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PREFACE





  Gene M. Burnett genuinely loves Florida and its past. He has what some would call a “bird-dog nose” for a good story and gets all the nubs of truth that careful, determined research can produce before he writes about it. This volume contains some 63 sketches, most of which have been published in Florida Trend magazine over the past fourteen years. The book is a lode that will produce treasures unlimited for the Florida history lover to mine from its pages. Burnett is a skillful storyteller and writer. Each of the individual stories stands on its own base, but taken together they present a mosaic of the real Florida of earlier years.




  Like all good historical writing, we learn from it, we are entertained and inspired by it.




  —LeRoy Collins


  Former Governor of Florida
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INTRODUCTION





  While doing some free-lance writing in the summer of 1972, I wrote a historical article on George H. “Dad” Gandy and his Tampa Bay Bridge and sent it off to Florida Trend magazine. History has always been among my major interests but my writing of it tends to resist orthodox academic styles in favor of one more flexible and informal. Trend, on the other hand, was a staid and pillarish periodical devoted mainly to affairs of business and finance. Hence, I had little idea the story would be accepted. It was. I had even less notion that I would be writing a history piece for the magazine virtually every month for the next 14 years. I have. But a long time would elapse before the idea occurred of collecting and publishing the pieces in book form. Other parties suggested it; I was slow to come around to it. However, the topics I usually chose to write about were of broad, diverse and general human interest, and Trend’s readership was necessarily selective and limited, a minute fraction of the general reading public. Yet, not until the early 1980s did I make any serious effort to have the pieces published in book form. I am thankful that I did. I had unconsciously developed a special attachment to the work because it was written during years of often restrictive and trying circumstances. Conversely, the writing provided me with release and expression, an essential catharsis that made the efforts a labor of felicity if not of love.




  The question recurs often among scholars and academicians: What is history? Just as often the query has provoked strenuous and ardent advocacy from various schools of thinking. U.S. historians from Bancroft to Beard have proffered interpretations ranging from theological to economic derivation. Noted British historians range similarly, from the distinguished Macaulay, who described his work as that of “half poet, half philosopher,” to the “scientific” determinism of Toynbee. In our own state, among major Florida historians—Tebeau, the Hannas, Mahon, Patrick, or others—we likewise find rich variation. One might almost think it not too facetious to paraphrase Finley Peter Dunn’s Mr. Dooley and conclude: “History is whut the historian sez it is.” Almost but not quite.




  One of our distinctive modern historians, Barbara Tuchman—who describes herself as simply a storyteller, a narrator who deals in true stories—affirms: “There is no such thing as a neutral or purely objective historian. Without an opinion a historian would be simply a ticking clock, and unreadable besides.” But she stresses an essential qualifier: “The primary duty of the historian is to stay within the evidence.” If he or she meets this requisite, then the reader is free to accept or reject whatever interpretation the chronicler gives such evidence. Another prime duty, she asserts, is to render the subject as interesting to the reader as it was to the writer. Thus one must “distill” the subject for the reader—assemble the information, make sense of it, select the essential, discard the irrelevant, and put it together into that form of dramatic narrative that is “the lifeblood of history.” Such rules seem eminently reasonable, especially in a field of study where absolute certainty and precision can often prove elusive if not unattainable. At least hereby we may avoid that bane of the profession, what historian Allan Nevins called “Professor Dryasdust” and his “pedagogic gobbledegook,” or his opposite extreme, the “Glib Popularizer.” In short, one should strive to unite literary and scholarly qualities in a manner producing sound, readable history. If in this collection I have generally adhered to these broad but firm guidelines, I will be thankful; hopefully the reader will be too.




  My own primary sense of history is that it belongs to human beings; they make history and are in turn affected by it whether they are noted, ordinary, or even obscure individuals. Therefore, letters, diaries, memoranda, notes, and even pictures are as much a part of history as are the great events themselves. Indeed, some obscure individual may actually be the catalyst for the larger event. To take a random example from this book, who would have dreamed that two powerful nations, England and Spain, would go to war in and over Florida in the 1740s simply because, years earlier, an obscure English trader had one of his ears lopped off for smuggling? Then, too, an ordinary individual can reach beyond the grave to throw new light on a historic event, as in the case of the discovery a century later of letters written by a young Union private who fought at the Battle of Olustee. Sometimes an individual’s influence upon a given locality is subtler and less defined but no less tangible. The demonic presence of mobster Al Capone and friends in Dade County in the 1920s surely nurtured the seeds of gambling and corruption that would plague that area for another generation or more.




