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The Senie Douthit Letter 

Edited with Notes by Patrick Scott 

NOTES 

While browsing in an antiquarian bookstore in St. 
Petersburg, I was intrigued by a letter labeled "Gator 
Hunt" and datelined "Lemon City 1894," which I pur
chased with the intention of leaming something about 
the writer, Senie Douthit, apparently a teenage girl liv
ing on the south Florida frontier in the days before the 
railroad reached this area. An articulate nine-page hand
written story of a hunting trip by canoe through the"back 
route" to New River, its style and running word count 
suggest it doubled as a letter to a relative and a school 
report. Most interesting to me was not that the story is 
the earliest known account by a woman to traverse any 
portion of the Everglades, but that the story takes place 
almost entirely in what today would be Broward County, 
before settlers arrived.1 

I am fortunate that the Douthits' life in south 
Florida was documented in a 1952 article written by Senie 
Douthit's older sister, Mary"Mamie" Douthit Conrad, and 

While local, state, and national repositories con
tain a wealth of information on Broward County his
tory, many valuable pieces to the "puzzle" remain in 
private hands and distant locations. The discovery and 
publication of these hidden treasures yield new details 
and insights to what is often regarded as a familiar 
story. In St. Petersburg Patrick Scott found Alphonsine 
"Senie" Douthit's account of an 1894 expedition through 
the Everglades of what is today Broward County. The 
manuscript provides a colorful, delightfully personal 

I am indebted also to Senie's niece, Betty Jo Pye of Fort 
Pierce, for further information about her aunt. 

The Setting 

In 1894, Dade County extended north to the St. 
Lucie Inlet; all or parts of five other counties have since 
been carved from Dade County, and everything south of 
Lake Worth was regarded as "South Dade." Fewer than 
300 whites lived in South Dade, nearly all men, and about 
the same number of Indians. Hamilton Disston's canal 
company and the Florida Coast Line Canal and Trans
portation Company [see note on "The Dredge," below] had 
laid claim to much of the public domain lands in south 
Florida, and several railroad companies had made simi
lar claims, all based on legislative incentives from the pre
ceding thirty years. However, an 1890 prospectus and map, 
jointly published by the canal and railroad companies and 
listing more than 500 square miles of lands for sale in 
south Florida, shows that none of the offered lands lay in 
what would today be Broward County.2 

view of a wilderness region on the brink of new settle
ment. In addition to the full text of the manuscript, Mr. 
Scott provides extensively researched notations iden
tifying the people and places described and placing 
the document in its historical context. 

Patrick Scott is a native of Fort Lauderdale, where 
he practices law. He is the recipient of the 1997 Robert 
Lockwood Award for research and writing on Broward 
County legal and judicial history. 



During the early 1890s, the recent completion of a 
stage road connecting the county's two population cen
ters of Lake Worth and Lemon City (south of present 
Miami Shores) and the national publicity generated by a 
newspaper, which had relocated from Titusville to Juno, 
contributed to a "flood" of more than one hundred home
steaders to the pine woods and prairies along an eight
mile strip of high land stretching from Lemon City north. 
Under existing public land laws, most homesteaders were 
entitled to farm 160 acres, then purchase the land from 
the state for prices generally less than a dollar or two per 
acre. 

The Stage Road 

Dade County commissioners, sitting in Juno in 1890, 
authorized the construction of a "stage road," actually a 
sand path through the pinewoods and cabbage palmetto, 
cleared wide enough - eight feet - for a wagon to pass. 
Crude wooden bridges crossed Hillsboro River, Cypress 
Creek, Middle River, Snake Creek and Arch Creek. The 
road connected Lantana at the south end of Lake Worth 
and Lemon City, a distance of about fifty miles. Mter it 
opened in late 1892, it was no longer necessary to walk 
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Page one of Senie Douthit's manuscript describing 
the December 1894 "Hunt" (courtesy of Patrick 
Scott). 
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the beach route, which crossed three inlets. Juno news
paperman Guy Metcalf bid successfully for the right to 
operate the "Bay Biscayne Stage Line," and sent his 
cousin, Frank Stranahan, to operate the camp and ferry 
crossing on New River in January 1893.3 The stage ride, 
on a springless wagon drawn by a pair of mules, would 
take thirty-three hours, not counting the overnight stop 
at Stranahan's "Adirondack style" tent on the north bank 
of New River. Ed Moffat of Lemon City drove the south
em leg three times a week. 4 

The stage line was frequently washed out, as it was 
in the latter part of 1894. The Tropical Sun, published by 
Metcalf in Juno, reported in October 1894 that "the Hack 
Line has yielded up the ghost as the county road is non 
comatibus in swamp," and that Ed Moffat would be car
rying the mail on the Bradley Brothers' schooner, Pearl 
until the road could be put back in shape. By December, 
the road was still impassable.5 

The Coming of the Railroad 

Henry Flagler had extended his railroad to West 
Palm Beach from 1892 to 1894, with the ultimate inten
tion of extending the line farther south. Mter the disas
trous freeze of 1894-1895, he determined that the mouth 
of the Miami River, where he had been offered lands by 
Julia Tuttle, would be an ideal place to build a town, fea
turing one of his trademark resort hotels and a railroad 
depot for truck farmers. His announcement of the exten
sion in June 1895 assured the settlement of all coastal 
southeast Florida. 

Although contemporary accounts indicate that 
Flagler had intended to construct his railroad down the 
entire east coast even before reaching West Palm Beach, 
most people credit Julia Tuttle, the "Mother of Miami," 
with convincing him to extend the line to the Miami 
River. Mrs. Tuttle, from Cleveland, had wintered on 
Biscayne Bay since the 1870s. She retumed to the bay 
permanently in 1891, after her husband died, and began 
purchasing lands throughout the Miami area. She home
steaded 120 acres in Biscayne, and her grown children 
each homesteaded near the Douthits on the prairie north
west of Lemon City in the late 1890s.6 When the freeze of 
1894-1895 destroyed most of the orange crop in central 
Florida, most accounts say she sent Flagler an orange 
blossom undamaged by the freeze, and that her offer of 
lands near the mouth of the Miami River persuaded the 
railroad magnate to make Miami the terminus of the rail
road.7 

However, another name familiar to Broward 
Countians may have played a role in attracting Flagler's 
attention further south, though probably unwittingly. 
Hugh Taylor Birch, a Chicago attomey who represented 
Flagler's interests in Illinois, had traveled to New River 
in 1894 seeking a vacation spot beyond the reach of the 
ordinary tourist. On returning to Chicago May 7, 1894, 
he wrote to Flagler vice-president J. E. Ingraham, "Mr. 
Adams and I intend to have a little place at New River for 
a winter stopping place for fishing and flower growing, 
etc. etc. so you may expect to see me next winter early. I 
was surprised to find such delightful weather all along 



Senie Douthit, ca. 1900, photo taken at Murphy, 
North Carolina (courtesy of Henry Cleare). 

the east coast of Florida - The only thing that could be 
said is that it was perfect."8 

Broward County in 1894 

Even in 1894, today's Broward County was a vast 
unnamed wilderness in Dade County separating the Lake 
Worth and Miami settlements. The white population was 
as small-perhaps-as four men: Frank Stranahan, who 
operated the ferry and tourist camp on the stage line 
across the New River; Captain Dennis O'Neill, who kept 
the U.S. Lifesaving Station on the beach; William C. Val
entine, a sometime surveyor who lived in the Harbor 
Beach area; and, possibly, "Count" James Nugent.9 The 
only lands in private ownership were a square mile cen
tering on New River owned by William and Mary Brickell 
of Miami, and some scattered unsettled parcels owned by 
distant entrepreneurs.1° Flagler's announcement the fol
lowing June would bring many settlers, but Stranahan 
later said that in 1893 he would typically pass two or 
three days without seeing another person come down the 
road until the stage returned from Lake Worth or Lemon 
City. During the latter part of 1894, while the road was 
washed out, the stage did not appear for months, and 
Stranahan opened an Indian trading post. 

Senie Douthit 

Alphonsine "Senie" Douthit was a blue-eyed, fair 
skinned eighteen-year-old girl with light brown hair liv
ing in the pioneer settlement of Lemon City on Biscayne 
Bay. The youngest of five children of Edward and Martha 
Douthit, she was born in a Moravian farming community 
near Winston-Salem, North Carolina, on April 1, 1876. 

The Edward Douthit homestead in the "Piney Woods" 
near Little River (courtesy of the Historical 
Association of Southern Florida). 

When she was fourteen, her mother died. 11 

After Mrs. Douthit died, Mr. Douthit suffered from 
rheumatism and made several wintertime trips to Gulf 
Hammock, near the Suwannee River, for his health. He 
decided to move the family to Florida, taking the three 
boys and leaving the girls with their grandmother in the 
fall of 1891.12 Except as otherwise noted, the information 
in this segment is from the memoirs published sixty years 
later by Mamie Douthit, Senie's older sister.13 

In Gulf Hammock, Ed Douthit heard of the lands 
opening up in the southern part of the state, so he re
turned to North Carolina, where the two girls insisted on 
joining him for the move. They left in June 1892, with 
their most prized possession-a treadle Singer sewing 
machine-and their other property packed in crates, tak
ingthe train to Tampa. The boys had already gone ahead 
to Lemon City. From Tampa, Mr. Douthit and the two 
girls took a steamer to Key West, and then a sloop, the 
Emily B. (Captain Frow), to Lemon City. The trip on the 
sloop took five days. 

Once the family arrived at Lemon City, the post
master/storekeeper, Willie Filer, borrowed a horse and 
wagon to haul them and their crates five miles northwest 
of town, where the three boys were already camped out 
on the new homestead. The boys had walked to Lemon 
City from West Palm Beach, then the terminus of the rail
road, paying the barefoot mailman a dollar a piece to let 
them accompany him and cross the inlets in his boats. 

There were fewer than 200 people living in and 
around Lemon City in 1892, and even fewer in the Mi
ami-Coconut Grove area. The Douthit homestead was 



160 acres near an upper fork of Little River, barely a 
stream which soon "petered out into the Everglades" 
nearby. Springs near where the Northeast Second Av
enue bridge is located today made the river clear and deep 
from that point to the bay. The Douthits' nearest neigh
bor was Mrs. Pomeroy, who lived a half mile away and 
took the girls in until their house was built. During the 
next few years, other settlers acquired homesteads nearby, 
including Ed Knowles, Joseph Dougherty, Mary and Garry 
Niles, Samuel Mishler, Jim and James Dexter Hubel, Ed 
Moffat, Comstock Sturtevant, Fanny Tuttle (Julia Tuttle's 
daughter), and Captain Stephen Andrews. 

The Douthit home was built of pine logs, there be
ing no sawmill in the vicinity at the time. The bark was 
removed from the logs, the cracks filled with a mixture of 
lime, sand and water, and the daubing then whitewashed 
with a thin mixture of lime and water. The house had 
two stories- a large room below and a ladder leading to 
the two rooms above: one for the boys and one for Mamie 
and Senie. The family made frames for the mattresses 
they brought from North Carolina and used the packing 
boxes to make cupboards and tables. The windows were 
covered with cotton netting to keep out the mosquitoes. 
Water was supplied by a pump on a pipe driven into the 
ground. In 1893, they built a freestanding kitchen, con
nected to the house by a breezeway, to replace the tar
paulin which served as their dining area the first year. 
Of course, few communities in south Florida had tele
phones or electricity in the nineteenth century. 

The Douthits' land was about half pineland and half 
lowland prairie, and the boys managed to grub and clear 
the palmetto stubs from ten acres the first year. As a 
result, they soon had plenty of oranges, lemons, other 
fruits, and sweet potatoes to share with neighbors. The 
roadway was seventy-five feet away, and they brought in 
soft rock and pounded it into a driveway to the road. The 
road itself was only a sand rut which wound through oak 
stands and pineland, skirting the open prairies of cab
bage palmettoes. The only transportation was walking, 
so the five mile trip to the store in Lemon City was a 
major effort. The Douthits bought a dugout canoe from 
the Seminole Indians. Made of a single cypress log, they 
christened it "Old Crank," because it was "as tempera
mental as a horse." Mamie remembered, "We'd be gliding 
along smoothly and suddenly it would commence to roll 
out and out we'd spill." William Freeman made them a 
sail, but generally they paddled or poled. When they trav
eled to town, they tied up at the springs on the river with 
the other Indian boats and walked the Indian trail into 
town. 

If a boat was coming, it was usually from Coconut 
Grove, the only other commercial settlement in lower 
Dade County, although William Brickell operated a store 
at the mouth of the Miami River. Incoming boats would 
signal their arrival with a blow of the conch hom, and 
everyone within hearing distance would run to the docks 
to greet it, including the Indians. 

The main necessity was food, of course, and the men 
of the family were to provide it. They hunted, farmed, 
and bartered with the Indians, and bought some necessi-
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ties from William Filer's store. The Indians sold huckle
berries for ten cents a quart, but the girls could pick them, 
and wild grapes, in the woods themselves. Turtle eggs, 
oysters, clams, and many kinds of fish rounded out the 
menu. Coon tie starch was used in place of flour. It was 
very cheap because so many farm families collected the 
roots, washed them repeatedly, and ground and dried them 
during the slack summer months. 

The Douthit family, like the other settlers in the 
area, used as few staples as possible. These items, brought 
in from Key West, included dried beans, green coffee beans, 
potatoes (until the garden started to bear fruit), sugar, 
salt, grits and ham. The only way to get beef was from 
the Montgomery Ward catalog, which sold pickled beef by 
the case. Neither ice nor milk was available, although 
dried milk could be ordered from Montgomery Ward or 
from Key West. The Indians gave the family their first 
seeds for Indian pumpkins and sold them a flock of chick
ens. 

Mrs. Pomeroy taught Senie and Mamie how to make 
hats from palmetto fronds. The Indians taught the girls 
how to make beaded belts and bracelets, weaving the beads 
into threads stretched on a homemade loom made from a 
cigar box, bright beads against a field ofwhite.They cop
ied Indian designs, mostly birds and animals, especially 
the diamondback snake. Brothers Bob and Jim went 
hunting with the Seminoles, shooting and skinning alli
gators and taking the hides the back route to Fort Lau
derdale to trade to Frank Stranahan. 

Violence was a part of frontier life. A boy to whom 
Senie was engaged, John "Osceola Jack" Peters, died in 
1901 after he was impaled by a stick during a tornado 
which struck the Biscayne Prairie.14 Senie was a good 
friend of Rhett McGregor, a deputized posse member, killed 
trying to capture Sam Lewis, who had murdered two other 
men in 1895. Ted Smallwood lived in Lemon City at that 
time. Fifty-three years after he relocated to Chokoloskee 
Island, he still recalled that while he was digging a grave 
for one of the victims, "two pretty girls, Ceena [sic.] and 
Mamie Douthit" were at the Davis' property on the bay.15 

Boys always outnumbered girls at the dances, so 
Senie and Mamie never lacked for partners. Their first 
dance was at Lewis Pierce's sponge warehouse in 1893, 
with Mr. Mettair on the violin and Bill R. Truett on the 
harmonica, and little Henry Filer beating a violin like a 
drum. Many early settlers remarked on Ed Douthit's "two 
comely daughters," and F. Page Wilson allowed that Senie 
adapted well to life on the prairie: "The younger girl, just 
as graceful with a gun as in a dance, opened the door one 
morning to spy a startled, fleeing deer. She got it."16 

Senie enjoyed dances and playing whist [a card 
game]. When the railroad was new, Henry Flagler some
times stopped in Lemon City to speak a few words of en
couragement to the farmers. He would give passes to 
Senie and Mamie for dances at the Royal Palm Hotel on 
the Miami River. Said the Miami Metropolis of the sis
ters, "These piney woods girls have pluck and beauty."17 

A rare diversion was a trip to the beach, where Cap
tain and Mrs. William H. Fulford ran the House of Ref
uge; because of the difficulty of travel, it was an all-day 



Pioneer Dade County educator Ada Merritt (courtesy 
of the Historical Association of Southern Florida). 

affair. Women and girls frequently had all day "work 
meetings," which included pot-luck dinners. The work 
would consist of embroidery, sewing, bead work or hat
making. The Douthits' treadle sewing machine was a 
welcome addition to such meetings. 

Senie never homesteaded on her own, but helped 
her father on his farm. The newspaper reported, "She 
has enterprise, energy and pluck. She is having a crop of 
eggplants, peppers and cucumbers, has all of the quali
ties of a good farm manager."18 She and the other women 
in the area worked at William Freeman's tomato packing 
shed during the tomato season, but she kept her inde
pendent spirit. She once followed Ed Freeman up a tree 
to try to collect a loose swarm of bees, and was badly stung. 

Miami's legendary educator, Ada Merritt, taught at 
the first Lemon City school from 1890 to 1897 and from 
1900 to 1906. Senie lived with"MissAda" one school term 
to take a business course, which was not part ofthe school 
curriculum but special lessons. Sometimes Senie would 
bring Miss Ada home for a visit to her family on the prai
rie. It seems likely, from Senie's interlineation of word 
counts in her manuscript, that her story was intended to 
be a school project for Miss Ada as well. 19 

Lemon City Fla 
Jan.1895 

The Hunt 

I will introduce you to our party - Mr. and 
Mrs. Soop are from Detroit, Mich. Have a homestead 
1 mile & a half from here. They are real lovely, well 
educated, have traveled a great deal & have been 
very wealthy. They lost $60,000 in the west gold 
mining, a few years before coming here broke -
we like them ever so much -

The Soaps: At the time of this story, Fino Soop and 
his wife, Lena, lived two miles west of the settlement near 
Little River which would come to be called Biscayne. 

Pioneer F. Page Wilson later wrote that Mr. Soop 
was born in Marion County, Florida, but moved north with 
his mother when his father died. His father owned large 
hotels in Michigan and had expected young Fino to stay 
in the business, but the young man craved excitement 
and joined in the Cripple Creek gold rush before settling 
down in south Florida. "The snow was pretty," he told 
Wilson, "but-well, the trees had no leaves. I could never 
get used to that." He returned to Florida because his 
father had always wanted to, he said. He "managed to 
make a living by 'gator hunting, trapping, and odd jobs." 
Ultimately, the Soops became planters.20 

Wilson recalled that Mr. Soop was tall and rugged, 
Mrs. Soop "the reverse, but both good sports with a ready 
smile." The few homesteaders in the piney woods would 
walk miles with a gift of bread or fish, or plant cuttings to 
share with their distant neighbors, and Fino Soop offered 
to help Wilson build his house with no expectation of re
payment. He also helped Bob and Jim Douthit, Senie's 
brothers, fight a large fire near the homesteads during 
the summer of 1894.21 

Because they lived on the northwest fringe of high 
ground in the "Piney Woods" (roughly Northwest 95th to 
150th Streets, Northeast Second to Northeast 22nd Av
enues), Mr. Soop had direct access to the Everglades dur
ing the rainy months, when the Indians would come down 
from Little Tiger's Town and Aleck's Town. The Miami 
Metropolis wrote that "Mr. Soop's house occupies a beau
tiful position overlooking the Everglades. In common with 
some others along the edge of the glades, Mr. Soop enjoys 
the privilege of water communication with the outside 
world, and from his back garden he can jump in his canoe 
and pole to Lemon City or to Palm Beach at will."22 The 
homesteaders called this region "Sawgrass City."23 

Mr. & Mrs. Campbell are from Chicago. They 
are in partnership with Mr. Soop in the homestead 
and live in the same house. We just love Mrs. 
Campbell. They are also well educated & have trav
elled all over the U.S. & some in Mexico and Do
minion of Canada. 

The Campbells: Except for the Tropical Sun note 
reporting this expedition, Mr. and Mrs. George Campbell, 
mentioned in both Senie's and Mamie's accounts of the 
trip, do not otherwise appear in historical records of the 
area. 

Mr. Harp is from several states, says he don't 
know which to claim, but is a western man. He is 
very small, thirty four years old, has a home-stead 
near Mamie's on Snake Creek. He was our pilot. 

Tommy Harp: Tommy Harp was about fifty years 
old, "spare but strong and lissom as the wild creatures he 
hunted," according to F. Page Wilson. He came to Florida 
thirty years earlier to get out of the cold weather and 
into the sun. He kept a grove at Fulford (now North Mi
ami Beach), and had traveled deep into the Everglades in 
search of rare plume birds. 

