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Jacksonville before Consolidation

The Jacksonville Story

A delegation of businessmen from Beaumont, Texas, visited Jacksonville 

during the summer of 1963 to see how local community leaders had dealt 

with their urban problems. Most impressive to them was the cleanup of 

the downtown waterfront along the St. Johns River. From the River Club, 

then atop the new Prudential Insurance Company’s southeast regional 

headquarters building on the south bank, the Texans looked across the 

river and saw the new retaining walls that had replaced the old rotting 

wharves on the north bank. Beyond the bulkheads, a new roadway pro-

vided a river view for motorists and pedestrians. Nearby stood the new 

fifteen-story Atlantic Coast Line Railroad home office (the ACL Building). 

The railroad had recently moved its corporate headquarters to Jackson-

ville from Wilmington, North Carolina. Adjacent to the ACL Building was 

the new civic auditorium with an exhibition hall. Beyond, Sears Roebuck 

had built a large retail outlet covering two city blocks, expressing its confi-

dence in downtown renewal. East of the Main Street Bridge, a new city hall, 

county courthouse, and jail looked out over the river. Also downtown, a 

new Robert Meyer Hotel, Florida National Bank, Barnett Bank, and In-

dependent Life Insurance home office confirmed the city center’s vitality. 

All of this new construction and urban renewal reflected what community 

leaders liked to call “Jacksonville’s Decade of Progress,” under the mayoral 

leadership of W. Haydon Burns.1

 First elected mayor in 1949 on a reform ticket that challenged increased 

bus fares, the thirty-seven-year-old Burns began a political career that re-
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sulted in five terms in office and a successful campaign for governor in 

1964. As mayor and one of five commissioners serving as the city’s ex-

ecutive branch of government, Burns controlled the police and fire de-

partments as well as building and plumbing inspection, signals and traffic 

control, and housing. A shrewd politician, he built political alliances 

through patronage with the other commissioners and city employees. He 

campaigned for votes in the African American community and appointed 

the first black police officers in 1950. He won reelection by wide margins.2 

 But Burns was more than just a successful politician. He saw himself 

as a city builder determined to revitalize a decaying downtown. He liked 

to tell “The Jacksonville Story” with illustrated lectures to local and out-

of-town audiences. The story began in the years following World War II. 

Burns described the waterfront then as “probably the worst eyesore of 

any major American city,” with its rat-infested, dilapidated warehouses 

and wharves. Most shipping had long since departed to the newer Talley-

rand docks. Main Street and Broad Street, the two north-south highways 

through downtown, were choked with bumper-to-bumper traffic. Main 

Street in particular, once a prosperous shopping district, had declined rap-

idly due to the congestion of trucks, buses, military vehicles, and motor-

cars following the opening in 1941 of the John T. Alsop Bridge (known as 

the Main Street Bridge). Beyond the waterfront and crowded thorough-

fares, downtown looked old and tired, in part due to the absence of any 

substantial new construction during the depression decade of the 1930s 

and the war years of the 1940s.3

 Burns’s vision for the city began with the goal of renewing the ugly 

north-bank riverfront on either side of the Main Street Bridge. He secured 

state authorization for $4 million in Parking Lot Certificate bonds, con-

demned, cleared, and filled land, constructed parking lots, and by 1955 had 

eliminated his first major eyesore.4

 Next the Duval County Commission cleared land east of the parking 

lots for a new courthouse. In 1958, Burns secured passage of a $30 mil-

lion bond issue for capital improvements to build the city hall, coliseum, 

and civic auditorium, as well as the Buckman Sewage Treatment Plant, 

belatedly beginning construction of a sanitary sewage system for Jackson-

ville. He lobbied the Atlantic Coast Line Railroad to move its home office 

to Jacksonville, supported the development of the Jacksonville Expressway 

System, and worked for the growth of the insurance industry. It was Burns 
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as promoter of “The Jacksonville Story,” with his slide shows and bus tours 

for local Rotarians and visiting dignitaries, who left a legacy of downtown 

development during Jacksonville’s Decade of Progress.5

 Not all Jacksonville residents felt positively about Burns. He came from 

a lower-middle-class background that folks from Jacksonville’s elite Ortega 

neighborhood frequently snubbed. Growing up on the north side, Burns 

graduated from Andrew Jackson High School, attended Babson College 

near Boston, served in World War II as a commissioned officer and naval 

aeronautics salvage specialist, and, on the eve of his first election, worked 

in public relations. Burns worked hard at presenting himself as a business-

oriented public official, but lax financial management practices of the 

day convinced some observers that political patronage edged over into 

corruption. One person who knew Burns well claimed this was untrue.6

 At the beginning of the civil rights movement in the 1960s, Burns 

reflected the predominantly southern white attitudes that opposed peace-

ful picketing and demonstrations. He was not a rabid segregationist like 

Ala bama’s George Wallace. At the same time, despite his earlier ties with 

Fig. 1. Haydon Burns, mayor of Jacksonville, 1949–1965. By permission of Eleanor 

Watkins, Jacksonville.
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the African American community, he refused to intervene or mediate be-

tween black activists and downtown merchants, and he took a hard line 

enforcing law and order. His leadership in rebuilding downtown did not 

carry over into race relations.

