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      How to Use This Book




      





      The first part of each chapter, “By Water,” describes the trip boating along from one section of the river to the next, each ending at a good stopping place for the night. I briefly describe my experiences and then tell of the history and natural history of that area of the river. The last part of each chapter, “By Land,” tells you about that same section if you are going along the river by land in a car. The “By Land” sections are much shorter, so even if you are going by car, you need to read the “By Water” sections to get all the history and background.




      The Appendices, “Information for Boaters,” and “Places to Visit, Stay, and Eat,” contain all the general, practical hints as well as information on food and lodging and tourist sites. It seemed better to put all this together for your touring convenience.
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      Introduction





      From any point of view—historical, commercial, or recreational—the St. Johns River is the most important river in Florida. Its 310 miles have been witness to some of the most important people in our state’s history: Jean Ribault, John and William Bartram, John McIntosh, Zephaniah Kingsley, Harriet Beecher Stowe; as well as many important groups: Timucuan and Seminole Indians, runaway slaves, British and Spanish settlers, missionaries, and many thousands of more modern Floridians and visitors who have boated, fished, developed, painted, photographed, and described the river. It has attracted more than its share of get-rich-quick schemers who are more interested in exploitation than preservation. But the St. Johns also attracts an increasing number of people who want to explore its history and nature, and who want to protect it from despoilers in order to preserve it for the future.


    




    

      In many ways, the history of the river parallels that of the people of Florida: the Native Americans who lived in many settlements along the river and used it for transportation; the French and Spanish who fought on the river for domination of the whole peninsula; the runaway slaves who used it to seek freedom; the early tourists who frequented the river to find relief from northern winters; the settlers along its banks looking to find a new beginning to raise their families and earn a living; the modern residents who come for the river’s commerce and recreation.




      The St. Johns bisects or skirts twelve Florida counties, including three of the state’s biggest: Orange, Volusia, and Duval. And although it offers excellent fishing and boating prospects, because it is located west of the popular Atlantic coast it has been spared some of the onslaught of the incessant development that has characterized Florida in the last fifty years.




      This is primarily a guidebook to the river from its source in the swamps west of Vero Beach to the mouth of the St. Johns at Mayport. It describes the history, major towns/cities along the way, personages associated with the river, prospects for its future, and potential problem areas. Because not everyone interested in the river has the time or facilities to boat it, the last part of each chapter describes the land part on each side of the St. Johns, from south to north. The last chapter contains the names and description of some of the many places of lodging and eating along the river.




      This was a fun book to write. For the research part I read as many articles and books that I could find about the river. Then I boated most of the navigable river, north from Lake Harney (east-northeast of Orlando), up to the Atlantic Ocean off Mayport, then south by airboat from west of Melbourne to the beginnings of the river. For the land part, I drove up and down both sides of the river from Mayport to Highway 192, stopping at fish camps, motels, restaurants, bait stores, not only to find the practical information boaters/drivers might want about where to eat or stay, but also to get a sense of the river in the lives of those who make a living, even indirectly, from it.


    




    

      Many kinds of vessels ply the river: large-boat operators and fishermen make a living from it, day trippers use it to spend delightful days meandering along its nooks and crannies, and houseboaters either anchor along the banks or go slowly up and down. The river has many spectacular places. You may see manatees and jumping fish and lots of species of birds. On quiet weekdays, you will experience a solitude and closeness to nature that may surprise you in this very populated state. Even on busy weekends, you can find pockets of quiet, although they are increasingly more difficult to find, especially as you approach Jacksonville.




      So come aboard. Put on your hat and throw away your cares. Let’s float down the St. Johns (though for this north-flowing river, down is up!). We’ll start where the river starts, in the marshes west of Vero Beach, and end up at the Atlantic Ocean.





      


    


  




  

    1. St. Johns Marsh to Lake Monroe




    “When we looked over our shoulders, the marsh had closed in over the channel by which we had come. We were in a labyrinth. The stretch of open water was merely the fluid heart of a maze.”—Marjorie Kinnan Rawlings describing a trip on the St. Johns





    


  




  




  

    




    

      by water to Lake Monroe
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          Map of St. Johns Marsh to Lake Monroe, by water and by land


        


      




      





      There oughta be a sign where a river begins: “This is where the St. Johns (or Mississippi or Thames) begins.” It would save so much time and trouble traipsing, in my case, through a swamp, looking for tiny rivulets that could be identified as the headwaters of the river. It would make things definite, just the way the jetty at Mayport signals the end of the river and the place where the Atlantic Ocean takes over.