In December 1895, the Wilsons joined the Soops and 



Harp on a trip into the Everglades. Soop owned a cy
press dugout canoe which he could pole into the glades 
from his property near a water trail which led to the Mi
ami River. Tommy Harp also owned a cypress canoe. He 
was "reputed to be the one and only white man who knew 
the Everglades as the Indians did."24 Wilson, in his mem
oirs, describes the water courses as intricate as a spider's 
web. 

By the end of the 1895 trip, Wilson had noted cer
tain traits in Harp similar to those of other "old-timers in 
long, close touch with nature in the raw. From a bubble 
in the water, the color or the bending of the blades of 
grass, from signs unnoted except by him, he would draw 
the right conclusion. The soundness of this judgment was 
apt to be equally striking in other matters. Like nature 
herself, he refused to be sidetracked by the merely plau
sible, but reaching for the crucial point, decided then and 
thus."25 

Snake Creek: Snake Creek, in 1894, flowed from the 
Everglades into Biscayne Bay about a mile south of 
Dumfoundling Bay, and is today called the Oleta River. 
In 1913, a major drainage canal connected the northwest 
branch, Little Snake Creek, to Lake Okeechobee. The 
other branch, Big Snake Creek, flowed south from present 
Broward County, running about one mile east of the rim 
of the Everglades. The next natural waterway to the north 
was the New River, and to the south, Arch Creek. 

Marcellus Williams (with his thirteen-year-old son 
Arthur and a team of assistants) had surveyed the coastal 
areas of Dade and Broward counties as far west as the 
Everglades in 1870. They camped on Snake Creek for 
ten days, at a spot where the ruins of a Seminole War-era 
wooden bridge crossed the river on the Military Trail. 
They then moved to the head of the south prong of the 
river, a half mile from two Indian villages: Aleck's Town 
and Old Tiger Tail's Town. They had only the Ives map of 
1856 for guidance, and so spent three days in the glades 
before finding the headwaters of the New River. 26 

Snake Creek in the early twentieth century (courtesy 
of the Thelma Peters Collection). 
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Mary "Mamie" Douthit 
(courtesy ofthe Thelma Peters Collection). 

I will only say the rest were Mamie, Johnie & 
myself. 

Mamie Douthit and Johnny Douthit: Mary Emeline 
Douthit was the oldest of the five children, born in 1870.27 

She was nineteen when her mother died, and she helped 
take care of the younger children, who called her "Sister 
Mary," and sometimes "Mamie." She homesteaded forty 
acres on Snake Creek in 1898; it was the nearest home to 
Big Snake Indian Camp. Her father and brothers helped 
her build a house, and they traveled between the two 
homes and her brother Jim's nearby by "Old Crank" 
through the Everglades, which they called "the back way." 
Of it she later wrote, "The Everglades is not a dismal 
swamp as some might think. It was open and sunny, the 
water was clear, and there were many islands, with grass, 
vines, and wild flowers, some flowers, some hammocks 
with trees, and many water birds of beautiful colors."28 

Mamie Douthit herself described the Christmastime 
trip of 1894: 

Near our homestead, northwest of Little River, 
lived the Fino Soops, a very agreeable couple origi
nally from Detroit. They had a neat cottage high off 
the ground, and surrounded by citrus trees. We used 
to lend them our horse sometimes. Usually though, 
they went by boat, for they were at the edge of the 
'Glades and had easy access to the water trails. One 
time when the Soaps had some visitors from the North, 
a Mr. and Mrs. Campbell, they got up a hunting trip 
and invited John Harp, Senie, my brother Johnny and 
me to go along. It was at Christmas time. We went in 
three canoes up the Everglades to the Hillsboro River 
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and camped in two tents. The men got up at four in 
the morning and by daylight had some fine wild tur
keys which we steamed in a Dutch oven. Later that 
day they came in with two deer. The next day they got 
a lot of ducks. The last night out, a norther nearly 
froze them, and they lost some of their orange trees. 29 

Mamie later ran a hotel in Lemon City and mar
ried Alex Conrad in 1904.30 They moved to south Dade in 
1916 to work at Peters.31 Her recollections, published in 
Tequesta in 1957, provide much of the information in these 
notes.32 

John E. "Johnny" Douthit was born in 1879. He 
farmed his father's homestead and got a job as a cook on 
the Jacksonville-to-Miami mailboat,33 but went back to 
school at seventeen, in 1896, when a pretty schoolteacher 
his own age began to teach there.34 In 1898 he was a 
tomato farmer, still on his father's farm, and was reported 
to play the banjo as well.35 

Johnny Douthit moved to Cape Sable in 1898. He 
married Carrie Irwin in Key West in 1905, and they named 
their first child Alphonsine. In 1920, they returned to 
south Dade, living in the Peters community near Mamie 
and Alex Conrad.36 He died in Peters in 1933.37 

Little River: Little River flows into Biscayne Bay 
between present Seventy-second and Seventy-seventh 
Streets in the El Portal/Miami Shores area. The town 
that grew up around the mouth of the river was called 
Lemon City and was the largest population center on the 
mainland south of Lake Worth in the early 1890s. The 
river's source was a slight break in the limestone rim of 
the Everglades, near I-95, but much of the lands east of 
the Everglades near Little River were swampy lowlands 
during the summer. 

We all started with the intentions of having a 
good time at my cost - we carried enough provi
sions to last us, if we did not get any game. Mr. Harp 
carried the large canoe, with Mrs. Campbell, Mrs. 
Soop, Mamie and myself in it. We called this the 
passenger boat. It was real comfortable. We could 
sit up or lie down as we wished. Mr. Soop and 
Johnie went in one. They carried grub & Mr. 
Campbell carried the bedding. All the boats had 
little pails; as the wind was not favorable, they had 
to pole the most of the way. Sunday 16 Dec. We left 
Marlborough Plantation, (Soop & Campbell's 
home), went six miles. Camped at Isthpoga, Mr. 
Harp's home -

Isthpoga and Arch Creek: Isthpoga was Tommy 
Harp's house on Arch Creek. Arch Creek was shorter 
than either Little River or Snake Creek. Its mouth is at 
Biscayne Bay Drive and the bay, and branches extend 
west and southwest. The 1892 county road ran over a 
natural bridge of limestone which spanned Arch Creek. 

Northwest of present-day Opa Locka, several miles 
west of Little Snake Creek and Arch Creek, were at least 
three Indian villages: Little Tiger's Town, Aleck's Town, 
and Tiger Tail's Town, all of which appear frequently on 
maps of the period. Here, the tribal chiefs entertained 

government surveyor Marcellus Williams in 187038 and 
later visitors such as William Freeman. However, Charles 
Richards Dodge reported in 1894 that, although "it is not 
safe to enter the glades without a guide, on account of 
danger of bewilderment in pushing through the winding 
channels and tall grass and weeds [t]he Indians will rarely 
act as guides, and intrusion upon their preserves is liable 
to be resented. "39 

Monday 17left north against a head wind until 
dinner, which we had at an Indian camp known as 
Tommy's Boys (remember we are to name all of our 
camps). We continued our journey going 2 miles in 
the open glades. 

The Glades: The Everglades, popularized by 
Marjorie Stoneman Douglas as the "River of Grass," is a 
vast marsh in which fresh water courses slowly away from 
Lake Okeechobee and toward the southern and eastern 
coast of Florida. The Seminole Indians were driven into 
the Everglades to escape capture during the Second Semi
nole War (1835-1842). Partly in response to an 1847 Sen
ate report which proposed the drainage of the Everglades 
to promote development and to bring white settlers into 
the Seminole Indian lands, Congress enacted the Swamp 
and Overflowed Lands Act, transferring all "swamp and 
overflowed" lands to the State of Florida for distribution 
to settlers. The state enacted legislation which took title 
to the lands, but inadequate technology for drainage made 
it impossible for Florida to dispose of them except in large 
grants to railroad and canal companies which promised 
to build the internal improvements necessary to provide 
access to a future generation of south Florida settlers. 
During the 1870s, government surveyors marked the sec
tion corner lines (and sometimes quarter-section lines) of 
each square mile of land that was accessible. 

Interest was so slight that the state offered the lands 
too freely, and by 1890 little land was left for sale to home
steaders. With a view toward the eventual drainage of 
the lands, Florida's Internal Improvement Trust Fund 
recovered some of the lands at the turn of the century 
through litigation, and belatedly (in 1905) presented a 
final survey to the federal government for a patent. In 
today's Broward County, U.S. Highway 441 would mark 
the eastern boundary of the Everglades District. In most 
of present northeast Dade County, the line was a mile 
further to the west, along N orthwestTwelfthAvenue. This 
very roughly represented the rim of the Everglades. Lands 
to the east were dry most of the year, drained by the 
Hillsboro, Cypress (Creek), Middle and New rivers, Snake 
and Arch creeks, and the Little and Miami rivers. 

Then came to a lovely branch all covered with 
everglade lilies leading to New River. It was name
less- they named it after me -"River Senie." It is 
over one mile long. As we came into New River, we 
were all wild with delight. 

The Headwaters of New River: The Indians had long 
known that, except in the driest season (winter), canoe 
travel was possible over the "back route" connecting the 



Map of the lower 
east coast and 
eastern Everglades, 
as they appeared in 
the 1890s. Dotted 
line is traditional 
19th century 
boundary of 
Everglades. (Map 
by Patrick Scott.) 
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Nineteenth century engraving of the Everglades. 

rivers via the 'Glades. J. Lee Williams' 1837 map shows 
Rattones River (Snake Creek) connecting with the south 
fork of New River through the Everglades. John 
McLaughlin's Seminole War map of south Florida shows 
Miami River, Little River, and Arch Creek as well as the 
south fork of New River, all leading into the Everglades. 
Pine Island, a mile-long ridge two miles west of the rim 
described by several military officers during the war, was 
depicted as well.40 J. C. Ives' map from the Third Semi
nole War (1855-1858) shows Arch Creek, Rio Rattones, 
and the south fork of New River reaching the 'Glades, 
but the accompanying notes recommend the Everglades 
route only as a second-best choice from Snook Creek (see 
note below) northY An Endicott lithograph from the same 
era also shows Miami River, Little River, Arch Creek, Rio 
Rattones, and the south fork of New River all leading 
into the Everglades.42 

In 1883, Charles Pierce and several friends, travel
ing from Lake Worth, canoed the back route through the 
Everglades from New River to Snake Creek. They trav
eled without a compass, got lost in the sawgrass on the 
return trip, and took days to find the headwaters of New 
River.43 Later that same year, Pierce paddled up Hillsboro 
River until it became too shallow for his boat, and ex
plored Snook Creek (Middle River) as well. House of Ref
uge keeper Jack Peacock's log for November-December 
1883 notes men passing through by way of the Everglades 
several times a month. 44 

Pierce tells the story of the 1889 election, when the 
Dade County seat was relocated to Juno. The Lake Worth 
constituents sought to sneak the county records prema
turely north from the village of Biscayne. A. F. Quimby 
took them in a canoe up Snake Creek, through the Ever
glades, and down New River, knowing the sawgrass chan
nels well. Quimby explained to his accomplices that they 
were miles away from any settler and that no one could 
traverse the woods along Snake Creek at night to catch 
them. On entering the 'Glades through a very narrow 
channel at the head of Snake Creek, they saw many small 

islands in the distance, and on reaching New River's head
waters, they reported that the current was surprisingly 
swift.45 

Other published accounts of travel by white men 
through portions of the Everglades are the New Orleans 
Times-Democrat expedition (1882),46 the Ingraham expe
dition (1892),47 the Willoughby expedition (1897),48 and 
the travel accounts of Arthur Williams (1870 and 1872),49 

and James Henshall (1882).50 The author has been un
able to locate any account of a white woman traveling the 
"back route" before Senie Douthit's trip. 51 

Some of the party who had traveled through 
Rockies remembers ''They were grand, but this is 
beautiful." It is lined on either side with large cy
press trees, all covered with moss and air-plants 
which are in bloom. It is about 100 wide deep and 
clear. The banks covered with many varieties of 
femes, and the water is fringed with lilies, all of 
which contrast lovely with the gray moss-festooned 
trees. We went 3 miles down this loveliest of all 
Florida streams. We made camp for the night, just 
on the bank, under a large spreading bake and cab
bage palmetto tree. Pitched tent, made beds, ate 
supper. Mr. Harp shot a terapin after which we 
christened the camp, sat around the fire talked and 
sang until bedtime. 

Tuesday 18. Up early. Mr. Soop & Mr. 
Campbell went fishing. Mr. Campbell, Mr. Harp & 
Johnie went squirrel hunting. You see we wanted 
something fresh for breakfast. Soon after the hunt
ers were gone, we heard three shots. All of them 
shouting & hollering-head us! Head us! Coming 
towards us & what should we see at our feet but a 
real deer. You can imagine our surprise & delight, 
as we did not expect any venison so soon on our 
hunt. You can talk of your good meat: but venison 
beats anything I have ever tasted. Mter breakfast 
& the deer was all dressed, we broke camp & 
thought ourselves lucky at Camp Terapin. Went 



down the river, stopped, fished, without success. 
Mr. C. Killed some ducks which Mrs. Soop & myself 
dressed, going down in the boat. Several miles 
brought us to where Snook Creek empties into New 
River & in sight of the New River Lifesaving sta
tion. 

Snook Creek (Middle River): This name for Middle 
River appears throughout the second half of the 1800s. 
An 1893 account calls it both Middle River and Snow 
Creek.52 See note on "Coconut Trees Along New River 
Sound," below, regarding distinctions made by explorers 
between New River Sound and Middle River. 

The Lifesaving Station: The "Fort Lauderdale House 
of Refuge," as it was more popularly called, was one of 
five frame houses built on the beach at roughly twenty
five mile intervals by the United States Lifesaving Ser
vice in the 1870s. An excellent history of this station can 
be found in volume one of Broward Legacy.53 

We turned up Snook Creek, which flows south. 
We were a little way up the river when we saw a 
small Red boat, coming towards us. We found it to 
be Mr. Hardee young man who had met Maimie not 
long before & fell in love with her. He was work
ing on the dredge & had come down there on some 
business for them. We all stopped under some co
coanut trees and fixed dinner, (the men I mean) 
while Mrs. C., Mrs. S., Maimie & myself went over 
to the beach, which was but a short distance. We 
got a few shells, came back, ate our dinners. I don't 
think I ever enjoyed a meal better, I was so hungry. 

The Dredge (Mr. Hardee): U.S. Army Captain James 
Gadsden in 1824 first recommended that the only fea
sible means of safe transportation to southern Florida 
would be a canal cut from Indian River to Lake Worth to 
Biscayne Bay, taking advantage of such natural forma
tions as today's Spanish River, 54 Hillsboro River, Cypress 
Creek, and New River, each of which flowed north-south 
for some miles to their respective inlets (the Boca Raton 
Inlet had been closed for most of the nineteenth century). 
Hamilton Disston's Atlantic & Gulf Coast Canal & 
Okeechobee Land Company of Florida was the first to 
demonstrate, with the western leg of its cross-state canal 
in 1883, that a canal project was economically feasible, 
taking in return liberal grants of both overflowed and 
dry lands from the state. 55 But Disston's original plans to 
construct a canal down the east coast never took shape. 
That project was initiated by the Florida Coast Line Ca
nal and Transportation Company, which excavated a cut 
between the Mosquito Lagoon and Indian River in 1885 
and began dredging the Lake Worth to Biscayne Bay route 
in 1893. The canal company deepened the existing wa
terways as necessary, cutting a route fifty feet wide and 
five feet deep. They completed the leg from New River 
Sound to Lemon City and Coconut Grove in 1895. For 
the first time, small steamers, like the Agnes, and deep
draft sailing vessels could travel between New River and 
Biscayne Bay without risking the perils of the open sea. 
This was especially important between February andApril 
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1896, when the railroad had been completed to the deep
water dock on New River, but was still under construc
tion to Miami. 56 

During the twentieth century, the Florida East 
Coast Canal, later conveyed to the Florida Inland Navi
gation District and made a part of the Intracoastal Wa
terway, was widened and deepened further on several 
occasions. It is maintained today under the supervision 
of the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers. 

Cocoanut Trees Along New River Sound: Explorers 
and mapmakers of the nineteenth century commonly 
failed to distinguish New River from Middle River (then 
called Snook River, Shark River or Opposum Creek). Prior 
to 1900, the mouth of New River was five miles south of 
Fort Lauderdale, near the present Dania Beach Boule
vard. From the "Sound," the river ran south, parallel to 
the beach, bypassing Lake Mabel (where the turning ba
sin of Port Everglades is today), along a narrow spit of 
sand. Brackish water entered New River Sound from 
the south (Lake Mabel), and the north. Fresh water 
flowed into the sound from the Everglades through two 
branches and the main river body. All three routes into 
the sound were framed by stretches of mangroves nearly 
a mile across. 

The route from the north was actually a string of 
lagoons and mangroves until the inland waterway was 
dug out in 1894-95, but Middle River also flowed into New 
River Sound from the northwest. Coconut palm trees 

Carlton T. Chapman's painting of coconut 
palms on New River appeared in Century 
Magazine in 1894. 
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had been planted along the beach by coconut growers in 
the 1880s, and they were the predominant landmark. 
Before Hugh Birch built a shack on one of the lagoons 
around 1895, the only building on the narrow beach "is
land" for twelve miles between inlets was the House of 
Refuge. 

Mr. Hardee asked Maimie & Mrs. C. To go with 
him & they had to go. His boat was not half so com
fortable as ours. One half mile up they had to com
mence to cut the creek deeper. We went 8 miles up 
the canal proper to Lettuce Lake. On the banks 
there is green grass. It is so straight & even! 

Lettuce Lake: Lettuce Lake is today known as Lake 
Santa Barbara in Pompano Beach. Cypress Creek passed 
through Lettuce Lake. 

There we stopped and waited for the little Red 
Boat which we had left far behind. With her two 
ladies & row boat he had a hard time but he would 
not own up that he was tired. When we got up to 
Hillsborough Inlet, which was three miles, it was 
dark and raining a little. The ocean was roaring 
just outside the bar. I tell you the scene was wild. 
We camped on the banks of the canal in a 2-roomed 
house. The men were cold & wet, but we were dry. 
Rested well that night. Named the camp Distress. 
-Wednesday 19 -Went across the canal, got some 
fish & got out of our boats, walked across the ridge 
to the beach where we saw a ship, wrecked in the 
storm, the last of September. It was named Geor
gia Windsor of New York. It was not loaded, had 
sand ballast. Every thing that was of any use had 
been taken off. I found some of the old log-books. I 
will send you a few sheets just to let you see them. 

Hillsboro Inlet: There was no lighthouse at Hillsboro 
Inlet in 1894. It was first proposed by the federal Light
house Board in 1885, and was constructed in 1906-1907. 
Local residents knew well the tale of Ed Hamilton, the 
"barefoot mailman" who disappeared while swimming the 
inlet on his twice-a-week rounds between Lake Worth and 
Miami. The two-roomed house mentioned by Senie is a 
mystery. It is not mentioned in Charles Pierce's accounts 
of his travels in the area in the 1880s, or in any of the 
three articles which have appeared in Broward Legacy 
on the Hillsboro River.57 

Georgia Windsor Aground: Various news reports had 
the British barkentine George E. or Georgie aground two 
miles north of the Hillsboro Inlet in early October 1894.58 

However, the official reports of the U.S. Lifesaving Ser
vice for 1894 do not mention it among the shipwrecks 
where lives were lost or where the lifesaving station 
keeper saved lives. The nearest House of Refuge at the 
time was eight and a half miles south, on the beach near 
the present location of Sunrise Boulevard. 

Then we traveled three miles up the canal to 
where the south dredge is now at work. (If you 
remember looking at that large map that I sent 

Uncle Dock some time ago, you will see a canal 
marked out from Lake Worth to Bay Biscayne)- It 
was eleven when we got there. It was worth the 
trip up there just to see it work & see the machin
ery. Everything is on the boat, sometimes the men 
don't go off for days. Things are made so strong. 
The dipper takes 3 lh square yards at a dip. They 
work day, night & Sundays. The Capt. Invited us 
to dine, but we did not accept, as we had plenty in 
our boats we told him we would stop as we were 
coming back. You will learn later in the story we 
did. You see we did not know how much good game 
we would have when we came back. We went one 
mile up the west fork of Hillsborough River, had 
dinner. The river is shallow & narrow in some 
places then before you are thinking of any water 
you are in a broad & deep stream - four or three 
miles, we saw a lovely place to camp & we stopped 
for the night. 

