 

Restaurants were barred to blacks, and an exciting 
day in the 1960s was when McCrorys on First Street 
was integrated with a sit-in. 

The only newspaper - The Fort Myers News-Press 
- wrote editorials blasting rock and roll, and spoke 
out against any change in the lyrics of Stephen 
Foster's songs to eliminate such words as "darkies." 

Pictures of beauty queens and brides bloomed in 
every issue of the paper. The social notes called 
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women at club functions "mesdames" followed by 
their husband's full names. 

The radio served up "Volare," "Col. Bogie March" 
and the "Song from Exodus." 

" Palladin" and " Gunsmoke" were hits on televi
sion. WINK was tlie only television station and the 
Yankees laughed as they imitated the announcers' 
"Double U-Ahh-An-Kay, Fat Mahs," sign-offs. 

Patterns of life were changing everywhere and 
everybody sensed that something exciting was 
waiting in the wings. No one knew it was to be' a large
scale revolution in race and sex. No one knew Vietnam 
was coming. But, everybody was uneasy. 

Everyone on the Cape just went on doing what they 
had been doing. 

They did the jitterbug, not knowing it was on its last 
legs. 

Women wore pedal pushers, needle-toed shoes and 
skirts so tight they hugged their ~ottoms or so bouffant 
they couldn't sit down. 

Men's hair was short; their pants were baggy and 
pleated in front. 

Playing chicken with your car was popular. 
So were luaus, and pool parties where buffets were 

floated on surfboards. A river of liquor flowed, but 
marijuana was just beginning to surface. 

The thump of bongo drums was heard through the 
land. New phrases like "the in th1ng" and "can you dig 
it?" showed that a person was "hip." 

Into all this came the early pioneers of Cape Coral. 
Had they lived in the 1800s, they woukl have been the 

ones driving covered wagons west through the 
prairies. They were that kind of people - people who 
had the nerve to move from places they'd known all 
their lives and come to an isolated spit of land like 
Cape Coral. 

They had their dream, buc they did not shrink from 
reality. 

Some who came from northern metropolises found it 
difficult to adjust to the hot, wet climate. Most came 
from places infinitely better in living conditions, in 
shopping facilities and in schools, than ip slow-paced 
Lee County. 

Most of all, some suffered from a real loss of identi
ty. They had been somebody - maybe even big shots 
- where they came from, ang_ had not yet made a 
mark in their new homeland. 

Many Cape Coral pioneers believe their lives' great 
adventure was the part they played in the creation of 
the city. 

Where some, small in immagination, saw only 
scrub, sand and the mundane things of life, others sat 
back in wonder, observing the ouipourings and inter
minglings of all the different -people, young and old, 
from everywhere - a huge kaleidoscope of encounters 
with new joys, fears and sorrows. 

Some people came to find adventure. Some came to 
escape boredom. Some came to make a new start 
from marital or financial problems. Some were h~ppi-
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ly married, and some were so well-heeled they had no 
financial problems. 

For a while, people were blessedly free from the 
tyranny of possessions and conspicuous consumption. 
For the first time in years, they would wear old clothes 
all the time! 

Young couples mixed with older ones on an equal 
basis. Everybody knew everything about everybody, 
and didn't care. 

All the kids knew everyone's car by the sound as 
well as sight. Glad lo have a neighbor, they would run 
out and call lo the car, " Hi there, Mr. Holmes," or, 
"Hi there Mr Sliobert1" 

Dogs ~ere· welco~e everywhere and fed by 
everybody unlil they all got lat. 

When the garbage collector started his business, he 
was invited in for a cup of coffee 'and a chat. 

And a child never had just one mother: Every 
mother in Cape Coral was everybody's mother. 

As the time went by, men got the recognition, but it 
was the women who held the early community 
together. Enc~uraging, taking care of each other's 
families, starting fund drives and needed associa
tions, taking on the hard jobs, women were the real 
strength of the community. 

John Holmes said later: "The biggest difference in 
the Cape then and now is that it didn't matter if you 
were worth millions or nothing. Everyone was equal. 
You had to have a cadillac up north ; here I had a 
Plymouth seven years old. 

"We moved to the Cape in September 1959 from 
Lafayette, Ind. I ran a finance company there which 
had more delinquent accounts tha n good ones, so we 
came down to start over. Looking back, it seems lo me 
that most of the people, one way or the other, were do
ing the same," he said. 

"The isolation was the best part. Everyone knew 
and talked to each other." 

He continued, " Looking up and down the 
Caloosahatchee, it would be quiet and empty of boats, 
with nothing moving except the Schwa rtz, Pearson 
a nd Dul/ala children floating in innertubes, tied to the 
bank with long ropes." 