  History can be exciting and intriguing as well as instructive. Thoughtful scrutiny of the activities of our forebears can often refresh and even change our minds and attitudes about the present. Basically, I believe that my own approach to history is that of a digger and a sifter, not unlike a miner who comes along after the main lode has been all but picked clean, panning the raw earth for hidden nuggets, or perhaps a nugget mistakenly cast aside as merely a rough stone. Herein the reader must himself assess to what degree this panning effort has been successful.




  I have appended to this book only a partial bibliography, one or two sources for each story. These are given mainly for those who wish to read a further account of a particular topic. I believe that the nature of this presentation does not demand a massive and exhaustive list of sources. I can assure the reader that, were it so, the bibliography might entail a third as many pages as the book itself.




  Gene M. Burnett




  FLORIDA’S


  PAST




  For I will show you lessons from


  our history, stories handed down


  to us from former generations.




  Psalms 78:2,3 (TLB)




  
Achievers and


  Pioneers





  
1.


  Dad Gandy’s “Crazy” Bridge





  Everybody said a bridge across Old Tampa Bay was impossible until George Gandy’s 20-year obsession proved them wrong.




  When George Sheppard “Dad” Gandy’s collossus—one of the longest toll span bridges in the world of that time—opened for traffic nearly half a century ago, it was the feat of its day.




  The bridge surely was a financial and engineering marvel; it accelerated by years the residential and commercial development of the entire Tampa Bay area.




  But the major wonder of the feat seemed to lay in its gestation, its birth, from the time that it was no more than a fixed glint in a pair of stern and flinty eyes, shortly after the turn of the century, to the day almost a generation later when the first piling hammered into water and bedrock.




  In the early 1900s, however, it was not called Gandy’s collossus but his folly. It was the apogee of Rube Goldbergism, technologically refined; it was simply a crazy notion that was greeted, at best, with patronizing guffaws from the more practical wags of the day.




  In fairness to the scoffers, of course, it must be allowed that the scheme did present a far-out, high-risk aspect. Indeed, over the years, the project careened on the precipice of failure enough times to make the shrewdest stock market wizard hedge his bottom dollar for lunch money and a nice, sound U.S. savings bond. But it vaguely seemed to make a difference when the tall, imposing Philadelphian said simply, “I am going to build that bridge.”




  Gandy himself was the difference, the singlemindedness of a zealot mixed, sometimes precariously, with a razor will, unmitigated cheek, and more than a touch of the deGaullian grande gesture.




  Born in Tuckahoe, New Jersey, October 20, 1851, Dad Gandy began life inauspiciously enough. A grammar school dropout, his first job was an office boy with Henry Disston & Sons, of Philadelphia. Within 11 years, the dropout had parlayed the Horatio Algeran virtues of the day into a top position in the Disston firm. This springboard was to launch him into a career as developer, builder, and transportation expert.




  The latter vocation drew his singular interest and, by the end of the 19th century, he had major streets of Philadelphia’s city and suburbs clattering with its first electric trolleys. It was his interest in an investment in a streetcar line that initially brought him to St. Petersburg, in 1903, at the invitation of the line’s promoter, F. A. Davis, another Philadelphian.




  At some point during this time, the visitor, then already in his 50s, gazed out over the broad expanse of Old Tampa Bay to the thin shore line on the far side and quietly whispered to himself: “Why not?” Thus began what Florida historian Charlton Tebeau has termed the old man’s “obsession.”




  It was naturally, a pleasant fantasy, indulged by many a weary merchant or traveler who, as late as 1907, might spend up to three days making the Tampa-St. Pete trip by auto over nearly impassable, mud-clogged roads or, by boat, through hazardous and capricious winds and currents. But the staggering immensity of the concept confined it to just that category—fantasy and folly.




  Gandy seemed to have had, however, a penchant for “folly.” He once indulged a small folly on the side as if to prove it. In 1912, he purchased property at Central Avenue and Fifth Street in St. Pete and built a Plaza, with theatre and office buildings. For almost two years, he bore with patriarchal patience the derisive hoots of “Gandy’s White Elephant.” But the investment soon prospered many times over; the hoots became contrite squeaks.