Hillsborough River: Originally named by British 
surveyors in the 1770s, the spelling has been modified to 
Hillsboro over the years. One branch ran east from the 
Everglades along the present Broward-Palm Beach 
County line to within a half-mile of the coast, and an
other branch ran south from today's Boca Raton to join 
the west branch, then paralleled the coast for another 
four miles, entering the ocean at Hillsboro Inlet. Today, 
heading upstream, it splits at Deerfield Island Park, the 
Intracoastal Waterway continuing north while the river 
meanders northwest and then west until it joins the 
Hillsboro Canal. 

The portion of the Intracoastal Waterway running 
south from the inlet was long known as Cypress Creek. 
During the rainy season, Champ H. Spencer in 1883 trav
eled by canoe from the Orange Grove Station (present
day Delray Beach) through the swamp to Boca Raton and 
then to the "Hillsborough" River. Reaching its mouth at 
the inlet, he turned south up Cypress Creek to Lettuce 
Lake, and through an almost impassable marsh to 
"Hillsborough Creek." Whether he meant that he had 
traveled to the north fork of Middle River, or back to the 
Hillsboro River, or to the western reach of Cypress Creek, 
is unclear. 59 

Mrs. C., Mrs. S., Maimie & myself, getting out 
first, Mrs. Soop said look! And to our surprise there, 
not far from us were three wild turkeys. Mr. Harp 
came with his gun & killed a hen, which was roasted 
the next day for dinner. They are exactly the dark 
brown tame ones. Later in the evening they killed 
several squirrels. They were running all around 
us. Mr. & Mrs. Soop, Mr. Harp & myself went to 
watch if the turkeys would not come back to roost. 
We were not there long before one flew across the 
River a short distance down from us; then one came 
& lit in a tree just above us, Mr. Soop shot it. I 
began to think hunting was a fine thing, which it 
is. Mr. Harp carried me "gator" hunting that night. 
I shined the eyes of a big one, we went up to it, I 



put the pistol in a few feet of his head & pull th e 
trigger it did not go off. Johnie & Mr. Hardee h a d 
shot out the load that morning & I did not know 
any thing of it. I was mad, for I knew I would have 
killed it. I can say that, so self conceited. We called 
this camp "Sufficiency." I think the name real suit
able, don't you? 

Thursday 20 -Three miles brought us to our 
journey's end just on the bank, among the large 
cabbage palmetto trees we pitched our tent. That 
evening fixed every thing around camps. That 
night big fire to make things look cheerful h ad an 
Indian dance & retired. 

Indian Dances, Indian Talk: Senie makes light of 
Indian ways, but was familiar with their customs, and at 
least one of her party had some familiarity with their 
language. She encountered Seminole Indians frequently, 
for they traded at Lemon City. One of her neighbors, 
William Freeman, was a trader who befriended the Indi
ans and attended their ceremonies in the Indian camps 
northwest of Arch Creek and Snake Creek . His collec
tion of crafts and artifacts from the early 1890s enriches 
the collection of the Florida State Museum today. 

Friday 21. All the men went out deer h unt ing 
before day. You have to hunt them by the moon & 
kill when feeding. They saw two but did not get a 
shot. Saturday 22. They went again & met with 
the same success. Indian say, "Go place, where deer 
many; - see um tracks plenty, but they n o come 
up, so you shoot um -" Mr. Campbell shot 2 wild 
cats which he saw playing with each other. I shot 
a black bird & a crow, the first live I ever shot a t, I 
was then very anxious to shoot a turkey or some
thing big. I went with Mr. Harp two miles t o roost 

The William Freeman family, ca. 1897. (Left to right): 
George, William, Ethel, Rebecca, Edison, Mrs. 
Freeman, and Cora (courtesy of the Thelma Peters 
Collection). 
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some turkeys, but unfortunately they stayed away. 

Wildcats: Florida panthers, bears, deer, terrapin, and 
many varieties of waterfowl were among the animals once 
plentiful in Broward County before hunting, drainage and 
development combined to eradicate them from this area. 60 

Mr. Harp named me "Billie the Kid," & I went 
by tha t name the rest of the hunt; some call me that 
yet. The young men in the Dredge call me Miss 
Billie. 

Billie the Kid: Apparently the nickname stuck. The 
Miami Metropolis reported, "Senie Douthit known as 
Captain Billie was elected president of the Lemon City 
Whist Club. She is an exceptional player, and one of the 
charming and popular members of Biscayne Society."61 

Sunday 23 - Mr. Soop & Mr. Harp went deer 
hunting again. Did not get any. Mr. Campbell, 
Johnie and myself went duck hunting up the river 
& in the Glades. I know that I am the [first] white 
woman that was ever along there & will be for a 
long time to come. We did not see a duck coming 
back, we saw some alligators. I shot & killed five, 
with the shot gun & one with my pistol, but they 
were small. We got back at 2 o'clock in the evening. 
All the rest of the camp went hunting but killed 
nothing of course. - we all were getting tired of 
hunting & getting nothing. They were all good deer 
hunters but happened they were out of luck-"the 
iron hand of fate" was against us. We ate the last of 
our venison for supper. Mr. Hardee and Mr. Smith 
came. Mr. Hardee had left the boat to join us in the 
hunt. Mr. Smith has a homestead down here & 
wanted to learn the way through the Glades. 

Mr. Smith: J. Alex Smith, another homesteader, can
not be further identified. 

We all decided to go down to camp Sufficiency 
to spend Xmas. We named this camp "Holewagus 
Echaw & Penawa Suckechayed." (Indian for, No 
good deer & turkey. All gone") - Monday 24 -
Made the move tha t was decid. Every one went 
hunting that eve, & when we all got in & put things 
together we had water, turkey, squirrel & fish. We 
did every thing we could think of to amuse our
selves that night. Something was said of hanging 
up stockings. We all said that we knew that Santa 
Claus could never find us w ay up there in the 
woods. Johnie insisted that we should & took our 
hats & sat them out under a tree. It did not look 
much like the way I was used to setting for him -
Tuesday 25 - To our surprise, our hats were full of 
candy, oranges & apples. Mr. Hardee had got them 
& hid them on the other side of the river. No one 
knew about it, but he & J ohnie. Mr . & Mrs. 
Campbell went down the river & killed thr ee ducks. 
Mter breakfast, we all sat around & read for some 
t ime. Mr s. Soop, Mrs. Campb ell, Maimie & myself 
went down the river & went in bathing. It was so 
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warm & pleasant. I had forgotten to remark that 
we had been having real Florida weather all the 
time. It seems a shame to stay in doors when the 
sun is so bright & a soft wind to fan your Sun Kissed 
face. Had a good dinner; I enjoyed it. Mr. Tom Harp, 
Mr. Cameran & Mr. Fenesee came up, boys from the 
dredge boat. Mr. Harp & myself went on another 
hunt for turkeys; you see I was anxious to kill one. 
We watched till sundown & did not see any. The 
country is filled with tracks. I shot & killed a rab
bit & squirrel. 

Mr. Cameran, the homesteader: No information 
could be located on John Cameran/Cameron, other than 
that given in this letter and the report of the expedition 
in The Tropical Sun. 

Coming home - The boys left about 9. Mr. 
Soop took Mrs. C. and myself "Gator" hunting. I 
wore the headlight & carried the gun. Did not find 
but one little one & did not shoot at him - Wednes
day 26 - Started home - got to the dredge boat 
about 11 o'clock- was invited to dine & we stayed 
this time. They had fresh Chicago beef & every 
thing in accordance. The company furnished the 
board, & it is good too. There are no negroes, all 
nice & smart white men. Got acquainted with 
nearly all of them. We were the first ladies, some of 
them had seen in six months. We were took on more 
over than I ever was, or ever want to be again. It 
looked like they were sorry to see us leave at 2 
o'clock, Capt. Hunt came down to Hillsborough 
Inlet with us. He was off duty - nice man - mar
ried though. We made camp for the night- pitched 
tent right near the sea- went in surf bathing. Oht 
How I enjoyed it. I kept saying all the time I was 
there. I would love to dwell at a Surf Hotel. But 
the ratest that's what breaks me. 

Surf Hotel: "Surf hotels," tourist resort hotels ad
vertised for the healthful qualities which the sea air pro
duced, were built by promoters along the eastern sea
board throughout the nineteenth century. Henry Flagler 
built at least seven, including the Hotel Royal Poinciana 
in Palm Beach in 1893-1894. Contemporary advertise
ments proclaimed that "Many prefer during the heated 
term these fine beaches and the cool sea breezes of this 
coast to Northern resorts. "62 

Mr. Evart came down from the dredge
stayed until 10 o'clock and took Capt. Hunt back. 
We left the door of our tent open so the sea breeze 
could fan us. I never slept sweeter, even if my bed 
was hard. We would cut a few palmetto fans, lay 
them down & spread a blanket on them for our bed. 

Captain Hunt and Mr. Evart: Also unidentified. 

Thursday 27 -We were up early, wading get
ting shells & fishing. Mr. Hardee & Mr. Campbell 
prepared breakfast. Soon after that was over, we 
went in bathing again. Mr. Campbell & Johnie went 

with us. We rested a little, for going in tires one 
awfully. Gathered some more shells- some pretty 
ones - will send you some. I looked up & saw a 
schooner coming in - it was the "Pearl" of lake 
Worth, owned & run by the Bradley Bros, whom 
we were all acquainted with & were glad to see. 
They landed some freight there. We went aboard 
- they gave us some of the nicest fish I have ever 
seen. 

The Schooner Pearl: The Bradley brothers, of Lake 
Worth, sailed the Pearl, carrying people, animals, and 
anything else between the settlements of Dade County. 
They carried the mail while the new county road was 
impassable in late 1894, and transported passengers from 
Lemon Cityto the railhead in West Palm Beach. No ves
sel larger than a schooner could pass through the Lemon 
City Channel, and even those sailing vessels made most 
of the trip from Lake Worth by sea, entering Biscayne 
Bay at Bear Cut. Guy Bradley, the skipper of the Pearl, 
later died as a game warden, shot by plume poachers near 
Cape Sable in 1905.63 

Mr. Cameran came down that morning to 
come with us. He also has a homestead. He said 
that he was bound to share some of our picnic. He 
is from Cumberland Co. N.C. - Our party was in· 
creasing fast. At 1 o'clock we broke camp. 

The wind had sprung up fresh & cool from 
the north & was in our favor for the first time since 
starting. As the evening passed it got cooler. We 
stopped that night at New River Life-Saving Sta
tion-Capt. Throwburg was as nice as he could be 
to us. We had never seen him before. 

Captain Throwburg: Senie's acquaintance with the 
new House of Refuge keeper, whose name was actually 
John H. Fromberger, is the first mention of Captain 
From berger in any south Florida record. Eugene E. Wiley, 
in his article on "Lifesaving Station No. 4," writes that 
"Captain Jack" Fromberger first arrived at Stranahan's 
camp by stage on or about February 15, 1895, but from 
Senie's record we know that he must have arrived by late 

Christmas celebration at the William Freeman 
house in Lemon City, 1895. Edward J. Douthit is at 
upper left with the long, white beard. Bob Douthit 
is standing second from right (courtesy of the 
Thelma Peters Collection). 



December 1894.64 Appointed to succeed Captain Denny 
O'Neill in 1894, Fromberger served until 1906. The 
Frombergers' baby was hom at the house on February 1, 
1896. By 1898, the captain was cultivating two small plots 
of farmland: a half acre of pineapples in Progresso and an 
acre of tomatoes south of New River.65 For more informa
tion on Captain Fromberger, see the manuscript"Personal 
Recollections of Ft. Lauderdale, 1895-1906," by Agnes W. 
Fromberger, at the Fort Lauderdale Historical Society. 

Friday 28 - It is cold for Fla - we went up 
New River - had dinner at Terrapin Camp-trav
eled through that lovely place once more. I got 
some Cypress and Spanish moss - will send you 
some of that too. It got colder & colder. We camped 
near "Tommy's Boys, camp. Had a big fire that 
night- was comfortable. Saturday 29 -When we 
got up, we found ice on every thing- it was cold
there was ice along the edge of the glade. We 
learned after we got home that the thermometer 
was 26 - the wind was so hard that there was no 
frost. It damaged things considerably. 

The cold front: Senie did not know that the cold 
front which passed into Dade County that night had de
stroyed most of the citrus crops throughout the state, but 
had left the lower Dade County oranges, lemons and limes 
undamaged by the frost. The historic freeze of 1894-1895 
has been credited as the impetus for Henry Flagler's ex
tension of the FEC Railway to Miami. It was followed in 
February by another devastating freeze. 

We broke camp at 11 o'clock & never stopped 
till we got to Marlborough plantation at 1 o'clock. 
We had 4 pairs of blankets in our boat that day, so 
we could keep warm. I will own that we were too 
far north for our clothes. Some of the smaller boats 
got there before us, and when we landed they had 
fire & hot supper. We stayed up there a little while. 
Mr. Harp came home with us. When we got there, 
Pa. Akin, Jim & Bob were hugging the stove. 

Pa Akin, Jim and Bob: Senie's fondness for using 
nicknames suggests that perhaps "Pa Akin" is her father 
- "Pa Achin'." In the Lemon City community he was 
known as "Sweetness," and he farmed with his children 
(cucumbers, peppers, tomatoes, beets and cabbage) and 
sometimes with James Hubel (eggplants).66 According to 
Lemon City pioneer F. Page Wilson, Edward Douthit was 
a "strong agile old man, tobacco planter from the Tar heel 
State and veteran of the redoubtable Stonewall Jackson 
brigade." He was captured at the Battle of Spottsylvania 
Courthouse and imprisoned at Elmira, NewYork for the 
winter of 1864-1865. After he was released he and a com
panion walked home to North Carolina, and he took up 
farming. His five children were all hom in North Caro
lina. Mr. Douthit died at his son Bob's home in 1919. 

Jim and Bob were Senie's other brothers. James W. 
Douthit died of a chronic illness at age thirty in 1902. 
Robert Steven "Bob" Douthit homesteaded near Little 
River, and was one ofthe residents deputized in the search 
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for killer Sam Lewis in 1895. He married Edith Sayer in 
1899, farmed one season at Cutler in south Dade County, 
then moved to Cape Sable.67 He, Edith and their children 
retumed to south Dade in 1911. Edith died in 1918, and 
Bob remarried. He died in 1958, survived by seven chil
dren from his first marriage and three from his second.66 

Bob and his father appear in a photograph of a cel
ebration at the William Freeman house in Lemon City at 
Christmas 1895. Perhaps Senie, Mamie and Johnny were 
off on another Christmastime hunt. 69 

So ends the hunt- the continual of pleasure
the picnic three times a day. Our motto was & is 
"We are the people & we must be fed. 

Our Names 
Mrs. Campbell = is 
Mrs. Soop = " 
Mr. Campbell = " 
Mr. Soop = " 
Mr. Harp= " 
Mr. Smith= " 
Mr. Hardy= " 
Mr. Cameron = " 
Maimie Douthit = " 
Johnie Douthit = " 
Senie Douthit = " 

"Palmetto Inlet" 
''Lady Marlborough" 
"Gopher Charlie" 
"Pistol Pet" 
''Terapin Jack, the deer slayer" 
"The Deacon" 
"Handy Andy" 
''The Nighting Gale" 
"Princess of Esperance" 
"Johnie Shure Shot" 
"Billie the Kid" 

AFTERWORD 

On October 25, 1904, Senie Douthit married Allen 
B. Cleare, son of a Conch sea captain who had home
steaded near Lemon City in the 1890s. Senie delayed her 
wedding to Cleare until after the Lemon City Episcopal 
Church was rebuilt after a storm.70 They moved to Key 
West, where her husband was briefly mayor in the 1920s, 
and where Senie raised a family offour children: Allen B. 
Jr. (1906-1984), Dorothy (McCarthy) (died 1995), 
Alphonsine (Eckberg) (died 1986), Joseph (1909-1977), and 
three grandsons. She died in Key West on January 31, 
1961.71 

Mrs. Betty Jo Pye remembers that her Aunt Senie 
made delicious homemade coconut candies and guevajelly 
tortes, and that she painted Florida scenes. Living a pio
neer life in the pinelands near Lemon City, she main
tained a carefree spirit which marked her personality 
throughout her life, and she never let anyone know if she 
had a problem. As Senie Douthit always told her family, 
"Life by the yard is really hard, but by the inch it's a 
cinch."72 

Mr. and Mrs. Geo. Campbell, John Hart, John Douthit, 
Misses Mamie and Lenie Douthit, W. T. Hardee, J. Alex 
Smith and John Cameron, of the Biscayne Bay 
Country, lately enjoyed a camp hunt in the New River 
Section. Leaving Mr. Hart's place at Estapoga, they 
went to New river and up the Hillsborough, being 
gone about ten days. Miss Douthit killed a deer. 
Turkeys, ducks, quail were found in abundance. The 
trip was made in regular Indian canoes- with sail. 
Several Indian villages were visited. The party report 
a splendid time. 

-The Tropical Sun, Feb. 7,1895 



(Clockwise from upper left): Senie Douthit's wedding portrait with husband 
Allen B. Cleare, 1904 (courtesy of the Thelma Peters Collection); Senie (left) 
during World War I; and Senie (seated at right) with sons Joe (dressed as Santa) 
and Allen Jr., grandsons Bruce and Henry, and Allen's wife Jessie, ca. 1950 
(both courtesy of Henry Cleare). 
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• em1no es an etters 
South Florida Perspectives 

1890 - 1920 
Social consciousness awakened, 

railroads ruled and rumbled through
out the United States, and corpora
tions seized the opportunities and 
land offered by drainage of the 
Florida Everglades. On the lower 
half of the Florida peninsula the re
maining fragments of the Seminole 
people maneuvered to preserve their 
culture and independence, while in
teracting with white settlers who 
were invading the Florida frontier. 
An increasing awareness that the 
Indians were "in the way" forced gov
ernment, individuals and societies to 
seek resolution to the dilemma of the 
Seminoles. As the boundaries of their 
domain eroded, the Indians, too, could 
no longer ignore the certainty of 
change. Although motives, goals and 
methods differed, everyone recog
nized the need to deal with the issue 
of land for the Florida Seminoles. 
Contact culture gave way to white 
culture, and the Seminoles felt the 
influence of a shifting economic base 
and the increasingly dominant white 
society. Missionaries, Indian agents, 
legislators, corporate moguls and in
dividuals sought to impose answers. 
Opinions and solutions presented in 

by Barbara A. Poleo 

newspapers, legislation and writings 
of the time provide valuable insight 
into perspectives during the three
decade span, 1890 to 1920. 

In February 1859 the last ship to 
remove Seminoles from Florida 
sailed, leaving behind a small, but 
determined, fragment of about one 
hundred to live at peace in the Ten 
Thousand Islands, the Everglades 
and the Big Cypress Swamp. 1 Before 

long, however, the Civil War directed 
attention to the Seminoles again, and 
the Confederacy appointed an Indian 
agent and appropriated funds to lo
cate the Seminoles. Following the 
war, the 1868 Florida Constitution 
provided for one Seminole represen
tative in the house and one in the sen
ate. 2 Considering their distrust and 
absence offormal education, it is not 
surprising that the Seminoles never 

From the Seminole Wars of the early and mid-nineteenth century 
to today's legal issues of sovereignty, the history of relations between 
the Seminoles and non-Indian settlers in south Florida has been one 
of constant change. At no time was this more true than in the thirty 
year period from 1890 to 1920, when railroads, canals, coastal 
settlements, Everglades drainage, and tourism rapidly transformed 
the face of the region. With once-plentiful land in increased demand 
by the new settlers, and particularly by powerful economic interests, 
the place of the Seminoles became a topic of much discussion. In this 
article, Barbara Poleo examines the changing situations facing the 
Seminoles and the variety of perspectives and solutions offered by 
government officials, land magnates, the public and the press. 

Barbara Paleo, Special Projects Coordinator at the Broward 
County Historical Commission, is a graduate of Florida Atlantic 
University, where she is currently working on her Master's Degree in 
History. A resident of Deerfield Beach, she is past president of the 
Deerfield Beach Historical Society. 