    




    

      Somewhere west of Vero Beach is the beginning of the St. Johns River. Exactly where, no one can say with certainty. Probably someplace in the St. Johns Marsh. There, tiny streams begin to join others, flowing ever so slowly to the north, never really gaining much speed even by the time they reach the Atlantic Ocean at Mayport. The river falls very, very slowly, about an inch per mile over its 310-mile length. Most of the St. Johns is surprisingly narrow, although it can reach over a mile wide around Palatka. At times, it can be very difficult to determine exactly in which direction the main current flows since it never gains a lot of speed and there are so many offstreams and sidetracks.




      So why does the St. Johns flow north? There are two reasons. First is the drainage from locally high topography on the Lake Wales Ridge in central Florida. Second is the effect of ancient and modern barrier islands that lie parallel to the coast east of the river. In fact, although the river has a large drainage basin, it has a low discharge and could almost be considered a tidal lake. It actually has two tides a day as far south as Astor.




      So we begin our trip west of Vero Beach where the St. Johns Marsh and the likely beginnings of the St. Johns River are. When I ventured into the southern part of the St. Johns with two boating companions, the lack of channel markers was maddeningly frustrating; we were completely lost several times. We tried doing what Marjorie Kinnan Rawlings, author of such works as South Moon Under (1933), the Pulitzer Prize–winning novel The Yearling (1938), and Cross Creek (1942), did when she boated on the St. Johns in 1933: follow the direction of the water hyacynths as they float north. Other times, we had to ask a fisherman on the bank (“Where’s the main channel?”) or follow those who seemed to know where they were going.




      The ever-present water hyacinth (Eichhornia crassipes) that boaters see along the St. Johns is actually considered one of the worst weeds in the world. How it came to pervade Florida waters, including the St. Johns, can probably be traced back to a Mrs. W.W. Fuller of Palatka. She obtained a few samples of the South American plant, which had hitherto been unknown in the United States, at the 1884 World’s Industrial and Cotton Centennial Exposition in New Orleans. With its disarmingly romantic name and purple flowers that resembled the orchid’s, the water hyacinth became a hit.


    




    

      Mrs. Fuller, who owned a winter home at Edgewater near San Mateo southeast of Palatka, put small offshoots of the hyacinth into the St. Johns to beautify the river near her home. Within ten years, those few offshoots proliferated to cover fifty million acres of the river and its tributaries. Cattlemen took it into more streams to feed their cattle, not realizing that the plant provides very little nutrition to the animals. The plant grew so rapidly that it impeded boat traffic on the river and threatened the commercial usefulness of the St. Johns. The federal government ended up spending more than $500,000 in the four decades since 1890 trying to eradicate it, to no avail.




      Until rather recently, the hyacinth was a major problem on the rivers and lakes of Florida. Not only did it block boat traffic and prevent swimming and fishing, but infestations of the plant prevented sunlight and oxygen from penetrating the water. Such infestations depleted fish populations, shaded out submerged plants, and reduced biological diversity. Finally, though, in the last decade or so, years of coordinated efforts by local, state, and federal water managers have managed to control the pest and keep it  at low levels by using herbicides, machines, and biocontrol insects. The water hyacinth is just one of many non-native plants that have plagued Florida. Many unsuspecting people have disposed of so-called exotics in waterways or forests, only to have the non-indigenous throwaways thrive in this state’s climate.
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          Water hyacinth and weeds have clogged the river’s length throughout its history.


        


      




      



    




    

      Although one can take a shallow-draft boat up the St. Johns when it is flowing well and deep, and some fishermen can be found using outboard motorboats, the preferred means of transport, especially off the main part of the river, is the airboat. Officials used to allow swamp buggies (strange-looking vehicles with huge balloon tires, gun racks, and maybe a place to hold some favorite home-brewed beverage), but such vehicles caused too much damage and are no longer allowed.
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          Wes Dinkins and the author head off south to the start of the river.


