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PREFACE


Like so many other people, I came to Florida from somewhere else, drawn here by the chance to escape northern winters, not anticipating anything other than sunny days, good boating, and lots of navel oranges. Florida history was the last thing on my mind, but I kept bumping into some of the same names over and over. Henry Flagler, for one. His name seemed to pop up everywhere. There was Flagler Beach, Flagler County, the railroad he built, and his hotels that rivaled the Taj Mahal. His private life, I discovered, was even more interesting.


What was so special about someone named Osceola? He was a Native American, obviously, but why did I run into his name every time I turned a corner?


Make a trip to the Everglades and inevitably the name Marjory Stoneman Douglas will come up. But she had so much more to her credit than simply being a champion of the Everglades (as if that weren’t enough). What a woman!


Slowly, I became hooked. So many fascinating things have happened in Florida. And why not? European history got started on this continent in 1513 in Florida, not on that big rock in Massachusetts in 1620. By that time, St. Augustine already had shops, a church, and a hospital. The Pilgrims were the new kids on the block.


The same climate and sunny days that brought me to Florida have brought other folks, too, from New York, Ontario, Havana, Russia—you name it—some for vacations, others as part-time “snowbirds.” Some lucky ones like me have made Florida their year-round home. There’s good and bad in that. Being home to so many people from somewhere else keeps things interesting in the Sunshine State, but it can lead to divided allegiances. Their bodies tan in this sunny paradise, but their hearts and their families reside somewhere else.


This might have something to do with the well-established Florida tradition: “Take the money and run.” Everyone, it seems, wants to take something from Florida. What’s taken these days might be happy memories and a pair of “mouse ears,” but in the past it included pinewood forests, egret feathers, Seminole tribal lands, turtle eggs, and alligator skins. As fast as the bolts of lightning that slash our summer skies, the word went out until the recent recession. Florida has been in the midst of recovering ever since—to the benefit of our economy but to the detriment of our environment.


Generally speaking, people don’t concern themselves much with Florida history. Instead they concentrate mainly on what has happened in recent years in the state: the presidential and gubernatorial elections, hurricanes, shark attacks, the economic recession, and games involving the Dolphins, Marlins, Gators, and other popular teams.


Reading Florida history can be comforting. It reminds us that people in the past survived the same things we’re facing today. Ads for in-home shelters to ensure safety from bioterrorists after the attacks of September 11, 2001, echoed the backyard bomb shelters hastily built during the Cuban missile crisis. Although they didn’t manage to inflict much damage, Nazi saboteurs invaded our shores in 1942, long before the foreign terrorists of 2001. The election of 1876 was no more satisfying to half the nation than the election in 2000, but we survived them both. We made it before; we’ll do it again.


Floridians will continue putting out the welcome mat, hoping snowbirds, transplants, and tourists, too, will come for the sunshine but also take time to check into the fascinating history of this lovely peninsula. As well as being comforting, finding out what happened in Florida can be fun—a day at the beach, you might say.




PONCE DE LEÓN’S RECEPTION IN THE NEW WORLD


1513


From the beginning immigrants have sometimes received a lessthan-warm welcome in the New World. Juan Ponce de León was no exception. In fact, the man who is credited with discovering Florida had such an ignominious debut in America, he spent very little actual time on our soil before fleeing for his life.


Florida’s recorded history began with Ponce, a Spanish nobleman who, like other explorers of his day, was unquestionably motivated by a quest for power, riches, and natives to enslave.


The myth of the Fountain of Youth, so firmly attached to Ponce’s name, probably started with Indians repeating tales about healing waters told to them by other European explorers. The legend of such a fountain or spring existed in many parts of the world and could be traced to the fabled “water of life” in the Garden of Eden, supposedly located in the Far East. Early Spanish explorers thought America was the Far East, possibly convincing some that the fountain must be somewhere in the New World. Bearing in mind that neither Spaniards nor Indians were bilingual and Spanish explorers needed to periodically replenish their drinking water, it seems logical that requests for “fresh” or “sweet” water could be interpreted as rejuvenating water from a spring or fountain.


The only existing source containing firsthand details of Ponce’s journey is a monumental ten-volume work published about 1610. It contains no mention of a Fountain of Youth. The lures of finding gold and conquering new territories were the usual reasons for men to explore strange lands, and there is little reason to doubt these reasons were uppermost in Ponce de León’s mind as well.


Ponce had sailed with Christopher Columbus’s second voyage to the New World in 1493, when Puerto Rico was discovered. At that time Ponce remained on the island of Hispaniola to establish a settlement and enslave natives to mine the gold deposits he expected to find. The Spanish king rewarded him with the governorship of eastern Hispaniola (now the Dominican Republic), then the governorship of Puerto Rico. Accordingly, Ponce’s wealth increased.


