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In memory of our mother, Annette, and all those who 
have gone ahead of us, in honor of our father, Jerry, 
and in joyful solidarity with the entire O’Keefe clan. 

To our reader:

An Old Celtic Blessing

     May there always be work for your hands to do.
     May your purse always hold a coin or two.
     May the sun always shine on your windowpane.
     May a rainbow be certain to follow each rain.
     May the hand of  a friend always be near you.
     May God fill your heart with gladness to cheer you.



Preface

What began 150 years ago as a sideline to an 
Irish immigrant’s livery trade in Civil War-era Ocean 
Springs, continues today as one of  the Mississippi 
Coast’s oldest, most respected and civic-minded 
businesses.

Bradford-O’Keefe Funeral Homes proudly 
celebrates its Sesquicentennial in 2015, having 
originated in 1865 within Edward “Ned” O’Keefe’s 
livery business on Porter Avenue, Ocean Springs, 
MS, in the waning days of  the Civil War. The 
venerable O’Keefe ‘brand’ has not only endured 
much longer than most businesses, it has become 
known for excellent service and community 
leadership well outside the limited focus of  its core 
function.

For half  the Coast’s settled existence, the 
O’Keefe family has been a vital, contributing 
member.

For the past century-and-a-half, the O’Keefe 
family has assisted its neighbors with the important 
duty of  burying and honoring their deceased. Death 
is a challenging time for all impacted, but one made 
less oppressive and more profound by the 
professional, dignified services of  a respectful 
funeral home. 

And for more than a century and a half, the 
O’Keefe family has invested itself  in the Coast 
community, professionally and personally.  O’Keefes 
have served as tradesmen and entrepreneurs, as 
mayors and state legislators, teachers and lawyers; as 
board members and arts patrons; as foundation 
builders, benefactors and mentors.  

In celebration of  its 150th anniversary serving 
the Coast, Bradford-O’Keefe commissioned this 
book to document not only the rich history of  its 
business and the O’Keefe family, but also to 
celebrate this unique coastal community.  The 
O’Keefe story would be far diminished without the 
rich gumbo of  cultures that have brought life, 
growth and success to the Mississippi Coast and 
sustained it for more than 300 years.

This book is a snapshot of  an enduring family 
business and the culturally diverse community to 
which it remains committed.  It celebrates Gulf  
Coast people and culture, as well as the O’Keefe 
story.

“We consider ourselves fortunate to live in such 
a beautiful area with so many wonderful people,” 
explained Jeffrey O’Keefe, the President of  
Bradford-O’Keefe and the fifth of  six generations to 



operate the business. “We certainly could not have 
lasted this long and remained successful without 
the support of  the people of  the Coast. As our 
way of  showing our appreciation, we remain 
committed to being involved in all matters 
important to them. We are as proud of  our 
community as we are indebted to it.”
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Chapter 1:
The Early Years



Solemnity, dignity and grace are the hallmarks of  
the funeral ceremony in the United States, but humor 
and celebration are often just as evident in the 
modern rituals of  waking and burying our loved ones, 
from common laborer to the most accomplished 
professional. (Anyone who has ever been to an ‘Irish 
wake’ is aware of  the close connection between joy 
and grief, humor and despair.)

For the past 150 years, the O’Keefe family has 
deftly guided an overwhelming amount of  the private 
and public commemorations of  our deceased, 
overseeing solemn and lighthearted rituals alike while 
earning an enduring reputation for service.  

And it all began with Ned, who was 
willing to deploy his livery teams for funerals, as well 
as all the other transportation needs of  the 
community.

“When words are inadequate,
have a ritual.”

~ Anonymous

“I did not attend his funeral, 
but I sent a nice letter saying I approved of  it.” 

~ Mark Twain
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Edward ‘Ned’ O’Keefe was 
born in Ireland in “Prary County” (probably 
Tipperary) in approximately 1815. In all 
likelihood, he lived a relatively uneventful life 
until the Great Potato Famine of  the 
mid-19th century, which compelled many 
Irishmen to immigrate to the United States 
for any faint promise of  opportunity. 

Among that wave of  immigrants, 
arriving in the 1840s or early 1850s, were 
middle-aged Ned and his sister Catherine 
Jane.

They apparently first settled in New 
Orleans, but by 1853 Catherine Jane had 
married a mariner from Southern 
Mississippi, James Valentine Lee of  
Woolmarket.  

Ned also moved to the Mississippi 
Coast, finding it a congenial, bountiful and 
promising location.  He settled in what is 
now Ocean Springs — then a sleepy little 
unincorporated village known as Lynchburg 
Springs in honor of  a local man who had 
discovered some of  the area’s medicinal 
springs.
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 By 1859, Ned had accumulated enough 
capital to buy property and marry Mary 
Tracey, another Irish immigrant 17 years his 
junior.  

Ned and Mary settled on a lot at the 
corner of  Porter and Rayburn Avenues in 
what had become by then ‘Ocean Springs’ and 
started their family.  

The 1860 federal census lists Ned as a 
laborer who, with his wife Mary, had a new 
son “J. Keith” -- young Jeremiah (b. 1860), and 
$500 in the form of  his real estate.  

A daughter, Mary Helen, arrived three 
years later.  

Until the Civil War, Ned continued work 
as a laborer.  According to family history, he 
produced charcoal at one of  the large kilns 
that dotted the forested countryside.

As did many Irish immigrants in the 
South, when war arrived Ned enlisted with the 
Confederate Army, joining the Live Oak Rifles 
of  Company A, 3rd Mississippi Infantry in 
September 1861. 

A typical charcoal 
mound from the 1800s.

Portion of original O’Keefe Boarding 
House, later moved from Porter to 
Government Street.
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Ned saw limited action during the 
war, returning home once the fighting 
ended. 

Now in his 50s, he became a teamster 
and opened a livery business to provide 
for his young family.

Before long, Ned was able to buy 
more property, this time on the corner of  
Porter and Jackson Avenues.  Around 
1870, he and son Jeremiah planted a row 
of  oak trees along Porter, trees that 
survive to this day.

Located on this new lot, the O’Keefe 
Livery Service offered transportation to 
locals and the growing number of  visitors 
who arrived on the Mississippi Coast by 
steamboat.  

Out of  this livery business grew the 
family funeral service business. Ned was 
occasionally asked to provide transport for 
caskets to local cemeteries.  Recognizing 
the need, Ned O’Keefe began offering 
undertaking services. 
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It was an inauspicious beginning to a 
multi-generational family business that has 
survived two world wars and numerous natural 
disasters that challenged the strongest of  
businesses and residents. But neither the 
ravages of  Mother Nature nor the economic 
hardships of  war and recession have been able 
to derail the core family business, which today 
serves the Coast in Harrison and Jackson 
counties.

Ned O’Keefe, the patriarch of  the 
family funeral business, was himself  accorded 
those dignified burial services in October of  
1874. Local newspaper accounts at that time 
described him as an “old and well known 
citizen.” His death at age 59 was deeply 
mourned by his Irish-American family and his 
legacy was resolutely carried forward by them.
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Mary Tracey O’Keefe and son 
Jeremiah ‘Jerry’ were well positioned to tend 
and grow the business they inherited.  Mary 
capitalized on some of  the property Ned had 
purchased, opening a boarding house next to 
the livery. 

Exhibiting the same business acumen as 
her late husband, she expanded operations to 
keep pace with the growing community.  Her 
two-story boarding house was popular with 
travelers — especially since the livery service 
was able to transfer visitors straight there from 
the steamboat dock.  And, given the relatively 
brief  life expectancy of  that period, the livery/
undertaking service grew as well.

Mary Tracy O’Keefe remained a city 
treasure until the night of  February 18, 1895, 
when her nightgown caught fire as she rested by 
the fireplace in an evening ritual. 

Her tragic death placed the family business 
in the hands of  Jerry.
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Ned’s surname had been 
denoted various ways ~ Keith, 
Keiffe and Keefe.  But upon taking 
control of  the family businesses, 
son Jeremiah ‘Jerry’ let it be known 
that his last name would forever be 
O’Keefe. 

Born in Ocean Springs and baptized 
at Nativity B.V.M. Catholic Church in Biloxi, 
Jerry was 14 years old when his father died. 
His younger sister Mary had died in 1878 
from yellow fever.

Jerry helped sustain the family 
businesses after his father’s death, and had 
become a respected city leader by the time 
of  his mother’s passing. 

He was elected a city alderman in 
1892, the year that O’Keefe Funeral Service 
was officially established from the less 
formal undertaking business that dated from 
1865. 

Jerry’s election also began a family 
tradition of  government service that 
continued into the 20th century.
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In 1888, Jerry married Alice Cahill in her 
hometown of  New Orleans. Alice’s parents 
were also Irish immigrants. She and her family 
had frequently visited the O’Keefe boarding 
house in Ocean Springs, where she met her 
future husband. 