        


      




      





      I decided to try something different on my quest for the beginnings of the St. Johns. I went with river tour-guide John “Wes” Dinkins on an airboat from the first accessible camp, Camp Holly, where the river goes under Highway 192/500. We went about one hour south through Sawgrass Lake, Little Sawgrass Lake, and then Lake Hell ’n Blazes until the river narrowed and petered out into the swamp.




      At the place where we began our airboat trip south, I could see remnants of an old wooden bridge which had been replaced with a concrete one in order to handle the heavier traffic. I was to find out that day and also later, during much of our trip north, how relatively quiet the river is, except for the sounds of nature, compared to the busy bridges over the river and many of the roads along its banks, especially on weekdays. True, the boat traffic picks up noticeably on weekends, but those who can boat and fish the river during the week can have much of the river to themselves.


    




    

      When I asked Wes for his theory on the origin of the name of Lake Hell ’n Blazes, he said that in the early twentieth century, when the islands were free-floating and not anchored, it was very difficult and confusing to navigate the river there, which would bring out a string of words like “hell” and “blazes” from the boaters. To such people, the river seemed to change direction depending on where the islands were. Some of the more squeamish have euphemized the name to Lake Helen Blazes, but most maps have it as Hell ’n Blazes.




      A guide like Wes can point out spots of historical significance along the river, such as places where Native Americans used to hunt and camp (for example, at Indian Mound), where local loggers have cut straight channels through the swamp in order to float out the huge cypresses, where workers built canals to drain the land, or where the Union Cypress Railroad used to access the interior, especially the groves of large trees, to haul cypress trees to the sawmill in Hopkins (present-day South Melbourne).




      The scenery south of Lake Hell ’n Blazes is really spectacular. No place on the river has such a variety and number of alligators, anhingas, ibises, great blue herons, turtles, and other wildlife. We happened to go through during alligator-hunting season, during which hunters who have won “the lottery” (the permit given out by lottery to a “lucky” few) can go out, usually at night, looking to kill alligators which they can more easily spot when powerful searchlights sweeping the banks pick up the telltale pairs of eyes. The airboaters camp out on some of the hammocks. Controlled kills are necessary to check the growing number of gators.




      Off to the west are Jane Green Creek and Jane Green Swamp, supposedly named after a woman who became lost in the area many years ago and was never heard from again. According to my guide, people could hear her screaming but couldn’t find her. Local guides can point out a so-called “secret passage” to the Jane Green Creek on the west bank about two thirds of the way down the channel between Little Sawgrass Lake and Hell ’n Blazes. During droughts the low-water level necessitates taking an airboat to the creek.


    




    

      

        

          Florida’s Cypress Union Company loggers in 1916.


        




        [image: 1m_alt.tif]


      




      



    




    

      

        [image: 1g.tif]




        

          The beginning of the river is very isolated, but spectacular in beauty.


        


      




      





      The St. Johns Marsh is vast. Developers once thought it could be drained, that the land could be claimed for agriculture, and that towns/cities could be built to accommodate the throngs of people wanting to live in south Florida. Hamilton Disston bought four million acres of South Florida swamp for twenty-five cents an acre in 1881 and then drained much of it, before the economic panic of 1893 ended that venture. He would not be the last to come along with grandiose plans of draining Florida swamps to make more land for agriculture, housing developments, theme parks, and more and more people.




      W.W. Russell of Cincinnati bought 115,000 acres west of Sebastian from the United States Printing Company in 1895. He planned on draining the St. Johns Marsh, convinced that the elevation of the land would allow the project to be accomplished relatively inexpensively. He also planned on building a railroad from Sebastian into the marsh. That project ended with the death of Russell in 1900.




      Napoleon Bonaparte Broward, who served as Florida governor from 1905 to 1909, was one of those who planned to drain the Everglades farther south and produce more arable land; that plan may have encouraged developers along the St. Johns to do likewise. Another ambitious drainage proponent was Nelson Fell, who planned to drain 118,000 acres at the headwaters of the St. Johns, sell the retrieved land to would-be farmers, and become rich in the process. He helped found the town of Fellsmere, a name that combined his own with “mere,” meaning “a great watery place.” He too failed due to a combination of factors: plans that were too ambitious, the outbreak of World War I in 1914, torrential downpours that flooded the retrieved land, and a growing economic malaise affecting this country. You can still see some of the thirty-three miles of levies, sixty-seven miles of canals, and 215 miles of drainage ditches his company built.