However, during the palace intrigue following Columbus’s death, his son, Diego Columbus, claimed all his father’s possessions, along with the right to install his own people as governors. Being unceremoniously ousted from his job must have been the irritant that helped energize Ponce to pursue his own discoveries and add to his wealth and prestige.


In 1513 he set out from Puerto Rico with three ships, heading north until he reached what he thought was an island, probably near what is now the city of Melbourne, Florida. Over the years St. Augustine has claimed to be the spot where the Spaniards landed, dispensing water from its springs to eager tourists, but studies of Ponce’s navigation log using modern instruments render this unlikely. Additionally, one can’t help but notice that there are no records of tourists enjoying incredibly long life spans after quenching their thirst in St. Augustine.


Since it was the Easter season, Pascua florida, and the land “had a very beautiful view of many and cool woodlands,” Ponce named it La Florida, “Land of Flowers.” Under the patent granted him by King Ferdinand, Ponce claimed his discovery for Spain. Heading south, he made a second discovery, although at the time he did not recognize it for what it was.


As Ponce’s three vessels followed the coast, it became increasingly difficult to make forward progress despite strong winds in their favor. Gradually, the current became stronger than the wind, causing the ships to regress rather than sail forward. The two caravels nearest land dropped anchor, but the smaller brigantine in deeper waters was unable to anchor. Carried out to sea, it disappeared from sight.


The Spaniards had discovered a “river” 50 to 300 miles wide in the ocean. Ponce de León’s pilot, realizing its significance, made notes for charting a route for ships to be carried on their voyages home, a great boon to Spanish exploration. Today, we call this “river” the Gulf Stream. Even now, large tankers traveling north ride the Gulf Stream to save valuable time.


While his ship lay at anchor awaiting the return of the brigantine, several Indians waved to Ponce from shore. Thinking he had found some likely prospects to mine the riches he expected to find on his “island,” Ponce waved back as he began rowing ashore with some men. A sudden flurry of bone-tipped arrows and spears rained down, convincing the Spaniards to await the return of the brigantine from a safer distance.


As they replenished firewood and water near what was later called Jupiter Inlet, they might well have wondered if their ungracious welcome was due to messages carried to the Indians by escaped Caribbean slaves, victims of Ponce de León’s suppression of Puerto Rican natives.


After reuniting with their missing ship, Ponce and his men sailed on to the last of the keys, where they feasted on turtles, appropriately naming the islands the Tortugas. Replenishing wood and water again, they sailed north as far as Sanibel Island, where they careened one ship for repairs. As they worked, an Indian shouted in Spanish from a distance, saying his chief would like to trade much gold with them. The wary Ponce only waved back in response, but shortly afterward, Indians in canoes were grabbing the anchor line, attempting to drag Ponce’s ship to shore while others began an assault. The Spaniards fought them off and, having had their fill of unfriendly Indians, sailed back to the safety of Puerto Rico.


In his seven-month journey, Ponce had been greeted by hostile natives, was unable to establish a permanent settlement, and, to his great disappointment, had no fabulous wealth to show for his trouble.


Unaware that he had actually discovered the tip of a new continent, he remained in Puerto Rico, accruing wealth to finance more expeditions. Reports of successful discoveries by other explorers tormented him, especially tales of the vast riches Hernando Cortés sent to Spain from his conquest of Mexico.


In 1521 Ponce decided to try again. Armed with documents naming him governor of Florida and intending to establish a colony where he would get his share of the fabulous wealth of the New World, he set out with soldiers, farmers, priests, supplies, cows, and other animals. He anchored off Estero Bay, near Fort Myers Beach, close to where he had been eight years previously.


Whether or not the same Indians recognized him and his party, their greeting was much the same—a fierce attack. An arrow pierced Ponce’s armor, wounding him seriously. His men carried him to the ship and hastily departed the Land of Flowers, setting sail for Cuba, where Ponce died of his wounds. His body was returned to Puerto Rico and buried.


Ponce de León died unaware of the true significance of the “island” he claimed for Spain, or the importance of the great “river” he discovered in the ocean, or even that the Andalusia cattle he took along on the 1521 voyage would be the forbears of modern Florida’s thriving cattle industry. He barely set foot on his “island” and never glimpsed gold, but he became more famous in ensuing English history books than he did among his Spanish contemporaries.


Florida’s first governor would surely be pleased that part of his discovery would one day be known as the Gold Coast, some of the most highly valued property in the richest nation in the world.