Letter from M. M. Hall of Fort Pierce to Florida Governor Henry Mitchell 
pointing out problems facing the Seminoles. 

appeared in the Florida Legislature. 
The provision was removed in the 
1885 Constitution. 

In the interim, although there 
was an awareness of the Seminoles 
in Florida, neither the state nor na
tional governments took initiative. A 
reporter commented in 187 4 that "as 
they increase in numbers faster than 
white settlers, it is not impossible that 
they may reoccupy Southern Florida, 
sooner or later, it being, in fact, a re
gion suited only to the roving 
hunter."3 Ten years later the United 
States Congress appropriated $6,000 
to "enable the Seminoles of Florida 
to obtain homesteads upon the pub
lic lands ofFlorida."4 No appropriate 
lands could be found, beginning a 
theme which would recur for the next 
thirty years. 

Attention to the Seminoles in the 
1890s derived from a national sense 

of social consciousness and an in
creasing awareness that the south
ern half of the Florida peninsula 
would not remain a vast wilderness. 
Both government and individuals 
recognized the inevitability of the lat
ter, as evidenced in 1894 correspon
dence between M. M. Hall of Fort 
Pierce, D.W. Browning, Commissioner 
of Indian Affairs, U. S. Senator 
Wilkinson Call and Florida Governor 
H. L. Mitchell. Hall wrote to Mitchell 
that ... 

... It seems to me nothing but 
Justice and right but what the 
Government should come to the 
releaf of the Semanole Indians in 
Fla at once for thay are in a de
plorable condition. Thay do not 
own a foot of land in the State & 
in fact nothing else. This is what 
dependance for a living is upon 
the game & it is now gone, or will 
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be soon. What would be the 
proper steps to take in order to 
induce the Government to release 
these people of their troubles? ... 
The La Grip have been killing 
them and especily the children 
thay have no way of treating 
themself . .. for humanities sake 
something should should be done 
for these poore ignorant suffers 
at once. 5 

Hall foresaw the future of the 
Seminoles. Browning had previously 
responded to Senator Call that the 
Commissioner of the General Land 
Office had been instructed on Octo
ber 11, 1893 by the Secretary of the 
Interior "to direct the local land of
ficers not to allow any filings or en
tries in sections 1 and 2, township 52 
south of range 41 east ... and to take 
appropriate action for the cancella
tion of any filing or entries that may 
have been made in said sections."6 

An early attempt to secure land 
for a reservation was made with the 
help of native Floridian Francis A. 
Hendry, already a trusted friend of 
the Seminoles, who led Amelia S. 
Quinton and two other ladies from 
the Women's National Indian Asso
ciation to Seminole camps. Under the 
leadership of Mrs. Quinton, the group 
intended to provide homesteads to 
the Indians, while establishing chap
els and missionary stations on the 
reservation. The Women's National 
Indian Association purchased four 
hundred acres ofland about forty-five 
miles southeast of Fort Myers in 
1891.7 The site selected was known 
at the time as the Allen settlement. 
Today it is Immokalee, Indian for"my 
home."8 The federal government sub
sequently purchased eighty of these 
acres on which to establish an office, 
school, storage buildings and living 
quarters.9 

Missionary work at the Allen 
settlement began when Dr. J . E. 
Brecht and his wife arrived from St. 
Louis in 1891. Dr. Brecht organized 
a sawmill and began working with 
the Seminoles. By 1893 he was em
ployed by the Bureau of Indian Af
fairs, and the Women's National In
dianAssociation transferred the mis
sion to the Missionary Board of the 
Protestant Episcopal Church. Dr. 
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Dr. J. E. Brecht 

Brecht continued his work among the 
Seminoles until 1898, eventually re
alizing the futility of relocating the 
Indians and the need to acquire ad
ditional land for them. During his 
tenure with the Bureau of Indian 
Affairs, Dr. Brecht would purchase 
thousands of acres from various 
sources, such as Hamilton Disston, 
William Brown, the Florida Southern 
Railroad, Plant Investment Company 
and others. These purchases com
bined formed the backbone of what 
became the Big Cypress Indian Res
ervation.10 

By 1891, the prodding of state of
ficials by members of the Women's 
National Indian Association led the 
Florida Legislature to authorize the 
Internal Improvement Fund to set 

apart 5,000 acres ofland for perma
nent use by the Seminoles. This land 
was to be selected and held by three 
trustees appointed by the governor. 
The trustees were directed to "induce 
the Indians to enter upon and culti
vate the same"11 without expense to 
the state or the Seminoles. James E. 
Ingraham, chairman, Francis A. 
Hendry and Garibaldi Niles, all with 
interests in Florida land develop
ment, were appointed. Whatever 
their goals, they set to work immedi
ately to resolve the land question of 
the Seminoles. 

At the December 31, 1892 meet
ing of the Internal Improvement 
Fund in Tallahassee, the Governor 
read a report from the Trustees ofthe 
Seminole Indians of their proceedings 
held in Miami on November 8. They 
resolved that a primary school should 
be established near Miami, that an 
attempt should be made to stop the 
sale of alcoholic beverages, that no 
homesteading be allowed for five 
years on land improved by the Indi
ans, that Indians settle on land occu
pied in severalty or a reservation, and 
that tracts be reserved for Indians 
near Fort Pierce, Big Cypress and on 
or near the Miami River. In addition 
they resolved to reserve from sale 
tracts described by section, township 
and range, falling in what is today 
south Broward and north Dade Coun
ties and including Little Tiger's Town 
and Harney's Town in the Everglades 
near the Miami River. They also re-

quested the Governor to negotiate 
an exchange of lands deeded to cor
porations which were occupied by 
Indian villages, and asked the Secre
tary of the Interior to provide seed 
for distribution to the Indians and to 
assure that a missionary be head
quartered in Miami. Once again the 
response from the state was that no 
funds were available to locate and 
survey land for the Indians. 12 

In February of 1893 T. J. Morgan 
of the Office of Indian Affairs sent a 
letter to the Secretary of the Interior, 
referencing a letter received by him 
earlier in the year from L. B. 
Wombwell, Commissioner of Agricul
ture of the State of Florida and ex 
officio member of the Board ofTrust
ees of the Internal Improvement 
Fund. Mr. Wombwell had described 
tracts of land that he suggested the 
Federal Government set aside for the 
Seminole Indians of Florida. With 
some questions, Morgan recom
mended turning the matter over to 
the perusal of the Commissioner of 
the General Land Office to "ascertain 
whether the lands described are va
cant public lands" and, if so, said 
Commissioner should be instructed 
not to permit entries on said lands 
until the Office of Indian Affairs 
could appoint a special agent to in
vestigate. Morgan further stipulated 
the importance of determining 
whether reservation of this particu
lar tract would be "practicable and 
advisable," indicating his assumption 

State trustees for the Seminoles (left to right): Francis A. Hendry (from Yesterday's Fort Myers, courtesy of 
Sara Nell Gran), Garibaldi Niles (center, without hat, center photo), and James E. Ingraham (courtesy of 
the Thelma Peters Collection). 



Above are Charles B. Cory (left) and Robert Osceola. Below is a 1906 
map showing vegetable growers' holdings in the New River area. Note 
the properties of J. M. Bryan at Big City Island, P. N. Bryan, and the 
Marshalls at Osceola Creek (courtesy of Fort Lauderdale Historical 
Society). 
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that Wombwell found the "character 
of the land suitable for the purpose 
and .. . practicable to reserve it. "13 

During the 1890s another force 
was at work among the Seminoles
the traders. Among them were repu
table, established traders who gained 
the Indians' trust, but there were also 
those who sought to instill distrust 
for personal gain, and there were 
whiskey sellers, who Dr. Brecht at
tempted to prosecute without suc
cess. 14 The Seminoles traded, and 
established mutually beneficial rela
tionships, with Frank Stranahan at 
New River, J. D. Girtman in Miami 
and Bill Brown at Brown's Boat 
Landing, among others. 

These associations developed 
over the years, resulting in under
standing and trust. 15 At the same 
time whiskey dealers and disrepu
table traders went out among the 
Seminole camps. To protect their 
business these traders often fueled 
feelings of distrust already existing 
between the Indians and the white 
population and contributed to the 
difficulties faced by government and 
philanthropic organizations.16 

At the turn of the century adven
turers and philanthropists also took 
an interest in studying the Seminoles 
and published their findings for the 
public. However, their methods and 
goals differed from those of the de
veloper, entrepreneur and mission
ary. Two of these accounts offer a 
relatively objective view of Indian 
culture and brought the humanity of 
Indians to the attention of the pub
lic. 

In the middle of the 1890s Pro
fessor C. B. Cory came to Florida to 
socialize, study the natural history of 
the area and hunt. Independently 
wealthy, he established the Florida 
Museum of Natural History in Palm 
Beach, a popular tourist attraction 
from 1895 to 1903. During the win
ter of 1894-1895 he spent several 
months among the Seminoles along 
the Hillsboro River, New River and 
in the Everglades.17 Cory wanted an 
Indian guide and it was only after 
several weeks spent among the Indi
ans along the New River, and the as
surances of Biscayne Bay guide and 
hunter, "Bill" Freeman, that Cory did 
not want to homestead, that Robert 
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Osceola agreed to guide him.18 

Professor Cory described the 
hunting and camp life of the Semi
noles. From otters and alligators to 
bear and manatee, hunting was sea
sonal. Deer killed in March were 
smoked and dried for summer use; 
otters and alligators were trapped 
and killed for their skins during the 
winter months. Most Seminoles had 
permanent camps, sometimes more 
than one. Cory's was a more scien
tific approach to life among the Semi
noles, as illustrated by his descrip
tion of how the Indians built a camp 
fire, arranging logs like the spokes of 
a wheel, pushing them in as they 
burned and pulling them away from 
the center of the wheel to extinguish 
the flame. He noted that Robert 
Osceola, Old Tommie and several 
others had camps on upper New 
River.19 Cory also published a list of 
Indian words and their meanings 
which added to public awareness of 
Seminole culture. 20 

Robert Osceola's suspicion was 
not unfounded. By 1898 he had lost 
his camp to farmers Marshall and 
Marsh, and Old Tommie had lost his 
to P. N. BryanP Special Indian In
spector A. J. Duncan probably re
corded Old Tommie's loss in his 1897 
account of a tract of forty acres of 
hammock land between the north 
and south fork of the New River that 
had been occupied by Indians onApril 
1, 1897, but "were taken possession 
of by a white man named Bryan," 
while they were on a hunt "and he at 
present is occupying their homes and 
cultivating the hammocks formerly 
cultivated by them."22 

Another account of the Seminole 
Indians, which appeared in a special 
1901 illustrated edition ofThe Miami 
Metropolis, has been attributed to J. 
W. "Will" Stranahan, brother of Fort 
Lauderdale trader Frank.23 Earlier 
in the year an article in The Miami 
Metropolis had reported a visit by Mr. 
J. W. Stranahan to their offices. De
scribed as engaged in merchandising, 
he had gained the confidence of the 
Seminoles by fair treatment and did 
quite a lot of business with them. 
According to the article, Mr. 
Stranahan had brought a sample of 
an Indian headwork belt presented 
to him by "a squaw whom he had 
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Article from the October 1901 "Special Illustrated Edition" 
ofThe Miami Metropolis. 

done some favor." It was an intricate 
piece that demonstrated patience and 
skill to make and Will offered it to 
anyone who could guess the number 
ofbeads it contained within one thou
sand. 24 Everyone over-guessed. 

The Special Illustrated Edition 
account of "The Seminoles Indjans 
and the Everglades" impressed read
ers with sweeping descriptions of 
sawgrass, water, cypress, alligators, 
otters, egrets and herons. Seminole 
villages on fertile hammock land 
were depicted, and photographs 
showed Seminole families, a village, 
young Indians dressed for the Green 
Corn Dance and Will Stranahan, 
Istahatka Hillishawah, in Seminole 
attire. The article identified the lo
cation of the five Seminole villages 
in the Everglades: Okeechobee, Cow 
Creek, Big Cypress, Miami and New 
River. The author also noted their 

"mechanical genius" as they maneu
vered their canoes with either pole 
or paddle. The tone of this article is 
respectful, even admiring, attribut
ing character and dignity to the Semi
noles. The account stated that they 
do not knowingly disobey the law and 
are "honorable and upright in their 
dealings when away from the debas
ing influence of whiskey, which the 
white people's civilization brings to 
them."25 The writer proposed that the 
lands in use by the Seminoles should 
be reserved for them so that they 
could continue to exert their natural 
right to "sufficient land to maintain 
themselves."26 Stranahan concluded 
the article with reference to the 1898 
report of Special Indian Commis
sioner A. J. Duncan and quoted 
former President Grover Cleveland's 
statement while on a fishing trip on 
the New River in 1900 that "this 



country was made for the Seminoles 
and they should be permitted to live 
there undisturbed."27 

As the close of the nineteenth 
century approached, A. J. Duncan 
and the Trustees of the Seminole In
dians were still contending with the 
same issue---eompliance with the pro
vision of the Florida Resolution of 
1891 to set aside 5,000 acres in trust 
of the Trustees of the Seminoles. This 
issue remained unresolved until 
1899, when Duncan corresponded 
with James E. Ingraham. The vast 
region south of Lake Okeechobee had 
remained sparsely populated and 
hardly civilized in the 1890s. Drain
age and the boom years loomed in the 
future, so the difficulty of securing 
land for the Seminoles peaks the cu
riosity of late twentieth century stu
dents. A logical conclusion is that the 
extended special interests of rail
roads, corporations, developers, and 
entrepreneurs who had designs for 
the future growth and prosperity of 
all these lands were busy acquiring 
choice property. Not quite sure of the 
location of all the choice land, they 
shuffled the issue of Seminole land 
until they could be sure what was 
accorded the Indians was worthless 
to whites. 

The chairman of the state Semi
nole trustees, James Ingraham, had 
led an expedition across the Ever
glades from Fort Myers to Miami ear
lier in 1892 at which time fellow 
trustee Francis Hendry estimated the 
total Seminole population in Florida 
to be less than three hundred. 28 

Ingraham was then president of the 
South Florida Railroad Company and 
in the employ of Henry Plant. He 
would later become land commis
sioner and vice president of the 
Florida East Coast Railway Com
pany29 and vice president of the 
Florida East Coast Drainage and 
Sugar Company, which had acquired 
800,000 acres in southeast Florida. 
Ingraham was recognized as a promi
nent figure in the advancement of the 
southeastern portion of the state. 

His business interests and adven
tures brought James E. Ingraham in 
direct contact with the Seminoles, 
and during the 1890s he was ac
knowledged as someone who took an 
active interest in the welfare of the 

Indians.30 His familiarity with the 
needs of the Seminoles is evidenced 
in his approach to his position as 
Trustee of the Seminole Indians and 
his consistent attempt to satisfy the 
needs of both development interests 
and the Indians of Florida. He un
derstood from the beginning the im
portance of acquiring land for the 
Seminoles where they already had 
camps and not relocating them to res
ervations. 

During the closing years of the 
nineteenth century, Special Indian 
Inspector A. J . Duncan, brother-in
law of President William McKinley,31 

spent time in Florida among the 
Seminoles and recommended that the 
"Seminoles be given lands they now 
occupy as homes and that a portion 
of the Everglades be set aside for 
them as a hunting reservation. "32 In 
May 1898 Duncan requested a meet
ing with C. B. Gwynn of the Agricul
tural Department in Tallahassee, in
dicating that the matter should come 
before the Florida Legislature and 
Congress "next winter," and mention
ing that he had spoken to Florida's 
"genial governor in regard to this 
matter and . .. was assured he per
sonally was much interested in the 
welfare of these people."33 

In August 1898 Duncan was in 
south Florida with surveyor Otto 
Fries34 in an attempt to isolate land 
for the Seminoles, specifically certain 
islands near the Everglades. 35 Ac-
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cording to a contemporary newspa
per article, issues discussed included 
the "unfortunate conditions" and in
justices done to the Indians as they 
were driven from their camp sites by 
whites, as well as the need to encour
age them to adopt the ways of white 
civilization, and the problem of the 
decreasing availability of game. The 
government attempt to locate land for 
the Seminoles received cooperation 
from other branches of government 
and "attention from various quar
ters." In the same article "List 87" is 
mentioned as land that had been pat
ented to Florida by the Federal gov
ernment as swamp and overflowed 
lands, although it was not underwa
ter. Duncan suggested recovery of 
this land for use of the Seminoles.36 

Duncan's report on the Semi
noles, the result of his August sur
vey, appeared in The Miami Metropo
lis on December 9, 1898. Included in 
the report were studies of Seminole 
law, religion, festivals, slavery, edu
cation, medicine men, marriage, in
toxication, physical appearance and 
employment. Duncan reported that 
he could not recommend a plan for 
education of the Indians at that time, 
but noticed that their children were 
taught strict obedience to parents 
and elders. He noted that their prin
cipal means of support had been 
hunting, but that as conditions in the 
Everglades evolved over the next 
three to five years, "(t)hese Indians 

Minnie Moore Willson (left) with Seminole friends, ca. 1900 
(courtesy of the Florida Photographic Archives). 
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will be compelled to fall back upon 
agriculture for a living."37 He further 
stated that the Seminoles had never 
asked the government for support. 
His report advocated the theory that 
acquisition of land for the Indians 
should not be influenced by their re
fusal to locate on it at the time and 
underscored the fact that although 
they had not yet requested support, 
a time would come when they would 
need the assistance of government. 

From his description of them as 
"industrious people, men and women" 
to the fact that their "moral relations 
are exceptionally good," the Duncan 
report communicated to the public 
the human side of the Seminole. Chil
dren of the Indians are depicted as 
playing "with as much good nature 
as white children," and Duncan out
lines the making of dolls by the Indi
ans in the same manner as the "rag 
baby" of poor white children. While 
he states that they have no religion, 
he found that "[m]orality and justice 
constitute the foundation of their 
guidance in all matters of duty."38 The 
Special Inspector of the Seminoles 
took care to objectively describe the 
uniqueness of this culture, yet in
jected enough similarity to Christian 
values to appeal to t he 1890s white 
citizen. He also asked the govern
ment to prohibit the sale of wyome 
(whiskey) to the Indians. His report 
encouraged the concept that this cul
ture merited protection, especially 
since the Indians exhibited easily 
understood white characteristics 
such as morals, duty and love of fam
ily. 

Finally, in the last days of Decem
ber 1898, "Home For the Seminole," 
a letter from Minnie Moore Willson, 
appeared in the newspaper, proclaim
ing the need to treat the Seminoles 
"as human beings, deserving the pro
tection of American law and secure 
to them lands on which they may feel 
a safety"39 and stating that the Indi
ans had found a friend in A. J. 
Duncan. Mrs. Willson's goals encom
passed acquiring land for the Semi
nole as well as raising funds to be 
used to educate the "squaws as well 
as the braves ... ambitious to earn 
money." In her view governmental 
influence would result in making 
"these brown-faced people ... easy 

converts to civilization and Christian
ity."40 Mrs. Willson's methods and 
goals would later come into conflict 
with those of the Florida Federation 
of Women's Clubs under the leader
ship of May Mann Jennings, wife of 
former Governor Jennings, and the 
organization's chair of the Seminole 
Indian committee, Ivy Stranahan. 41 

Within three months after 
Minnie Moore Willson's letter was 
published, Duncan wrote privately to 
James Ingraham, advising him that 
while in Kissimmee he had asked 
"Seminole Friends" (Mrs. Willson) to 
work with the legislators quietly and 
not publicly to resolve the land ques
tion. In the same letter he indicated 
that he found land for reservations 
that would not be costly to Florida 
and would not be objectionable to the 
railroad. Duncan further suggested 
that someone be authorized to intro
duce a bill in the legislature to ad
dress the issue as presented in his 
formal letter to the Trustees 
(Ingraham, Hendry and G. W. 
Dittmar). In closing his private let
ter to Ingraham, A. J. Duncan said 
he would meet the railroad executive 
in St. Augustine to discuss "the mat
ter and ... some other matters con
nected with the affair."42 

Duncan's formal letter was also 
dated March 13, 1899 and was ad
dressed to the Florida Commission
ers for Securing Lands of Seminole 
Indians. Interestingly, the title, "Se
curing Lands of Seminole Indians," 
as opposed to "for the Seminole Indi
ans" infers recognition, at least in 
Duncan's context, of the Indians' 
right to Florida land. This letter 
opens by underscoring the power 
given to the Commissioners by the 
Act of 1891 and indicating that the 
Governor and legislature would act 
favorably on their recommendations. 
The proposed legislation would be in 
the interest of Florida, and in addi
tion meet the future needs of the 
Seminoles. 