    




    

      West of Fellsmere was the colony of Broadmoor, which a group of Dutch investors established in 1912. Truck crops and basic farming provided a decent income to the residents, but a torrential downpour in 1915 which dumped thirteen inches of rain within twenty-four hours flooded the town and forced the people to leave.  The town never recovered.




      Early developers managed to drain about seventy percent of the marsh along the upper St. Johns. They thought they were “reclaiming” the land for agricultural and urban use, but their misguided efforts caused there to be much less water in the upper basin of the river during the dry season and then sudden and deeper flood stages during the wet season. Decreased water levels in the marsh also led to a reduction in the number of fish. The depletion of oxygen caused by decaying organic matter washing into the mainstream, a flow that would have been stopped if the marshlands had been allowed to remain, also resulted in massive fish kills.




      From 1900 to 1970, developers drained as much as 300,000 acres of the Upper St. Johns River Basin. Strong floods did a lot of damage in the 1920s and 1940s. Wildlife left for greener pastures, and the shellfish and fishing industries along the Indian River Lagoon were drastically changed by the diversion of an immense amount of fresh water into the estuary from the St. Johns. And still, engineers wanted to drain more land and send more water to the Indian River.




      Finally, in the last three decades environmentalists have convinced authorities of how foolish those drainage projects were in the long run. A huge restoration project, which was begun in 1988 and which some have called the largest marsh restoration project in our country’s history, has reversed the trend to get rid of  the swamp in Indian River and Brevard Counties. The results are promising: more than 150,000 acres of marsh in those counties have been restored; reservoirs have been built to contain the nutrient-rich runoff from farms before it can drain into the St. Johns or Indian rivers; wildlife, including birds and fish, are returning; and plant life is once again doing well in the area.


    




    

      One of the guardians of the river is The St. Johns River Water Management District (SJRWMD), which the Florida Legislature established in 1972 as one of five districts dedicated to the preservation and management of Florida’s precious water resources. The SJRWMD manages ground and surface water supplies in eighteen counties in northeast and east-central Florida. It has more than seven hundred staff members and several main functions: to issue permits for various water use activities and/or activities that have the potential to damage ground or surface water resources and adjacent lands, to buy land to preserve or restore vital wetlands and water resources, to conduct research about the quality and quantity of ground and surface water resources, to map ground and surface water resources, and to conduct outreach and public education programs.




      The SJRWMD has bought much of the land on each side of the river and will preserve it. The farmers used to pump their water into the river, but the fertilizers in it polluted the river. Now they pump the water into reservoirs to purify it before putting it into the river. A $2 million dredging project to clean Hell ’n Blazes and Sawgrass of their pollution-laden muck is meant to purify the water before it moves downstream into Lake Washington, one of the main sources of drinking water for some 200,000 people living in cities in and around Melbourne on the coast. The muck has had fifty years to decrease oxygen levels in the lakes, cut down fish populations, and damage water quality.
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          Boaters can find huts like this one at the beginning of the river where they can find shelter during a storm.


        


      




      





      South of Hell ’n Blazes is the Three Forks Marsh Conservation Area, fifty-two thousand acres of marshlands beginning where the river forks into three small branches—hence the name of the conservation area. Engineers have built there a vast network of levees to collect the water runoff from neighboring agricultural lands. The area has campsites that are accessible only by boat (see chapter 10 for visiting information).




      Workers built a road and levee between 1910 and 1914 that cut off the St. Johns and Blue Cypress Lake from their headwater marshes. This, added to the reclamation of land for agriculture, the channelization of the river (so that today more than seventy percent of the basin is used for cattle production), and the huge reduction of marshes and swamps feeding the river altered the St. Johns floodplain dramatically. The resulting change in the grasses from sawgrass marshes to cordgrass and woody species has greatly reduced the number of waterfowl and wading bird populations in the area. 