At night, the Cape Coral guard in the little shack· 
allowed you lo pass ii you knew how to flick your car 
lights in the proper rhythm. 

If you lived in one of the first few houses down 
around the Yacht Basin, it was easy to lose your way. 
The few lonely house lights were like will-o-the-wisps 
and deceptive. Some streets were not marked and 
each one you drove on dead-ended in a cana l, a nd you 
might, too. 

One man got lost every night, and he was sober . 
Drinkers, by some special magic;lound their way bet
ter than others. 

For almost a year alter the first resident moved in, 
no place to buy food of any kind existed. Everything 

On the cover 
In 1958, Cape Coral didn't look like much ; only a 

few houses stood in a vast. barren patch of land. To
day, however, things have changed. Rapid growth 
has propelled the city toward a promising future. 
New additions lo the community include <clockwise 
from top left): the Financial Center , Mariner High 
School, the Cape Coral Eye Center and The Towers. 

Barren countryside 
A location that today is alv.•ays abuzz with activity, 

the three-way intersection of Pine Island Road (State 
Route 78), Pondclla Road and Del Prado Boulevard, 

had to be bought in Fort Myers, a 30-mile round trip. 
Al's Supermarket, just north of the Edison Bridge in 
North F ort Myers, was the closest food store. 

Then the Surfside Restaurant opened in the spring of 
1959, and a 10-fool by 12-loot space In the back of was 
stocked with bread, milk and a few other common 
items. One funny fellow claimed all you could get was 
bread, cigarettes and parakeet seed . 
• Later, Elmer's store opened in the first shopping 

center. 
Dorothy Needham said, " It looked like a small coun

try store - our only grocery in those days. and would 
you believe they delivered! But, they couldn't stock 
enough items and many things had to be bought in 
Fort Myers." 

Robert Needham said, "There were about 20 housed 
finished and miles of blowing sand. We laughed at the 
prospect of anyone wanting lo live in this isolated, bar
ren place. But less than three years later , we opened 
the first drug store in Cape Coral, Coral Star Phar
macy. Up until that time, people here received 
prescriptions and drug needs from Star Ph~rllJ!!S_Y in 
North Fort Myers. 

"Can you imagine a business - particularly a phar
macy - trying to call Cape Coral's only physician, Dr. 
Robert Tate, on a party line? And the frequent storms 

was a mere crossroad in early Cape Coral. The 
UJ>slart community stood miles to the south of the in
tesection, at the end o'r Del P rado on the Caloosahal
chee River. 

..nd power lines. 
" We added_ Western Union to our service. It helped 

us get acquainted with residents, but deliveries were a 
problem: there were no lights al night, no street signs 
and no house numbers! Each delivery was an adven
ture. The newness of this unique community and the 
excitement of growth provided a zest and enjoyment 
that cannot be expressed." 

One of the strangest early stories was that of Teddy, 
a t3-year-old almost blind dog belonging to the Flesh 
family. 

He disappeared one Sunday night about 9 p.m. Al 6 
the next morning, two boys fishing in lhe Gull near 
Fort Myers Beach saw a nose above the waler and 
first thought it was a sea cow or turtle. It was not a sea 
creature, however, it was Teddy. 

They took the dog to a drive-in where they specializ
ed in steak. and for several days he was fed steal< 
scraps until returned to his owners alter a r adio sta
tion broadcast tl1e rescue story. 

The dog seemed to have suffered no ill effects, ex
cept for a new-found fondness for steak scraps. But, he 
never did go near the dock or even the swimming pool 
again, and he demanded steak for his meals. 
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One of the earliest wom'en residents had just moved 
into the eighth house on the Cape. It was August, it was 
hot, her three children were fretful and she had had an 
argument with her mother-in-law. 

She was close to tears and alone in a strange and 
remote outpost when a knock came at the door. Ah, 
she thought, someone is coming to welcome us to Cape 
Coral. The thought elevated her spirits a little. 

But, when she opened the door, there stood a deputy 
sheriff, looking solemn. 

"Pardon me ma'am," he said, "but I wouldn't go 
out in the yard if were you. You see, it's rattlesnake 
mating season." 

Such was the life in Cape Coral. 

In 11 years, 5,000 candidates for a job as a Gulf 
American salesman were run through the system. 

In the beginning, training was minimal - mostly on
the-job. It soon developed into an elaborate series of 
psychological testing programs, including such 
c-0urses as human behavior, stimulus and response 
and pace-setting. Trained psychologists were 
employed. A man named Alfredo, "The Silver Fox," 
put his heart and soul and 18 hours a day into the work. 

