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  The horrendous Keys hurricane of 1935 (page 217)




  
FLORIDA’S


  PAST





  Volume 2




  People and Events


  That Shaped the State




  Gene M. Burnett




  [image: image]




  Copyright © 1988, 2010 by Gene Burnett




  All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher.




  Inquiries should be addressed to:




  Pineapple Press, Inc.


  P.O. Box 3889


  Sarasota, Florida 34230




  www.pineapplepress.com




  Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data




  Burnett, Gene M., 1928–1991


  Florida’s past.




  Originally published in Florida Trend, 1972–1987


  Bibliography: v. 1, p.


  Includes indexes.


  1. Florida—History. 2. Florida—Biography.


  I. Title.


  F311.5.B87   1986   975.9   86–15048




  First paperback edition


  10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3




  Printed in the United States of America




  
ACKNOWLEDGMENTS





  The efforts and assistance that devolved into this second volume of Florida’s Past are so enmeshed with those producing the first volume that I would, but for space considerations, gladly reiterate the earlier acknowledgments. Suffice it to let them stand inclusive for those who may read both volumes. However, I have some additional acknowledgments to make, most of which might easily have been included in the first book, an omission due to some thoughtless distraction and not intent. As with the first volume, I remain grateful to the owners and publishers of Trend, the Times Publishing Company, for granting me exclusive permission to copyright the articles, all but two of which appeared in Florida Trend since 1973. I am also grateful to Clubhouse Publishers, Inc., of Sarasota, and to Pam Daniel, editor of Sarasota magazine, for permission to reprint the article, “Sarasota’s Million-Dollar Belly Splash.” I wish to give special thanks to Florida Trend’s able art director, Steve Duckett, for his patient assistance in the assembly of a substantial portion of the photographs and artwork that have appeared in both volumes of Past. I want to give special thanks to my young and able editor, Lisa Schoof, who with deft adroitness smoothly untangled the maze of scattered detail and put this volume all together. Finally, there are those whose aid has been of less specific nature but no less tangible during the years when both books were still in embryo. For their general support and encouragement I am thankfully indebted to Ed and Anita and Joan and Chuck and to members of the Agape fellowship. They greatly eased many of the stalled and frustrated moments that are often generic to the writer’s lot.




  
INTRODUCTION





  It is always gratifying to a writer to know that the fruit of his labor has met with some favorable reception among those who peruse the finished product.




  So often as he lays fingers to keys—now haltingly, now in bursts, now in long, blank pauses—he wonders how anyone could possibly find interest in the marked up, scratched out, squeezed together tangle of words with which he has defaced so many nice clean sheets of paper. He is equally uncertain of his ability to pick through the labyrinth of notes and materials beside him and somehow distill it into a concise but readable narrative. And if he succeeds in doing so, he is at a loss to explain the process by which it occurred. I have found this to be as true with the second volume of these essays as it was with the first.




  The historical alchemy that seeks to blend scholarly and literary elements with the base rock of historical facts (evidence) may sometimes be as elusive a quest as were the attempts by those chemists of the Middle Ages to turn zinc and lead into gold. Assigning credibility to sources can occasionally be strictly a judgment call as well. For example, in one story herein (on the old Portuguese ex-pirate John Gomez) I have taken a sort of pierhead leap by according to him some benefit of doubt. This is done on the theory that in much of what is essentially folkloristic there is now and then an element of truth lying at the core of otherwise embellished fancy. I agree with historians generally who assert that no such pirate as José Gaspar ever existed. At least there is not a whit of hard evidence to so indicate—this despite the propensity of certain bankers, insurance men, lawyers, and assorted pillars of Tampa to celebrate this mythical rogue as a role model once a year (at least we pray it is only once a year). But there is some oral evidence to indicate that Gomez himself may have indulged in a little maritime marauding in his early years. Thus in his case we have tempered historical discipline with a modicum of charity.




  One of the more gratifying results of the first volume was the knowledge that I had reached the broad spectrum of readers that I had hoped to. They were young and old, male and female, academician and lay reader, and all from diverse backgrounds and occupations. This seemed to confirm my belief that history can never be abstracted from its human substance—from the broad cast of human beings who do in fact create it, whether noted and renowned or obscure and humble.




  As with the first volume, I have furnished a selected bibliography, with one or two sources for each topic, for those who might wish to read further on a particular subject.




  Gene M. Burnett




  FLORIDA’S


  PAST




  Volume 2




  That which hath been is now;


  and that which is to be


  hath already been.




  Ecclesiastes 3:15 (KJV)




  
Achievers and


  Pioneers





  
1.


  Tampa Bay’s Great Flying Machine





  Aviation history was made in 1914 with the nation’s first commercial flight from St. Petersburg to Tampa.




  The crowd of several thousand onlookers lining the downtown pier at the St. Petersburg yacht basin on New Year’s Day morning, 1914, stared in fascination at a huge, boat-bottomed flying machine bobbing in the water. Its bulky, bi-winged shape seemed to resemble some oversized prehistoric pterodactyl. How, they wondered, could such a contraption float, much less rise up off the water? Only the day before, a shunted freight car had disgorged the big flying boat piece by piece after it arrived from manufacturer Tom Benoist of St. Louis. On hand to assemble the pieces were Benoist’s head mechanic, Jay Dee (“Smitty”) Smith, and chief pilot, 24-year-old Anthony Habersackt (“Tony”) Jannus. Within an hour, the pair had the big machine in the water and taking off for a test flight. Everything checked out smoothly.