      ***




      Having explored the beginnings of the St. Johns, we continue by following its northbound flow towards Lake Monroe. North of Sawgrass Lake and Highways 192/500, the St. Johns flows into Lakes Washington, Winder, and Poinsett (named for Joel Robert Poinsett, special envoy and American minister to Mexico in the early 1820s, who introduced to the United States the colorful plant known as the poinsettia). In the early 1900s, a developer, George Hopkins, began to drain the upper fifty miles of the river, marsh, and lakes in order to plant profitable cash crops like indigo and a type of cane. His workers began building by hand a canal between Lake Washington and Eau Gallie River toward the east coast. The hardness of the ground eventually stopped them, although they tried to get a steam trencher to complete the job. Fortunately, the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers stopped the drainage work.


    




    

      The river meanders north throughout the length of Brevard County, basically paralleling I-95, one of the busiest interstates in the nation. Very few of the motorists speeding by are aware of the river slowly heading north beside them. On the other side of I-95, of course, is the fast-growing Atlantic coast of Florida, almost a megalopolis from Miami to Jacksonville. To the immediate east is the futuristic Cape Kennedy/Cape Canaveral area, one of the first areas that Spanish explorers like Ponce de León saw in the early 1500s.




      North of Lake Poinsett the St. Johns borders the eastern part of the William Beardall Tosohatchee State Reserve, a 28,000-acre park. Established in 1977 under Florida’s Environmentally Endangered Lands program, the park helps preserve the extensive wetlands that are essential for the cleansing of the St. Johns. At this point the river serves as the border between Brevard and Orange Counties and goes under the Beeline Expressway (SR 528), the aptly named road that takes motorists between Orlando and the Cocoa area. 




      North of that, where SR 50 crosses over the river, is where Marjorie Kinnan Rawlings began a memorable ten-day trip in 1933 with her friend Dessie Smith. Rawlings had been in a real funk before the trip. Her marriage to Charles Rawlings was deteriorating, life seemed oppressive, and—as she wrote in the “Hyacinth Drift” chapter of Cross Creek—she felt she “had hardships that seemed . . . more than one could bear alone.” Like thousands of others over the years, she took to the water, in this case a river, to forget her troubles for a while and worry about more manageable problems like catching fish for dinner, keeping the mosquitoes away, and finding the main channel.
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          Marjorie Kinnan Rawlings at her Cross Creek home in the 1930s.


        


      




      





      In 1995, two women friends of mine retraced the path that Rawlings and Smith had taken sixty-two years earlier. After discussing the trip with eighty-eight-year-old Dessie Smith at her home in Crystal River, they embarked, following the same route as the earlier women and having some of the same experiences, especially meeting those who live along the river or make their living from it: independent individuals more at home with a fishing pole or frog-gigger than a laptop or cell phone.




      Just north of Puzzle Lake is where the Econlockhatchee River enters the St. Johns and helps to increase its volume heading north. That river and the Wekiva further north come from Central Florida, with its teeming population and theme parks and spreading urbanization. The result, up until the mid-1990s, was a massive influx of stormwater runoff and treated sewage into the St. Johns River. As much as thirty-five million gallons of treated sewage were entering the river each day, resulting in large amounts of blue-green algae, which caused huge fish kills in the 1970s and 1980s. Since then a regional wastewater treatment plant near Orlando has reduced the amount of nitrogen and phosphorus entering the St. Johns. The policing of the river by concerned groups has also helped, but the burgeoning population growth in Central Florida threatens to overwhelm the system and do irreparable damage to the river.


    




    

      Near where Brevard, Orange, and Volusia Counties come together, the river begins heading north-northwest into Seminole County and up into Lake Harney, which is  named after Colonel (later General) William Selby Harney, who defeated the Seminoles in the 1830s near Homestead, Florida. Lakes Harney, Jesup, and several others along the St. Johns are named after federal officers who served during the Seminole Indian Wars, indicating how important the river was for the transportation of troops and cargoes in that era.




      Lake Harney is where I actually boarded my friends’ boat to make the trip to Mayport, mostly because the depth of the river was about two feet below normal. South of this point in 2003 it was simply too shallow to launch anything but a kayak or a very shallow-draft boat or an airboat. Getting into Lake Harney from the C.S. Lee Park at SR 46 is very difficult, as evidenced by our running aground several times near Cow Island. We finally asked a local boater if we could follow him out the winding, unmarked channel. Increasing our speed and planing over the water, which raised our motor, helped, but the lack of markers leading to the lake makes for a difficult time, especially for boaters unaccustomed to the area.