OSCEOLA BETRAYED


1838


In 1786 Thomas Jefferson loftily proclaimed, “It may be regarded as certain that not a foot of land will ever be taken from the Indians without their consent.”


After that, things went downhill.


A treaty signed in 1823, supposedly effective for twenty years and no bargain for Florida’s Seminoles to begin with, was violated in 1830 with President Andrew Jackson’s signing of the Indian Removal Bill. Then the newest government Indian agent, Wiley Thompson, asked the Seminoles to sign yet another treaty, which would move them to undesirable lands in the West amid other Indian tribes who were their enemies. In response, a charismatic young Seminole named Osceola whipped out his knife, stabbed the treaty on the council table, and snarled, “This is the only treaty I will ever make with the whites!”


The legend of Osceola had begun.


His name, Asi Yahola, corrupted by whites into Osceola, would become one of the most famous of all Indian names. Born about 1803, he denied stories of being a half-breed, announcing emphatically, “No foreign blood runs in my veins. I am a pureblood….” His mother was Creek, and since Creek and Seminole tribal structure was matrilineal, he was a member of his mother’s clan, justified in claiming descent and inheritance from her.


Although he was not a chief by heredity and his time of influence was brief, he not only led his own people but was destined to become the idol of many whites.


After the treaty-stabbing incident, Osceola seldom missed an opportunity to show contempt for white men’s treaties. He shot agent Thompson in 1835, causing a further rift in American-Seminole relations and sparking the Second Seminole War. Thompson grew to hate Osceola so much that during one acrimonious session in his office, the agent had him jailed with his wrists bound tightly enough that scars formed. Osceola, nearly insane with anger, raged for hours, then plotted revenge. Released six days later, still seething inwardly, he pretended to be remorseful. His performance must have been convincing because the grateful Thompson gave him a custom-made rifle—a major error on his part, as it turned out.


Some time later, when Thompson and a companion were out for a stroll, Osceola, brandishing his new rifle, stepped from behind some trees. After killing both men, Osceola scalped Thompson and, as payback, cut his scalp into pieces, giving each Indian in his group a souvenir.


Newspapers reported Osceola’s escapades, including his badgering of government troops and outsmarting of several generals. He watched his enemies from a distance, marveling at their clumsy, noisy maneuverings, so unlike the Indians’ silent movements through the forests.


But both Seminoles and whites tired as the feud dragged on. Food, energy, and ammunition were running low and any trust they ever had in each other had run out.


Finally, Osceola agreed to meet for peace talks with the latest white commander, General Thomas S. Jesup, under a flag of truce. Like all Seminoles, Osceola regarded the white flag as almost sacred. But once inside the camp, his party was surrounded, and he was knocked on the head, bound, and thrown into a cell.


As word of the betrayal spread, the entire nation and even other nations were outraged and disgusted. Congress investigated Jesup, ending up evenly divided for and against him. His name became synonymous with treachery and he spent much of the rest of his life defending his actions.


Osceola had been suffering from intermittent fevers, now thought to have been malaria. He was tired, ill, and defeated. His two wives and one child were permitted to join him in prison at Fort Marion in St. Augustine, the oldest fort in the United States. The man who had lived easily in a vast forest and bathed in clean rivers spent the next five weeks in the overcrowded fort, experiencing a recurrence of his illness exacerbated by poor hygiene and an infestation of fleas. (Scientists examined strands of Osceola’s hair that were among artifacts passed to descendants of his attending physicians. Tests indicated that Osceola suffered from head lice which, untreated, could also cause fevers and chills.)


As more Indians were captured, the prison became even more crowded and sanitation deteriorated. A measles outbreak followed by a prison escape contributed to the decision to move the prisoners to a safer site. Fort Moultrie in Charleston, South Carolina, was chosen. The incarcerated Indians would be removed from their homeland after all.


During his imprisonment, Osceola was attended by the Fort Marion physician, Dr. Frederick Weedon, a colonel in Andrew Jackson’s army who had settled in St. Augustine. Osceola had developed acute tonsillitis, a serious condition in those times. Trust between doctor and patient grew to the point that, when the Indians found out they were to be moved, Osceola asked that Weedon accompany them.


Though something of a celebrity and well-treated by his captors, Osceola’s life ebbed. Dr. Weedon visited him every few hours and consulted with his friend, Dr. Benjamin Strobel, professor of anatomy in Charleston. Both physicians did everything they could, but Seminole medicine men who were present prevented several measures the doctors felt would benefit the patient. Dr. Weedon recorded in his diary that Osceola asked “that his Bones Should be permitted to remain in peace and that I should take them To Florida & place them where I Knew they would not be disturbed.”