  But the onlookers next morning, most of whom had never seen any kind of aircraft before, were perhaps too preoccupied in wondering whether the behemoth would actually fly to be able to grasp the significance of the occasion. Even so, they were about to witness aviation history over Tampa Bay: the world’s first scheduled commercial air transportation flight, initiated by the St. Petersburg-Tampa Airboat Line.




  Finally the young pilot arrived and climbed into the plane, and the crowd cheered loudly. Despite his youth, Tony Jannus was an early aviation veteran. He was the world’s first licensed airline pilot, having learned to fly in 1910. In 1912, he had piloted the plane from which U.S. Army Captain Albert Berry made the first parachute jump, over Jefferson Barracks, Missouri, and he was chief test pilot for the Benoist Aircraft Company. Whatever the crowd’s doubts about flying itself, this clean-cut, modest, intelligent young pilot had already captured the admiration and affection of that city’s people. There was about him none of the barnstorming “daredevil” flair associated with so many of the early pioneer pilots. And yet his thoughts on flying conveyed a certain prescient ring, one that much later air pioneers would instantly recognize and share, such as: “To me, flying is not the successful defying of death but the indulgence in the poetry of mechanical motion, a dustless, bumpless, fascinating speed, an abstraction from things material into infinite space. . . .”




  Climbing in beside Jannus in the two-seater open cockpit was former St. Petersburg Mayor A. C. Pheil, who had just paid four hundred dollars at auction for the first passenger ticket. The two men seemed dwarfed beneath the 45-foot bi-wingspread fixed onto a 26-foot body, the odd “backward” propeller mounted at the rear of the cockpit. Colorful streamers and miniature flags fluttered from wing and fuselage. Then, at exactly 10:30 A.M., Jannus gunned the little 75-horsepower motor, and the big hydroplane roared down the basin. It slowly rose over the sun-dappled blue waters of Old Tampa Bay and headed for Tampa.




  The idea for this historic flight had its genesis in the fancy of Percival E. Fansler, a St. Petersburg civic activist. Only the year before, this town of ten thousand souls had feistily shucked the yoke of Hillsborough County to create its own Pinellas County. Touting itself as “Health City,” St. Petersburg was now enjoying a lively tourist business and a mild but prospering real estate boom. It had also built its first streetcar line and gas plant, and a new railroad (Seaboard) was about to come into town. Such an up-and-coming young city, Fansler decided, should have its own airline as well. Fansler aroused enough civic support to bring Benoist down from St. Louis and have him sign a contract with both the city and private merchants. Benoist received an operator’s franchise, plus cash operating subsidies for the first three months. In return, the manufacturer would provide planes and crew to operate two scheduled flights daily between St. Petersburg and Tampa six days a week.
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  Civic activist Percival Fansler (left), St. Petersburg Mayor A. C. Pheil, and pilot Tony Jannus pose near the Benoist plane. (Florida State Archives)




  And now the big day had arrived and Jannus was already winging up to Hillsborough Bay, keeping a low, steady altitude of fifty feet at speeds between fifty and sixty miles per hour.




  In Tampa, the crowd was no less enthusiastic: two thousand people flocked around the special landing dock downtown at the foot of Lee Street on the Hillsborough River, with fifteen hundred more on the opposite river bank and bridge. On spotting the distant plane, the crowd sent up a roar of cheering, waving hats and handkerchiefs wildly.




  Before landing on the bay and taxiing up the river, Jannus brought the seaplane upward 150 feet as a greeting gesture; this drew even louder cheering. A Tampa Times headline that afternoon duly noted with awe that Jannus “can go even higher if he chooses.”
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  Triumphant pilot Tony Jannus waves as he lands in Tampa on the first leg of the nation’s first regularly scheduled commercial airline flight in 1914. (Florida State Archives)




  City leaders flocked around Jannus as he stepped onto the landing, and veteran Tampa photographer W. C. Burgert captured the historic event on film. (A large mural painting in Peter O. Knight Airport’s main building on Davis Island, Tampa, also commemorates the flight.) Exultant passenger Pheil assured reporters that he had no qualms on the flight. He then rushed off to telephone St. Petersburg to report his safe arrival. The next morning’s Tampa Tribune heralded in trumpeting headlines the inauguration of the world’s first commercial airline. Beneath the headline a subhead noted—somewhat incongruously—that passenger Pheil “Did Not Get Excited—He Declares.” Newspapers around the country also hailed “this pioneer achievement down on Tampa Bay.” The eighteen-mile trip had taken twenty-three minutes, compared to several hours on the 160-mile roundabout jaunt of the ACL railroad or the half-day or more by water.




  Noel A. Mitchell had won second passenger honors for the return trip, paying only $175 for his ticket. (The regular daily one-way passenger fare would be only five dollars.) As he taxied down and rose off the river, Jannus drew more lusty cheering as he circled Hyde Park in a farewell salute, then sped over water to Ballast Point, crossed the peninsula, and followed the present Gandy Bridge route to the Pinellas coast and flew down to the yacht basin, where a jubilant crowd and a rousing band greeted him. Assisted by a good tail wind, the plane took only twenty minutes to complete the trip.




  Scores of passengers had already booked flights for ensuing days. They included the first woman passenger, Miss Mae Peabody of Dubuque, Iowa. On January 12, the first air freight shipment was made. In St. Petersburg, L. C. Hefner, a local grocer, telegraphed an order for ham and bacon supplies to the Swift & Company warehouse in Tampa. Within an hour, by Benoist Air Boat, a forty-pound case of the porkstuffs was in Hefner’s hands. A Collier’s magazine story later headlined this as “the fastest delivery of merchandise on record.” Swift depicted the episode thereafter in all of its national advertising.