      As my own two river companions and I, all members of the Marjorie Kinnan Rawlings Society, headed north, we tried to guess where Rawlings and Smith camped each night, encountered strangers, or stopped to look at the scenery. In fact, we had with us Rawlings’s “Hyacinth Drift” chapter, as well as William Bartram’s travelogue.




      Lake Harney is a little over nine square miles in size, but very shallow. Even once on the lake, finding our way out of it into the river heading north is not easy. (We followed a speeding local boater who knew the channel well.) We saw very few people on and around the lake, but the view of scattered houses along the lake will probably become more congested as city-dwellers head for relatively isolated waterside regions like this.




      On the western shore of the lake two miles from present-day Geneva was the site of a Seminole Indian War outpost, Fort Lane, named after Lieutenant Colonel John Lane, who died in Florida in 1836. Federal troops used the fort during the Second Seminole War (1835–1842), but the site of the fort has long since been abandoned and taken back by the surrounding woods. (More details about the fort are in the land tour that follows.) One can still see in the Geneva Historical Society building to the west a few remnants of that fort.


    




    

      Lake Harney was the place on the St. Johns that Confederate Secretary of War John Breckinridge reached during his successful escape from the United States in 1865 at the end of the Civil War. After arriving at present-day Astor on the St. Johns, he was assisted by three men under the command of Captain J.J. Dickison. Using a small boat they had salvaged from the sunken Union boat Columbine (see chapter five for more details), the three men took their escaping dignitary up the river for four days until they reached Lake Harney. They then took Breckinridge cross-country to the Indian River, which he sailed down and eventually escaped, making his way to Cuba and then England. On that trip, the mosquitoes were so bad that the escaping party would anchor in the middle of the St. Johns each evening to try to avoid the swarms of bugs on the river bank.




      East of Lake Harney is Volusia County, while Seminole County is on the west. As you leave the lake and meander north-northwest to Lake Monroe, you pass on the left the abandoned Osceola Airfield. Many such airfields were built during World War II, and while some became the main airports for growing towns after the war, others were soon abandoned and left to nature.




      A might-have-been that would have dramatically affected Lake Harney and the St. Johns was the plan in the mid-1960s to build a canal between the St. Johns and Indian Rivers near the Atlantic coast. The St. Johns–Indian River Barge Canal, which would have been the southern exit of the infamous Cross Florida Barge Canal (see chapter five), was to link the Gulf of Mexico with the space complex at Cape Canaveral. The canal across Volusia County would have been 150 feet wide and twelve feet deep, beginning at Lake Monroe near Sanford, heading south past Lake Jesup, and leaving the southern part of Lake Harney into a 250-foot lifting lock. Planners noted that, besides huge barges, 25,000 pleasure boats would use the St. Johns and new canal each year, all of which would have a major, certainly negative, impact on the river. When President Nixon finally halted the Cross Florida Barge Canal in 1971, that effectively stopped the St. Johns–Indian River Barge Canal proposal, much to the satisfaction of environmentalists.


    




    

      Even above Lake Harney all the way to Lake Monroe the river can be difficult to navigate since there are very few directional signs. The maps are unclear, especially with the many side channels that lead nowhere. Clue: get several maps, follow local boaters, and ask for directions. The section from Lake Harney to Lake Monroe is one of the most beautiful and isolated of the whole river, especially on weekdays. From time to time, especially on weekends, the cacophony of speeding airboats and airplanes overhead will shatter the quiet, send animals scurrying, and make you wish there were some way to muffle the engines.




      When the river leaves Lake Harney and continues its meandering in a north-northwest direction in Seminole County, it passes by the settlement of Osceola (named after the Seminole leader), Palm Shadows, and Indian Mound Village.




      To the right about a half-mile down the river from the entrance to Lake Harney is Deep Creek, a five-mile-long waterway that leads to Lake Ashby via Lake Ashby Canal. Although difficult for boats to navigate, the creek is good for fishing, as are many of the creeks that come into the main river. This particular creek was probably the site of Native American villages two hundred years ago. Off to the right are lakes with descriptive names like Mud and Mullet and Thornhill. They are usually accessible from the St. Johns, depending on drought conditions.




      The section of the river between Lake Harney and Lake Monroe is one of the prettiest sections on the whole river simply because it has fewer signs of habitation and more alligators, turtles, and birds. As is true of much of the area along the river, one can see here different kinds of houses and architectural styles, from the weekend shack to the mansion.