Together, they ran the burgeoning 
O’Keefe business after the death of  
Jerry’s mother, and raised children 
John, Mary, Jeremiah Jr. ‘Ben’ or ‘J. 
Ben’, and Joseph ‘Jody’. Their first 
child, Edward Joseph, lived only 19 
months.

Alice focused on ensuring the 
success of  the family boarding house, 
while Jerry concentrated on the livery/
funeral home operations, excitedly 
adding the city’s first “modern” hearse 
in 1895. 

Alice Cahill O’Keefe
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These are handbills, distributed in the days before 
regular newspaper publication to notify the public of 

deaths and funeral arrangements.
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Change continued to arrive.  In 1909, the family completed a new, more 
expansive home on the corner of  Porter and Jackson, shown above.  No 
longer needed, in 1910 the main portion of  the O’Keefe boarding house was 
sold and moved from Porter to Government Street, Ocean Springs, where it 
stands today.  (See photo on page 4.)  
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Just five years later, 52-year-old Jerry died from appendicitis, the Biloxi newspaper 
reported. At the time of  their father’s death, the sons were youngsters:  John was 20, Ben 
16, and Jody just 11.  

Alice’s death followed 10 years later at the age of  56.  
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The third generation of  O’Keefes 
capitalized on their well-seasoned traditions by 
continuing to build the family business, as well as 
branching out into other directions.

John Aloysius worked as a sugar 
chemist on plantations in Cuba, Haiti and 
elsewhere between college and military service in 
World War I.  He later followed his father’s 
political trailblazing and became Mayor of  Biloxi 
in 1935. His election was a contentious affair with 
an ornery incumbent who initially refused to yield 
the office. A forcible takeover by Mayor-elect 
O’Keefe and supporters brought national 
attention.  John later resigned to accept the post 
of  Adjutant General of  the Mississippi National 
Guard.

John, Ben, Mary & Jody O’Keefe
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Mary Cahill made 
headlines of  her own as the 
first female school 
superintendent in the state, 
overseeing Ocean Springs 
public schools for 14 years. 
Today, her contributions to 
the city are memorialized in 
the Mary C. O’Keefe 
Cultural Center of  Arts and 
Education in downtown 
Ocean Springs — a creative 
use of  the school building 
over which she reigned for 
years.

Joseph Hyacinth 
‘Jody’ also distinguished 
himself  as a sugar chemist 
before dying at age 35 after 
suffering a broken neck in a 
diving accident in Cuba.  His 
brother John had helped him 
enter the profession and had 
the sad duty of  accompany-
ing his body home from 
Cuba.
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Ben, born Jeremiah Joseph Jr., worked with his 
brother John in the early 1900s as an automobile agent for 
the Ford Motor Company.

Ben married Teresa ‘Tess’ Slattery in 1921.  He had 
met her in Shreveport, Louisiana, while visiting his sister 
Mary one summer.  Mary, who was lodging with the 
Slatteries while teaching in a local Catholic school, advised 
lovely Tess that she needn’t pay any attention to Ben, 

convinced that he should marry one of  Mary’s friends from 
Ocean Springs.  Ben and Tess thought otherwise, married, 
and had four children: Alice Mary, Jeremiah Joseph III 
‘Jerry’,  John Bernard, and Joseph Benjamin ‘Ben’.

By the time he married, Ben had returned to the 
family’s core business and in short order introduced 
automobiles to the livery’s line of  vehicles.

J. Ben and Teresa ‘Tess’ O’Keefe
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John A. O’Keefe told the story of  the 
livery’s first car purchase — reportedly the 
first automobile in Ocean Springs. At his 
father’s direction, John had taken the train to 
New Orleans, picked up the car (a second-
hand Model T) and driven it straight back to 
Ocean Springs, arriving near sundown.  

Soon a fellow arrived at the livery, 
desperate to go to Vancleave that evening. 
John and Ben agreed to drive him there in 
their ‘new’ car.  

All was well, until they realized that 
there were no headlights on the car to 
illuminate the pitch-black dirt road.  But, 
with typical ‘Irish engineering’, one of  them 
hopped onto the front bumper, torch in 
hand, to light the road, while the other 
navigated all the way to Vancleave.  They 
swapped driving and lighting chores on the 
way back home and earned $4.00 for their 
adventure.  A satisfying engagement, indeed.
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In 1923, Ben coordinated the move of  
the family funeral service to Biloxi, acquiring 
property on Howard Avenue immediately 
across the street from Nativity B.V.M. 
Church.
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Johnny, Jerry, Alice, 
Mama Tess, Daddy Ben & Ben

Jerry, Alice
& Johnny

Ben was the first O’Keefe to earn a degree in mortuary 
science, and added burial insurance to the funeral business. 
What once was a sideline to a livery service was now a 
substantial business that Ben built into a complete funeral 
service, including embalming and preparation for burial.

Johnny

Alice, Jerry & Ben, 
with Mama Tess
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Ben’s vision for modernizing and 
diversifying the funeral business with an 
insurance component resulted in even 
greater progress. But in 1953, he suffered a 
stroke and died the following year at age 60. 

As was typical with the family, after 
Ben became incapacitated and died, his 
children picked up the ball and ran, pursuing 
the businesses and expanding into other 
professions.

Tess passed away in 1995 at age 100.  
She loved to be surrounded by her family,  
requesting for decades that we come to her 
home every Sunday for fried chicken, 
followed by her delicious pound cake.

She went to daily Mass for years and 
delighted in playing bridge and collecting 
coins and Hummel figurines.  She was an 
intrepid world traveler, even to the point of  
riding a camel in Egypt in her 60s or 70s.
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Eldest son Jerry assumed control of  the 
funeral and insurance businesses, marking the 
start of  a new era for O’Keefe funeral homes.  

Alice and her husband Leo Sebastian settled in Shreveport, Louisiana, and 
raised children Celia, Kathy, Johnny, Irene, Tess, Bob, Leo, Steve, Beth and Jeri.  
After her youngest children started school, Alice trained in nursing and worked as 
a nurse for more than twenty years.

After serving in the military, John went on to become an orthopedic 
surgeon and practiced in Biloxi, raising a family of  four with his wife, Sue Biddy.  
Their children include Dennis, Colleen, Danny and David.

Ben, a talented artist and draftsman, worked at Ingalls Shipbuilding in 
Pascagoula for many years. He and wife Jenny Boone raised two children, Ben Jr. 
and Laurie.

Jerry, Alice, Ben, John & Mama Tess

Jerry & Alice

Johnny, Mama Tess 
& Ben
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Chapter 2:
Our Diverse Peoples
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As the O’Keefe family grew and prospered, the larger 
community was also expanding, diversifying, and prospering.  
Undoubtedly our greatest treasures are our people, their rich 
cultures, and the vibrant communities and enterprises they 
have built.

Coastians have always distinguished themselves from the 
rest of  Mississippi. From descendants of  its first settlers to 
European, African and Slavic settlers of  the earlier eras, to the 
Asian and Latin immigrants of  recent times, the Coast has a 
history of  diversity that has always enriched its culture.

Eight different flags have flown over the 
Mississippi Gulf  Coast since the first European 
settlement was established, including the banners of  France, 
Spain, Great Britain, the Republic of  West Florida, the United 
States, the Confederate States and Mississippi (pre- and post-
Civil War).

Each of  those sovereigns provided the growing Biloxi 
area with a solid splash of  their respective vitalities and 
refinements, establishing in the process a diverse and 
expansive culture that has grown richer over the last three 
centuries. The enduring message is that the Mississippi Coast 
has been a land of  opportunity that welcomes and assimilates 
all.
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The French and the Native Peoples.  In 
February of  1699, French Canadian explorer Pierre 
LeMoyne, Sieur d’Iberville, first set foot on the Biloxi 
peninsula during an expedition to locate the mouth of  
the Mississippi River. He ceremoniously flagged the land 
for France, although Spanish explorers passing through 
the area had laid claims as early as the mid-1500s.

Less than two months after arriving, Iberville and 
his men constructed a fort, Fort Maurepas, just off  the 
beach at present day Ocean Springs. The explorers called 
the encompassing area “Biloxi”, in honor of  the local 
Native Americans, part of  the Sioux tribe that, according 
to historical accounts, had migrated south years earlier.  

Although little is known of  the history of  the Biloxi 
peoples on the Gulf  Coast, it is clear they were agrarians 
who raised corn and other vegetables, and feasted on the 
abundant buffalo, bear and deer from surrounding 
woods, and seafood from nearby waters. By the time the 
French settled, the tribe had been decimated by tribal 
warfare and epidemics.  They gradually migrated into 
Texas and Louisiana, where they eventually merged with 
the Tunica tribe from central Mississippi. Descendants 
of  the merged tribes still reside in Louisiana.  Hopefully 
this relocation proved consistent with one of  the Biloxi’s 
traditional phrases, which translates as “God is 
everywhere.”