The federal government offered 
the state an incentive to resolve the 
issue of land for the Seminoles by 
indicating that it would "tum over 
to the state all lands under list 87, 
swamp and overflowed lands which 
have been in dispute for the last 40 
years."43 

Most of the land selected by 
Duncan was located in what is today 
the Big Cypress reservation. Addi
tionally, he requested part of the 
lands surveyed with Otto Fries in 
1898, including Pine Island and Long 
Key. He noted that most of the rec
ommended sites were "not suitable 
for white men, but suitable for the 
Indians, owing to their isolated loca
tion, and the fact that a large part of 
them are suitable only for hunting."44 

Prompt action was expected in order 
that the state exempt from sale or 
reconvey the reservation lands to the 
federal government. 

On March 30, 1899 Ingraham 
wrote to F A. Hendry personally and 
enclosed copies of A.J. Duncan's 
March 13 private and formal corre
spondence. Hendry, born in 1833, had 
served in the Third Seminole War and 
the Confederacy. Known as the cattle 
king of south Florida during the 
1880s, he had bought large tracts of 
land from the state. On these lands 
he had established a ranch which he 
sold just before the end of the nine
teenth century. Hendry was widely 
recognized for his friendship with the 
Seminoles, and history records that 
Chief Billy Conapatchee and his 
brother walked sixty miles to see him 
before he died. From 1893 to 1904 
Hendry served six terms in the 
Florida Legislature representing Lee 
County.45 

Ingraham's recommendation to 
Hendry was to accept the lands sug
gested by Duncan. He also indicated 
that the tracts in Townships 50, 51 
and 52, Range 40 and 41, known as 
Pine Island, Big City and the Keys, 
where a number of Indians were re
siding, be included in the five thou
sand acres to be reserved by the state 
for the Seminoles. Furthermore, he 
emphasized that legislation needed 
to be acted upon promptly and should 
encompass the hunting grounds rec
ommended in Duncan's report. With 
support from the Dade County legis
lators already secured, Ingraham 
urged Hendry to use his influence in 
the next legislature to "aid in having 
a bill passed for this purpose."46 

A few days later, onApril4, 1899, 
Ingraham again wrote to Hendry, this 
time on Florida East Coast Railway 
Land Department stationery, pre-
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senting a formal request that the rec
ommendations of the Indian Inspec
tor be acted upon favorably. Refer
ring to the survey conducted in the 
summer of 1898, he asked that the 
Governor recommend to the legisla
ture that they convey use of the Pine 
Island and Long Key tract for the use 
of the Seminoles, as soon as List 87 
had been approved and said lands 
were deeded to the state by the fed
eral governmentY 

Within days Ingraham received 
a letter from John Milton Bryan, 
Dania pioneer. Born in 1838, J. M. 
Bryan had also served in the Third 
Seminole War, during which time he 
first saw parts of the southern half 
of Florida and began to realize their 
possibilities. He served in the Florida 
legislature in the 1870s and 1880s, 
as a representative from Orange 
County. After moving to Dania, 
Bryan recognized that development 
depended on transportation and that 
the railroads needed to be regulated 
to protect the public. He led a move
ment to create the Railroad Commis
sion of Florida, and Governor 
Bloxham appointed him its first 
chairman in 1897, a position he held 
until 1903.48 

Bryan reminded Ingraham that 
he represented large interests and 
enclosed a description of the land 
claims made by his sons, J. M. Bryan, 
Jr. and W. J . Bryan, and his cousin, P. 
N. Bryan, which happened to fall 
within the boundaries of the lands to 
be secured for the Seminoles. He in
dicated that he did not send this in
formation to A. J. Duncan and added 
that he would have settled in Fort 
Lauderdale were it not "for drunken 
Indians." He further argued that 

"men will hesitate to take their fami
lies where such things are going on."49 

Ingraham responded to J. M. 
Bryan two days later that because he 
also represented a large interest, he 
felt that the "question of the Semi
nole Indians" needed to be considered 
"on conditions as they exist, and I 
believe it would be better to locate 
them west of Lauderdale and give 
them a recognized position than to 
have them overrunning the whole 
country."50 Ingraham's concern for 
the Seminoles extended beyond the 
humanitarian to the practical. As he 
expressed in his letter, he believed 
conflict between the white settlers 
and the Indians was inevitable un
less provisions were made to reserve 
land for them. The same day he an
swered Bryan, Ingraham corre
sponded with Governor Bloxham, 
indicating his concern that Bryan's 
opposition would be difficult to over
come in the Florida Legislature. He 
also expressed his concern that land 
be reserved for Indians at the forth
coming legislative session, not two 
years in the future. To resolve these 
problems, Ingraham requested the 
governor's assistance to set aside the 
land claimed by P. N. Bryan, J . M. 
Bryan, Jr. and W. J. Bryan, from in
clusion in the Indian reservation. 51 

On May 29, 1899, the legislature 
approved an act authorizing the 
Trustees of the Internal Improve
ment Fund of the State of Florida 
with the assistance of the Trustees 
of the Seminole Indians to secure 
tracts of land as enumerated in the 
act for the Seminoles. The property 
claimed by J. M. Bryan, Jr. and W. J. 
Bryan were exempted from the leg
islation. However, P. N. Bryan's claim 
was included in the reservation 
land. 52 Act Number 103 of the Florida 
Legislature, approved June 1, 1899, 
allocated funds for a Seminole Indus
trial School, provided for its manage
ment and appointed three financial 
trustees, J . R. Parrott, G. W. Wilson 
and F. A. Hendry. 53 

The outcome of this flurry of ac
tivity was that Duncan recommended 
that a tract extending south and west 
of Fort Shackelford be purchased by 
the United States Government for 
hunting and that certain hammocks 
and islands on the east side of the 

John Milton Bryan 

Everglades that the Seminoles had 
occupied for generations be reserved 
from the Swamp Act grant. These 
hammocks and islands had been sur
veyed and identified by Duncan in 
his summer 1898 expedition with 
Fries. 54 Charles H. Coe, in his con
temporary book, Red Patriots, 
doubted the lands would be granted 
by Congress, because there were 
many who had no sympathy for the 
Seminoles and still favored removal 
to the Indian Territory.55 Eventually 
some of Duncan's recommendations 
resulted in the acquisition of twelve 
forty-acre tracts near Dania.56 

The political complexity of re
sponding to white settlers while at
tern pting to meet the needs of the 
Indians almost always resulted in a 
loss to the Indians. Newspaper cov
erage at the time was not investiga
tive and the general public was rarely 
aware of the maneuverings of vested 
interests, as illustrated by the above 
correspondence. 

During the first decade of the 
twentieth century drainage ofthe Ev
erglades began under the leadership 
of Governor Napoleon Bonaparte 
Broward, for whom Broward County 
would be named, and the physical 
world of the Seminoles would be 
changed forever. The impact of Ev
erglades drainage on the Seminoles 
was multi-faceted. Directly it perma
nently altered the natural landscape, 
drying traditional hunting grounds 
and increasing the rate of white 
settlement, already begun by 
Flagler's Florida East Coast Railway 
service shortly before the end of the 
nineteenth century. Developers of 
lands opened by the railroad and Ev
erglades drainage actively recruited 
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Map of south Florida, 1926, showing the Seminole Indian reservation lands acquired by Dr. 
Brecht and by the Indian Appropriation Act of 1911, which formed the basis of the Big Cypress 
Reservation, and the state reservation allotted by the 1917legislature. 



Special Commissioner 
Lucien A. Spencer, ca. 1910. 

settlers from other sections of the 
United States. 

Other consequences were not as 
direct, but just as damaging. Essen
tially drainage was managed by the 
Internal Improvement Fund, estab
lished and governed by politicians 
and businessmen eager to see 
progress and development. The 
project was funded by the sale of 
drained land, making it imperative 
that choice tracts be made available 
to whites. Often Seminoles were re
ferred to as squatters on land where 
they had traditionally camped and 
cultivated for years. 57 

As the white population multi
plied, the traders became merchants. 
Gradually over the course of the first 
twenty years ofthe twentieth century, 
the bulk of their income shifted from 
Indian trade to supplying the needs 
of development. In Fort Lauderdale, 
for example, one of the bases for 
drainage operations, Frank 
Stranahan was joined by others in 
purveying goods and services to the 
Internal Improvement Fund, the 
workers it brought into the area, and 
eventually the settlers who followed. 
While the Seminoles had less to trade, 
the merchant-traders began to sell 
more to whites and had little need to 
help their old trading partners. 58 

Some, including Frank Stranahan 
and his wife, Ivy, eventually were able 
to help relocate the Seminoles on res
ervations, thereby assisting the In-

dians while enabling continued 
settlement. 

In 1910 the federal government 
appropriated $15,000 for the Semi
noles of Florida and by the Indian 
Appropriation Act of 1911 provided 
an additional $10,000. On June 28, 
1911, President William H. Taft 
signed an executive order setting 
aside land for the Seminoles in 
Collier, Martin and Broward Coun
ties. Eventually the 480 acres in 
Broward County became the center 
of federal operations. 59 However, at 
the time the order went into effect, 
missionaries and politicians realized 
that they were unable to relocate the 
Indians. This is evidenced by the at
titude of L. D. Creel, Special Envoy 
of the Office of Indian Affairs, who 
advised that work for the Seminoles 
be terminated and the position of 
Special Agent be discontinued. He 
suggested that the lands set aside by 
executive order in 1911 be reserved 
until the Seminoles themselves were 
inclined to use them.60 

It would be two years before a 
Special Commissioner to the Semi
noles would be appointed. Lucien A. 
Spencer served in that position from 
1913 until his death in 1930.61 Spen
cer wrote a report to the Commis
sioner of Indian Affairs, published in 
1913. This report described the Semi
noles as unique, uncommunicative 
and harboring hate toward whites 
that had intensified over the years. 
Spencer went on to state that they 
are "brave and generous to a fault 
and extremely cleanly in the morals, 
person, and home life."62 

The report highlighted the fact 
that until 1912 the primary source 
of income to the Indians was derived 
from hunting alligators. Additionally, 
Spencer considered their farming 
methods crude. While stating that 
attempts to educate the Seminoles 
were hindered by tribal law, he rec
ognized the eventual influence of 
white culture when stating that 
"(a)ssurance has been given that af
ter the death of the present council 
the ban on education will be removed 
by their successors."63 Spencer ended 
his report optimistically, urging that 
patience would result in bringing 
civilization to the Seminoles in a few 
years. 
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The Seminoles played an integral 
role in the settlement of south 
Florida. Before drainage, their trade 
primed local economies, enabling 
early settlers to establish themselves 
and prosper without farming. Their 
willingness to abandon the land 
which they had cleared for camps fa
cilitated later settlement. As drain
age reclaimed the Everglades, the 
Seminole struggled to maintain his 
culture and way of life. Eventually 
unable to productively hunt, raise 
cattle, and subsistence farm, they 
were forced eastward, out of the 
'Glades, to the coast where real es
tate development, commercial farm
ing and capitalist ventures were 
thriving. With skills unsuited to their 
new environment, the Seminoles 
were forced to earn a living picking 
beans, serving as tourist attractions 
and surviving any way they could. In 
the Miami Metropolis of 1897, Semi
nole Indian camps are listed as 
"Places of Interest to be Seen in and 
About Miami and Biscayne Bay."64 By 
1917 advertisements in the Miami 
Herald proclaimed "Remarkable Pho
tos of the Fast Disappearing Semi
noles at Elbre's, Post Cards, 10 cents, 
Large Prints, 25 Cents."65 

By 1917 Everglades drainage 

This postcard view of Shirttail 
Charlie and Sam at Fort 
Lauderdale illustrates the 
increased dependence of 
Seminoles on the tourist trade in 
coastal towns by the late 1910s 
and early '20s. 



28 - Broward Legacy 

vious that the Indi

REMARKABLE PHOTOS 
ans' conditions were 
declining even more 
rapidly due to the 

Of the Fast Disappeanng drought, which exac

SEMINOLES 
erbated the already 
dwindling availabil
ity of game for trade 

At Elbre's 
and placed the Semi
noles in debt to trad

Post Cards, 1 Oc. Large Prints, 25c 
ers who had been 
willing to give them 
credit, such as J. W. 
Buck in Miami. 68 The 

Advertisement from the 
March 21, 1917 Miami Herald. 

inference can be 
drawn that by now 
the approximately 

was largely accomplished, settlers 
were arriving, and as the Seminoles 
sought lands on which to be "squat
ters," a severe drought eliminated 
any possibility that the Indians could 
maintain their traditional lifestyle. 
In March 1917 a Congressional Com
mittee arrived in Fort Lauderdale. 
They were accompanied to the Indian 
camp by local dignitaries, W. H. 
Marshall, Phil Bryan, Mayor Will J. 
Reed, Mr. and Mrs. Frank Stranahan, 
W. C. Kyle, Harry Baker, Sam Gillian 
and Sentinel editor George G. 
Mathews. The camp conditions were 
reported as squalid. Indian Commis
sioner Coleman suggested that in 
order to improve the condition of the 
Indians, lands should be reserved for 
their use, an experienced agent ap
pointed, and they should be educated 
to "meet the changed conditions brot 
[sic.] about by white civilization."66 

Each local dignitary spoke before 
the committee. Frank Stranahan, 
who had been associated with the 
Seminoles for almost thirty years, 
"advocated giving the Indians lands 
and teaching them to farm in the 
white man's way," because otherwise 
the Indians would disappear. 67 The 
committee indicated a desire to find 
a solution and after dinner proceeded 
to Miami to visit more Seminole 
camps. 

Headlines in the Miami newspa
per indicated a different tone. "Res
ervation in Oklahoma for Seminole 
Indians of Florida Who Have a Hard 
Row to Hoe" would have frightened 
any Seminole who had contended 
with many obstacles to remain on his 
native soil. From this article it is ob-

four hundred Seminoles in the Ever
glades would have to relocate to res
ervations or face the threat of re
moval to Oklahoma.69 

No mention of the visit by the 
Congressional committee is found in 
The Miami Metropolis until March 
30, 1917. On that date no indication 
of the result ofthis visit for the Semi
noles is given. What is reported is 
an appreciation of the courtesies ex
tended to the committee by the 
Chamber of Commerce and a "thank 
you for the royal entertainment" re
ceived.70 

The following month Governor 
Sidney J. Catts, in his message to the 
Florida Legislature, included refer
ence to the Seminole Indian reserva
tions, stating that 

(a)s the Seminole Indians are 
the last vestige of the red men left 
in the state of Florida, and as 
these aborigines were the origi
nal settlers on the soil, and as 
they have been defrauded of all 
lands of this state which was 
originally their fathers', I recom
mend that the legislature appro
priate enough public lands of 
Florida to form a reservation for 
these Indians, not s per sterpes, 
but as a tribe, with the title to vest 
in the tribe forever . . . 71 

On May 9, 1917, Governor Catts 
signed a measure establishing land 
for a state reservation, consisting of 
99,200 acres in Monroe County. This 
action culminated the work of Minnie 
Moore Willson and her husband, 
James Willson, Jr., who had worked 
for Catts' election campaign. The 

measure, which received the support 
of Lucien Spencer, had passed after 
a hearing before the Internal Im
provement Board assured legislators 
that the land was suited only to hunt
ing and fishing and had "little value 
for whites."72 Only in 1935 did the 
1917 reservation land serve a practi
cal purpose, when it was exchanged 
for a tract adjoining the Hendry 
County reservation. 73 

Accounts in newspapers, mem
oirs, correspondence and publications 
record a public perspective of the 
Seminole ranging from an indepen
dent, distrustful native to an embar
rassment in civilized areas to a tragic 
figure, who finally accepts his place 
as proscribed by the state and fed
eral governments. From a 1901 ar
ticle reporting that the Florida East 
Coast Railway was providing free 
transportation to Tommy Jumper, 
suffering from tuberculosis and in 
need of funds to stay in St. August
ine for treatment, 74 to an article six 
years later stating that "(a) few years 
from now ... the few remaining tribes 
will cease to exist, the remnants be
ing scattered to the four points of the 
country,"75 public coverage seemed to 
focus on non-political and non-con
troversial topics. Earlier accounts in 
the Fort Myers Press included the 
opinion of Bill Brown that the Semi
noles were "beginning to succumb to 
White ways," because they bought 
washtubs, washboards, derby hats, 
music boxes, suits, shoes, silk ties and 
handkerchiefs,76 the fact that "J. 0. 
Fries found 339 Seminoles in 1900,"77 

and an amusing anecdote about 
Tommie Osceola, "who says he no 
been drunk for two years; Indian doc
tor told him wyoma would make him 
big sleep ... Old Snooks died a few 
months back from too much rum of 
his own make."78 Another account at 
the end of 1905 related that a beef 
and pork barbecue had been prepared 
at the home of missionary W. J. 
Godden and "not a redskin came."79 

From the 1890s to 1920 the Semi
noles gradually lost the freedom to 
practice their lifestyle and culture. As 
whites introduced their economy, re
ligion, and culture into south Florida, 
the Seminoles tried to adjust and 
maintain their independence. They 
were able to adjust to trading with 



whites. For a time they withdrew into 
the depths of the state, but they were 
unable to accommodate the results 
of Everglades drainage and the loss 
of traditional hunting grounds and 
habitations. Eventually the Semi
noles were obliged to submit to the 
life the reservations finally provided. 

Whatever the motive - good or 
greed- the policy influencing the ac
quisition of land for the Seminoles 
was based on concession and accom
modation. Until prominent and po
litically persuasive entities were cer
tain that the land ceded by state and 
federal govemment for reservations 
would not infringe on possible profit 
and interests of white settlers, a tug
of-war waged across the Everglades 
until1917. By that year two events 
were coalescing, the climax of Ever
glades drainage and a drought. As a 

result, developers could be certain 
that reservation land was only hab
itable by "aborigines," and the "red 
man" could no longer freely and suc
cessfully hunt, farm, roam, or even 
be a squatter. Drainage and the 
drought drove the Seminole onto the 
front page of newspapers and out of 
civilized, settled areas. 

Almost one hundred years later, 
both cultures have survived; both 
have evolved. Social consciousness 
is again in vogue, and the Seminoles 
are sovereign. However, as they 
strive to display their heritage, main
tain their identity and defend their 
culture, the question remains 
whether they have achieved indepen
dence or continued the process of 
adapting to interdependence with the 
world around them. 
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MARY LARAMORE 
SMITH: 

On July 24, 1996, Broward 
County Historian Helen Landers, 
along with Barbara Paleo and 
Rodney Dillon of the Broward 
County Historical Commission 
staff, conducted an oral history 
interview with Mary Laramore 
Smith, Fort Lauderdale pioneer, 
community leader, teacher, 
Broward County Historical Com
missioner, and founder and long
time president of the Black His
torical Society of Broward 
County. The topics discussed 
ranged from Mrs. Smith's per
sonal and family background 
and extensive community service 
to the history of Fort 
Lauderdale's northwest section 
and the struggle for civil rights 
in Broward County. 

Mary Smith passed away 
November 19, 1996, less than four 
months after this interview was 
completed. This annotated and 
edited transcript captures her 
recollections of a lifetime of dedi
cation and service, as someone 
who helped make, as well as 
document and preserve, Broward 
County's history. 

HL: Let's go back in time to when 
you were a little girl. Why don't 
you begin by telling us about 
where you were born and what 
your parents told you about your 
earliest years, and maybe some
thing about your mother and fa
ther. 

MS: I should start out with I'm Mary 
Laramore Smith. I was born in Fort 
Lauderdale August 21, 1935, on Sec
ond Street, delivered by a Bahamian 
midwife who delivered most of the 
babies in Broward County before we 
had Dr. Sistrunk. 1 

Later my family moved on 
Andrews Avenue, where we were the 
only black family. We lived right 
across the street from the Richardson 
Golf Course, on the Charles 
Henderson property. They had one 
daughter, Mila Henderson. Later, her 
[Mrs. Henderson's] brother came, and 
he and his wife, Sybil, built a home 
on the property. We were one big fam
ily. Although it was segregated, we 
didn't know the difference! I think, 
as children, we got along well, and 
although we went our separate ways 
to our different schools and our dif-

ferent churches, we had to obey our 
parents and live as one family. I re
call one time we learned the words 
that we shouldn't have learned and 
we called each other the names that 
we shouldn't have. Our parents 
whipped all of us, and we had to go 
back and play and forgive each other. 