  Gandy’s big dream was nursed in dormancy, however, until its initial spur came in 1910 when he began discussing with H. Walter Fuller, a non-skeptic who was also interested in such a bridge, the most feasible route the span might take. (They joined forces, but Gandy was later to buy out Fuller’s interest for $500.) Nevertheless, plans dragged along in the lean year preceding World War I and it was not until 1915 that the exact bridge route was determined. By this time, Gandy had formed his Gandy Bridge Company and began to make the first formal surveys for the causeway dredgings.




  The route itself was a propitious choice. They had discovered almost a straight line of broad, shallow flats ideal for dredging, this further enhanced by discovery of a long finger of natural rock bed lying several feet under the sand and forming a perfect foundation for the concrete bridge section.




  The route as planned—and completed—called for three and a quarter miles of protruding causeway, at both ends, with two and a half miles of reenforced concrete bridge, 24 feet wide. It was looking good—on paper. The snags were to come.




  By late 1917, Gandy had secured rights-of-way from both counties and, the following year, a tropic sun glinted off swinging machete blades as they hacked at palmetto clumps and mangroves to clear the survey lines. Meanwhile, Gandy was seeking state and federal rights for the span itself. But, after subduing one or two smaller competitors, he met formidable opposition from a Pinellas company, the Tampa, Atlantic & Gulf Railroad, which had already filed its own plans for a bridge along the same route. The old man also had been turned down earlier for a federal permit by Bernard Baruch’s War Emergency Board.




  Gandy fought back. He rushed all over both counties to get endorsements from powerful civic groups, banks, and businesses, while buttonholing legislators along the way. He turned out his own “form” endorsements and successfully sought signatures for them with which to deluge a hearing before the Board of Engineers of the U.S. War Department.




  A high, tense moment in this hearing came when one board member obliquely suggested that the endorsements all appeared to bear the composing mark of one man. Gandy’s reported retort:




  “They bear the stamp of one man, you say?” he almost shouted, banging the table with clenched fist. “You bet they do. And I’m the man. And if that bridge is ever built, by myself or anyone else, it will be by some fellow who gets behind it like I have and never quits.”




  On February 11, 1918, the War Department approved his bridge.




  However, Dad Gandy’s other major obstacle—financing—had loomed with nagging constancy during the war years and after. The scarcity and high price of materials, post-war, had posed some problem, but nothing insurmountable. Also, in those years, the old man had courted, successfully, Northeastern U.S. interests (Stone & Webster of Boston via various Wall Street temples), and the money seemed ready. But—Northern money wanted Northern control and, on this point, Gandy balked. He finally cancelled all outside negotiations.




  It was here that Gandy met his most imposing obstacle—himself—and the clash proved near-fatal to his dream. Nevertheless, with consistent adamancy, he refused to put one cent of his own money into the bridge; this even though he was a wealthy man. And, as if to compound the dilemma, he demanded controlling interest in the project, no matter who picked up the tab nor for how much.




  These star-crossed elements of his nature induced a paralytic effect on the project that was to put it into limbo for over four years—and almost into oblivion. But history makes strange bedfellows and strange bedfellows make history. Rescue was in sight.




  By 1921, the aberrant phenomenon called The Great Florida Land Boom was shifting into high gear. Land developers, promoters, speculators and tourists were flooding into the state by the thousands. Real estate prices soared astronomically, speculative fortunes came overnight, and the boom fever, its symptoms ranging from euphoric to manic, soon gripped the state.




  It was a time, as well, of grandiose schemes—George M. Merrick’s Coral Gables, Addison Mizner’s mammoth Palm Beach estates, D. P. “Doc” Davis’s Islands. It was not, therefore, an unlikely time for Gandy’s grandiose project to draw attention, nor for an unlikely milieu in which to find a promoter like Eugene M. Elliott.




  Gandy had decided earlier that he could build his bridge only by selling his friends and neighbors a piece of its future, and he hired Elliott (whose background remained a mystery), in September 1922 to sell stocks. The young promoter, with a crew of publicity men, immediately launched a blitz sales campaign throughout the bay area and beyond. Within an amazingly brief time, more than $2 million in preferred and common stock had been sold. By 1923, bridge construction was proceeding in earnest.




  Historians suggest that Elliott was less enthusiastic about the bridge than in selling securities for it, and that his sales tactics, at times, bordered on the dubious. K. H. Grismer, for example, reports that Elliott would assure sales prospects, falsely, that the bridge was already “underwritten.”