  The airline stuck to its twice-daily schedule without interruption, accident, or injury, eventually carrying more than twelve hundred passengers. Another plane and another pilot, Jannus’s brother Roger, were brought in for an extended service to Sarasota, Bradenton, and Tarpon Springs.




  Nevertheless, despite its functional success, the airline folded within three months. Equipment difficulties and limited mechanical resources, coupled with gathering war clouds abroad and money panics at home, caused a decrease in local subsidy support. As the novelty and publicity of the world’s first commercial airline wore away, so apparently did the enthusiasm of local merchants.




  In a curious and tragic intertwinement of fate, soon after the airline’s demise, three of its principals would also meet untimely deaths. In Sandusky, Ohio, Tom Benoist leaned out of a streetcar window one day to wave to a friend; he failed to notice a telephone pole which he fatally struck. Jan-nus later joined the Russian army as a flight instructor after the outbreak of World War I. He was killed in 1916 when his plane crashed over the Black Sea at Sevastopol during a demonstration flight. His brother Roger, an air squadron captain in France, died when he was shot down.




  Strangely enough, for four decades the city of St. Petersburg erased from mind its role as the birthplace of commercial aviation. Then, prompted by the golden anniversary in 1953 of the Wright brothers’ flight, city fathers had old records checked and exclaimed, as it were, “That’s right, we were once number one!” They rushed out and erected a monument and plaque to the historic occasion and placed it near the foot of the city pier.




  
2.


  Governor Broward Moves a State





  With a new century, he ushered in a new era with the battle for progress and reform.




  Superficially he was a plain man, with even a touch of the mediocre about him, but perhaps it was this very trait—combined with unusual grit and single-mindedness—that enabled him to become governor during one of the most progressive eras of the state’s history.




  But the forces of liberalism and reform were sweeping the country at the turn of the century, even before Napoleon Bonaparte Broward became Florida’s nineteenth governor (1905–1909). It was the era of William Jennings Bryan and his “cross of gold,” greenbackers, muckrakers, labor reformers, farmers’ movements, suffragettes, and a host of other progressive causes. It was the gilded age of the Vanderbilts, Morgans, and Goulds, along with Teddy Roosevelt’s tirades against the “malefactors of great wealth.”




  In late nineteenth-century Florida, a groundswell of liberalism was repudiating the reactive status quo of Southern Bourbonism, and in the figure of Broward, the times had found the man who would give this surge direction, cohesion, and courageous leadership.




  He fought uphill against the “predatory interests,” especially corporate and railroad powers, charging that they had controlled—and corrupted—state executives and legislatures since 1876. Thus he incurred wrathful opposition from these interests, and his crusades often became embroiled in bitter controversy. Curiously, however, this former riverboat captain, sheriff, and popular gunrunner to Cuban insurgents would also reveal within himself a social temperament that seriously qualified his asserted desire to represent “all the people.”




  Even so, he would usher in a spirit of progress and reform that would later bear his name alone: the Broward Era.




  Broward was born April 19, 1857, on a farm at Mayport, near Jacksonville. Orphaned at age 12 when his parents died soon after the Civil War, the boy worked at a variety of jobs, mainly on boats, until, in his twenties, he earned a pilot’s license and saved enough money to become his boss’s boat partner, modestly prospering as the steamboat tourist trade flourished on the St. Johns River in the 1880s. He also married the boss’s daughter, but she would die in childbirth that same year; the newborn son died six weeks later. The grief-stricken Broward mourned for a lengthy time but finally returned to captain his boat. Four years later, in 1887, he married the attractive Annie Douglass; they would eventually have eight children.




  The tall, sun-browned, mustached figure, personable and good-natured, was a popular figure in Jacksonville and was not surprised when a citizens’ group asked him to take the post of the Duval sheriff, recently removed for negligence. He accepted—in earnest. Broward was a Prohibitionist and personally observed strict standards of law and morality in other areas. His first act in office was to wipe out organized gambling in the county, convicting and jailing the vice’s powerful proprietors. This won him state renown, and his reputation for political integrity and fair-mindedness was pruning him into a potential political force, both locally and statewide. Through some half-dozen years as sheriff, he demonstrated levelheaded calm in panic situations, nor did he fear an unpopular stand. In the great yellow fever epidemic of 1888, he prevented wholesale panic among Jacksonville’s fleeing residents, even as he worked tirelessly to aid the victims and bury the dead. In 1892, when a white mob threatened to seize from jail a black man who had struck and killed a white man in a fight, some five hundred blacks, armed with rifles, knives, and revolvers, patrolled the streets and held off the disorderly throng while Broward placed the black man under special guard and summoned three companies of state militia. After three days, a potentially explosive racial conflict was defused as Broward gradually calmed the crowds. When a judge’s order stopped Broward from halting the illegal heavyweight title fight between James Corbett and Charles Mitchell in 1894, Broward arrested the pair after the fight, charging them with assault and battery. (Corbett was acquitted; Mitchell’s charge dropped.)




  But through these years, political times were changing. The agrarian reform movement crested in 1890 with the mass meeting of the Farmers’ Alliance in Ocala and the demand for radical reforms. Elsewhere, aggressive and liberal young Democrats were forcing a break with Bourbonism, and Broward was the flintpiece of their armory. He assailed the railroad moguls (“Chipley in the West . . . Plant in the South and . . . Flagler in the East”) and pushed for a strong state railroad commission to regulate them. He lashed at freight rate discrimination, revealing how four railroads, with an interstate monopoly, manipulated rates to cause a state loss of over $400,000. He detailed how railroads dodged fair taxes by rigging their property assessments by several millions of dollars and accused the railroad-corporate bloc of making Florida a dynastic possession.