The French influence on the Mississippi Gulf  
Coast continues today in celebrations of  its history, its 
food and its festivals. Since establishment of  that first 
French settlement, the Biloxi area has been married to 
French culture.

From reenactments of  Iberville’s 1699 landing to 
the zaniness and color of  Mardi Gras, the Mississippi 
Coast honors its ties to France every year.  Local 
bakeries have sold “French bread” and petit fours for 
centuries; local restaurants protect their “roux” recipes 
for gumbo; and local streets have names like Caillavet, 
Lameuse and Reynoir.

The Fleur-de-Lis Society in Biloxi has been 
around for four decades, celebrating and honoring the 
city’s French heritage.  French family names abound in 
the community, for example, Barq, Bellande, Beaugez, 
Boudreaux, Bourgeous, Breaux, Dedeaux, Desporte, 
Doucet, Favret, Farve, Fayard, Fountain, Gautier, 
Gollott, Hebert, Ladner/Ladnier, Moran/Morin, 
Necaise, Richard[s], Saucier, and Seymour.  
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African Americans.  Most historical 
narratives agree that African-Americans were brought 
to the Mississippi Coast in the 1720s by their French 
masters aboard slave ships from the Caribbean region 
and West Africa. Many of  these early slaves worked as 
household servants, while others were made to farm 
or harvest lumber.

There were a few free Black men and women in 
the area, having earned release from bondage by 
various means. But Blacks were treated mostly as 
chattel until after the Civil War. Upon gaining their 
freedom, many accepted offers to continue working as 
household help for the wealthy and others chose to 
pursue employment opportunities in local industry.

Interestingly, at least some slaves liberated from 
plantations relocated to Biloxi after the Civil War, 
building homes and raising their families in a more 
tolerant environment.  Pleasant Reed was such a man, 
who made his livelihood as a carpenter and 
handyman. Until it was destroyed by Hurricane 
Katrina, his modest but well-made home, which had 
remained in his family until the mid-twentieth century, 
survived as testament to his improved circumstances.

However, despite the Emancipation 
Proclamation, Blacks on the Coast were not exempt 
from the harsh reality of  treatment as second class 
citizens. At worst, some were victimized and 
terrorized by a racist society that was not exclusive to 
Mississippi.

Many Blacks in the late 19th century and early 
20th successfully created businesses on the Coast. 
Desegregation of  public schools on the Coast 
occurred in the late 1960s under federal pressure. 

As Coast Blacks began to vigorously pursue 
fundamental rights, tensions rose and occasionally 
spilled over into acts of  violence caused by angry 
whites, most notably in the “Biloxi Wade-ins” between 
1959 and 1963.  The wade-ins were led by Biloxi 
physician Gilbert Mason, a native of  Jackson, 
Mississippi, a well-respected physician and community 
leader.  Black leaders continued to push for change in 
a peaceful manner, usually through the courts. The 
racial divide, which grew more overt and violent 
across the state until the 1970s, was more muted along 
the Coast.  Blacks began opening more businesses and 
gaining jobs in every industry across the Coast. And 
desegregation slowly helped blur the color line.

Today, African-American families no longer live 
in designated “Black” sections of  Coast cities. Coast 
Blacks are school valedictorians, business leaders, 
entrepreneurs, doctors, lawyers, preachers, politicians 
and educators. They are as important to community 
growth and the area’s future as any other ethnicity 
found here.

Surnames of  Black families on the Coast include 
Adams, Benton, Dickey, Dunn, Flowers, Griswold, 
Hines, Jackson, Keys, Mason, Mayfield, Nichols, 
Peyton, Ramsey, Reed, Seymour, Simms, Smith, Stuart, 
Trotter, Washington, White and Williams.
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The English and Spanish.  In the 1763 
settlement of  the French and Indian War, Britain 
acquired France’s holdings east of  the Mississippi 
and Spain’s holdings in West Florida, pledging that its 
new subjects could continue to practice their Roman 
Catholic faith. The English made inroads on the 
Coast through this dominance, as well as by 
migration from colonies, later states, in the 
Northeast.  

The City of  Gulfport and Ingalls Shipbuilding 
are examples of  the beneficial English presence. 
William Hardy, a Mississippi railroad lawyer and 
lumberman partnered with Joseph T. Jones, an oil 
tycoon from the Northeast, to link Hattiesburg to 
the Coast by rail, in order to facilitate shipment of  
South Mississippi pine to Europe and Latin America. 
They founded Gulfport on July 28, 1898 and turned 
to constructing the rail line, organizing the lumber 
business, and dredging a channel from Ship Island 
Pass to Gulfport.  

With similar gusto, Robert Ingersoll Ingalls, Sr., 
a transplant from Ohio, built mighty Ingalls Ship-
building, starting in 1910 with a blacksmith shop.

As for the Spanish, though Spanish explorers 
first visited Biloxi environs in the 1500s when 
searching for gold and other natural resources, it 
wasn’t until 1780 that the Gulf  Coast became part of  
Spanish West Florida by means of  a victory over the 
British at Mobile.  

As with other ethnic groups working along the 
Coast, the Spanish focused initially on developing 
natural resources.  In 1881, Lazaro Lopez, a Spaniard 
who had immigrated to Biloxi by way of  Cuba and 
Texas, joined F. William Elmer, W.K.M. Dukate, 
William Gorenflo and James Maycock to open the 
Lopez, Elmer & Company seafood plant in Biloxi 
and, in varying partnerships, proceeded to build 
Biloxi into the Seafood Capital of  the World.  And 
of  course, these businessmen couldn’t have done it 
without the many other immigrants moving to Biloxi 
in search of  a better life.

Additional surnames that harken to the English 
include Adams, Bolton, Bradford, Clower, Handy, 
Maycock, Johnson, Jones, and Teesdale/Tisdale  And 
names of  some of  our Spanish neighbors include  
Acevedo, Anglada, Basque, Castanera, Catchot,
Cuevas/Quave, Gutierrez, Lopez; Perez; Rodriquez, 
Sanchez and Santa Cruz.
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The Irish.  The story of  Ned O’Keefe 
mirrors the optimism and hard work of  the 
many Irish immigrants who escaped famine by 
coming to this country.  According to the 1860 
census, there were a number of  other Irish 
families already living in Ocean Springs when 
Ned arrived.  These and other Irish folk went 
on to contribute significantly to the Coast. 

But perhaps the greatest overall 
contribution of  Ireland to the Mississippi 
Coast has been that of  the hundreds, if  not 
thousands, of  Catholic priests and nuns who 
have served the community in churches, 
parochial schools, and social work programs 
for most of  the past 125 years or more.  

The Coast’s sustaining Catholic history is 
heavily indebted to the Irish priests and nuns 
who left their homeland and families to 
minister to Mississippians. Many have now 
concluded their professional lives and many 
have returned to Ireland in retirement.  
However, the spirit of  Ireland remains strong 
across the Coast as a result of  their remarkable 
presence, and is annually celebrated with St. 
Patrick’s Day parades from Biloxi to Bay St. 
Louis.

An O’Keefe was among those who 
organized the Coast’s first St. Paddy’s parade 
and festival. Unofficial Irish gatherings on St. 
Patrick’s Day had occurred in Biloxi in the late 
1960s at Mary Mahoney’s Old French House 
restaurant. But in 1978, Dr. John O’Keefe 
placed an ad in the local newspaper inviting the 
Irish and their like-minded brethren to attend 
an organizational meeting at Mahoney’s. Thus 
was born the Hibernia Marching Society, which 
established a downtown St. Patrick’s Day 
parade and daylong celebration in and around 
Mahoney’s restaurant.

Several O’Keefes ~ including John ~ have 
served as Grand Marshal over the years, and 
the Hibernia Marching Society has grown into 
one of  the Coast’s largest cultural 
organizations.   

Among other Coast Irish names are 
Ames, Blessey, Cavanaugh, Collins, Egan, 
Farrell, Keating, Mahoney; McDermott, 
McDonald, McGuire, O’Brien, Shaughnessy, 
and Sullivan.  Our photo of  Mary Mahoney’s, 
over which Mary Cvitanovich Mahoney 
presided for decades, could just as well go on 
the French or the Slav photo page, but we Irish 
claim it for our own!
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Dr. John O’Keefe

Jerry and Annette
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The Slavs.  The most obvious 
illustration of  successful cultural integration is 
the Slavic people who initially arrived in the late 
19th century to escape looming war.  

Nikola Skrmetti is generally credited with 
convincing Biloxi seafood factory owners that 
they needed more Croatians. Factory managers 
were so impressed by his work ethic that they 
encouraged him to entice family members and 
other Croatians to Biloxi. As word spread 
across the Dalmatian Coast about the abundant 
opportunity, Croatians flooded the central Gulf  
region from Louisiana to Alabama. And here, 
in the heart of  the area, Biloxi was the prized 
destination.