 Burns’s two years in Tallahassee also drew mixed reviews, and he lost his 

bid for reelection in the bitter campaign of 1966. Still, city council honored 

Burns’s substantial contributions to Jacksonville by naming the new city li-

brary after him in 1965. Burns was a successful mayor during the more lax, 

business-oriented, pre–civil rights, Eisenhower era of the 1950s. Attitudes 

changed in the following decade, leaving mixed memories of him.7

 While Haydon Burns went to Tallahassee following his election as gov-

ernor in 1964, Jacksonville’s development continued. Gulf Life Insurance 

Company began building its new home office on the river’s south bank, 

flanked by the Sheraton–Jacksonville Hotel. The General Services Admin-

istration completed a new federal building on Bay Street. City commis-

sioners began planning to replace the overcrowded, run-down Imeson 

Airport and build the new central city library to be named after Burns.

 Meanwhile, the Jacksonville Port Authority (JPA) began a major up-

grading and expansion of its facilities. Created by the Florida legislature 

in 1963, the JPA assumed control of the municipally owned docks and 

terminals built in 1915 along Talleyrand Avenue. Vernon McDaniel, a staff 

member at JPA, remembered conditions:

 It was terrible. . . . To tell the truth, there wasn’t much there. There 

were old finger piers on Slip 1 where the coffee was unloaded. Slip 2 

was unusable; it had silted in so much a ship couldn’t get in there. And 

the old wooden wharf had fallen into the slip anyway. . . . When one of 

those big Grace Line banana ships arrived—and those were big ones, 

400 feet long—and a tanker also came in, something had to give. We 

had to move somebody to get both ships unloaded.8

 While the three municipal docks were in poor condition, the private 

sector’s docks flourished, handling imported oil, autos, coffee, and other 

goods. Port tonnage had tripled since the end of World War II. Under the 

direction of Daniel G. Rawls, JPA modernized existing docks, deepened 

the river channel from 34 to 38 feet, and began to develop Blount Island as 

a major terminus downriver closer to the Atlantic Ocean. It also assumed 

responsibility for the new Jacksonville International Airport that opened 
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in 1968. An often unsung commercial giant, the Jacksonville port became 

a major contributor to the city’s growth and development in the 1960s.9

 Beyond the city limits during the decade, developers continued their 

postwar suburban housing construction in Arlington, Southside, and 

other parts of Duval County. In the sand dunes east of Arlington, devel-

oper Martin Stein began building a major regional enclosed shopping cen-

ter at Regency Square. Gateway and Roosevelt Malls opened on the north 

side and west side, respectively. On the south side, Ira Koger’s Boulevard 

Center became one of the first suburban office parks in the nation. As a 

result, suburban homeowners began to shift their working and shopping 

patterns to nearby malls and office parks at the expense of downtown.10

 Jacksonville’s development expanded beyond suburban and commer-

cial growth. In the old Riverside neighborhood, the Cummer Museum 

opened in 1961 as the result of a generous bequest by Ninah Holden Cum-

mer, art collector and member of one of Jacksonville’s most prominent 

families. In the same neighborhood, board members of the Jacksonville 

Children’s Museum sought to expand their collection and programs be-

yond their crowded quarters. They combined a $100,000 gift from the 

Junior League with a 99-year lease from the city in a new park on the 

south bank of the St. Johns River. Architect William Morgan designed an 

award-winning building that was subsequently expanded to become the 

Museum of Science and History. Next, the trustees of the Jacksonville Art 

Museum began plans to move from its crowded Riverside location. Land 

was donated at the new Boulevard Center office park on the south side by 

the Koger family, and the architectural firm of Reynolds, Smith, and Hills 

provided designs for construction of a new facility that opened in 1968. 

It later became the Jacksonville Museum of Modern Art and moved to 

downtown in the 1990s.11

 During the same decade, the Duval legislative delegation in Tallahassee 

secured authorization to establish a junior college and later a state uni-

versity in Jacksonville. In Washington, Congressman Charles Bennett ob-

tained funding to build Fort Caroline National Monument, a replica of the 

original European settlement on the banks of the St. Johns River. For city 

boosters, Jacksonville’s efforts were comparable to the great reconstruction 

efforts after the 1901 fire. Downtown renewal, expanded transportation fa-

cilities, suburban growth, and new or expanding cultural and educational 

institutions were substantial steps forward.12