  “I don’t blame the railroads for taking all they can get,” Broward plaintively fumed, “if the people will stand heedlessly by . . . and be treated this way. Nothing short of just and proper legislation will do us any good.” In 1887, the reformists won their Railroad Commission Act, only to have their powerful antagonists cause its repeal in 1891. Finally, in 1897, the liberals triumphed with tough regulatory bills—and a commission.




  They also won stringent primary election laws to prevent flagrant abuses at the polls. In one Jacksonville election, for example, conservative forces somehow won with enough votes to triple the town’s voting population overnight. When Broward found it necessary in another crucial election to place lawmen inspectors at every polling place, a conservative Governor Henry Mitchell found a legal technicality enabling him to summarily remove Broward from office. (But Broward would defeat his replacement in the next election.)




  In the interlude, Broward and two friends had built a powerful seagoing tugboat, The Three Friends, for a towing, wrecking, passenger, and freight business. But when a cigar manufacturer friend, J. A. Huau, contracted for use of the tug to run arms, supplies, and recruits to Cuban insurgents who were in open revolt against Spain, Broward, strongly sympathetic to the cause, dodged both Spanish and U.S. patrols to run eight exciting, hair-raising trips to the island. Spain priced his head at $25,000 “dead or alive” and he was federally indicted for violating neutrality laws, but Broward had become a national hero. When the Spanish-American War broke out in 1898, the indictment was dropped.




  Through these years, Broward’s liberal anti-corporate forces had gained such strength that they were able to elect as governor a moderate liberal, William S. Jennings (cousin to William Jennings Bryan), in 1901. Broward himself took a representative’s seat in the legislature. But when Broward began his campaign for governor in 1903—drawing support mainly from farmers, small business, labor, and cattlemen—the state’s mostly conservative press denounced him as a “demagogue, a visionary populist” and vilified him in countless editorials and cartoons. But the heated and bitter campaign ended with Broward’s narrow victory over power-broker Robert W. Davis (22,979 to 22,265).




  Despite the reform aura of the new administration, Broward’s singular energies were focused in an area somewhat removed from social issues per se, namely, a bold and far-reaching program to drain vast portions of the Everglades around Lake Okeechobee and the lower east coast and reclaim millions of acres of rich fertile muckland for farming. It was hailed, even by his foes, as a “magnificent” project and area landowners especially endorsed it. But when the newly set up Board of Drainage Commissioners sought to levy a minimal special acreage tax to finance the mammoth undertaking, big area landholders such as The Southern States Land & Timber Company went to court to block the levy, and an injunction was issued preventing the tax’s collection. But Broward managed to keep the project moving steadily and even caused some of the later land promoters and speculators to shoulder some of the cost of the project that would continue for many years, while it accelerated southeast Florida’s sprawling development.




  In another major accomplishment, Broward caused passage of the Buckman Act, which reorganized Florida’s schools of higher learning, placing them under a central board of control with the eventual result of raising educational and scholastic standards at all the institutions. In a parallel effort, he pushed for longer regular school terms; a uniform textbook system; higher qualifications and salaries for schoolteachers; and strict state compliance with federal child-labor laws. He had a pure food and drug law enacted and fostered long-range conservation programs. He had less success in getting strict requirements to list election campaign expenses; in establishing severe penalties for vote miscounts at the polls and for bribery and intimidation of any voter or elected official; and with his proposed compulsory life insurance program for citizens, with the state operating as insurance company, which his perennial foes, the corporate interests, roundly defeated.




  Nevertheless, in some areas critically crying for reform, Broward could maintain a curiously bland indifference, when not outrightly defensive. Florida’s brutal and notorious convict lease system was the object of national attention, but Broward’s tepid appeal to the legislature for “humane treatment” of convicts seemed cruelly inept, nor did he seek repeal of the infamous convict lease law. When a legislative report disclosed beatings, abuse, and neglect of patients at the state mental hospital, along with bad food and sanitation and drunkenness and immorality among nurses and attendants, Broward, out of concern for his administration’s image before a hostile press, sought to squelch the report. But in the public outcry, the legislature was prompted to make drastic changes, shakeups, and reforms at the hospital.




  After his term ended, Broward successfully sought election as a U.S. senator in 1910, but he died at his Jacksonville home before the term began.




  Yet in spite of his occasional myopic narrowness toward critical areas of reform, Broward succeeded, as did no governor before him, in releasing a long-dormant spirit of reform and change while dramatically demonstrating that people can make republican government responsive to the needs of the many instead of the few. In fact, his dynamic refreshment of the sense of the democratic experience may have been the greatest single achievement of the Broward Era. The seeds of it bore fruit that he himself could not have envisioned even a generation later.




  
3.


  Key West Gets a New Deal





  The Depression-wracked island was transformed into a thriving resort by an enterprising New Dealer.




  Throughout the 1920s, the people of the little tropical island of Key West shuffled along in a torpid daze of not-so-genteel poverty. Relatively untouched by Florida’s boom, they were content to eke out a tenuous existence mainly from the meager coin of fishing and sporadic tourism, supplemented now and then with a little furtive rumrunning to Cuba.




  Sailing into the town harbor in 1928 (for a twelve-year stay), writer Ernest Hemingway dubbed the island “the St. Tropez of the poor.” Puzzled islanders figured, well, he got that second part right.