  Grismer notes, further, that Elliott never imagined that Gandy was actually going to build. He relates a story of the time of how Elliott exclaimed one day of Gandy hitting “the million mark” in the sales campaign, and of Gandy’s satisfied nod and reply that construction could soon begin. Elliott’s jaw dropped. “What?” he gasped. “You’re not really going to build, are you?” Finally convinced that Dad was sincere, Elliott was stunned. (Historian Page Jackson asserts that not every stock buyer received full return on his investment.)




  But, apparently, the promoter decided later that the bridge was not a bad idea after all. In fact, he had scooped up some choice acreage along the bridge approaches and was last seen offering “Five Thousand Acres of Sunshine” to sun-enthused tourists, even though a good piece of the sunshine was still under water.




  At all events, Gandy’s 20-year dream was completed in record time and, on November 20, 1924, Governor Cary A. Hardee cut a rope of flowers to admit the first traffic.




  Dad Gandy lived on (to a venerable 95), to savor his “obsession,” and to realize that he had played poker with the Fates and, with not even a chip to ante, he had walked away a winner.




  
2.


  Dr. Wall Corrals Yellow Fever





  Dr. John Wall’s observation that the tree-top mosquito was the carrier of yellow fever was ignored and ridiculed by those who felt filth was the cause.




  A U.S. Army commission headed by Dr. Walter Reed in 1900 got most of the credit but, historically speaking, the first American to finger the lowly mosquito as the cause of the once dreaded disease, yellow fever, was a Tampa physician, Dr. John Perry Wall.




  History has been less than kind in rendering credit to this versatile Floridian. Nevertheless, to the jeers and ridicule of both press and his medical colleagues, Dr. Wall accused the villainous insect 27 years prior to the Reed commission.




  It did seem absurd. The word itself, yellow fever, once struck fear, panic, and terror into the hearts of men. For centuries that malady had caused epidemics the world over. It brought construction of the Panama Canal to a deadly halt and it was such a scourge of Florida coastal towns in the late 19th century that frightened inland communities once resorted to “shotgun quarantines” against their seaside neighbors. And to say that this pesky but innocuous-looking insect that barely weighs a milligram was the cause of it all—well, people said, we know the doctor is a wit of sorts but his humor is touching on the balmy now. “Skeeters,” indeed!




  Everyone knew, after all, that filth and dirt caused yellow fever. The medical sanitarians said so, and their theories held sway in the 19th century. Clean up those outhouses, pig pens, yards and streets—that will do it. Still others were certain that dank vapors from nearby marshes and swamps were the culprit. Get a tar barrel smoking on every corner.




  But the good doctor was hardly jesting. He had contracted yellow fever himself and his young wife had barely nursed him back to recovery when she and their two-year-old daughter caught it. They both died. The grief-stricken doctor immersed himself in studies and research on everything relating to the disease. He conducted his own observations, too. And by 1873, he was convinced. He even zeroed in on the exact type of insect; the commonly known, far ranging “treetop” mosquito, later to be Latinized by its infamous genus—Aedes aegypti.




  John P. Wall was born near Jasper, Florida, on September 17, 1836, to Perry G. and Nancy (Hunter) Wall. The elder Wall was a prosperous planter and his home outside Brooksville is still used today by the University of Florida as a biological experiment station. Young Wall took an M.D. degree from the Medical College of South Carolina in 1858, married 19-year-old Pressie Eubanks of Richmond, Virginia, served with the Confederacy in the Civil War. After the war, he came to Tampa to practice medicine.




  Among the members of this early settler family of Tampa, the doctor’s many-faceted character was perhaps the most distinctive. He was enthusiastically active in every part of the area’s development—its industry, its port activities, its health needs and its politics. He was a brilliant writer and orator and he relished debates on any controversial issues of the day. He contributed articles to the local weekly newspaper and jousted with other state newspapers, wielding a satiric pen laced with trenchant wit—plus a saving humor. He once so infuriated Colonel Frank Harris of the Ocala Banner that the latter challenged him to a duel. The doctor accepted, but he shrewdly understood the curious truth that it was weakness, not strength, of character that prompted men to seek duels. As challengee, he could choose the place and weapons. For location, the doctor chose Mrs. Bunch’s cowpens on Six-Mile Creek where cattle drovers rested before bringing their herds into Tampa. As weapons, he selected shovels, since the bovine beasts were mightily relieved at this rest stop. By the time the roar of laughter had died down over the state, the colonel had forgotten what it was exactly that he wanted to duel about.