In 1913, ten charter members established 
the Slavic Benevolent Association of  St. 
Nikolai to enhance cultural and social 
benevolence among the Croatian community. 
From its eventual base on Myrtle Street in east 
Biloxi, where the town was first established, the 
organization positioned itself  within the fabric 
of  Biloxi, and became a meeting place and 
social center for generations of  Slavs, as well as 
business and government leaders across the 
whole Coast.  Members celebrated with annual 
events highlighting their rich heritage. They 
reveled in American culture, as well, fielding a 
competitive baseball team against the best 
regional semi-pro squads. 

And when they initiated an annual golf  
tournament to provide scholarships to 
community youth, it grew in short order from a 
modest two-day event at Gulf  Hills to the 
largest amateur golf  tournament in the 
Southeast, if  not the country.  

In the aftermath of  Hurricane Katrina, 
the group rallied to assist colleagues who lost 
homes, possessions and family members. Just 
as importantly, club members went out in force 
to assist their fellow citizens from Biloxi to Bay 
St. Louis.  They also raised funds to build the 
spectacular Croatian American Cultural Center 
on Point Cadet, where in 2013 the Association 
celebrated its 100th anniversary.  

Though they arrived as hard working 
laborers, Croatians quickly climbed to positions 
in business, medicine, law and government.  
The Slavic immigrants provided a blueprint for 
assimilation and achievement that has been 
successfully copied by many others. 

A sample of  our local Croatian names 
includes: Barhonovich, Baricev, Covacevich, 
Dubaz, Gilich/Gillich, Gruich, Illich, 
Kovacevich, Kuluz, Marinovich, Mavar, 
Mladnich, Peranich, Peresich, Pitalo, Rosetti, 
Sablich, Sekul and, of  course, Skrmetti/
Skrmetta.
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The Germans.   With the advent of  
the railroad to the Coast in the 1870s, people 
of  German extraction began arriving as well.  

Coming primarily from Alsace-Lorraine, 
Bavaria, Baden-Wurttemberg and Schleswig-
Holstein, they focused on a wide range of  
businesses from saloons, to orchards and truck 
farms which grew and shipped pecans, citrus, 
grains and other crops, to seamen, shoe and 
saddle makers, blacksmiths, carpenters and 
building contractors, bakers, druggists and 
doctors. 

George Ohr, Biloxi’s famous potter, was 
also of  German descent.  His parents arrived in 
New Orleans in the 1850s, a pathway into 
Mississippi shared by many German and other 
immigrants.

These industrious folks also contributed 
much to basic civic organization in Ocean 
Springs and the other places where they settled, 
helping to form banks, including the Farmers 
and Merchants State Bank, whose lovely 
building still stands in downtown Ocean 

Springs, telephone companies, and insurance 
agencies.  They served in elected positions and 
helped to build churches.

Residents of  Germanic ancestry today 
constitute the largest ethnic group in both 
Biloxi and Ocean Springs — larger than those 
of  French, Spanish, English, Irish or even 
‘American’ ancestries.  

In Ocean Springs, they account for some 
13.9% of  the population, while in Biloxi they 
are 10.44% (edging out ‘Americans’ (10.27%), 
Irish (10.08%), French (9.41%) and English 
(8.1%).

Names of  German families who settled in 
this area include Arndt, Bechtel, Bellman, 
Braun, Domning, Eglin, Endt, Gottsche, Illing, 
Klein, Pabst, Rosambeau, Schrieber, Schmidt, 
Wentzell, Wetzel and Wieder.
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The Italians.  Most of  the Italian 
immigrants to the Mississippi Coast began 
arriving in the late 19th century, many arriving 
as families via New Orleans from Sicily and 
Ustica in search of  opportunities in truck 
farming, fruit vending, as well as the fishing 
and canning industries.  Still others came to be 
merchants, operate restaurants, groceries, liquor 
stores and tobacco shops.

In the early 20th century, Biloxi’s seafood 
and tourism industries offered even more 
chances for successful careers. Some Italians 
became owners of  seafood processing factories 
and others built enduring businesses. William 
Cruso arrived penniless but soon was buying 
seafood from coastal fishermen and selling it to 
restaurants. By the 1960s, the Cruso seafood 
packing plant run by Cruso’s descendants was 
one of  the largest in the South.  The Alfonso 
story is another good example. Arriving in 
New Orleans as an unschooled orphan, 
without money and unable to speak English, 
Decidue Alfonso married Laboria, another 

orphan from his hometown in Sicily.  They 
soon migrated to Gulfport and Decidue 
proceeded to build a fishing business with his 
sons.  The sons in turn became expert sailors, 
one of  them a self-made naval architect, 
designing sailboats, including the Alfonso 
Racer, and with his brothers forming the 
Gulfport Yacht Club. Granddaughter Margaret 
now serves as Youth Court Judge for Harrison 
County.

Fiercely proud of  their old and new 
homeland, Coast Italians have created local 
Italian-American societies and commemorate 
their heritage with annual events that celebrate 
their storied culture.  

Other Italian names evident in our 
communities include Bertucci, Canizaro, 
Canonici, Capuano, Caranna, Corso, Fallo, 
Giardini, LaRosa, Mattina, Randazzo,  Scardino, 
Taranto, Tedesco, Toricelli and Uchello.
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Eastern Mediterraneans.  People of  Greek, Jewish and Lebanese origins have lived in 
Biloxi for many generations.  

The Greek immigrants became fishermen, seafood workers, and restaurateurs while their 
progeny excelled in law and engineering.   Though not as large a community as others, local Greeks 
have regularly celebrated their heritage with Greek Night, cherishing Greek food and dancing. Some 
Coast families of  Greek origin are:  Eleuterius, Fotinas, Kouvarakis [Stevens], Pandella, Stratakos, 
and Vlahos.

Early people of  Jewish ancestry on the Coast made their livelihoods primarily as traveling 
peddlers and, upon accrual of  enough capital, store owners.  Their numbers were few for many 
years, but in 1853 Jews from New Orleans established a cemetery, Hebrew Rest, in Biloxi, probably 
to secure burial for Jews who had left New Orleans to escape yellow fever.  In the wake of  World 
War II the local community was large enough to establish a formal congregation.  Further growth 
has occurred in the wake of  legalized gambling.  Succeeding generations of  Jews have excelled in 
accounting, law, medicine, real estate and merchandising.  Representative Jewish Coast families 
include Friedman, Grishman, Heidenheim, Hirsch, Levine, Levy, Moritz, Piltz, Rosenblum, 
Rubenstein, Silver, and Weinberger. 
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The Vietnamese.  The end of  the 
Vietnam War and the fall of  South Vietnam in 
the mid-1970s caused rapid migration of  
Southeast Asians to friendlier places.  The Gulf  
South, similar in climate to Vietnam, was a 
prime destination because it also offered jobs 
in the seafood industry.

Many Vietnamese immigrants were 
processed through the port of  New Orleans. 
Some stayed in Louisiana, some moved to 
Texas, and a large portion of  the refugees 
moved to the Metro Biloxi area and Alabama. 
Once it became clear that the Mississippi Coast 
was more accommodating to this population 
than other Gulf  States, the numbers of  
Vietnamese increased dramatically across 
Coastal Mississippi. Federal government 
subsidies helped the Vietnamese transition into 
the local seafood industry. 

By the 1990s, most of  the local shrimp 
harvesting of  Gulf  waters was accomplished by 
Vietnamese boaters and the Vietnamese were 
well integrated into Coastal life, from education 
to business.  The local Asian population grew 
from about 2% of  the Coast population in 
1990 to 5% by 2000. 

When Hurricane Katrina overwhelmed 
the Biloxi ‘Point’  — the eastern tip of  the 
Biloxi Peninsula, where much of  the seafood 
community lived, many Vietnamese families 
moved away. 

In the last 10 years, some of  that 
population has returned, though the upswing 
slowed due to the 2010 British Petroleum oil 
spill, which strained Gulf  seafood harvesting 
for several years.

Today, Vietnamese are widely involved in 
local industries, especially fishing, food service, 
and tourism. East Biloxi offers a Vietnamese-
language Catholic Church and a Buddhist 
Temple. Annual Asian holidays are celebrated, 
and often include large numbers of  non-
Vietnamese celebrants.  

Bui, Dang, Le, Nguyen,  Pham, Tran, 
Truong, and Vo are among the Vietnamese 
surnames found in our community.
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Latin Americans.  Whereas 
Hurricane Katrina caused the loss of  some 
Vietnamese, it attracted a stunning influx of  
Latin Americans eager to find construction 
jobs as the Coast began the arduous task of  
rebuilding.  Most of  the immigrants came from 
Mexico and were undocumented workers 
enjoying a U.S. government mandate that made 
allowances for anyone coming to help with the 
massive rebuilding. Others came from Central 
and South America in search of  the same 
opportunities and allowances.