  Thus, when the Great Depression rolled over the nation in the 1930s, no one was surprised to see the two-mile by four-mile island shattered to its coral rock bottom, laid low by an economic coma that officials called “more acute and oppressive” than any other in the country. By 1934, some eighty percent of Key West’s 11,600 citizens were on relief, a bare relief at that. The city government, which already had defaulted on several millions in bonded debt, could no longer afford fire, police, or sanitation services. City employees were paid in script (merchants accepting the script used it to pay their city taxes). Instead of selling apples, men peddled coconuts on town streets or tried to catch sharks—$1.50 for a seven-footer. Children sold Spanish limes or dove off the Mallory docks for pennies tossed by occasional tourists.




  Otherwise the men—native Bahamian-descended “Conchs,” black and white, or Cuban sons of early cigar workers—sat at tables in Pepe’s Cafe or Sloppy Joe’s, munching penny “bollos” (cakes made from black-eyed peas) and bewailing the times.




  The historic city had taken a long spiral down from its colorful shipwrecking days, barely a century ago, when it was the richest city per capita in the country. Much later, its thriving sponge industry would be pre-empted by the Greeks at Tarpon Springs, and its flourishing cigar factories, beset by labor rifts, would scurry to Tampa. Even its army and navy installations, its economic bedrock before and during three wars, were cut to skeletal status after World War I.




  But the town’s darkest days coincided with the arrival of President Franklin D. Roosevelt and the New Deal, and the little island was about to become an “experiment” that would capture national attention.




  The experiment began dramatically enough. In an unprecedented act on July 2, 1934, the town sparked national headlines when desperate city fathers “surrendered” their powers of city government to the state. A sympathetic Governor David Sholtz, declaring a state of emergency, promptly authorized Julius F. Stone, Jr., Florida head of the Federal Emergency Relief Administration (FERA), to set up a local body, the Key West Administration, and implement a relief program.




  An able, perceptive, and imaginative New Dealer, Stone faced three alternatives. He could pump in a $2.5 million relief program; he could simply dump the island and relocate its three thousand families; or he could give the town a job by which to create its own economy as an attractive tourist resort. With the island’s native charm and tropical seclusion, plus the finest winter climate and fishing in the country, Stone envisioned a city that could more than rival Bermuda, a place where “there would be no blatant race tracks, no blaring night clubs attracting people who cannot appreciate the beauty, quiet and subtle charm of the city.” Instead it would draw “the tired businessman, or woman, the convalescent and the artist in the broadest sense of the word.”
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  Federal Emergency Relief Administration workers make repairs on Duval Street in Key West in 1935. (Florida State Archives)




  Assisted by a bevy of bright, mostly young FERA men and women and armed with a $1 million allocation for the first eighteen months (much of this to provide direct aid to the needy), Stone plunged into the task. The infectious enthusiasm of the group fomented an intellectual excitement that soon enveloped the whole town.




  Keenly aware of the need for national exposure for such a resort plan, Stone kept the momentum of the initial national publicity sustained with the aid of FERA publicist M. E. Golfond, who sent out a steady stream of news and feature stories to the national media. The project was highlighted with Stone’s brainchild of calling for a “volunteer work force” to donate twenty-five hours a week to get the town in shape for the visitors.




  The response was instant, and soon most of the town, including the mayor, was out cleaning up the streets and gathering the piles of uncollected garbage and rubbish to be burned. Eyesore shacks and scores of unsanitary outhouses were razed, and teams went in to beautify parks and build cabanas for beaches. Flowers, shrubs, and palm trees were planted everywhere while shabby gray houses were renovated and covered with new paint. A hospitality league and a band were formed to welcome visitors, and boat owners were given loans to repair their boats for charter fishing. Homeowners were urged to make over rooms and apartments into guest quarters, and the receivers were persuaded to reopen Flagler’s plush Casa Marina Hotel. A guarantee given against losses proved unnecessary. For a resort, most rents were a steal at thirty-five to fifty dollars per month.




  Federal artists and writers were brought in to paint historic murals on public and private buildings and to write descriptive guidebooks and attractive brochures. Teachers, also employed by the federal government, were sent down to instruct men and women in vocational skills using native materials and enabling them to operate handicraft shops. An out-patient medical and dental clinic was provided, with special health programs for children. And weekly shipments of fresh vegetables and surplus relief commodities were also distributed.




  Cultural activities flourished. The town’s distinctive architecture was repaired and restored, a little theater and a choral group were organized, and classes were held regularly in folk dancing and painting.




  By the time the 1934-35 tourist season approached, the entire town had volunteered more than two million hours of labor. Governor Sholtz sent each volunteer an engraved certificate of recognition for his or her effort. More importantly, the town’s spirits soared. As Stone later observed: “Last year, hopelessness and resignation ruled; now hope and confidence are on the throne.”




  The sweat and labor—and the publicity—paid off. As the season got under way, tourists began to pour in to the island by boat, plane, car ferry, and train. There were more than forty thousand of them, double that of previous years. FERA statistics cited the record increases: hotel guests up 86%; guest homes, 150%; restaurants, 84%. National luminaries also came down to see the phenomenon firsthand. They included Robert Frost, John Dewey, Wallace Stevens, Max Eastman, Hart Crane, S. J. Perlman, John Dos Passos, and Archibald MacLeish.




  Journalist-newscaster Elmer Davis, a former visitor to “old” Key West, came to see the new one and returned to write an article, “New World Symphony,” in Harper’s magazine, reporting Key West as “the New Deal in miniature.” He added: “The experiment . . . gave life there a fourth-dimensional flavor. Words are poor tools to convey the feeling created by the experiment and the atmosphere of continuous intellectual excitement and surcharged intensity. . . . Nothing quite like it will ever be seen again.”