HL: Did you have big Sunday 
dinners at your house? 

MS: Mama [Bernice (Major) 
Laramore] always cooked a big meal 
on Sundays. You know, it was differ
ent during those days. People have 
chicken every day now, and, you 
know, you have your sweets. We 
didn't do that. She would bake on 
Sundays, then have your Sunday din
ner, and you'd have that for the week. 
You know, what's left over. During the 
week, she boiled beans and stuff like 
that. We were on the farm where we 
got all the fresh vegetables we 
wanted because my daddy was the 
farmer there. 

You see, the Hendersons had a big 
chicken farm and they sold the eggs. 
So Mila's job - his daughter's job -
and mine was to inspect the eggs. We 
put them through the machine, and 



Mary Laramore Smith (courtesy of Vincent Smith). 

if we saw a spot then we put that in a 
basket.2 

HL: How old were you when you 
were doing that? 

MS: We were about eight and nine, 
ten years old. That was our job. He'd 
sell those white legged chickens and 
those ... what do they call those other 
chickens? 

HL: The little tiny chickens? The 
fryers? 

MS: And we had goats. Then he sold 
goat milk, goat meat, so it was really 
nice. We learned how to make cottage 
cheese, though I've forgotten now, but 
we made it. Mila and I would put it 
in little bottles and roll it, and then 

we got cottage cheese and butter and 
stuff. 

And we stayed there until I was 
about thirteen years old, when we 
moved into our permanent home on 
Eighth Avenue - 417 Northwest 
EighthAvenue. 3 We had trying times. 
First of all, we weren't used to play
ing with a lot of black children. They 
called us "N assaus," and that created 
another problem, because at that 
time Fort Lauderdale's black area 
was predominantly people from west 
Florida and Georgia. Our way oflife, 
our Bahamian culture, was quite dif
ferent. Most of the people who carne 
from the islands lived within their 
culture and had certain rules and 
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regulations. They were very strict 
people, more so than people from the 
other parts of Florida and Georgia. 

HL: Mary, was part of the Baha
mian culture the Episcopalian 
church? 
MS: Most of the Bahamians who 
came here were from the Church of 
England, and this is where we got our 
roots. When they carne here, there 
were no black Anglican churches, and 
so these men got together, and Mr. 
Bain gave the land and they had a 
single frame house on it that [in 1916] 
they made into a church, St. 
Christopher's Episcopal Church.4 

Then, later on [in 1926], my father 
[David Nathaniel Laramore] made all 
the bricks for the present church now 
that we have on [Northwest] Fourth 
Street and Sixth Avenue. 

He had a single-brick machine, 
and he mixed the mortar and put it 
in the machine, and it sat for a time. 
Then he'd take them out and set them 
out till they dried. 

HL: What color were they? 

MS: Just gray. And he also made the 
bricks for St. Ann's Church in 
Hallandale. 

HL: When you were living on 
Northwest Eighth Avenue did 
you go to school? 

MS: Oh yes, I went to Dillard High 
School on Fourth Street. They called 
it Dillard High School, but it was first 
grade on up through twelfth grade. 

HL: Who were your teachers? Do 
you remember them? 
MS: Yes, my first grade teacher was 
Miss [Adel R.] Lovett, my second 
grade teacher was Miss [Merle] 
Curry, my third grade teacher was 
Mrs. [Edna J.) Wade, my fourth grade 
teacher was Mrs. Evelyn Roach, and 
my fifth grade teacher was Mrs. 
Bessie Mingo. Oh yes, she beat us to 
death about our times tables! 

HL: When you were in the sev
enth grade, did you have more 
than one teacher? 

MS: Oh yes, we started changing 
classes. 

HL: Who were some of the prin
cipals of the school? 

MS: When I first started it was Mr. 
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The Old Dillard School, 1001 Northwest Fourth Street, Fort Lauderdale, 1942. 

Walker.5 Then Mr. Moseley came af
ter Mr. Walker died [in 1942], and he 
was the principal there until I fin
ished high school.6 

HL: When you were in high 
school, besides studying and tak· 
ing the regular curriculum, were 
you involved in any plays or any 
clubs? 

MS: Well, I wasn't involved in too 
many extracurricular activities be
cause our parents were strict and 
they believed in you being home and 
not being involved in all kinds of 
things. But at one time, when I got 
up in maybe tenth grade, I started 
working for the Hunt family. James 
Stone Hunt - you know the school 
is named after Mr. Hunt, who was the 
developer of Coral Ridge Properties. 
I worked for his son, James Hunt, Jr. 
The little police officer that died -
that was my baby, Rocky, that they 
killed in Deerfield.7 I looked after the 
children, cleaned the house, and 
cooked the dinner. I started working 
with them in Coral Ridge. Then they 
moved to another subdivision. 

RD: Mary, please tell us about an 
event from this period that made 
a big impression on you. 

MS: The leak at People's gas plant.8 

Mr. Hunt brought me home, and it 
was late, ten o'clock. He'd always see 

Clarence C. Walker 

me get in the house, so when I got in 
and he had pulled off and gone back 
home, there was not a soul in the 
house. My aunt lived two houses 
from us, and I went to her house. She 
wasn't at home, and I couldn't see one 
person in the street. So then I got 
very upset, and I called back to the 
Hunts. I said, "There's no one here, 
and there's no one next door, and 
there's no one nowhere." Mr. Hunt 
said, "Well you stay in the house and 

S. Meredith Moseley 

then call back later." 
So it was real late. I think Daddy 

came back, and I was just crying. 
Mama said, "Well, we didn't think 
about you!" Oh Lord, I had to laugh. 
She said, "We were getting out of 
here." People went as far as West 
Palm Beach [to get away] from the 
gas leak. It was right in the heart of 
the northwest section. 

I don't remember when it hap
pened. The People's Gas people knew 



Above are Mary Smith's 
parents, David N. and 
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it happened. It was all in the paper. 
I was a big girl - I don't know 
whether I was in college. I think it 
was during the summer. 

HL: Do you think that other ar
eas of Fort Lauderdale evacu
ated? 

MS: No, it was in the heart of our 
community. Everybody in that area 
got out from there, and it got to other 

parts of the northwest section. People 
left. They picked their children up 
and went out of town. 

HL: Mary, where did you learn 
to cook? Did your mother teach 
you? 

MS: I forced her to teach me to cook! 
I wanted to cook so bad, and at first 
they didn't want me to. So when they 
went off I cooked, but I forgot to put 
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the salt in it. My mother, being an 
excellent cook, seasoned it up and you 
couldn't tell that I hadn't put any salt 
in the pot. 

HL: Tell us how you became such 
a good cake baker. 

MS: Well, I watched her, and then 
she started making me do it, after I 
got married. The only thing I didn't 
learn how to do was make fresh 
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bread, and she did. You could smell 
her bread, and I mean it. People came 
from miles and miles just to eat her 
bread. 

HL: Mary, tell us about where 
your mother and father came 
from. 

MS: My mother was born in Fort 
Lauderdale in 1914. Her family was 
from Long Island in the Bahamas. 
Her parents - her mother's people, 
and I think Grandfather's people -
were from Nassau. My father came 
from Cat Island in the Bahamas. 

BP: Do you know why your fa
ther came from the Bahamas? 
Did he come to farm? 

MS: No, he came to be a minister, a 
priest. But they didn't have a semi
nary for black people at that time, the 
turn of the century really, and so he 
never did achieve that. Well, he did 
in his later life. He became a per
petual deacon, which means that 
you'll be a deacon forever. And then 
you would not aspire to be a preacher. 

His first family was killed in the 
'28 storm. He only talked about it 
once, because somebody had confused 
me as to saying that my mother was 
not really my mother. But she was. 
That happened way before I was 
born, and the person just didn't un
derstand. And so I went home and I 
told her, "They told me that you're not 
my mother." She did not say anything 
until Daddy came home. And he 
called us in, and that was the first 
and last he ever spoke about it. But 
other people told us about his first 
family. He almost lost his life, too. 
They took him back to the islands to 
recooperate and gain his strength, be
cause he was up in a tree. 

He said [that] when the baby 
slipped from his wife's arms, then she 
gave up. His father-in-law, mother
in-law, all of them [drowned]. 

They were on the lake - Lake 
Okeechobee. They dug trenches to 
bury those bodies. 

RD: Didn't you tell me that when 
you were a child you used to go 
over to the lake, to Chosen? 

MS: Chosen, Florida, yeah. We went 
over there to pick beans, but my 
daddy never returned. He never 
went back, and he never talked about 

it. We went over with Mama. Some
times we stayed a month and would 
leave Mama and come back to Fort 
Lauderdale to Daddy and my aunt. 

HL: I can see your mother did a 
lot of different things. 

MS: Yeah, she picked beans and stuff 
like that. She worked on the farm, 
and then she did maid work. She 
later was a cook at the school. She 
worked for a lot of different people. 
Then she worked at some of the big 
restaurants here. 

HL: Did you know about the cus
tom of white people bringing 
their maids to south Florida? 

MS: Oh yes, they'd bring them down 
and they worked over there [eastern 
Fort Lauderdale], and on Thursdays 
they'd come over here with their 
friends. They had big suppers, be
cause I was invited to a lot of their 
dinners where they really put on the 
dog, as people would say. 

BP: They were social occasions. 

MS: Honey, those people'd dress! 
You'd think they were not maids. You 
wouldn't know the difference. And 

sisters. Above are 
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James, Achmed, 
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(photos courtesy 
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Smith). 

they'd come, I mean the meals they'd 
fix! 

HL: I would also think that many 
of the women that were maids 
were probably well educated and 
did this as an occupation be
cause it was the one that was 
open to them. 

MS: Oh yes, because Vincent, my 
husband, would go up to Michigan. 
We'd go all the way up to Grayling. 
They had no black people there. He 
was the only black man there. Dur
ing that time we would stay from 
June until October, and I would come 
back in August because school would 
open and I was teaching at that time. 

HL: What would Vincent be do
ing? 

MS: Oh, he'd cook, clean, drive. Then 
on Sundays he had off up there, but 
down here he had Thursdays off. And 
then we would go to Charlevoix, 
where all the blacks would meet at a 
restaurant- they had a special res
taurant- on Sunday afternoon. And 
I mean they put on the dog there 
again. So they cooked and danced 
and had fun. 



Mary McLeod Bethune 

HL: Were you an only child? 

MS: No, there were eleven of us. I 
was number two. 

HL: So, who was born first? 

MS: My brother, but he doesn't know 
it! He thinks I'm the oldest still! He 
did that so he could get out of doing 
anything! 

HL: Where does he live, Mary? 

MS: Miami. I have four other broth
ers, five living brothers. Two sisters 
died. It was six girls and five boys. 

HL: Did they all go to school at 
Dillard too? 

MS: Oh yes, all of them went there. 
When I went, in the elementary 
grades, you know they cut the school 
out to go harvest the crops. But in 
high school we didn't. That was 
passed when Mr. Walker died that 
night.9 

HL: And so then you had nine 
regular months of school. 

MS: Right . 

HL: When you graduated from 
high school, wha t d id you decide 
to do? 

MS: Go to college. I was accepted 
right away at Bethune-Cookman and 
I went. I got two scholarships, one 
from the Methodist Church- I think 
through Mrs. Holley and Mrs. Moyer 
- and one from the All Saints Epis
copal Church. 10 I think All Saints 
gave two hundred dollars a month, 
and I forgot how much the Method
ist Church gave, but they gave 
monthly tithe. They sent it to the 
school, and then my mother put in 
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Mary and Vincent Smith, with daughter Geseta 
(courtesy of Vincent Smith). 

the rest. When I went to Bethune
Cookman, my class was the largest 
number to ever attend. There were 
six hundred of us, I think. 

HL: Do you remember what year 
you entered? 

MS: 1953. I came out in '57, with a 
degree in elementary education. 

HL: Tell us about when Mary 
McLeod Bethune died.11 

MS: Well, I was supposed to be at a 
prayer meeting. I don't know what 
happened to me that night, [but] I 
couldn't get it together. Then, when I 
decided to go, before I could cross the 
street, the ambulance was coming 
real fast. So I just followed the am
bulance to her house, but she was 
dead already. And then I got into 
[the] prayer meeting and everybody 
ran out. That prayer meeting was 
already over then. 

HL: So they stayed in the yard? 

MS: We got ourselves settled, you 
know, and the president talked to us. 
Because she [Mary Bethune] was one 
outstanding woman. I loved when 
she came to our Sunday programs; 
she was just a delight. And during the 
holidays or her birthday we'd go un
der her window in the morning and 

sing to her. She was someone great 
to know and to cherish. 

HL: You had your degree in el
ementary education. How did 
you get your first job? 

MS: My first job was a gift from 
Broward County, and it was brought 
up to Daytona [by] Dr. Bass and Mr. 
Roach. 12 Mr. Roach hired me right 
away, but when my assistant super
visor came she said, "Since you all like 
Mary so well and she's done such a 
fine job, why don't you hire her?" I 
wasn't supposed to be listening, but I 
heard her. Mr. Roach said, "That's my 
child, and I'm going to do whatever I 
want." So I never filled out an appli
cation really. They did all of that, ev
erything, all the work. 

HL: And what was your first 
school then? 

MS: Walker Elementary, and I taught 
there until1970. The reason for that 
was integration came in. They inte
grated the faculty members in 1970 
- not the student body, but the fac
ulty. Then I went out to Plantation 
Park, and I told the principal there, 
Mr. Joseph Hodges, I was not going 
around looking for no other school. I 
said, "I don't know what sent me here, 
but I'm here." And I said, "When I 
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come back I want a fourth grade 
classroom." He said, "Now, Mrs. 
Smith ... " And I said, "I am just tell
ing you what I want, and I'm not go
ing to be interviewed," and that was 
it. And so I was teacher of the year 
at that school. None of the parents 
wanted me to leave there, but I came 
back to Walker after I taught out 
there about nineteen years. 

HL: So all together how many 
years did you teach? 

MS: Thirty-seven. 

HL: Don't you think that was 
enough, Mary? 

MS: Too much! 

HL: How did you meet Vincent? 

MS: Well, I meet him at a drugstore, 
Sixth Street pharmacy. But he knew 
all about me, because he asked people 
about me. 

HL: And how old were you when 
you met? 

MS: About twenty. I was still in col
lege. I was out ofBethune-Cookman, 
and I went to Kent State. I started 
on my master's [degree]. At the drug
store I thought he was out of order! 
He kept talking and talking, and I 
said, "I don't talk to strangers." And 
he said, "I know all about you." I 
think one word led to another, and 
before I knew it, I had slapped him! 
He just looked. 

HL: And what happened next? 

MS: I left. My girlfriend and I that 
was eating - she was my cousin -
she wanted to talk, and I said, "Come 
on, let's go." And we left, and he fol
lowed, walked behind us. Then he 
got in his car and he was driving and 
said, "Come on, I'll give you all a ride." 
And I said, "I'm not riding with 
strangers." 

HL: So when did Vincent stop be
ing a stranger so that you could 
go with him somewhere? 

MS: Oh, he just was so persistant. 
He never gave up, honey. He talked 
to Mama. I heard Mama say, "Mary 
is my child, but I don't understand 
her." Finally we had a date. We went 
nowhere. 

HL: He just came to see you? 

MS: Uh huh, then he left. Then he 

came back again and we went to the 
movies. 

HL: And how long was it before 
you got married? 

MS: Well, then we quit seeing each 
other because I got mad at him. I 
don't know why. And then he fixed 
me-he got a girlfriend near me, and 
that made me mad. So then we 
started back dating again. And then 
we got married. He was thirty-four 
and I was twenty-four. 

HL: You're ten years younger 
than he is. What's his back
ground, Mary? 

MS: He's Jamaican. 

HL: So how did you get along in 
this cross culture? 

MS: Only God knows, because they 
gave my marriage how many 
months? Three months. They said 
Bahamians' and Jamaicans' back
grounds are so different. 

HL: What would be the thing 
that would pull the two back
grounds in different ways? 

MS: I do not know. I'll be honest with 
you. It's in people's minds, 'cause if 
you understand each other and love 
each other, that shouldn't ... you know. 
They say "rice and peas;" we say 
"peas and rice," and so what's the 
difference? We call it peas and rice 
because we have more peas than 
they do in their pot. And they call 

their's rice and peas, so what's the dif
ference? So I just don't say it. I just 
say I'm cooking some peas and rice 
together! 

He never insisted that I cook goat 
and all that, and I never cooked it. So 
we got along fine. 

HL: How many years have you 
been married? 

MS: How many years? He says 
thirty-seven, because he says we're in 
the thirty-seventh year, so just say 
thirty-seven. Don't be telling people 
thirty-six! 

BP: When is your anniversary? 

MS: June 11. 

BP: Now you mentioned Vincent 
working for people, both in 
Florida and in Michigan. Do you 
remember who he worked for? 
Did they live in Fort Lauderdale? 

MS: No, no. He worked on Golden 
Beach, one of the richest areas, a pri
vate area, you know. First he worked 
for the Skillmans. If you live on the 
ocean side you're full of money, and 
they lived on the ocean side. Mr. 
Skillman was a founder of 
ballbearings. His wife was from that 
Johnny Walker Red liquor family. She 
was Irene Walker. Vince's friends told 
him about them. They were looking 
for a driver and somebody to be their 
house person, and so the friend took 
him down there and he got a job. 

Police remove protesters from Fort Lauderdale beach, 1961. 



BP: I have some general ques
tions about things that were go
ing on in Fort Lauderdale. Do 
you remember when the beaches 
were desegregated, Mary, or do 
you remember going to the beach 
before that? 

MS: Well, I did not go to the beach 
period, but I remember Miss Eula 
Johnson, who hardly gets any credit, 
and Dr. Mizell.13 Miss Eula Johnson 
really went through hell, but she 
stood up and then we got that Dania 
beach. They gave us a beach. Now 
you got to pay to go in there and ev
erybody is in there.14 

BP: What about shopping and 
movies? 

MS: Well, we had the Victory The
ater on [Northwest] Fifth Avenue, 
and then Dr. [Richard L.] Brown had 
a drive-in way out there on Twenty
seventh Avenue. Fifth Avenue, Sixth 
Street, Fourth Street, were our main 
streets. FifthAvenue was your beauty 
places, your clothing, shoes, and your 
drugstore. Coming down Fourth 
Street, you had your food stores. Fifth 
Avenue had your clubs, funeral 
homes, churches. Fourth Street had 
your churches too, major churches, 
then your grocery stores, filling sta
tions. 

HL: When Burdines first came to 
Fort Lauderdale about 1950, did 
the black community begin to 
shop there? 

MS: Well, some went in Burdines, but 
we couldn't try on anything. 

HL: You had to just buy it. But 
would they let you bring it back? 

MS: Well, I don't know about that, 
because I never was in there [laugh
ing]. I know they were going to try 
and arrest two of our teachers-said 
they were stealing-and they pulled 
up and they had to turn them loose 
because it wasn't true. The woman 
just put on the hat, she wasn't steal
ing it. 

BP: Talking about the police, you 
once told me something about 
Sheriff Walter Clark.15 He used 
to give barbecues. 

MS: When it was time for elections, 
they had fish fries and barbecues on 

HOURS: 9 A. M. to 1 P. M. 
2 P . M. to 6 P. M.- 7 t o 8:30P. M. 

