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Panhandle boom town turns white sand to gold 
By MICHAEL OLLOVE 

Miami Herald 

In the early 1950s, Maurice Woodson, own
er of a tiny lakeside resort in Maywood, Miss., 
discovered the snow-white coast of Florida's 
Panhandle. 

He was captivated. 
The sand, he mused, was like silk to the 

touch and sugar to the eye - an irresistible 
temptation to any tourist. 

Knowing a good thing when he saw it, 
Woodson wasted no time loading tons of sand 
onto seven railroad cars and shipping it back 
to Mississippi, where he dumped it around his 
lake, There he erected a sign: "White Sand 
from Destin, Fla.," and waited for the crush of 
tourists. 

More than 25 years would pass before oth
ers discovered the gold in the sand right 
where it was. Today, the Panhandle beach is 
home to Shoreline Towers, the Grand Mari
ner, Emerald Towers, the Aegean and a dozen 
other high-rise and low-rise luxury condomin
iums that form a fortress along the Gulf 
Coast. Hardly a month goes by without anoth
er ground-breaking ceremony for yet another . 
posh development. 

Condo sales leaped from $33 million in 
1977 to $89 million last year, with some units 
now selling for $800,000. During that same 
period, land prices have doubled and tripled 
along the Panhandle coast, a more rapid in
crease than anywhere else in Florida. 

"That land is the most valuable property 
north of Palm Beach," said Tom Anderson, a 
state appraiser. "It is the boom area in the 
state of Florida. 

Okaloosa County Commissioner Mike 
Mitchell agreed. "It's very hard to see any 
recession when you're here,"· he said. 
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Destin's permanent population 

1960 
1970 
1982 
1990 

900 
1,600 
7,500 

50,000 
1990 figure is projection. In 1982, Destin'• visitor population varied from 2,000 

in November lo 13,000 in July 

Property valuation (millions) 

1972 1979 
Destin $10.6 $111.5 
Okaloosa County $252.3 $930 

1983 
$279.8 

$1,468.9 

Condo sales: Fort Walton Beach, Destin 
Year Units sold Dollar value 
1980 841 $49.8 
1981 1,074 $72.2 
1982 903 $89.0 

Value is in millions of dollars. Source: Florida Realtv Inc. of Fort Walton Beach 

He's right. Along the curving 100 miles of 
U.S. 98 between Panama City Beach and Pen
sacola, there is hardly a mile where a 12-story 
crane isn't hoisting girders. 

er quarters. The new Shores Shopping Center 
with its 30 stores just opened. A second shop
ping center is being built. Three hotels are 
under construction. Hardee's is coming. Les 
Saisons restaurant has opened to satisfy a 
wealthier taste. So, too, have two new health 
spas, a crystal shop and men's and women's 

In Destin, where activity is the most heat
ed, there are plans to widen U.S. 98 from four 
lanes to six. The post office is moving to larg-

clothing stores featuring designer labels. 
"We are the Palm Beach of the Gulf 

Coast," said Anita Kroha of the Destin Cham
ber of Commerce. 

That's not exactly the image most Floridi
ans have of the Panhandle's Gulf Coast. To 
them, it remains the "Redneck Riviera." Un
til recently, that description was closer to the 
truth. 

"Gosh, I remember when 98 was just a 
dirt road, and you had to shoo off pigs and 
cows to dri:v~ through," said Kroha', 40. 

In the '30s, Destin was home to fewer than 
75 people, most of them fishermen. Shoreline 
parcels were the scraps left to the poorest. 

"It wasn't any good for timber or farming, 
so nobody wanted to bother with it," 'said Van 
Ness Butler, whose grandfather moved to the 
Panhandle in the 1920s. 

Timber companies happily sold off much 
of the beachfront for as little as 15 cents an 
acre. Today, it sells for as much as $7,000 for 
a beachfront foot. 

Burney Henderson, a lumberman in Pen
sacola, bought much of the land. "I just 
thought it would be a good investment," said 
Henderson, 77. "I had no idea it would ever do 
what it did, though." 

It didn't for a long time - despite the 
efforts of a few locals. After a bridge was 
built to nearby Fort Walton Beach in the mid
'30s, tourists f r ia and 
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(Continued from page IC) 
Louisiana~ · m to charter 
fishing boats and lounge on the beach. After World War II, 
tiny hotels began t<1'appear. 