  In mortal coma only months earlier, Key West was now on a vibrant road to recovery. Even the devastating hurricane that hit the upper Keys later that year and wiped out the Florida East Coast Railroad did not deter the recovery. The railroad’s bridgework was used later, in 1938, to build the new overseas highway.




  By 1936, when the Works Progress Administration (WPA) took over the second phase of the project (new sewerage, electrical, and water systems), unemployment was reduced by two-thirds. People were employed at essential jobs and local government resumed control.




  Thus, where private initiative had failed, a group of intelligent, dedicated men and women, a renewed community spirit, and a benevolent government had restored a city to life. The long-range effects and benefits of that resurrection are still visible in Key West today.




  
4.


  Florida’s Forgotten “Chinese


  Burbank”





  Lue Gim Gong won America’s highest agricultural award for creating one of Florida’s finest oranges.




  Without a doubt, Florida’s citrus growers and cultivators have turned out millions of fine oranges over the generations, but it took a meek, humble, and unassuming Chinese immigrant horticulturalist to show them how to produce what pomologists label the hardiest, juiciest, and sweetest orange ever grown in the country: the Lue Gim Gong orange.




  In 1911, he was the first and only American up to that time to receive the highest national award ever given for creation of a new variety of orange. But Lue Gim Gong, of Deland, Florida, had to overcome formidable obstacles in the process. For the late nineteenth century was a period when living was precarious, if not outrightly dangerous, for a Chinese immigrant in America. At that time, the Chinese faced prejudice, beatings, “indentured” forced labor, and sometimes even death. It was the era of the virulent “yellow peril” fanaticism which culminated in passage by Congress of the notorious Exclusion Act that sought to bar any Oriental from entering the country.




  Although Lue Gim Gong escaped the major effects of this aberrancy, he would not entirely avoid its toxic sting in later years. Citrus growers, for example, would fraudulently appropriate the unique budded stock he had created to their own profit, even as they were inducing citrus “experts” to cast doubt on the authenticity or the importance of Lue’s achievement. As a result, the man once hailed nationally as a “Chinese Burbank” was often forced to live in poverty in his aging, ailing years, and once almost lost even his modest home to mortgage foreclosure.




  Lue Gim Gong was born in a village near Canton, China, in 1860, the eldest son in a large farming family. A certain poetic fitness attaches to his later endeavors, since most authorities agree that all oranges originated in China and, specifically, the southernmost province in which Canton is situated. As a boy, Lue (pronounced Loo-ee) learned a variety of ancient farming skills, but a special and delicate one, taught him by his mother, was the art of cross-pollination.




  His attention was engrossed as she gently took pollen with a soft brush from the stamens of one plant and carefully put it onto the pistil of another variety. If successful, she would obtain a superior variety to either of the two crossed. Lue learned this art as a very young boy but never dreamed that it would one day change his life. His only dream then was to go to America after hearing dazzling tales from his seafaring uncle about the riches and opportunities there—especially free schools for children, something unheard of in the China of that day.




  His zealous persistence was so great that his parents finally consented to let him journey with five other adult men from another family; his uncle paid his ship fare. And so, on May 11, 1872, a very excited 12-year old Cantonese boy sailed into San Francisco Bay and disembarked for Chinatown.




  The San Francisco of the 1870s was a wild, rough, and primitive settlement, especially for Chinese immigrants. Therefore, when a recruiter of Chinese workers for a shoe factory in North Adams, Massachusetts, appeared on the scene, Lue volunteered and headed east. It was a typical “wage slave” factory in the New England of those days, but to Chinese peasants who had known little more than a primitive poverty in their own semifeudal land, it seemed like modestly affluent living. Of even more value, however, was a school organized by the townspeople in which many individual citizens volunteered to teach the immigrants English, along with other “three-R” basics.




  Lue, who had already chopped off his Manchu queue (pigtail) and swapped his flimsy pajamas for sturdy American winter clothes, plunged eagerly into his studies. Lue proved to be a bright and diligent student—so much so that he came to the attention of an intelligent and progressive lady of the town who semiformally adopted the boy and took him into the home she shared with her father, a prosperous hardware merchant.




  Miss Frances Burlingame, known as “Miss Fanny” to townspeople, was a private school teacher and remarkably well educated for women of her time. Her interest in Lue’s abilities was enhanced by the influence of her cousin, Anson Burlingame, a brilliant, likable, strongly Christian champion of civil liberties in that period. As U.S. minister to China, he forced through the signing of the Burlingame Treaty of 1868, guaranteeing fair trade relations and the equal respect of the rights of citizens of either country.




  The Chinese, so long suspicious of the West and the greedy mercantile powers of Europe with their infamous “gunboat” diplomacy, came to like and respect Burlingame so much that when his term ended after six years, they asked him to serve as China’s representative to the West!




  Meanwhile, Lue himself eagerly embraced the Christian faith once he had discovered the momentous difference between Confucius and Jesus. His years growing up in the Burlingame household were happy ones.




  He was encouraged in all of his studies, especially in the field of horticulture. Recalling the art he had learned at his mother’s knee, he began experiments in the Burlingame fruit orchards. Historian S. W. Kung recalls that the youth was able to develop an apple that would ripen thirty days sooner than any other known variety and a peach that, with greenhouse care, would ripen in the coldest climate.




  Lue was fascinated with the American form of government, and he and several Chinese youths drew up a similar constitution for China. They signed it, and Lue was elected “president” of the Chinese Republic. None of them dreamed then that an almost similar document would be drawn up for the first time in China in 1911 when the forces under Sun Yat-sen would overthrow the Manchu dynasty.