Sundays: By Appointment 

PHONE 888 

Dr. ]. L. Bass 
Dentist 

Cor. N. W. Second St. & Fifth Ave 
FORT LAUDERDALE, FLORIDA 

~ .~ 

SELIG'S Drug Store 
Can Fill Your Prescriptions 

Winter I Spring 1998 - 37 

'Palace 
Theatre 

Fort Lauderdale 

THURSDAY, AUG. 3 

Hell's Angels 
Starring J ean Harlow 

FRIDAY, AUG. 4 

Roll Along Cowboy 
Star~ ing Smith B('llew 

(A Zane Grey West.ern~ 

SATURDAY, AUG. 5 

. Painted Trail 
Starring Tom Keene 

SUNDAY and MONDAY 
AUG. 6 and 7 

• 4 

481 N. W. 5th Avenue l 
FT. LAUDERDALE, FLA. 

U::====~ 

King of Chinatown 
(A Par~mount. Spec ial) 

Whe n they make be tte r p ic t ures 

the PALACE will show them 

For Modern 

DRESSMAKING 
See 

LUCILLE SAPP 
1109 N. W. 5th Ct. 
Ft. Lauderdale, Fla. 

M. FRANKLIN 

-----------~----------~ 
West End Grocery 

I. H. Williams, Owner 
GROCERIES, MEATS, and 

VEGETABLES 
Ice At All Hours 

716 N. W. 4th Street· 

C. COOPER 

Economy Dept. Store 
N£XT TO PALACE THEATRE 

CHILDREN'S SHOES 99c 
WORK SHOES $1.85 and $1.95 

Men's Slacks $1.79 Up 
ALL MERCHANDISE AT RED\)CED PRICES 

407 N. W . Fifth Ave. Ft. Lauderdale , Fla. 

Advertisements from the July 28, 1939 issue of the Fort Lauderdale 
Colored Bulletin document a variety of businesses in the northwest 
community. 

Fifth Avenue, but I never went to 
them. 

BP: Do you think a lot of people 
voted for Walter? 

MS: Oh yes, they voted for him. I 
guess he helped do a lot of favors for 

them, I don't know. Because he was 
in office for years. 

BP: Do you remember the first 
blacks to be elected to the city 
government or the county gov
ernment? 
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MS: Nathaniel Wilkerson. I know he 
ran for something. 16 

BP: Did you know Robert 
McCullough? He was supposed 
to have been the first black resi
dent of what is today Broward 
County. He came with Frank 
Stranahan in the 1890s. He used 
to live behind the old ice houseP 

MS: That's on [Northwest] Third [Av
enue] . 'Cause up in there Mrs. 
Robinson and Mrs. Hill and Mrs. 
Lovett, all of them lived there.18 I 
don't know which house he could 
have lived in. 

BP: He was single and evidently 
never married. 

MS: Well, he must have lived with 
somebody over there. Because there 
was Miss Sylvia, and coming down, 
Mrs.Hill[s], and on the other side 
Robinsons, Mrs. Lovett. 19 He might 
have lived with Mercy Lee Mims and 
them, because they had rooming 
houses that people lived in, single. 

HL: A lot of the property in the 
black community was owned 
by ... 

MS: Bahamians. 

HL: Yes, and also white people. 
For instance, the Dyes and the 
Byrds owned a lot of property 
there. 

MS: Oh yes, and Mr. Snyder. He had 
a lot of shacks over there. 20 

HL: I knew this boy when he was 
in high school - Bob Byrd - he 
collected for his grandfather, Mr. 
Dye, and his job was to go over 
there every Friday night and col
lect from those small tenement 
houses.21 

How do you feel about the 
things that you wanted to accom
plish in your life, Mary? And 
please tell us a little bit about 
your accomplishments. 

MS: I feel good, I really do, for many 
things. I feel good about the church 
and the things that I have accom
plished. I've felt that I've done well 
with the Episcopal churchwomen in 
that they have [developed] guides. 
My biggest project with them was to 
get an Episcopal Church handbook, 
because they had no direction from 

Looking west on Northwest Sixth Street at Ninth Avenue, 1966. Note 
the 6th Street Pharmacy, where Vincent and Mary Smith first met, on 
the left. 

1962 to the '90s. That's when we were 
"South Florida." Now there are 
eighty-four churches, and we are 
"Southeast Florida." People did not 
have any direction, [as to] what they 
were doing and how to do it. So when 
my term ended this year I compiled 
an eight-color coordinated book of 
everything women should know in 
the Episcopal Church. 

HL: Mary, the Episcopalian 
Church is well integrated today, 
wouldn't you say? 

MS: Yes it is, but they have very few 
black leaders. I'm the third woman 
to serve, the third black person to 
serve as Episcopal president of 
eighty-four churches in southeast 
Florida. I was not just a president, 
we worked. We developed a scholar
ship for the next two years that has 
helped students. This is the first time 
the bishop has really recognized a 
president. I'm the first president to 
get a standing ovation from the ex
ecutive board, and then they bought 
a brick for me this May down there 
[on Riverwalk in Fort Lauderdale], 
and they gave me a plaque. The 
bishop gave me a special award - I 
get my cross for life anyway - but 
the day before he gave me a special 
cross with angels. And I paved the 
way for the new president. The 

women were really getting on terrible 
and they were breaking off, but I 
brought them together. Now that was 
one of the things that I wanted to do, 
to bring the women back together to 
do what they should do, and that's 
the work of the Lord. 

HL: Now, besides the church, you 
have great accomplishments 
within the whole community of 
Broward County. What would 
you think would be your great
est accomplishment? 

MS: Well, getting that Walker build
ing on the historic record, I think that 
was one of the greatest. 22 When we 
flew to Tallahassee they [the Florida 
Department of State] had two agen
das, one with us on and one with us 
off. When I brought it to their atten
tion, they quickly snatched that and 
gave us the one with us on. 

HL: Who would you say were the 
ones that worked the hardest on 
that project? 

MS: I would say Ed Leuchs [senior 
planner with the Broward County 
Planning Council]. That man and I 
met every Wednesday, the two of us 
together. We wrote it up, and he 
would take oral history from me. I 
think Ben Williams would be the sec
ond person. Cato Roach falls in third, 



Johnnie Barnes fourth. Those are the 
people that counted. 

I am sad at the Old Dillard, I re
ally am. I am sad that what we wrote 
up was not carried out, and that's to 
get the history of Broward County. 
[For example] we had radiators in 
that old building; we didn't have no 
coal-burning stove. I never remem
ber, even as a child, burning any coal. 

Our anthropologist was Gloria 
Marshall - she is known as Niara 
Sudarkasa- from Lincoln Univer
sity.23 She came and spent a half a 
day with me this June, and we talked 
about it and she too is disappointed. 

HL: Did Gloria grow up in Fort 

1. Dr. James Franklin Sistrunk, pioneer black 
physician, arrived in Fort Lauderdale from 
Dunnellon in 1922. At the time he was the 
county's only black doctor. During his long 
career in Broward County, he is believed to 
have delivered over 5,000 babies. 

2. Apparently a light apparatus with which to 
detect and separate fertilized eggs. 

3. Mary Smith's parents, David N. and Bernice 
A. Laramore, lived out their lives at the 
"homeplace" at 417 Northwest Eighth Av
enue. 

4. "Mr. Bain" was apparently Fred Bain, a Ba
hamian immigrant who came to the United 
States in 1910, and is listed, with his wife 
Maude and family in the 1918 City Direc
tory and 1920 census in Fort Lauderdale. 

5. Educator Clarence C. Walker served as prin
cipal of the Dillard School from 1937 until 
his death in 1942. He worked to enlarge 
the curriculum and improve teacher quali
fications. He also fought for a standard nine
month school year, rather than the seven
month term which allowed black children 
to work in the fields. After the new Dillard 
High School opened in 1954, the old build
ing was renamed Walker Elementary School 
in his honor. 

6. Principal of Dillard High School from 1942 
until his death in 1969, S.Meredith Moseley 
continued Clarence Walker's efforts to es
tablish a nine-month term for black schools 
and to enlarge the school's curriculum. 
Under his leadership, the new Dillard High 
School was constructed, beginning in 1952. 

7. Palm Beach County Sheriff's Deputy Ser
geant James Stone "Rocky" Hunt was killed 
in the line of duty at Lantana on February 
25,1993. 

8. The People's Water & Gas Company plant 
was located at 320 Northwest Seventh Av
enue in Fort Lauderdale. 

9. Clarence Walker died suddenly from a heart 
attack early on the morning of July 8, 1942, 
hours after arguing unsuccessfully before 

Lauderdale? 
MS: Yes, she was my next door neigh
bor. Her grandparents raised her. We 
called them Aunt Fina and Uncle 
Ben. 

HL: How about the organization 
of the Black Historical Society? 
How did that come about? 

MS: That came about [in 197 4] with 
[Broward County Historian] Cooper 
Kirk visiting me at Plantation Park. 
He'd tried to get someone else to or
ganize it, and then he asked me, and 
I did. And we started from there. 
We've recognized nine [black pio
neers] each year [at Broward County 
Pioneer Days]. 

NOTES 
the school board for a nine-month school 
year for his students. The school board 
policy was overturned by a 1946 federal 
court decision, Clarence C. Walker Civic 
League et al. v. Board of Public Instruction 
for Broward County, Fla., et al. 

10. Dr. Susie C. Holley was a longtime church, 
educational, and community leader in Fort 
Lauderdale. 

11. Dr. Mary McLeod Bethune, founder and 
former president of Bethune Cookman Col
lege, died May 18, 1955. 

12. Dr. James Lynnwood Bass was Broward 
County's only black dentist when he ar
rived in 1938. During his long career in 
Fort Lauderdale, he was involved in many 
health, educational and community activi
ties. Educator Cato Roach, Jr. came to Fort 
Lauderdale to teach at Dillard High School 
in 1946. He served as assistant principal 
of the school before becoming principal of 
Walker Elementary School, a position he 
held from 1954 to 1965. 

13. Eula Johnson, a Fort Lauderdale resident 
since 1935, became president of the local 
chapter of theN ationalAssociation for the 
Advancement of Colored People in 1959. 
Dr. Von D. Mizell, member of one of 
Broward County's earliest pioneer families, 
established Provident Hospital with Dr. 
James F. Sistrunk in 1938, and helped form 
the Fort Lauderdale NAACP chapter in 
1945. Both Mrs. Johnson and Dr. Mizell 
were leaders of the civil rights movement 
in Broward County. 

14. A strip ofland at the northern boundary of 
Fort Lauderdale was designated as the 
city's Negro beach in 1927. Sale of the prop
erty to Coral Ridge Properties for devel
opment of the Galt Ocean Mile in 1953 
prompted calls for a new beach from both 
black leaders as well as whites wishing to 
keep the beaches segregated. An undevel
oped tract ofland south of Port Everglades 
was proposed by Broward County for use 
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HL: How do you feel about the 
change in the segregation issue 
among the schools, Mary? Do 
you think that this is going to 
work in the long run? Do you 
want to go on record as saying 
something? 

MS: I don't want to go on record as 
saying nothing! But I feel that they 
really need to train both races, and I 
think the children are being short
changed in many instances. They 
need to go back to the table and look 
at these things realistically, because 
in the end both races will be hurt. 

HL: That's a good statement to 
end a good interview. Thank you. 

as a black beach, but no access across the 
Intracoastal Waterway was provided. A 
"wade-in" led by Dr. Von Mizell and Eula 
Johnson at Fort Lauderdale beach in 1961 
encouraged the establishment offerry ser
vice from Port Everglades to the black 
beach in the early 1960s and the comple
tion of Dania Beach Boulevard to the beach 
in 1964 and eventually led to the desegre
gation of Fort Lauderdale beach. The 
Dania site became John U. Lloyd State Park 
in 1970. 

15. Walter Clark served as Sheriff ofBroward 
County from 1933 to 1951. 

16. Nathaniel Wilkerson, Jr. ran for Fort Lau
derdale City Commission in 1956. 

17. Robert McCullough died in November 1937, 
and his obituary appeared in the Fort Lau
derdale Daily News November 27, 1937. 

18. William T. and Eliza Robinson, Annie Hills, 
and Eleazar andAdel Lovett are shown liv
ing in the 200 and 300 blocks ofNorthwest 
Third Avenue, behind the City Ice plant, in 
Fort Lauderdale city directories for the 
1940s and early 1950s. 

19. "Miss Sylvia" is Sylvia Alridge, pioneer 
black businesswoman and community 
leader, who lived at 301 Northwest Second 
Street. 

20. Byron F. Snyder, pioneer Fort Lauderdale 
road and cemetery builder. 

21. Robert E. Dye was a long-time Fort Lau
derdale real estate man with offices in the 
BryanArcade in the 1930s and 1940s. 

22. The Old Dillard School building, which was 
also formerly Walker Elementary School, 
was listed on the National Register of His
toric Places in 1991. 

23. Dillard High School graduate Gloria 
Marshall, known professionally as Niara 
Sudarkasa, conducted groundbreaking an
thropological studies in Nigeria and Ghana 
in the 1960s and 1970s, later serving as 
president of Lincoln University in Penn
sylvania. 
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Pulblicc Lands 
FISHEATING CREEK, 
BIRCH STATE PARK 
AND PALM AVENUE 

There is no substitute for good, 
solid research. The following cases 
prove the value of this proposition. 
In each one, historical research 
proved to be an important component 
of the victory of the public authori
ties. Performed in conjunction with 
professional work in hydrology, sur
veying, and law, historical research 
has helped to preserve some of the 
public's most unique and cherished 
resources. And, taken in the long
run, the monetary savings to the pub
lic is, and will be, quite large. The 
non-monetary savings in the land, its 
beauty and its bounty, remains un
told. The following three south 
Florida cases - two of them in 
Broward County - involving the 
State's Department of Environmen
tal Protection illustrate this point 
well. 

Originally, the staff at the De
partment of Environmental Protec
tion (DEP) thought that in preserv
ing Fisheating Creek for public own
ership, we were keeping a pristine 
area for future use. This proved not 
to be the case. The more we re
searched, the more we found that the 
landscape had been altered, manipu
lated and depleted. What stands to-

by JOE KN ETSCH 

day is not the same creek seen by the 
aboriginal settlers, the combatants in 
the Second and Third Seminole Wars, 
or the founders of settlements like 
Palmdale, Tasmania, Venus or Har
risburg. Today's Fisheating Creek is 
a river with impoundments of large 
magnitude in its upper reaches, its 
major tributary so altered as to be
come nothing more than an occa
sional wet slough, and a great lake 
so changed as to have a much less
ened impact on the river's mouth 
area. In short, what exists today in 
few ways resembles the river as seen 
at statehood, when the State took 

title to the lands below the Ordinary 
High Water Line (OHWL). Fisheat
ing Creek is like almost every other 
water body in Florida - changed. To 
use the word pristine to describe al
most any water body in Florida is to 
render that word meaningless. 

The suit that was filed began in 
early 1989, when our field investiga
tor discovered certain individuals 
cutting cypress trees along the creek. 
Further investigation revealed a 
man-made fence across the creek a 
few miles downstream from U. S. 27. 
With these facts reported, an inves
tigation was begun to determine if the 

For anyone who questions whether historical research has a 
significant practical application, the following article should remove any 
doubt. Written by Dr. Joe Knetsch, historian with the Florida Department 
of Environmental Protection and one of the state's foremost practitioners 
of public and land history, this first-hand view of the value of historical 
research in preserving three of south Florida's natural treasures was 
originally delivered as a lecture during Pioneer Days 1997 at the Anne 
Kolb Nature Center in Hollywood. 

In addition to his work for the State, Dr. Knetsch is a former Broward 
County resident and member of the Broward County Historical 
Commission. A frequent contributor to Broward Legacy, as well as to 
historical publications throughout the state, he currently resides in 
Tallahassee. 



creek was navigable in 1845, when 
the state took title to lands below 
navigable waters, thus giving the 
State a claim of ownership. I 
authored the first three reports on 
the creek's condition as of 1845 and 
sent the last one to the Attorney 
General's representative, David 
Guest, in March of that year. What 
we had found, after a brief historical 
investigation lasting less than two 
months and based mostly on sources 
the Department already had in 
house, was that the creek was used 
by the original inhabitants of the 
area, probably Caloosa or a related 
pre-Caloosa group whose great cer
emonial mound at Fort Center was 
excavated and reported on by the late 
Dr. William Sears and others. Also 
found were reports from John T. 
Sprague's classic account of the Sec
ond Seminole War and an especially 
important report by George Preble, 
printed in Tequesta magazine in the 
early 1940s. This latter account was 
to be one of the most important and 
controversial in the entire litigation. 
What it proved was that, in 1842, 
"Past-Midshipman" Preble and his 
colleagues used thirty-foot long, four
foot wide Indian dug-out canoes to go 
upstream from Fort Center to the 
area near the Old Venus Mound, ap
proximately fifty river miles. A few 
other accounts were found for the 
Third Seminole War, but none so sig
nificant as that of Preble. Not much 
subsequent information was found on 
the area, which is still relatively 
sparsely settled, until anArmy Corps 
of Engineers report for 1915, show
ing the creek not to be navigable 
much beyond old Fort Center. The 
initial evidence also revealed a hear
ing from 194 7, during which an at
torney for our opponent, Lykes Broth
ers Inc., noted that beyond a few row
boats for fishing, the creek was not 
in use. Based upon Preble, Sears' 
work, and some of the evidence from 
the Third Seminole War reports, it 
was concluded in 1989 that the creek 
was navigable in 1845 and probably 
susceptible to use even later. 

Even though the Executive Di
rector of the old Department ofNatu
ral Resources, predecessor to DEP, 
did not think the creek navigable, his 
trip to the area, at Lykes Brothers' 
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behest, made his conclusions suspect 
to the press and it was reported so in 
many newspapers around the state. 
The Department of Natural Re
sources refused to take the case any 
further under direct orders of the 
Director. However, given the public 
nature of the outcry and the evidence 
in the report, Attorney General Bob 
Butterworth took it upon himself, as 
the State's top legal officer, to accept 
the case and assigned David Guest 
to the job. Guest's experience with 
an earlier suit involving the Peace 
River made him the ideal attorney to 
handle this litigation. His staff, 
which included Monica Reimer and 
Karen McMillan, two exceptionally 
talented people who remained in 
touch with the case throughout the 
entire time it took to come to trial, 
was already in place and geared to
ward this type of litigation. (Ms. 
Reimer became one of the three at
torneys to try the case on behalf of 
the Attorney General's Office, having 
gone to law school and begun prac
ticing in Tallahassee in the mean
time.) The notoriety of the case also 
attracted the attention of the Army 
Corps of Engineers, who soon began 
a federal suit on behalf of the creek. 
Thus, although the Department of 
Natural Resources initially refused to 
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be a part of any litigation, the efforts 
of the Attorney General and theArmy 
Corps began the long, complicated 
process. 

For clarification, it must be un
derstood that the Corps' case de
pended upon the creek's use for com
merce in conjunction with interstate 
or international trade. The State's 
case did not depend upon this exact
ing criteria, but upon the creek's use, 
or susceptibility for use, for what are 
termed "useful public purposes." 
Whatever commerce was carried on 
upon the creek, in the State's case, 
did not have to rely on interstate or 
international trade, but could be 
strictly local in nature. 

Without going into too great de
tail, the Corps' case was a difficult one 
from the outset and, in my view, ques
tionably managed by the attorneys 
assigned to the case. We have always 
found it ironic that, being the author 
of the first reports and continually 
researching this case in the mean
time, we were never questioned, de
posed or consulted by the Corps' le
gal representatives. From an even 
broader perspective, they did not use 
the expertise of Mr. Guest or other 
members of his staff effectively and 
failed to challenge in court many al
legations of the opposition which 
were of a very questionable nature. 
As a result, the Corps lost its case. 
Furthermore, the initial failure of the 
challenges and evidence offered by 
the Corps placed their own appeals 
attorney at a distinct disadvantage. 
In the end of this phase of litigation, 
the appeal of the case, although very 
creditably managed, was doomed to 
failure. 