  The first yellow fever outbreak in Tampa in 1871 struck the doctor personally. He successfully treated for yellow fever a cabin boy on a ship in port and then came down with it himself. His wife, Pressie, nursed him to recovery but she and their two-year-old daughter succumbed to it. Their son, John P. Jr. was untouched.




  The doctor’s subsequent intensive study of the disease led him to conclude in 1873 that the common “treetop” mosquito was the carrier. He had already observed that both insect and disease prevailed only in summer months, both disappearing with the first frost. Adults whose work did not take them outside at night, when mosquitoes are most numerous, were rarely infected, as were children who were generally kept in at night. He was the first American to make these remarkably accurate observations and conclusions, but they were met with only scoff and ridicule from the medical profession and especially the lay press. Even when the noted specialist, Carlos Juan Findlay, pronounced the same conclusions after experiments in Havana in 1881, the theory was generally ignored at best.




  Medical authorities of the sanitarian school, who held that dirt, filth and fecal matter were the causes of yellow fever, comprised the ascendant opinion on the subject until 1900 and no one questioned them—except Dr. Wall. He attacked the sanitarian theory by paper and lecture, before medical groups and public bodies both north and south. He labeled the theory “wild assumptions” and “a delusion.” He reasoned: “It is now universally conceded that yellow fever is an exotic disease of infectious nature and has to be introduced to be an epidemic in this country. It would be about as logical to assume that the spread of measles was dependent on filth as that of yellow fever.”




  He noted studies of sanitation conditions in New Orleans where in 1877, “dirt and filth” caused only one death, whereas, the following year, it caused an epidemic of 4,000 deaths, and noted similar examples elsewhere. He added: “It is not to be inferred that filth is to be preferred to cleanliness . . . but we should protest against the use of these false teachings [by sanitarians] as both unscientific and harmful [since] they needlessly excite and alarm the public.”




  But the doctor’s interests were not confined to his yellow fever theories. He was revealed to be far ahead of his time on a variety of issues. In a perceptive article written in 1966 by a Tampan, Dr. James M. Ingram, Dr. Wall was aptly labelled “a man for all seasons,” and his activities seem to warrant the phrase. He was an early promoter of the then unaccepted ideas of Louis Pasteur, in bacteria, and Dr. Joseph Lister, in antiseptics. He anticipated—and wryly castigated—the modern pill and drug culture and did not hesitate to take his colleagues to task for relying heavily on drugs for therapy. Thusly: “Our stock of positive knowledge, as to the effect of drugs, is really much smaller than our professional vanity may be willing to confess. Is there any evidence that the average duration of life has been lengthened by our superior skill in the treatment of disease? On the other hand, is there not considerable ground for the belief that thousands of lives have been sacrificed by the exhibition of our [drug] remedies?” He was the earliest strong advocate of preventative medicine rather than cures, observing, “The truth is, the public faith in us as physicians far exceeds our ability—a fact whose recognition on our part . . . is likely to do more good for [the profession] than all of our boasted medical erudition.”




  Dr. Wall had one lamentable weakness—he was a hard and spirited drinker up to his mid-thirties. Then, after the death of his first wife, he met and wooed Matilda McKay, daughter of Tampa shipper Captain James McKay. The latter refused to consent to their marriage until Wall agreed to swear off the stuff. Love proved stronger than strong drink and the doctor remained thereafter a virtual teetotaller.




  During these prolific years, the doctor also found time to serve a term as mayor of Tampa; as first president of the Tampa Board of Trade; and as president of the state medical association. During the 15 years that he also served as city health officer, his measures of protection and quarantine prevented any yellow fever outbreak in this period. Soon after he left these duties, however, an epidemic broke out in 1887, and people fled the city in panic, so hastily that they left lights burning in their homes and meals on the table. “Our city is desolate and distressfully quiet,” plainted one citizen. All businesses were closed, hundreds fell ill and 79 persons died.




  But yellow fever epidemics were almost an annual affair in Florida coastal towns in those years. Inland towns instituted the notorious “shotgun” quarantines and even prevented Governor-to-be Francis P. Fleming from campaigning in the interior of the state because his brother died in the severe Jacksonville epidemic of 1888. This enabled Dr. Wall, as a legislator, to “father” the state’s first health board soon after.