  These good years were painfully interrupted for Lue when he contracted tuberculosis and, at the recommendation of doctors, returned to his warm, semitropical native home. Although glad to see his family again, Lue was homesick, for he had become fully adapted to his American upbringing. He wrote the Burlingames that he wanted to return, and they, having purchased a citrus grove and home in Deland, wired him a ticket and expense money and asked him to come straight to Florida. Here, aside from summer visits to North Adams where he was naturalized as a citizen in 1887, he would remain for the rest of his life.




  Lue resumed his horticultural studies and became fascinated with the possibilities of citrus stock. When he was not packing and shipping fruit from the groves, he was experimenting with the varieties of plants and trees so similar to his native Canton. Already newspapers were running articles on the startling changes and improvements he was creating in the fruits of various plants. One day, he took two oranges that he preferred—Hart’s Late orange and a Mediterranean Sweet—and carefully cross-pollinated the blossoms. When he had cultivated a dozen trees from the seed of the hybrid orange he had produced, he used a part of the tree with the best quality fruit to “bud” onto a rootstock. The result after several years was an amazingly delicious and sturdy orange, one like no one had ever tasted in Florida before. (He would do the same thing later on with a grapefruit, also named for him, but it lacked commercial appeal because it grew singly instead of in cluster form.)




  But by the time Miss Fanny died in 1903, Lue’s achievements were receiving national attention; he was being hailed as a “Chinese Burbank,” a “plant wizard,” and a “horticultural genius.” After he had transformed his own grove, he produced budded stock of the Lue Gim Gong orange to sell to other growers who were only too eager to buy it.




  The years were lonely after the death of his adopted mother and benefactress. Earlier, he had formed an attachment to the Burlingames’ Swedish housekeeper, Liggate, but her father so furiously objected to their marriage that she was forced to return to Sweden.




  But perhaps Lue’s greatest day came in 1911 when he received in the mail an impressive-looking package, daubed with red sealing wax. The package contained the Wilder Silver Medal, the highest award ever made by the distinguished American Pomological Society, in honor of his creation of the Lue Gim Gong orange. Scientists and horticulturists, including Colonel G. C. Brackett of the U.S. Department of Agriculture, had already heartily endorsed the award, and Lue was stunned and overwhelmed by the honor. Aside from its luscious flavor, the fruit could be marketed over an unusually long period, even up to September; it could hang on a tree for two or more years and still be good to eat; it was highly frost-resistant; it bore consistently large and excellent crops; and it could be shipped long distances without spoiling (there were no refrigerated cars in those days).




  But the simple, honest Chinese-American was victimized by unscrupulous growers who illegally appropriated the nursery-sold tree for budded stock at great financial loss to Lue. Later, they would even induce agricultural “experts” to downgrade the achievement itself. Friends urged him to take the miscreants to court, but Lue lived so deeply by his Christian beliefs that he instinctively shunned this form of retaliation.




  His savings gradually melted away and he was reduced to the barest poverty. He could no longer meet the mortgage interest on his grove and home, and by 1922 he was threatened with foreclosure. But Edgar Wright, a friend and admirer of Lue and editor of a small horticultural magazine, The Florida Grower, learned of his plight and rallied his readers to buy bonds to prevent “such an injustice.” They did. The mortgage was paid off, with enough left over for Lue to live on until his death in 1925.




  As for the “experts,” they were permanently refuted by Dr. H. Harold Hume, late dean emeritus of the College of Agriculture at the University of Florida, who pronounced the Lue Gim Gong orange as “the best” for rind, abundant juice, and rich flavor, adding that the fruit was probably “the hardiest of all sweet orange varieties” ever grown in America.




  Lue was held in great affection by the people of Deland, and at his death, an artist was commissioned by them to create a face-mask of him which still remains in the library at Stetson University. A bust of him was also created for honorary exhibit by Florida at the World Fairs of 1933 and 1939.




  But Lue’s role in Florida history might have been forgotten except for a simple but moving and well-informed biography written by a Floridian, Marian Murray. And, of course, except for his townspeople, one of whom—a close friend—called him “the finest character Florida ever knew.”




  
5.


  Moore Haven’s Benevolent


  Duchess





  Marian O’Brien put a Lake Okeechobee town on the map, but stormy weather and unruly citizens defaced its future.




  In the Literary Digest of September 15, 1917, she was hailed as the “Duchess of Moore Haven,” and even before that, a Saturday Evening Post column extolled her in “Who’s Who—and Why.”




  She was Marian Newhall Horowitz O’Brien, wealthy Philadelphia socialite who, in early 1916, swapped her salon slippers for sturdy riding boots and left the Main Line for the mucklands of Florida’s Lake Okeechobee–Everglades country. Thirtyish, lithe, and handsome, the daughter of a major Pennsylvania Railroad official and sister of a J. P. Morgan partner, Marian had talents, energy, and executive acumen to spare, and she brought it all to bear on the toddling, barely year-old settlement of Moore Haven on Okeechobee’s southwest lakeshore. Moore Haven Times publisher Will Stevens was certain the hamlet was destined to be the “Chicago of the South.” And for seven flourishing years, it looked as if Marian was going to make it happen. Unfortunately, man’s passions and nature’s caprice would abort the dream before it was fulfilled.