A serious refocusing of the case 
by Mr. Guest and his staff, and those 
of us in the Bureau of Survey and 
Mapping who were asked to assist, 
now took place. It was obvious that 
much more research would have to 
be done if the State's case was to suc
ceed where the Corps' had failed. As 
a result, we hired researchers who 
examined records in Kansas City, 
Missouri; Detroit, Michigan and 
Brunswick, Maine. Local holdings in 
Sebring (De Vane Papers), LaBelle (lo
cal files and newspapers), Arcadia 
(Howard Melton's holdings of old 
DeSoto County newspapers and the 



42 - Broward Legacy 

DeSoto County Clerk of the Court 
records), Belle Glade (Lawrence Will 
Papers and old holdings of the Glades 
Democrat), Miami (Museum of South 
Florida History and the Richter Li
brary Special Collections at the Uni
versity of Miami), Bradenton (Mana
tee County Library's Eaton Room of 
Florida History and the Clerk of the 
Court's old records section), Tampa 
(University of South Florida Library, 
Special Collections), Gainesville (P. K. 
Yonge Library of Florida History) 
and, most importantly, Fort Lauder
dale (Broward County Historical 
Comm1ssion) were visited. We also 
made a trip to the National Archives 
in Washington and a two day visit to 
its Southeastern Regional Library at 
East Point, Georgia. Finally, at the 
suggestion of Mr. Guest, Dr. Louis 
DeVorsey, of the University of Geor
gia, was consulted and additional re
search conducted in Maine and Mas
sachusetts. Dr. DeVorsey's expertise 
in historical cartography was to in
troduce all of us to an almost new un
derstanding and appreciation of 
maps and how they were made. 

We were fortunate in also hav
ing on board a lady of remarkable 
ability and tenacity in Sara Warner, 
who undertook to follow-up many of 
the leads that some ofthe documents 
showed us. In one case, we found the 
existence of a "Small Watershed Act 
District" in the upper reaches ofFish
eating Creek which had impounded 
over 8,000 acres of water during the 
dry seasons. This District, which has 
done exactly what it set out to do 
under the law, has been very effec
tively altering the source of the 
stream from its initial work in the 
late 1950s until this present time. 
Ms. Warner's follow-up research ex
posed these facts and also found that 
few records of its existence can be 
found anywhere other than that 
District's own holdings, even though 
it reports to other governmental en
tities. She also followed leads con
cerning the condition of Rainey 
Slough, which was originally the 
main tributary to Fisheating Creek 
and whose own sources were in 
Tippen Bay and the Long Island 
Marsh areas of eastern DeSoto 
County. This drainage was greatly 
altered in the late 1950s by the dig-

Fisheating Creek, c. 1960. 

ging of the Montgomery Canal, which 
diverted most of the water from the 
Tippen Bay and Long Island Marsh 
areas from its original flow into Fish
eating Creek westward into the Peace 
River. Just how effective was this 
change? In the preservation deposi
tion of pioneer resident Frank Jones, 
he remembered that his uncle used 
to bring his boat up to the old ferry 
landing over the slough and visit his 
relatives from time to time during his 
hunting and fishing expeditions. To
day, except in most extreme condi
tions, would you need a ferry to cross 
this slough or even be able to bring a 
skiff up to this location? No! Thus, 
Ms. Warner's in-depth research 
proved that the creek's sources had 
been altered in a most significant 
manner. 

Unfortunately, most of this re
search could not be used effectively 
in court because key pieces of the 
data, such as discharge and construc
tion details, were missing from the 
files. Without that data, our hydrolo
gist could not testify to the exact im
pact of these changes, even with 
aerial photography clearly showing 
the changes. 

The preservation deposition of 
the late Frank Jones, a former Glades 
County Sheriff's deputy, was one of 
the crucial documents in the trial. 
One of our major tasks was to verify 
the central facts of this document. 
Research into census data and postal 
records proved to be very important 

here and did verify nearly every im
portant point Mr. Jones had made. 
He recalled the stores in Palmdale 
and Venus which had traded with the 
local Indians in the 1920s and '30s, 
the owners of these establishments, 
the families who lived along the 
creek, and the methods by which 
these settlers lived. Crucially, he re
membered clearly that this local 
trade was frequently carried on by 
small boats and Indian dug-out ca
noes, and recalled almost the exact 
location of the Palmdale store of one 
"Pug'' Delaney who traded in hides 
and furs. Evidence found in the Fort 
Lauderdale Daily News, at the 
Broward County Historical Commis
sion offices, verified that Delaney was 
a frequent visitor to Lakeport and 
Fort Lauderdale, where he traded for 
supplies. Information found in 
LaBelle, at the Heritage Museum, 
gave even more details of this fasci
nating man's life, including his 
former residence in Palmdale, where 
his wife was the postmistress. Veri
fying the evidence offered by Mr. 
Jones' deposition was crucial in prov
ing that the creek was used for local 
commerce even into the 1930s. 

But this still was not enough to 
give lasting proof of travel on the 
creek at the time of statehood or be
fore. Numerous visits to the Broward 
County Historical Commission, how
ever, soon solved this dilemma. In 
the holdings of the Historical Com
mission are a large number of reels 
ofthe correspondence oftheAdjutant 
General of the United States Army. 
This military correspondence, ac
quired for the Commission by the late 
County Historian, Dr. Cooper Kirk, 
showed the type of vessels ordered 
by the U. S. Army for conducting its 
war against the Seminoles and 
Miccosukees. The correspondence in
cluded the original letters of General 
Persifer Smith, who founded Fort 
Center on Fisheating Creek in early 
1838. The boats ordered by General 
Thomas Jesup, who commanded the 
campaign in 1837-38, showed clearly 
that the craft were specifically de
signed for Florida's shallow rivers, 
streams and lakes. Additionally, the 
letters of the Naval and Marine com
manders, also available at the His
torical Commission, provided the fi-



nallink in this chain of investigation 
- the orders to Preble's command
ing officer, Captain John Rodgers, to 
undertake the trip up Fisheating 
Creek. 

Still, with more than four years 
of research, the outcome of the case 
remained in doubt. The last piece, 
however, fell into place during the 
trial. We had argued, two years be
fore the trial, that there was addi
tional archaeological evidence that 
would aid our case. However, Mr. 
Guest was not enthusiastic about this 
as it concerned a period too long be
fore statehood and we could not re
late it to current or past navigability. 
This changed when I had the oppor
tunity to show the information to Jeff 
Mahl of the Attorney General's 
Broward Office. Mr. Mahl, who had 
handled Dr. DeVorsey's four days of 
testimony, was excited about the evi
dence, especially that of the mound 
pattern of settlement along the river. 
Piecing together evidence from the 
Florida Master Site File, Sears's 
works, and other archaeological ac
counts of the Caloosa culture, we soon 
put the material on a map developed 
by Jeffrey Cooner, a consulting Pub
lic Land Surveyor from Fort Myers. 
The result was highly significant. It 
clearly showed that the "residential 
mounds," to use archaeologist Robert 
Carr's term, thirteen of which were 
west of U. S. 27, were all on the edge 
of the creek, built from fifty to sev
enty-five centimeters above the 
high water marks. Most were contem
porary with the Fort Center ceremo
nial complex. Thus there could be no 
doubt that the creek was central to 
this culture's existence and that they 
probably took their dead for ceremo
nial burial, via the creek, to Fort Cen
ter. This proved the statement made 
in the initial report that this creek 
had one of the longest known use 
patterns of any river or stream in the 
State of Florida, dating back to about 
500 B.C. 

The final nail in the coffin, so to 
speak, came with the testimonies of 
Dr. DeVorsey and Mr. Terry 
Wilkinson, the State's chief cadastral 
surveyor, who both noted that the 
latitude of Mr. Preble's observations 
taken at the Old Venus Mound and 
that of U. S. Deputy Surveyor J. S. 

Stearns, were exactly the same in 
showing the end of the useful chan
nel of Fisheating Creek. At 27° 05' 
North, the creek disappears into a 
swamp with no clear channel beyond 
that point. That Preble in 1842 would 
note this, and that Stearns, during 
the course of his public lands survey 
of1871 would cite the exact same lati
tude was not coincidental. This had 
to be where the creek actually ended. 
The map work of both men, as re
traced by surveyor Rod Maddox, plus 
their notes, showed this to be the case. 
That Preble and his expedition 
reached this point in Indian dug-out 
canoes of thirty feet length and four 
foot width obviously made the creek 
appear navigable to any objective ju
rist because this was accomplished in 
1842, just three years prior to state
hood. 

Greatly shortened and con
densed, this was the State's winning 
case. The incredible teamwork of all 
involved was something to behold. It 
involved constant work from nearly 
7:30 each morning until 11:30 each 
night (or later). The intellectual 
stimulation was intense and exciting. 
The legal work of David Guest and 
his staff and Monica Reimer and Jeff 
Mahl of the Attorney General's Of
fice was of the highest order. But, 
most importantly, it was the coopera
tion of researchers, librarians, archi
vists, local historical societies and 
commissions as well as national 
sources of information that made the 
case winnable. Without this network 
of un-named players, Fisheating 
Creek may have been lost and its 
natural beauty, even in its altered 
form, destroyed by later develop
ments. 

HUGH TAYLOR BIRCH 
STATE RECREATION AREA 

Hugh Taylor Birch donated his 
Fort Lauderdale beachfront lands for 
a state park shortly before his death 
in 1943. His wish was to keep the 
land from development, in the nor
mal sense of that word, and leave 
something to the area he so deeply 
loved. As a shrewd, knowledgeable 
lawyer who handled some ofthe larg
est clients in Chicago, he also was 
cautious with his own lands. Realiz-
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ing that the State of Florida had not 
always kept lands donated to it for 
park purposes (e.g. Royal Palm Ham
mock Park and Turtle Mound), he 
placed a reverter clause in the be
quest stating that the donation must 
be used for park purposes only, or else 
it would pass to his heirs and assigns, 
Antioch College, in Antioch, Ohio, 
Birch's alma mater. Throughout the 
years after Mr. Birch's passing, there 
have been several attempts by his 
heirs and assigns to rest the park 
from State ownership. 

During the course of threatened 
litigation, the question of what con
stituted "park purposes" was con
stantly raised. The answer to this 
question would hinge upon, in es
sence, what Mr. Birch intended to do 
with his property during his lifetime. 
It was in regard to this intent that 
the Department of Environmental 
Protection was asked to become in
volved in investigating the life and 
times of Hugh Taylor Birch. But 
where to begin? There is no large 
single holding of Birch papers, and, 
because he was based in Chicago, 
what did remain might be difficult to 
obtain. Luckily, Pamela Euston, then 
with the Fort Lauderdale Historical 
Society, had written a paper for Dr. 
Paul George's class in Florida history 
at Florida Atlantic University. Her 
paper, "Big Boss: The Life and Times 
of Hugh Taylor Birch," was the be
ginning point of our research. Al
though centered on his life and ac
complishments, Ms. Euston's paper 
contained numerous citations to 
sources and named many of Mr. 
Birch's associates in Fort Lauderdale, 
including Commodore A. H. Brook 
and J. B. Fraser. Mr. Fraser, a long
time engineer and property owner in 
Fort Lauderdale, had given a deposi
tion during the course of earlier liti
gation that proved to be one of the 
most important documents for our 
research. 

Fraser's deposition and letters 
document precisely what Mr. Birch 
did with his property. It had been an 
original contention by Antioch Col
lege that the land at Mr. Birch's es
tate was "pristine," natural Florida 
flora and fauna. This was true only 
for the first few years of his owner
ship. Very early on, Birch had begun 



Hugh Taylor Birch stands amidst some of the beautiful trees, both 
native and exotic, on his Fort Lauderdale property (courtesy of the 
Fort Lauderdale Historical Society). 

dredging and had even purchased a 
dredge from "Cappy"West to work on 
the property. As the years went by, 
he began drastically altering the 
landscape to fit his ideal of the per
fect tropical property. As Ms. Euston 
showed quite conclusively in her bio
graphical sketch, Mr. Birch and his 
daughter Helen travelled widely and 
almost always brought back tropical 
plants with which to experiment at 
his Fort Lauderdale estate. To get 
land upon which to plant these ex
otic species, Mr. Birch resorted to 
clearing, ditching, draining and fill
ing his land. Mr. Fraser's letters and 
deposition document and detail these 
operations. 

Aerial photographs from the 
Broward County Historical Commis
sion and Dillon Aerial Photography 
clearly demonstrated the vast num
ber of changes to the Birch property 
over the years. The most important 
changes to the landscape included the 
bulkheading and filling of a large 
portion of the park's area from mate
rials taken out of the Intracoastal Wa
terway. Here, Birch, Brook and 
Fraser worked out the details of the 
right-of-way, dredging and spoil de
posit sites, which benefited Birch's 
property. Every change in the Intra
coastal near Birch's holdings added 
spoil material for filling in the native 
mangrove and buttonwood originally 
found on the property. Mter review
ing the documents, photographs and 

property descriptions, it was easy to 
conclude that approximately two
thirds ofthe original land which now 
constitutes Hugh Taylor Birch State 
Recreation Area has been altered 
beyond recognition and is basically 
built upon fill material from the In
tracoastal Waterway. 

Again, as in the Fisheating Creek 
litigation, the Attorney General's Of
fice picked up the case and assigned 
Myron "Mike" Burnstein, of its Hol
lywood office, to the case. In my opin
ion, a better choice could not have 
been made. The Attorney General's 
staff in Broward did a very profes
sional job of making earlier deposi
tions available to the researchers and 
obtaining local materials from 
sources in South Florida. Once more, 
we made many trips to Fort Lauder
dale to visit the records of the 
Broward County Historical Commis
sion, the Fort Lauderdale Historical 
Society and, finally, the Model Land 
Company records recently opened at 
the University of Miami's Richter Li
brary. With the assistance of Dr. Wil
liam Brown, Jr., Karen Hudson and 
Esperanza deVarona of the Richter 
Library Special Collections staff, we 
were able to locate a large number of 
additional documents which demon
strated the purchase of the property 
and some of its early changes. To
gether with letters found in the David 
Fairchild Tropical Gardens Collec
tions, we soon had an excellent idea 

as to the actual intent Mr. Birch had 
for his property. Mr. Burnstein used 
this to great advantage in preparing 
his effective arguments. 

Birch and Fairchild developed a 
close friendship over the years and 
often shared discoveries about the 
exotic plants they were both experi
menting with on their Florida prop
erties. Both were desirous of creat
ing their own versions of Eden in 
south Florida. Birch's constantly-al
tered plans for his property in Fort 
Lauderdale show how, as various new 
plants were desired, acquired and ex
perimented with, his concept of the 
final product changed. At the time 
of his death, a final plan really had 
never been developed, even though 
it had been discussed among Birch 
and his associates. The results were 
a concept oflandscape different from, 
but similar in approach to, that de
veloped earlier by his friend David 
Fairchild. 

In relating all of this research 
and discovery to the concept of"park 
purposes," it can be clearly shown 
that Mr. Birch's ideas themselves 
were constantly evolving. Therefore, 
if Birch was unsettled on a private 
plan for the property, what could the 
State do to develop its concept for the 
park? The question as to Birch's ac
tual intent was fairly open, and Mr. 
Burnstein's arguments on this point 
were very effective in showing the 
jury the vagueness of the phrase in 
the context of Mr. Birch's expressed 
wishes. Although there were other 
questions raised by the Antioch at
torneys and we were not privy to all 
of the answers given in court, it is 
obvious that Mr. Burnstein's points 
carried the day. Were it not for the 
numerous changes to the property by 
Mr. Birch himself and the unsettled 
nature of his final plans, those argu
ments and points would have been 
much less effective in persuading a 
jury. 

PALM AVENUE RIGHT-OF-WAY 

The third and final case of a pub
lic land nature involved the dispute 
created by the widening of Palm Av
enue in western Broward County. 
The setting for this case is the early 
twentieth century, prior to the ere-



ation ofBroward County in 1915. As 
most everyone now knows, Broward 
was almost totally covered with wa
ter during certain times of the year. 
The thin strip of habitable land lay 
on the edge of the Everglades which 
encompassed most of the present 
county. Early developers of Broward 
County had to drain the land by 
means of canals before it could be 
made usable and cultivable. The pre
ferred method was to dredge canals 
and connect them to the State's Ev
erglades Drainage Project main ca
nals, such as the North and South 
New River Canals or the Hillsboro 
Canal. The spoil from these canals 
was then spread evenly and leveled 
by rollers to construct roadways run
ning within the old right-of-way of 
the canal itself. This was the com
mon practice. However, about five 
years ago, this right-of-way was suc
cessfully challenged in a local court. 
The County lost its contention and 
paid a substantial sum to the land
owner in question. When the same 
attorney brought forth more contes
tants along the right-of-way for the 
expansion of Palm Avenue, the 
County turned to Stephen Lipton to 
litigate the problem. 

A former partner of Lipton, now 
in his own practice, Patrick Scott is a 
skillful historical researcher and 
writer. During the course of research
ing his first article in the Broward 
Legacy, Mr. Scott had contacted us for 
information regarding Spanish Land 
Grants. Knowing our interest in land 
history, he contacted the office in Tal
lahassee and asked for any docu
ments which would show the origi
nal intent of the Trustees of the In
ternal Improvement Fund in making 
right-of-way grants. He also dis
cussed some of our findings with Mr. 
Lipton and his assistants. At the 
time, we came to the offices of the 
Broward County Historical Commis
sion to research Fisheating Creek 
and encountered one of Mr. Lipton's 
associates, who immediately ar
ranged for a meeting. In the course 
of our five and a half hour conference, 
we were able to establish an under
standing of the case and identify the 
research needs that would answer 
some crucial questions. Mr. Scott, 
who had originally brought us into 

the case as an outside source, mean
while, was conducting important his
torical research on his own. 

Having served on the Historical 
Commission and researched in its 
holdings many times over the years, 
I was fairly familiar with the 
Commission's map collections. Dur
ing our meeting, Mr. Lipton, his staff 
and I were able to find many key 
maps that assisted in the litigation. 
Also, the Commission's archives 
proved to be valuable in having in
formation pertaining to the develop
ment of roads in the early years and 
public dedications of rights-of-way to 
the County. Finally, and most impor
tantly, the Commission also has an 
important collection of early Broward 
newspapers which discussed the de
velopment of the area in their weekly 
reportings. By borrowing some of 
these rolls of microfilm from the Com
mission, we were able to assist Mr. 
Lipton in finding contemporary re
ports of road construction activity. 

Through solid research into the 
newspaper accounts, the Trustees 
correspondence and Minutes and 
early road legislation, we were able 
to show just how and when this in
frastructure was developed and the 
rights of the public to these same 
roads. At the same time, Patrick Scott 
was extensively combing the records 
of other newspapers in the holdings 
of the Palm Beach Historical Society 
and in Miami. His discoveries, par
alleling ours, showed conclusively 
that the rights-of-ways for the canals 
covered the same lands as the roads 
and that one was not done without 
the other. Indeed, one developer of 
the lands in question stated in 1913 
that the spoil was being used for 
"turnpikes" for public travel to and 
from his improvements. When the 
legislature passed an act in 1926 giv
ing all roads then in existence or plat
ted to Broward County as public 
highways, much of the case Mr. 
Lipton had to argue was made. 

Mr. Lipton and his staff soon put 
the research provided by Mr. Scott 
and me to good use. In a hearing 
before an officer of the Court, he was 
able to argue effectively that the ear
lier decision was incorrect and that 
the alleged land owners were not en
titled to the $4,500,000 they were 
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seeking. After hearing arguments 
from both sides, the hearing officer 
simply asked Mr. Lipton's opposing 
counsel, "Are you sure you want to 
take this to court?" Within a very 
short time, whatever rights that the 
claimants may have been entitled to, 
if any, were settled for approximately 
$70,000. Once again, good, solid re
search in the historical records had 
proven crucial to the public's inter
est in its own lands. 

In summary, what can we con
clude? First and foremost, historical 
research is not an esoteric, entertain
ment only field. It has important and 
cost-effective uses which cannot now 
be denied. Second, the public's land 
must be preserved, even if by costly 
litigation, because we do not know the 
price we may have to pay in the fu
ture. Current price cost-benefit 
analysis does not apply very well to 
natural resources, like public lands, 
nor does it predict future values 
which may not be known in the 
present. Third, historical and legal 
research are cooperative efforts. No 
one researcher can stand alone and 
do the job without the assistance of 
many others -like librarians, archi
vists, legal staffs, local historical so
cieties or commissions and other his
torical researchers. Finally, the pub
lic itself must take initiatives to pre
serve its past records and present re
sources. Destruction of public records 
and lands continues unabated 
throughout the state and nation. 
Without these records, many other 
resources, like public lands, are en
dangered. In a state which under
values its historical record, such as 
Florida, we cannot allow any further 
diminution of our recorded past. It 
has never been truer than today that 
the future depends upon the past 
and, if we do not preserve our re
corded heritage, there may be no fu
ture. 



Aerial view of the Hugh Taylor Birch estate area, ca. 1930. 
The developed area at bottom is the Bonnet House and surrounding grounds. 
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