He reported that 80 out of 100 flunked out in 60 days. 
and eventually only 10 out of 100 remained. 

By 1966, most "average' ' salesmen had been weeded 
out - or gave up in disgust or despair - and only the 
hardcore professionals remained. 

It's no wonder customers were caught like lambs in 
the bramblebush. 

Salesmen entered hundreds of contests, mostly for 
big prizes - mink coats, jewelry, cars, offered by Gulf 
American. But, only two salesmen, Frank Odle and 
Arnold Mann, received the top prize, a three-week, all
expense trip for two to Europe. All-expense meant just 
that - travel, food, hotels, shows, limousines ... 
everything. 

Leonard Rosen had a medallion with four lines of 
poetry on it. He thought so much of the sentiment that 
he had one hundred made for the salesmen. 

It read: 
''Time is money, 
My little sonny, 
And a rich man's words 
Are always funny." 

"Squeeze the blood" was said to be another one of 
Rosen's favorite phrases. 

At a meeting, he emphasized to the sales force, 
"They are here to be taken. If you don't take them, so
meone else will. If you feel you don't want to take 
them, leave now." 

There were never more than two or three women in 
sales, and he would advise them to leave before the 
meeting· if they thought his language wot.:ld offend 
them. 

Salesmen were given the picture of what they were 
supposed to do in dramatic ways. Rosen was not refin
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ed or reticent about his instructions. 
Rosen called a sales meeting one day, saying, "If all 

the offices are full up, use my office. I'll get out. Use 
anything with any customer. 

"I'm telling you to deliver more," he continued. "If 
he messes on the floor, and he buys, OK, we'll clean it' 
up. But, if he messes on the floor and doesn't buy, you 
clean it up! " 

At another time, Rosen was quoted as saying, "Keep 
the customer warm and under your umbrella. But if 
he doesn't buy, stick the umbrella up his butt and open 
it!" 

In 1958, nature in Cape Coral was as wild and gamey 
as a hawk's wing. 

At night, dogs in packs could be heard chasing 
bears, wildcats and other such creatures, back in 
where the Rose Gardens were built later. Bear tracks 
appeared one morning right across a couple's back 
yard on Eldorado Drive. 

When the wife asked, "What are those?" as she ex
amined the prints, her husband answered, "Never 
mind." When he told her later what they were, she 
made a dash for the house. 

Wild hogs were often seen if you drove back in the 
undeveloped sections. The animals' ancestry was a 
mixture of swine that had escaped from the live 
larders of Spanish or pirate ships, and those of the pig 
sties of early settlers. They were usually huge beasts, 
sometimes weighing 400 pounds, dark in color, with 
long heads, dangerous tusks and course body hair. 

Armadillos and flying squirrels were all about -
and eagles nested in the trees near the Lafayette 
Canal among the heavy equipment. Soon they 
departed, however. 

In those first years, rabbits ate people's petunias 
and other flowers. Thousands of robins came and ate 
all the Brazilian pepper berries, staggered around 
drunk and then drank so much water that some days 
the bird baths had to be refilled several times. 

into the houses. 
Despite those irritants, though, the nature here was 

beautiful. Nights were velvet-dark with magnificent 
stars. A few small lights glittered here and there in the 
distance; another light anywhere was comfort. 

People were not too happy with the flatness of the 
land and the ditches filled with water, but all were im
pressed with the way the frogs sang out in the summer 
and how the mullet jumped up and down in the canals. 

People learned how to grow mangoes and guavas, 
dig fossils and cook Florida foods. 

They found out how fast grass could grow. 
They found out about palmetto bugs. 
They found out that mosquitoes were no worse here 

People could not go out at night because of so many 
bugs and snakes. There were no flies in Cape Coral in 
those early years, but as one resident said, "Oh, those 

usketeers at dusk, you could hear 'em coming." ~ 
The worst little bug was the earwig or stinkbug. It I 

jlives in a nest in the ground. A heavy rain would drive 
them up onto the porches and they persisted in getting ~ 

than in New Jersey. 
They found out shell roads ate up tires. 
They found out a shower in well water made you feel 

stickier than before. 
The found out how to do the stingray shuffle when 

wading at the beach. 
They also found out they would lose electricty every 

afternoon because of thunderstorms. 
One pioneer summed it up by saying, "There were 

no street lights on the Cape, no city water or sewers. 
We had drinking water hauled in by Culligan and used 
well water for the yard ... 

"We loved it, and kept busy getting our yard and 
fruit trees started. 


	Bernard Article Apr 1988
	Bernard Article Apr 1988_2
	Bernard Article Apr 1988_3
	Bernard Article Apr 1988_4