  Moore Haven was named for founder James A. Moore, a Seattle developer who visited the lake country in 1914 and envisioned a cornucopian farm belt in the vast, dark, richly fertile mucklands. He bought some 100,000 newly drained acres of it and laid out streets for a town along the canal linking the lake to the Caloosahatchie River and Fort Myers. He formed the South Florida Land Company, put up several buildings and a hotel, and sent salesmen out over the Midwest promoting his “farmland paradise.” He even persuaded two ex-presidential candidates, Judge Alton B. Parker and William Jennings Bryan, to buy modest chunks of the muck. By 1915, the town had drawn 397 men and three women.




  But Moore had overspent himself, and in 1916, he sold his interests to New Jersey developer Clarence Busch. Two other interest holders, John J. O’Brien, a former Philadelphia city editor, and an attorney friend, George Horowitz, fell out with Busch for “overpricing” the acreage ($75 to $100 an acre for land costing $5.75 an acre) and formed their own DeSoto Stock Farms Company. Then Horowitz died suddenly. Enter his widow, the “Duchess.”




  Marian plunged into the farm venture with enthusiasm; she and the gruff Irishman became smooth working partners. They opened a general store, formed a vegetable exchange, organized the First Bank of Moore Haven, planted large farm tracts, and promoted various civic and cultural projects for the town. The partnership blossomed personally as well. When O’Brien was inducted for World War I service (becoming a captain), the two were married. In his absence, Marian worked from daybreak to dusk, horseback riding over her farms, securing the most modern farm machinery, managing their many interests, and once even leading a fight to protect farmers’ rights against Busch’s rival company (he had disputed some settlers’ land claims).




  Well before the Nineteenth Amendment, Marian made certain that local women enjoyed equal suffrage. When Moore Haven was incorporated in 1917, she was elected its first mayor, one of the first woman mayors in the United States. The town, too, took shape, with new families and new houses, paved streets, trees and shrubs, and long rows of royal poinciana along the main street. A steamer scheduled daily trips to Fort Myers, and two new theaters featured musicals and cultural events. A new power and ice plant enabled the town to capture a large share of the lake’s flourishing catfish industry.




  [image: image]




  Philadelphia socialite Marian O’Brien worked hard to make Moore Haven the “Chicago of the South,” but this dream was not to be. (Florida State Archives)




  Above all, the rich muckland farms infused a flush prosperity with record yields of beans, potatoes, tomatoes, onions, lettuce, and other truck produce. More acreage was drained and the land business boomed. Barge-loads of fresh produce were piled house-high on the city docks. Marian’s farms shipped 100,000 bushels of potatoes alone in 1918; these wartime foodstuffs commanded premium prices, too. To cap this commercial achievement, the Duchess persuaded Atlantic Coast Line (ACL) to push its railroad line from Haines City to Moore Haven.




  Nevertheless, embers of grudge and discord smouldered beneath this halcyon facade of harmony. Many of the area’s hard-nosed Crackers, “cow hunters,” and assorted mavericks resented the O’Briens’ “high-toned” Northern mannerisms and even their fancy riding breeches. They also resented a colony of retired British officers’ families whom Marian had persuaded to settle north of town—“furriners” they were, who took tea and smoked cigarettes in long holders. O’Brien himself, a staunch Catholic in a time of anti-Catholicism, was often a target of hostile sentiment. But the harshest prejudice surfaced when the O’Briens brought in badly needed black laborers to harvest crops and work on railroad construction. Malcontents would hide in the underbrush and take pot shots at the workers. Finally the mayor rounded up and jailed the more violent of these “vigilantes,” and the harassment ceased.




  A drive by Moore Haven citizens to carve their own county out of huge DeSoto County succeeded in 1921. In fact, key lawmakers, encouraged by the surreptitious receipt of some $20,000 from county sources, gratefully sliced the sprawling DeSoto into not only Glades (with Moore Haven the county seat), but also Highlands, Hardee, and Charlotte counties.




  But this event only intensified a larger political factionalism that roughly aligned Busch’s interests against those of the O’Briens. Earlier, publisher Stevens sold his Times to Andrew Carter, a Busch ally, while Stevens’ son, Wallace, began the rival Glades County Democrat. Later, in an attempt to harmonize the town’s fractious feuding, young Stevens arranged to buy Carter’s paper, ignoring violent opposition threats against the move. Then, the night before Stevens was to take over the sheet, its entire plant was destroyed by unknown arsonists, who had also sabotaged the fire truck and hose.




  But larger calamities loomed. That same year, a woman’s gasoline iron exploded and the resultant fire wiped out twenty-two businesses. Then came the floods in 1922. Farmers were unaware that they had enjoyed an unseasonable freak of nature with the seven-year dry spell. But with heavy rains came lake overflow, inundating entire fields on the eve of the harvest. One typical loss was seven hundred acres of tomatoes, which were underwater and unpickable.




  These occurrences all together had by now so discouraged the Duchess that the couple decided to start a new town twenty miles southeast of Moore Haven. Once again, the ACL extended a line to the new town, named Clewiston for the Tampa banker A. C. Clewis who had an interest in the venture. A store and hotel were built on the lake wharf, and Boston city planner John Nolen was called in to lay out the city.




  But the old enmity had followed the O’Briens. A specially virulent prejudice was aimed at O’Brien’s arrangement to have a Tampa priest say Mass in the O’Brien’s home every six weeks. The service drew many, including farmers in the area. Then one night, a shot was fired into their home. O’Brien was absent, but Marian sustained a severe scalp wound. The final crisis came when, in their absence one night, their home was burned to the ground.




  It was the final straw for Marian. If seemingly a lofty “Duchess,” she had surely been a gracious and benevolent one to the people of the area; this response appeared to her grossly inequitable, even mortally hazardous. The O’Briens packed up and went north to Detroit where, after a serious illness, Marian died in 1931.
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