  In a speech to the medical association in Gainesville on April 18, 1895, the doctor still assailed his detractors: “The sanitarians offer no experimental evidence of the truth of their assertions [on yellow fever], but having come across a case of sickness, they at once set out to hunt up a cause for it, and perhaps, finding something offensive in the locality or environment, they at once exclaim ‘Eureka!’ and thus exalt humbug at the expense of science and truth.” During this speech, a colleague noted that the speaker seemed under some stress and the doctor himself quipped to his audience that “high tones and toney meals do not seem to agree with me.” A few minutes later he fell over dead of a heart attack.




  Dr. Wall could not know that his theory would be vindicated five years later when Dr. Reed’s U.S. Army commission team working among troops stationed in Havana, Cuba, in 1900, would isolate the insect and let it bite volunteers. The evidence was overwhelmingly conclusive, but not before one team doctor almost died from a voluntary bite, and another scientist—accidentally bitten—died within days.




  At his death, his medical colleagues put together a huge wall plaque honoring the doctor’s memory; the plaque still hangs today in Tampa General Hospital. Historic tribute for his “premature” conclusions on the cause of yellow fever may have eluded him, but Dr. Wall’s vital interest in human welfare and his versatile and effective activities on behalf thereof, certainly might merit the later day colleague’s assessment of him—scientist, naturalist, industrialist, journalist, politician, humorist, and crusader, “a man for all seasons.”




  
3.


  Mary Bethune Builds A College





  With no money, she started a private school for blacks. It thrived. From there she gained national influence which she wielded to aid her race.




  It seemed at least improbable—if not slightly mad—for the young black school teacher to attempt to found a school of her own with a total capital reserve of $1.50.




  Especially when she picked as her school site an old trash dump, thickly choked with overgrowth and swampland, for which she promised to pay the owner $5 down—which she didn’t have—and $5 a month, when she could get it.




  But Mary McLeod Bethune, founder of Bethune-Cookman College at Daytona Beach, was innately convinced that God’s ways seldom squared with man’s ways, and that faith and prayer (“Nothing comes without it”), has often tipped the balance in favor of many a “fool.”




  And it did seem a primitive and quixotic endeavor, especially back in 1904 when even a simple education for blacks was tacitly frowned upon in the Deep South. It might give them “uppity ways,” and no telling what that would lead to.




  But this strong-willed “fool” was in earnest when she called her first pupils—five girls and her own son—into the first class in a tiny run-down, rented cabin. “We burned logs and used the charred splinters as pencils, and mashed elderberries for ink. I begged strangers for a broom, a lamp, a bit of cretonne to put around the packing case that served as my desk. I haunted the city dump and the trash piles behind hotels, retrieving discarded linen and kitchenware, cracked dishes, broken chairs, pieces of old lumber. Everything was secured and mended,” she recalled.




  Of course, this indomitable, industrious daughter of former slaves was too busy in those days to ponder her future. She certainly never dreamed that she would become one of America’s foremost black educators and one of the most powerful spokesmen for the advancement of her race. Or that she would address national gatherings, receive honors, hobnob with royalty, advise presidents (and even scold one once—FDR—to his roaring delight).




  Her single-minded desire, then, and ever after, branded into her soul when she was just an illiterate, knee-high cotton picker in rural South Carolina, was to raise the standards of her people and do so by bringing them what they needed most—education.




  Mary McLeod was born July 19, 1875 in Mayesville, South Carolina, to Samuel and Patsy (McIntosh) McLeod, one of 17 children. The McLeods were former slaves who later sharecropped for their former owners and were finally able to buy a few acres of land from the owners for themselves. A childhood incident, at age 11, first ignited Mary’s ambitions. One of the farm owner’s daughters invited Mary to see her toys and playhouse. While viewing the scene, Mary spotted a book and in curiosity began to open it. At this, her white playmate turned on her sharply: “Put that book down! You can’t read.” A stunned Mary did so. But later, as she sweated through the long rows of cotton, she groaned silently, in gritty determined prayer to her personal God to let her learn how to read.




  Mary was more than ever convinced that God could hear even an illiterate little black girl cotton-picker when, soon after, a Presbyterian mission teacher, one of many who fanned over the South in Reconstruction days, came to Sumter County. An excited Mary gladly walked the ten miles back and forth to school and, after two years, her big day came when she took down from the shelf the dusty, unread family Bible.