Hard working and used to harsh living 
conditions, Latino immigrants provided the 
numbers of  workers necessary to accomplish 
the challenge. And when Katrina recovery 
finally ebbed, most of  them chose to remain 
on the Mississippi Coast.  In fact, Latinos now 
make up more than 5.4% of  Harrison County 
and 4.9% and 3.4% of  Jackson and Hancock 
Counties, respectively.

Latinos now work in construction, in the 
casinos, as landscapers, and in service industries 
generally. We are also beginning to see the 

emergence of  Latino entrepreneurship, as 
families begin to offer imported foods, 
authentic restaurant fare, and other services. 

Some local Latino surnames include 
Arellano, Ascencio, Castro, Flores, Garcia, 
Garza, Hernandez, Lopez, Mangana, 
Moctezuma, Morales, Martinez, Ortiz, Perez, 
Rodriguez, Silva, and Vega.
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Chapter 3:
   Our Beautiful Communities
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And where would our people be without our places ~~ the 
diverse communities into which we have organized ourselves? 

Linked by history, geography, and culture, the cities of  Biloxi 
and Ocean Springs have long pumped lifeblood to the Mississippi 
Gulf  Coast, starting with their friendly competition over bragging 
rights as the first permanent European settlement on the 

Mississippi Coast.  More recently, the city of  D’Iberville has 
emerged among us and joined the historical fray.    

Before we turn to each of  these cities, along with Gulfport 
and Vancleave, we want to share some charming photos of  
Ocean Springs’ 1939 celebration of  Iberville’s landing, taken from 
the scrapbook of  Mary C. O’Keefe, who organized that particular 
commemoration.  

   Annette Saxon
     center front
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Biloxi.  From its earliest days, Biloxians fished the 
abundant coastal waters to feed their families and exploited 
other resources that nature provided.  Given such bounty and 
geographical proximity, it was only natural that strong ties, 
both in trade and recreation, developed between Biloxi and 
New Orleans. Their corresponding French origins translated 
to strong Catholic influences and cultural similarities. 

Biloxi businessmen visited New Orleans for commerce 
and even more New Orleanians visited Biloxi for salt water 
bathing and respite from the big city’s heat and its yellow fever 
scourge.  Several beachfront hotels were erected to 
accommodate the visitors from Louisiana, and an industry 
was given life.  Biloxi has remained a powerful tourism 
presence ever since.

With the advent of  tourism, and the help and ingenuity 
of  immigrants arriving before and after the Civil War, 
Biloxians realized that fishing was also a promising means of  
commerce and development.  They began supplying the 
broadened local market and, after advent of  the railroad, 
served markets farther afield.  The shrimp and oysters 
harvested from the Mississippi Sound, Louisiana marshes and 
the Gulf  were packaged inside a rapidly growing number of  
local plants and shipped across the country and beyond, 
giving substance to Biloxi’s claim as the Seafood Capital of  
the World at the dawn of  the 20th century.  

Throughout this time, Biloxi continued its gradual 
transformation from resource-blessed village to popular 
tourism center.  While the local seafood industry operates on 
a much smaller scale today, Biloxi tourism is in its heyday.  
Recognized as the tourism capital of  Mississippi, it attracts 
millions of  visitors each year to indulge in its history, its fresh 
seafood, its fine-grained sand beaches, its splashy resort 
casinos and its abundant recreational opportunities from 
water sports to golf.
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Ocean Springs.  Though similar to Biloxi in many ways 
— French origin, natural bounty, steamboat correspondence with 
New Orleans enabling visitors to enjoy waterfront recreation, 
and eventual presence of  the railroad — Ocean Springs 
developed along its own unique trajectory.  

While Biloxi pursued its destiny as a seafood producer and 
robust tourist magnet, Ocean Springs gently settled into a quiet, 
contemplative and rehabilitative community.  Boarding houses 
and hotels accommodated those coming for hydrotherapy in 
naturally occurring mineral springs, or to simply indulge nature in 
a reassuring environment.  Citrus, pecan orchards and wool and 
timber shipping were substantial industries, in addition to the 
seafood typical of  the Coast generally.  

The city’s interest in tourism accelerated in the late 1920s 
when the Gulf  Hills resort was built, but it remained significantly 
more sedate than Biloxi’s tourist scene.

Shearwater Pottery was formed by master potter Peter 
Anderson and his accomplished artist brothers, James McConnell 
Anderson and Walter Inglis Anderson, a master watercolorist, 
who has a museum in his honor in Ocean Springs.  The family’s 
prodigious creativity heavily influenced the community’s embrace 
of  an identity as an artist colony.  And the Andersons have 
inspired generations of  other local artists, whose work has 
redefined Ocean Springs as a leading arts community.  

Today Ocean Springs enjoys a solid reputation as a quieter, 
diverse arts and shopping community blessed with a temperate 
climate and natural beauty.  Ocean Springs revels in its 
architectural charm and relaxed lifestyle.  A thriving restaurant, 
bed and breakfast, and entertainment district has replaced the 
boarding houses of  yesteryear, giving rise to a younger 
generation of  entrepreneurs and artists who are sustaining and 
redefining the heart of  the city’s culture.
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Gulfport.  While Biloxi, Ocean 
Springs and D’Iberville were battling it 
out for the title of  first town, Gulfport 
became the business and professional 
center of  the Coast.  

Gulfport, founded in 1898, grew out 
of  a different competition ~~ the 19th 
century search for the terminus of  a new 
rail line from Hattiesburg, MS to the 
Coast.  Once that location was fixed and 
the settlement  erected, it grew signifi-
cantly, ultimately absorbing rival 
Mississippi City and several other small 
communities.

The efforts of  William Hardy and  
Joseph Jones on the planned railroad led 
directly to the creation of  the Port of  
Gulfport in 1902.  And on the financial 
front, Leo W. Seal, Jr. grew Hancock Bank 
from a humble beginning in 1947 to an 
institution with 164 locations spanning 
four states.

Gulfport continues today as a 
working seaport generating millions of  
dollars in tax revenue for the State of  
Mississippi.  Adjacent to the port lies 
Jones Park, a $35 million post-Katrina 
development on land donated by the 
family of  Joseph T. Jones.  The waterfront 
park has become a premiere spot for a 
range of  activities from family picnics to 
festivals and music concerts to food 
markets.  
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D’Iberville.  From a quiet start north of  
Biloxi, the community ’across the bay’ came on 
strong after incorporating in early 1988.  In the 
opinion of  many, the vibrant area is now the retail 
center of  the Coast. It nonetheless remains rooted 
in the area’s rich history. 

D’Iberville’s city seal depicts a cross and 
boulder, reminiscent of  its traditions.  Emmanuel 
Sanchez, a Spanish ship carpenter, settled in ‘Back 
Bay’ before 1834 and erected a small Catholic 
chapel on his land with, reportedly, a large wooden 
cross nearby.  Anecdotal history indicated that 
Iberville had originally landed on the Sanchez site 
(later sold to the Catholic Church and subsequently 
the site of  the first Sacred Heart Catholic Church).  
Although not certified by historians, the Daughters 
of  the American Revolution placed a boulder at the 
site in 1920 to commemorate Iberville’s historic 
landing.  

The storied Blessing of  the Fleet was launched 
simultaneously at Back Bay, as well as the front 
beach channel, as the Catholic priests blessed the 
fishing fleet passing in procession.
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Our neighbor Vancleave, located 
northeast of  Ocean Springs near a tributary 
of  the Pascagoula River, has had several 
incarnations.  

Established temporarily in the early 
1700s by French colonists, it was 
permanently developed as “Bluff  Creek” in 
the mid-19th century to facilitate harvesting 
of  the region’s virgin pine forests.  Access to 
the waterway encouraged other commerce, 
including charcoal making and the 
production of  naval stores, especially 
turpentine and rosin.  Several decades later, 
it was renamed in honor of  Robert A. Van 
Cleave, one of  the community’s early 
merchants and founders. 

As the land was cleared by the timber 
industry, some sheep farmers settled in the 
area, creating a wool industry that enriched 

exporters when demand rose significantly 
during WWI.  Foreign competition later 
diminished the wool trade.  Pecan orchards 
and truck farming also contributed to the 
area’s economy.

Vancleave’s business and family profiles 
held sway until the 1990s when a number of  
Coastal residents moved north to enjoy 
lower taxes and lower crime rates. Hurricane 
Katrina accelerated that migration, which 
continues today.  Vancleave is a growing 
town of  about 6,000 residents, enjoying a 
steady influx of  new residents. Its heart and 
soul, however, continues to be the 
generations of  dedicated Vancleave 
residents whose ancestors settled there 
about the same time O’Keefe funeral homes 
first opened for business a few miles south 
in Ocean Springs.
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Chapter 4:   
Our Resources and the Fruits of  Our Labor
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In the 150 years that O’Keefe family funeral homes 
have served the Mississippi Coast, area residents and 
regular visitors have spent fulfilling, active and 
entertaining lives in one of  the most glorious environs 
created from God’s heavenly palette. 