      Just before the river enters Lake Monroe, it goes under Highway 46 twice. As it does so, it skirts the northeastern edge of a large body of water, Lake Jesup, a sixteen-square-mile lake named after a Second Seminole War federal officer. Steamboats used to go to and from the lake in the nineteenth century and had four landings where they could discharge and take on passengers and cargo. Highway 417 crosses the lake as part of the Central Florida Greenway.




      Just where the Highway 46 bridge crosses the St. Johns is the Sanford Boat Works, where one can go on eco-tours around the area. The bridge over the river, the Douglas Stenstrom Bridge, honors a state senator from 1954 to 1959  who worked  to have the bridge built to replace an old wooden span that now serves as a fishing pier. Just before entering Lake Monroe, you can see to the left (west) a Native American mound after which Indian Mound Village is named.


    




    

      As we approach the southern end of Lake Monroe, we say goodbye to the most isolated part of the river and head to increasingly busy stretches—although the river will still have patches of isolation.




      





      by land to Lake Monroe




      No highways on either side of the river follow its winding path, but one can reach fish camps and trailer parks by taking smaller roads from the main highways. The area south of Lake Harney is impassable to cars within the vicinity of the St. Johns, and four-wheel drive vehicles are necessary for off-the-road trips along the river.




      One can, however, drive along the western edge of the river near Osceola. About four miles west on Highway 46 is the small town of Geneva, probably named after a local resident, the wife of a railroadman from New Geneva, New York, although some gazetteers think the name may go back to the city in Switzerland. Its original name, Harney Cove, stressed its nearness to Lake Harney. A railroad from Lake Okeechobee to the Florida east coast passed through Geneva until the 1940s, when the line was abandoned.




      Of possible interest to Civil War buffs is the Geneva Cemetery, located at the end of 0.4-mile Cemetery Road, which is .3 miles east of the junction of Highways 46 and 426. The cemetery has the graves of seventeen Civil War soldiers: fifteen Confederate and two Union. Also buried there is the skull of Lewis Thornton Powell, who, as part of the conspiracy to assassinate President Lincoln and government officials in April 1865, tried to kill Secretary of State William Seward. Although his attempt to stab Seward to death did not succeed, Powell was captured, tried, and hanged for his part in the crime. Powell’s body has been lost, but his skull was discovered in the Smithsonian Institution and returned to his family members, some of whom were living in Geneva, and they buried it there. To reach the actual gravesite, from the entrance of the cemetery walk forty-four yards down the center path, then twenty-five yards to the right, then six yards to the right.




      The Museum of Geneva History is just east of the junction of Highways 46 and 426 (see chapter ten for phone number and hours). The museum has artifacts from Fort Lane, which was on the western shore of Lake Harney. To reach the site of the fort, from the intersection of Highways 46 and 426, drive .6 miles east, turn right on Lake Geneva Road and go .8 miles, turn left on Lake Harney Road and go 1.2 miles, turn right on Jungle Road and go .9 miles, turn left on Fort Lane Road, and then go .4 miles to Fort Lane Park on the left.
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          Lewis Thornton Powell, and the resting place of his skull.


        


      




      





      





      Visitors can find in the pavilion at the park a small sheet describing a “History Hike” they can take around the park. Markers throughout the park point to the presence of a Native American midden, a log from Fort Lane, a crosstie from the railroad that served Geneva from 1912 until 1942, and possibly part of an airplane that crashed into a tree on an unsuccessful landing at a nearby grassy runway.


    




    

      Residents of Geneva used to make the thirty-mile boat trip to Sanford on the St. Johns, but a primitive road built in 1910 cut the time and distance considerably. The road was paved with brick in 1917. Workers built SR 46 of sand and oil in 1946.




      North of the town and Lake Geneva, Osceola Road East leads past the abandoned Osceola Airfield to the town of Osceola near the St. Johns after it leaves Lake Harney. Drivers can reach Osceola by taking Avenue C in Geneva to Old Geneva Road to West Osceola Road, or by going ten miles east from SR 46 on Osceola Road, first west, then east. Osceola Road winds around near the west bank of the St. Johns to a dead end, but the houses along the river block its view from the road.
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