Early on January 30, 1838, with Weedon present, Osceola asked for his best clothes. He dressed, painted half of his face, hands, and knife handle with red paint—an oath of war—smilingly shook hands all around with Indians and whites alike, laid back grasping his scalping knife, crossed his hands, and died.


Even then, the indignities did not stop. Dr. Weedon, Osceola’s best white friend, during a moment alone with the corpse, beheaded the body.


Several theories attempt to explain this bizarre behavior, but none explains it any better than the doctor’s great-granddaughter, who said, “Dr. Weedon was an unusual man….” While the warrior’s body was buried at Fort Moultrie, in Charleston, South Carolina, Dr. Weedon embalmed the head and took it with him when he returned to St. Augustine, keeping it in his home, where he also had his office. His great-granddaughter related that when one of his sons misbehaved, the doctor would hang the embalmed head from the boy’s bedpost to teach him a lesson. An unusual man indeed.


Eventually, Weedon gave the head to his son-in-law, Dr. Daniel Whitehurst, who, in turn, sent it to his former professor, Dr. Valentine Mott, a New York City surgeon. White historians think the head was destroyed in a fire at the medical college where Dr. Mott kept specimens. However, Seminoles, citing Mott’s statement that he was keeping the head at his home, believe it still exists.


Since the 1930s, Florida and South Carolina have argued intermittently about who should have Osceola’s grave. Charleston believes it would become “just another tourist attraction” in Florida. Florida accuses Charleston of “gross neglect” of the grave, citing a 1966 incident when a park guard discovered that someone had been digging at the gravesite. Immediately after the discovery, local police were joined by the FBI and news reporters. By that time Fort Moultrie National Monument was under the authority of the National Park Service, which began an archeological investigation. The investigation disclosed a headless skeleton still in the grave identified as belonging to Osceola.


Although few outside their families and some historians remember Jesup, Thompson, or Weedon, in the United States there are three counties, two townships, twenty towns, one borough, one state park, two lakes, a national forest, and a dormitory hall at Florida State University that bear the name of the Seminole warrior Osceola.


Despite his deathbed request, Osceola’s bones are still not in their Florida home.




DR. GORRIE MAKES ICE


1842


During the summer of 1841, over one hundred people died in Apalachicola when the Gulf port town, one of Florida’s most important seaports, reeled under the annual recurrence of yellow fever and malaria. One local physician, Dr. John Gorrie, obsessed with learning to control the fevers, worked devotedly, caring for patients in two regional hospitals. The recurrence of the illnesses during months of soaring heat and humidity led him to deduce that the possible cause might be airborne miasmas from decomposing vegetation.


Dr. Gorrie had been the postmaster, city council chairman, treasurer, and mayor while he maintained interests in the Mansion House Hotel, two banks, and the Apalachicola Land Company. He also founded Trinity Church in Apalachicola in the days before he became obsessed with the all-consuming goal of helping people suffering from the fevers. Capitalizing on the goodwill he had earned among his fellow citizens, he constantly harangued them to drain swamps and use mosquito nets to filter from the air the poisons he believed were causing the sicknesses. Whenever he could spare a moment, he shut himself in the laboratory attached to his house, searching for a means to dry and cool the air in his patients’ rooms in hopes of controlling their fevers.


Success finally arrived on a June afternoon in 1842. Normally shy and reserved, the doctor recognized that what he had accomplished would have far-reaching effects and, eager to share the news, he rushed to find his friend, Dr. Alvan Chapman, who was mixing prescriptions in his dispensary. Dr. Chapman was one of the few who knew about Gorrie’s search for a way of reducing patients’ temperatures.


“Well,” Dr. Chapman said, “have you found a way to freeze your patients?”


“No, but I’ve made ice!” was Dr. Gorrie’s astounding announcement.


During experiments with cooling air, Gorrie had accidentally produced small blocks of “artificial” ice. Although benefiting patients was always his primary concern, he realized there could be other as-yet undreamed-of possibilities in the making of ice. Someday, he predicted, foods could be frozen solid to preserve them, an improvement over salting, pickling, and drying, which were then the only means of food preservation.


Chapman, a botanist, was excited for his friend. He later assisted him with a demonstration at the Mansion House Hotel, organized by a Monsieur Rosan, a French cotton buyer who lived in Apalachicola during the shipping season.


Since about 1805, New England shipowners had chopped ice from lakes and rivers in the region, loaded it into insulated ships, and sold it to southern cities. The larger cities built huge, insulated vaults to store the blocks of ice. Unfortunately, after stops in Savannah and Charleston, the ships were sometimes empty by the time they reached the docks in Apalachicola. When ships failed to arrive at all, as frequently happened, mint juleps were served warm.
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