From majestic Live Oak trees to hypnotic sparkling 
waters, the largest and longest man made beach in the 
world, and all flora and fauna in between, the Coast has 
always offered endless occasion for recreation and 
entertainment to children and adults alike.

Today’s activity menu pays homage to a 
distinguished past, yet presents a comprehensive 
selection from the simple to the sublime: walking the 
water’s edge on sugary sand beaches; casting a net for 
Biloxi bacon (popeye mullet); deep sea fishing south of  
the barrier islands; skiing Back Bay; hiking through 
ancient forests; chasing golf  balls across manicured 
fairways; jogging and biking scenic roadways; sailing to 
explore the barrier islands; rolling the dice in illegal and 
legal casinos; experiencing live performances of  
international performers; feasting on world class 
southern cuisine in signature restaurants; gazing on 
centuries-old artifacts predating Biloxi’s settlement in the 
17th century; honoring the genius of  our native artists; 
and celebrating cultural diversity at numerous heritage 
festivals.

And none of  this would have been possible 
without bountiful natural resources and the 
determination and resourcefulness of  the people,  both 
alone and united in the many institutions that underpin 
our life on this beautiful Mississippi Coast.  
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Abundant nature and healthful foods sustain us
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Religious institutions support our faith and good works
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Public institutions protect and enlighten us
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Government, business and industry provide our livelihoods
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Ingalls 
Shipbuilding
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Historic structures help us recall our past
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Tests make us stronger

Bradford-O’Keefe Gulfport Facility, after Katrina
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We find endless ways to expand and enjoy our lives . . . on land . . . water
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. . . and casino row
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Lively organizations deepen our appreciation of history and art
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. . . Walter 
Anderson 
Museum 
of Art & 
the Peter 
Anderson 
Festival
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. . . Ohr-O’Keefe Museum of Art
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. . . and cultural festivals of all kinds

Jeff  Sr.Jerry 
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Chapter  5:    
Living Legacy, Now and Future
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The fourth and fifth 
generations of  O’Keefes account for 
the lion share of  the current success of  
Bradford-O’Keefe Funeral Services.

 Ben O’Keefe’s vision for 
modernizing and diversifying the 
funeral business formed a strong base, 
but when he passed away in 1954, his 
son Jerry assumed control of  the 
funeral and insurance businesses and 
launched a new era of  growth for the 
family businesses.

Jeremiah Joseph ‘Jerry’ 
O’Keefe III was born 91 years ago 
in the front parlor of  the O’Keefe 
home on Porter in Ocean Springs.  

His childhood ~~ spent with his 
brothers Johnny and Ben, and sister 
Alice ~~ was filled with all of  the 
work, study, and merriment one might 
expect of  any child in that place and 
time.  He tells of  playing hooky on the 
first day of  first grade, hiding in a ditch 
until a neighbor found him and took 
him back to school.

Jerry met his future wife,     

Rose Annette Saxon, during 

those early years at St. Alphonsus 
Catholic School.  Annette’s mother 
came to the O’Keefe home to discuss 
the house on Jackson Avenue that 
she’d been renting from Jerry’s family.  
The kids peeked at each other around 
the door while the grownups 
conducted their business.

In December 1938, the O’Keefes 
lost their cherished home during the 
depths of  the Depression.  Jerry and 
Annette’s friendship waned when Jerry 
and his family moved to Biloxi. 

Jerry had graduated from Sacred 
Heart High School and was attending 
Soule College in New Orleans when  
World War II broke out.  Only 18 years 
old, his father Ben had to give 
permission for him to enlist.  

After months of  pre-flight and 
flight training, during which he found 
time to rekindle his relationship with 
Annette, then at Ursulines College in 
New Orleans, Jerry was posted to 
Camp Pendleton, California.  He and 
Annette married at La Jolla, California 
in March 1944, before Jerry shipped 
off  to the South Pacific to fly corsairs 
in support of  the naval fleet.
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The war was short for Jerry, but not 
uneventful.  As has been well described 
elsewhere, he was dubbed an ‘Ace’ pilot, 
earning the Distinguished Flying Cross and 
other awards for his achievements in combat 
over Okinawa (shooting down five Japanese 
planes during one mission and two more on 
another).  He was ordered home when the 
war ended.

Maureen, the first of  Jerry and 
Annette’s thirteen children, was born while 
Jerry was overseas.  After completing his 
military service, Jerry attended Loyola 
University on the GI Bill, earning a business 
degree — knowledge he would soon put to 
use in his father’s business back in Biloxi.  

Jerry’s well-known passion for civil 
rights became evident during his time at 
Loyola.  A business fraternity asked if  he 
would serve as its president.  After reviewing 
its bylaws and learning that Blacks and Jews 
were excluded, Jerry declined the post.  The 
group removed the exclusion and he happily 
served as president.
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 One of  Jerry’s earliest acts back in Biloxi 
was to tour other southern funeral homes, 
looking for ideas to enhance the business.  He 
soon proposed that the funeral home be air-
conditioned.  His dad, however, was reluctant 
to take that costly step, even though Jerry 
offered to pay for it himself.  

When Jerry assumed control of  the 
business in the wake of  his father’s illness and 
death, he promptly installed air conditioning, to 
good effect in Biloxi’s hot and humid climate. 
Annette contributed as well, taking on the task 
of  playing the organ during wakes and funerals.

Jerry soon conceived and quarterbacked 
an even more important expansion plan — a 
merger  in 1957 with competitor Bradford 
Funeral Home to create a more formidable 
company, Bradford-O’Keefe Funeral Homes. 

a Bradford 
funeral service

Paul Bradford
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And with Annette, in 1958 he began Gulf  National Life, a burial 
insurance company that provided customers with small life and burial 
insurance policies.  Before that time funeral homes had been selling 
“face value” burial insurance polices with limited coverage and 
significant risk to policyholders in the event of  funeral home 
insolvency.  Jerry saw the need to form a “legal reserve” company, 
which would guarantee policyholders that their claims would be met 
by backing the policies with a deposit with the State of  Mississippi of  
about $100,000.

Jerry and Annette’s family kept pace with all of the business growth!
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As things became stable on 
the business front, Jerry followed in 
his grandfather’s steps, turning to 
public service in the Mississippi 
State Legislature beginning in 1959.  

Though he came a few votes 
short on a pet project — local 
option liquor legalization, he 
returned home after helping 
redistrict the legislature to provide 
substantially more representation 
for Harrison County.  He was 
confident that the Coast would get 
its liquor —and other important 
rights, now that it would have 
adequate representation in Jackson.



In 1960 Jerry moved the main Bradford-O’Keefe funeral home to its 
current location on Howard Avenue in Biloxi.  

Naming Audrey Murray President of  Bradford-O’Keefe, Jerry 
delegated management of  the funeral home operations so he could focus 
in earnest on growing the life insurance division of  his business.   

He began to market the company’s legal reserve insurance to funeral 
homes throughout the state as an added means of  coverage once their 
smaller limits had been met and or surpassed.  At one point more than 100 
funeral homes, owned by Caucasians and African Americans, were writing 
these policies and Gulf  National Life became the largest provider of  
excess coverage statewide.  

As with everyone else in the community, the funeral business 
experienced the wrath of  Hurricane Camille in 1969, which also devastated 
the O’Keefe family residence on Beach Boulevard. 
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In the wake of  Hurricane Camille’s 
widespread destruction, Jerry bought two vacant 
lots on Biloxi’s front beach to spur redevelopment 
and began construction of  a three story office 
building.  Completed in 1971 and decorated by 
Annette, it served as Gulf  National’s headquarters, 
also housing a number of  small businesses and 
government agencies and the medical practice of  
his brother John. 
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Jerry also maintained his 
strong interest in politics.  In 
1971, he persuaded son 

Jeremiah J. IV ‘Jody’ to 
run for State Representative for 
Harrison County.  Jody was 
elected and served from 1971 to 
1979, earning, as had his dad, the 
title of  Outstanding Freshman 
Legislator.  After Jody’s 2007 
death, the Mississippi Legislature 
commended him for this, as well 
as the “notable, courageous vote” 
he had taken regarding civil rights, 
and his status as the only white 
legislator to stand with the newly 
formed Black Caucus.

And in 1973 Jerry resumed 
his own career in elected office, 
serving as Biloxi’s Mayor for eight 
years.  During this period he 
spearheaded a number of  civic 
projects, including the design and 
building of  the Biloxi Library/
Cultural Center and acquisition of  
the Tullis-Toledano Manor as an 
historical site.  However, he was 
especially proud of  his civil rights 
record, in appointing Black 
officials and standing up to the 
Ku Klux Klan.