Roger Clary, owner of the first hotel and now chairman 
of the First National Bank of Destin, used to take snapshots 
of visitors on the sand and send them to hometown newspa
pers to lure more tourists. 

Budding entreprenuers loaded Destin's sand onto buses 
and took off to major cities in the Midwest. They poured the 
sand onto hotel-lobby floors and planted bikini-clad women 
on it to recreate the splendors of the Gulf Coast. 

One of the earliest believers in Destin's future was 
Ernie Shahid, a down-and-nearly-out contractor from Bir
mingham, Ala., who arrived in 1953 with $176 in his pocket 
and a $75,000 commitment from a savings and loan. 

"When I saw that beach and that ocean, I bought that 
day," he said. He built the tiny Shoreline Hotel and Cottage 
Colony. It burned down in 1956, leaving him nothing. 

To start over, he needed financing, so he piled into his 
Plymouth station wagon and scoured the country for help. 

All without luck. "Hell, they thought we were out in the 
boonies," he said. Finally, he got a government loan and 
rebuilt his hotel. He hasn't stopped building since. 

Today, Shahid lives in a $750,000 condo in one of three 
12-story towers he built in the '70s. He drives a Cadillac, his 
wife a Mercedes. Two more of his high-rises are going up. 
He's also building two townhouse complexes and a 12-story 
office building, which he says will be the largest between 
Tallahassee and Mobile, Ala. 
· He has transformed his $176 into millions, he says. 

And financing is no longer a problem. 
"In the last few years, I've never had to leave this area 

to secure financing," he said. "They fly in here." 
But most of the condo buyers, like the first day-trippers 

30 years ago, still come from the Deep South. 
Among them is James Folmar, 66, a shopping-center 

developer from Montgomery who started visiting Destin in 
1948. In 1976, he bought a Destin condo. New he's buying a 
penthouse. "I've seen a lot of other beaches in the world," he 
said, "And none of them compares to this one. It's the finest 
beach in the world." 

But the Panhandle is also drawing people from farther 
away, competing with South Florida for buyers from the 
Northeast, Canada and Texas. 

If the sudden growth has sparked clashes with an old 
way of life on the Gulf Coast, they are muted. The develop
ments have provided prosperity and jobs for many and 

declining property-tax rates for all. 
Still, there are now congestion and noise and condos 

where once there was nothing but the beach. 
"I have mixed feelings about the growth," said Butler, 

who grew up when the coast was serene. "But I know it's ~1 
coming and there's nothing I can do to stop it, so I figure I ~ 
might as well take advantage of it." In 1978, he left a 
government job to go into the more lucrativP. real-estate 
business. 

Even local environmentalists are reserved in their cri t
ic ism. "I'm not against free enterprise," said Jane Moore, 
president of Preservation of Destin and owner of a dough-
nut shop in the town. "This business couldn't exist without J 
~hat growth." 

But Moore and others did push the county toward 
greater vigilance. Several years ago, they complained that 
the county routinely ignored violations of building regula
tions and allowed developers to introduce damaging red 
clay onto the pure-white beaches. 

That criticism led to two harsh Okaloosa County grand
jury reports in 1981 that labeled county planning "a farce." 

"Our country's quality of life has not been protected, · 
particularly in the boom area around the beaches," one 
grand jury reported. 

The reports spurred the county to become stingier 
about granting variances and to forbid red clay near the 
beach. Environmentalists now give the county credit for 
trying. 

If developments are sound in Destin, Henderson may be 
the reason. "When you bought a piece of land from Burney 
Henderson, you had to show him exactly what you were 
going to do with it and when you were going to start doing 
it," said Shahid, who bought property from Henderson in 
1970 to build Destin's first condo tower. 

Henderson didn't allow speculation on his land. He also 
didn't allow dark buildings on the beaches, preferring white 
condos that didn't contrast with the sand. 

And he provided for the public. Recently he sold 208 
acres of beachfront property to the state for a park for $13 
million - a price developers said was half its true value. 

If anyone looks back wistfully to an earlier time in 
Destin, he is lost among the cranes and high-rises and 
boutiques and Mercedes. 

Banker Clary, who was born and raised on a farm r, 

nearby, who has seen Okaloosa County poor and seen it .tJ 
prosper, doesn't share those longings. e 

"If you want peace and quiet," he said tersely, "go back 
up there in Alabama." y 
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