Under Jerry’s guidance, Bradford-
O’Keefe enjoyed tremendous growth 
and financial success. He continually 
reinvested in his business and, with 
Annette, his community.  

One of  Jerry’s regular activities in 
those years was fundraising — both for 
his religious home at Nativity BVM 
Catholic church, where he led major 
financial campaigns, as well as for civic 
groups.  For example, he teamed with 
Courtney Blossman to raise the 
considerable funds required to build the 
Walter Anderson Museum of  Art in 
Ocean Springs.



While Jerry occupied himself  with 
fundraising for church, charitable, and 
museum projects, Annette was active in 
church, choir, art, Little Theatre, and mental 
health advocacy.  Serving as president of  
the Harrison County Mental Health 
Association, she spoke widely about the 
benefits of  treatment and the need to de-
stigmatize this physiological condition. 

On the business front, Annette was a 
member of  the Biloxi Chamber of  
Commerce, and helped with membership 
drives.  With her friend Mary Mahoney, she 
organized the first annual seafood festival.  
She also served as a corporate officer in the 
family insurance business, working there as 
well processing the payroll for many years.  

Perhaps her fondest project was 
authoring Cooking on the Coast (1994), with 
youngest son Joe.  The cookbook reflects 
the family’s love of  good food and was a 
‘hot commodity’ after Hurricane Katrina 
destroyed so many local family kitchens!

In 1996, Annette, Jerry and their 
family transferred the assets of  Gulf  
National Life into a new charitable family 
foundation designed to support local 
charities, programs for the handicapped, 
and research on mental health issues.  Jody 
O’Keefe served as the chief  executive of  
the O’Keefe Foundation for several years 
until the torch was passed to independent 
professionals.



Jerry and Annette raised 13 children, virtually all of  whom worked in the family funeral or insurance 
businesses along the way.  Maureen started at the insurance company, sweeping floors after school, when she 
was in the 6th grade.  The rest of  the siblings followed suit.  For example, Jim, who passed away in 2011, 
served as chief  executive of  the funeral company for some years and John served as president of  the 
insurance company while Jerry was mayor.  Susan, Kathryn and Virginia worked for the funeral or insurance 
business for as long as 30 years, with Susan serving as insurance company president for a number of  years 
before the business was sold in 2001.  

Mercedes, Mary, Susan, Virginia, Kathryn, Cecilia, Maureen, Annette, 
Jerry, Jody, Jim, John, Jeff, Justin & Joe          
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In 1971, son Jeffrey began working in the funeral 
business after school, doing whatever jobs assigned to him.  
Jeff  continued his training at the Hulett-Winstead Funeral 
Home in Hattiesburg, while attending the University of  
Southern Mississippi.  In 1986, Jeffrey purchased control of  
the funeral company and serves as its president today.  

In 1989, Jeffrey arranged for Bradford-O’Keefe to team 

with the Lang family of  Gulfport — whose history in
funeral services dates to 1884.  In addition to founding an 
undertaking business in Pass Christian, the family patriarch 

John H. Lang authored, at age 82, a history of  Harrison 
County, published in 1936.  

At the time of  the O’Keefe merger, John’s grandson, 
A.W. ‘Buzzy’ Lang, managed their operations, along
with wife Doris.  Buzzy, a contemporary of  Jerry O’Keefe, 
also served as Mayor of  Gulfport for four years.  He was 
eventually joined in the funeral business by son

A.W. ‘Bubba’ Lang III and grandson A.W. ‘Kippy’ 
Lang IV.

Jeff ’s brother Justin O’Keefe, who had worked at
Bradford-O’Keefe on and off  as a Licensed Funeral Director 
while obtaining a Bachelors’ Degree, came aboard full-time in 
2010 to head up the company’s pre-arranged funeral 
programs.  Justin has also gained steam as one of  Mississippi’s 
youngest Chartered Life Underwriters, as well as a Chartered 
Financial Consultant and Chartered Advisor of  Philanthropy 
assisting with asset growth and protection.
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When the O’Keefe family lost their 
lovely Beaux Arts home in the midst of  the 
Great Depression, Jerry had promised his 
sister Alice that one day they would buy it 
back.  

In 1989, some 50 years later, he made 
good on that promise, repurchasing the 
property, which includes not only the 1909 
home where he and his brothers were born, 
but also, remarkably, the original livery 
stable.  Equally remarkable is the fact that 
Mr. Willy Dale, who bought the property in 
1938, still owned it in 1989 and was willing 
to sell it back.

After a period of  careful restoration 
overseen by son Jeff, the house and livery 
stable were inaugurated as centerpieces of  
the Ocean Springs historic district.  

More than a static relic, the home also 
serves as a site for Bradford-O’Keefe 
Funeral Services and other community 
events. 
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Rose Annette Saxon O’Keefe passed away on May 16, 
1998, surrounded by her large and loving family.  

In view of  her strong love and support of  the arts,  Jerry 
suggested that the family make a substantial contribution in her 
memory to the George Ohr Museum, which was then planning an 
expansion.  Thus opened another chapter in the family’s 
commitment to the Coast. 



In recognition of  this memorial 
gift, the museum was renamed in 
Annette’s honor, the Ohr-O’Keefe 
Museum of  Art.  And Jerry 
personally took on the task of  raising 
the other funds needed to build the 
expansion.  

The Museum later was able to 
engage Frank Gehry, a world 
renowned architect, to design the 
facilities — multiplying exponentially 
the monies Jerry would work to raise. 

Katrina dealt the Museum a 
devastating blow in 2005, but it 
survived and today is commemo-
rating the 10th anniversary of  that 
catastrophic event.  Its campus is 
now 95% complete and the family is 
committed to continuing — with the 
assistance of  the Coast community 
— its support of  this beautiful 
tribute to their mother and the 
outstanding local artist, George E. 
Ohr.
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Jerry is a longtime political strategist and 
operative, whose support of  civil rights has long 
countered the endemic racial separatism of  
Mississippi. And while he is an avowed Democrat, 
he has worked with Republicans on projects for 
the common good.  He has been roasted and 
toasted by everyone from local municipalities to 
Boy Scout troops to the United States House of  
Representatives. 

Still involved in community affairs at age 92, 
Jerry enjoys retirement with his second wife, 
Martha Peterson O’Keefe. in the beachfront home 
he rebuilt after Hurricane Katrina.  
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Today, an experienced and dedicated team of  professionals 
leads Bradford-O’Keefe into its next century of  service.  “By 
remembering the legacy of  commitment and pride our forefathers 
took in establishing this company, we understand the level of  
excellence the past demands of  us today” said Jeffrey O’Keefe, Sr. 

 Jeff  and Justin O’Keefe each has a son working in his 

respective division of  the family business:  Jeffrey Jr. and 

Jules, members of  the sixth generation of  O’Keefes,  work to 
advance funeral options for families of  the Gulf  Coast.  New 
generations of  Langs are also stepping forward.

Jules, Jeffrey Jr., Jerry, 
Jeffrey & Justin



One of  the hallmarks of  Bradford-O’Keefe is its dedicated 
staff.  While there have been a number who worked for relatively 
short periods or in part-time capacities, over the years a core 
group of  dedicated professionals have made their careers with 
Bradford-O’Keefe and affiliated companies.  

We would like to recognize the contemporaries of  Jerry J. 
O’Keefe, in particular Mrs Audrey Murray, Tommy Newman and 
Mr. A.W. Buzzy Lang, Fred Rounsaville and Frank Conway are 
excellent mortuary professionals. Frank Wright and Leslie 
Nobles were two of  the finest cemetery set-up crewmen on the 
Coast.  These gentlemen taught their effective techniques to 
Allen Fairley who manages Bradford-O’Keefe’s Cemetery and 
Grounds crew today.  On the insurance side of  the business, 
who could forget Donald Santa Cruz — one of  the finest cooks 
on the Coast, who regularly entertained visitors at Gulf  National 
Friday lunches.

Virginia O’Keefe worked at Bradford-O’Keefe in a number 
of  capacities, along with former husband Ernie Brown who 

managed the company for several years.  James P. ‘Jim’ O’Keefe, 
second son of  Jerry and Annette, graduated from the Mortuary 
of  Science College in Houston Texas and served as President of  
Bradford-O’Keefe in the late 1970’s.  

We proudly recognize our dedicated staff, each of  whom is 
integral to our team, including Dusty Benfield, Rose Down, Gary 
Dubaz, Matthew Dubaz and Max Dubaz, George Emile, Ray 
Gustafson, Scott Hill, Doug Hopkins, William Hutchinson, 
Justin Ireland, Danny Jackson, Louie Kostmayer, Shanna Ladner, 
Donna Lamey, Whitney Lang, Sidney Lowery, Buttons Martin, 
Betty Menard, Elaine McDonald, Pam Meek, Bill Metcalf, David 
Montana, Garland Moran, John Necaise, Shari Pol, Mary Polk, 
John Porche, Jimmy Price, Kimberly Pyron, Preston Reeves, Guy 
B. Roberts, Chuck Rosonet, Howard Rutland, Cora Sewell, Dean
Shankland, David Stanley, Adrianne Tompkins, Angela Weems,
Michelle Williams, Zachary Williams, and Theresa Yennie.  These
and many other dedicated employees are hugely responsible for
the success of  Bradford-O’Keefe in serving the community with
compassionate care.

A.W. ‘Kippy’ Lang IV &
A.W. ‘Bubba’ Lang III
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From the meager origins of  its original location in Ocean 
Springs, Bradford-O’Keefe has grown to include a total of  six 
Gulf  Coast locations, two cemeteries, and Mississippi’s first 
crematory. 

Pictured here are company locations on the Pass Road in 
Biloxi, built in 1979, on O’Neal Road built in 2004, in Ocean 
Springs built as a residence in 1906 and renovated in 1986, and 
the Howard Avenue location in Biloxi, developed after the 
merger between Bradford and O’Keefe in approximately 1957.

Pictured opposite are Bradford-O’Keefe’s 
Vancleave location, added in 2010, the 15th Street 
location in Gulfport, added in 1979, and 
Mississippi’s first crematory established in 1976.



While the contours of  the business have varied over the years, 
one thing has remained constant — Bradford-O’Keefe’s core value 
is providing service to the families who call upon them.  It has 
always been willing to help those who needed help the most.  

Bradford-O’Keefe Crematory 
in D’Iberville, Mississippi’s First
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Perhaps because of  his appreciation 
of  the family’s lengthy legacy,  Jeffrey 
O’Keefe, Sr. enjoys celebrating history.  
He regularly commemorates various 
historic events by deploying Bradford-
O’Keefe’s horse-drawn hearse for the 
delight of  the community.  

Shown here are Jeff  Sr. and 
supporting cast during Ocean Springs’ 
130th anniversary of  Iberville’s 1699 
Landing.  Also included are photos from 
the 2015 St. Patricks’ Day Parade in 
Downtown Biloxi, where the hearse was 
decorated to commemorate the 
company’s 150th anniversary. 

Jeff  recently secured an additional 
horse-drawn hearse in order to offer 
unique services to families nostalgic for 
historical rituals.

Jeff Sr.
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Bradford-O’Keefe also has been involved more directly 
in historic occasions. In 2008 the remains of  four unknown 
U. S. Soldiers were unearthed by USM faculty and students.  
Researchers determined that the four had been veterans 
returning from the Mexican-American War in 1848.

 With the benefit of  a Chevron grant, the University 
worked in close partnership with several Coast organizations in 
final excavations and reburial arrangements, including the G.I. 

Museum of  Ocean Springs, the Jackson County Historical 
and Genealogical Society, Biloxi National Cemetery, the 
Department of  Veteran Affairs, Ocean Springs Veterans of  
Foreign Wars, Coastal Environments, U.S. Rep. Gene Taylor’s 
office and the Mississippi Department of  Archives and History.  

Bradford-O’Keefe was particularly honored to participate 
on Memorial Day 2010, when  the remains were reinterred with 
full Military Honors at Biloxi National Cemetery.   
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Bradford-O’Keefe values community 
involvement.  For example, Jeffrey O’Keefe Jr. and 
Kippy Lang organize an annual “Sweater For 
Veteran” program, in which local groups donate 
sweaters for Veterans who are homeless or 
otherwise in need.  At the event shown, sweaters 
were delivered to the Biloxi National Veterans 
Administration, escorted by “The Freedom 
Riders”, a group of  veterans who honor other 
veterans at various causes.
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At left is Crestlawn Memorial Park Cemetery 
in Ocean Springs and below, during a Celebration 
of  Lights ceremony, is D’Iberville Memorial Park, 
in D’Iberville.

Each year in early December, the company 
sponsors a candlelight remembrance at the 
cemeteries they manage.   At each Service of  
Remembrance, families light a candle on the graves 
of  loved ones.  The resulting glow from the 
luminaries provides a spiritual lift to those left 
behind, helping them cherish memories of  the 
loved ones who have preceded them. 
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Bradford-O’Keefe also saved the Friar House 
just before it was to be torn down to make way for 
a widened intersection at Highway 90 and 
Washington Avenue in Ocean Springs.  

Local architect Bruce Tolar had approached 
Jerry suggesting that the Friar House architecture 
was very “representative of  the Ocean Springs 
culture”,  and asked him to save the structure.  

Agreeing with Tolar’s assessment of  the 
building’s charm, Jerry and company did just that, 
relocating and rehabbing it into another historical 
gem. The Friar House served as the insurance 
company’s home office for a period of  time  and 
currently serves as the administrative office for 
Bradford-O’Keefe.
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Jeffrey O’Keefe offers a final note of  appreciation for the privilege of  working closely with his father for some 40 
years, beginning with the start of  high school.  Many positive developments have occurred during this time, crowned by the 
repurchase and renovation of  the property in Ocean Springs where the family and business got their start.  Other highlights 
include the expansion of  a West Biloxi branch, two Gulfport branches and one in Vancleave; the repair or reconstruction of  
all facilities in the aftermath of  Hurricane Katrina; and very meaningfully, the opportunity to give back to the community.  
Today Jeff  and Jeff  Jr. carry forward many of  the civic and social functions in which Jerry and Daddy Ben participated.  
Whether serving on a bank board, hospital board, university board, or the Irish Heritage Society or Carnival Association, the 
O’Keefes continue their involvement in the community.  

Jeff  is particularly grateful for the love and support of  his wife Lynn
and each of  his three sons, Jeffrey Jr., Jacob, and Jordan.  In addition to 
being a savvy business woman in her own right, Lynn deployed her keen 
artistic sense in decorating several of  the funeral homes after Katrina.  
Jacob is well on his way to a promising career as a pharmacist.  Jordan is 
a talented high school athlete.  Jeff  Jr.’s key role in the business is noted 
above.  

Finally, we give hearty thanks to our Gulf  Coast community,
in whose midst our family settled and where it has thrived for these
150 years.  The next 150 are lookin’ good!  Jacob, Jeff, Lynn, Jordan & Jeff Jr.
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The Wagon Tongue
It’s no small blessing to be called to teach or preach,
and in a good book for such lessons to be bound.
But one good lesson to be found and learned, 
is from an old wagon tongue that never burned.

This short poem ’tis hoped may teach - something -
to those strong, those wise, and who would preach,
for it is many of  us when the day is done, 
have done the most wrong with a waggin’ tongue.

Let us mend our thoughts and mind our words,
for in doing our deeds we sow our seeds.
And after we’ve seen each setting sun,
praise the Almighty and give thanks to His Son.

The old wagon tongue of  which I speak 
has seen some laugh and others weep.  

In its heyday, it pulled to and fro’
merrymakers from an old depot.  
It was also hooked to many a carriage 
to take bride and groom to a mighty fine marriage.

But the well worn tongue which brings this verse 
was used most times to pull a hearse.  
And though so used for many years, 
it’s only pecan and can shed no tears.  
It belonged to an undertaker for whom we wept - 
and prayed to One God that his soul be kept.

We must worship God and pray to Jesus - 
and always remember They never leave us.  
And because silence is golden, so is Death,
for it is only in death that we may see, 
all the glorious things God meant to be.

We end with two poems that have special meaning to the family.  The first memorializes 
our last horse-drawn hearse, which met its fate returning from a funeral.  A witness recalled seeing the 
hearse in pieces on the railroad track, having been hit by a train, liveryman in top hat and tails, running after 
the horses.  The wagon tongue to which the horses were tied was the only remnant.  Decades later, our 
brother Jody O’Keefe refurbished it and presented it to dad with this poem.  Poem and wagon tongue now 
grace the arrangement center at the Ocean Springs Funeral Home.  

The second poem is dad’s  favorite, recited 
from memory on public and private occasions 
when he wishes to speak to the value of  building 
for the ages, a principle that has guided his life.
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The Bridge Builder

By Will Allen Dromgoole

An old man going a lone highway,
Came, at the evening cold and gray,
To a chasm vast and deep and wide,
Through which was flowing a sullen tide.
The old man crossed in the twilight dim,
The sullen stream had no fear for him;
But he turned when safe on the other side
And built a bridge to span the tide.

“Old man,” said a fellow pilgrim near,
“You are wasting your strength with building  

here;
Your journey will end with the ending day,
You never again will pass this way;
You’ve crossed the chasm, deep and wide,
Why build this bridge at evening tide?”

The builder lifted his old gray head;
“Good friend, in the path I have come,” he   

said,
“There followed after me to-day
A youth whose feet must pass this way.
This chasm that has been as naught to me
To that fair-haired youth may a pitfall be;
He, too, must cross in the twilight dim;
Good friend, I am building this bridge for him!”
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