  “That evening,” she recalled, “Mama, Papa, and the family gathered around the fireplace of the tiny cabin, while in faltering words, I read from the great book. At that moment, I felt the joy of giving something to others.”




  Bright and diligent, the youngster soon after was picked for a scholarship to Scotia Seminary and, after graduation, was provided funds to attend Moody Bible Institute in Chicago. Upon graduation, she wanted mainly to be a foreign missionary to Africa, but the appointment never came. Instead, she went to Palatka, Florida, to teach school. In this period, she met and married Albertus Bethune, also a teacher, in 1897, and they had one son, Albert McLeod.




  But Albert did not share his young wife’s zeal, energy and determination to educate her race. After several uneasy, incompatible years, Albert decided to run off, and she never heard from him again.




  An undaunted Mary moved to Daytona, opened her little cabin school, located the dump site acreage and offered the astonished owner $200 for it. He gratefully agreed to the $5 monthly payments on her “when possible” terms. Meanwhile, she worked night and day baking penny sweet potato pies which she sold to black construction gangs in the area, and raised the $5 down payment.




  Organizing any private black school in those days was a formidable task but Mrs. Bethune, a born organizer endowed with a quiet dynamic force, relied heavily on that childhood faith that plucked her out of the cottonfields. Charging 50 cents a week tuition, she taught neighborhood children and boarded children of women who worked seasonally up north for winter tourist visitors.




  She was keenly aware that the greatest need of her people in those days was not only skills in the basic “three-Rs,” but practical training in domestic, farming, and technical skills, which they were so often denied. The school teetered precariously in its early struggles, but Mary Bethune worked tirelessly, begging, borrowing, and boldly buttonholing both visiting tourists and townspeople for school aid. At every crisis, she recounted, she prayed on faith for the need and she cannot recall a single time the need was not met. Appropriately, when her first large building went up two years later (“It was prayed up, sung up and talked up”), she named it Faith Hall.




  Aside from its academic functions, Mrs. Bethune extended the school’s activities to children in the primitive neighboring turpentine camps, along with adult evening classes, and she established the first black YMCA. The fast-growing institution was put on a firmer foundation when she persuaded the Mayor of Daytona and other local citizens to serve as school trustees. One valuable trustee, who served until his death in 1932, was James N. Gamble, son of the soap king of Procter and Gamble. Gamble also generously endowed the school at critical periods of financial need.




  Reputation of the amazing accomplishments of both the school and Mrs. Bethune gradually became widespread, and in 1923 the Methodist Church Board of Education agreed to merge their Cookman School for Boys in Jacksonville with the Daytona school, making it coed. Five years later, the school was officially named Bethune-Cookman College.




  The growth and success of Bethune-Cookman was phenomenal in the first half of this century. From six pupils in a crude cabin in 1904, the college would boast a faculty of 100, over 1,000 students enrolled, and a physical plant value of $1,000,000 at the time of the founder’s death in May, 1955, at her Daytona Beach home. Mrs. Bethune would also serve variously over the years as president, president-emeritus, and trustee of the school.




  The educator’s renown and efforts in her field, as well as her battles against racial injustices on a national scale, gradually drew her into a variety of activities in the 1920s and the 1930s. At various times, she served as a national officer of the NAACP as well as the National Urban League and she wrote countless articles on racial affairs. She was the recipient of numerous honorary degrees as well as national honors, such as the Brotherhood Award of the National Conference of Christians and Jews. Ida Tarbell picked her as one of the 50 women who have contributed the most to the enrichment of American life, and she shared awards with Hugo Black, Will Alexander, and Frank Graham for outstanding service to the South.




  In 1936, President Franklin D. Roosevelt named her director of Negro affairs in the National Youth Administration. She also served eight years in FDR’s “black cabinet,” as a special advisor on minority affairs. During World War II, she was named special assistant to the Secretary of War to select female candidates for officer training school in the Women’s Army Corps (Wacs).




  As N.Y.A. director, she saw hundreds of thousands of black children receive an education that they would have been denied otherwise. Once, as she quietly listened to the president outline the funding for the emergency education program, she noticed that Congress’ funding for black children seemed grossly unequal. At this she rose, strode over to his desk and, shaking one large black finger at him, cried: “Mr. President, you’ve got to do better than that for me.” Bursting into laughter, FDR warmly approved both her directness and her assessment of the program’s funding disparity. He later sought, and received, a congressional correction of it.




  She sparked national attention when she attacked discrimination by the war industry, noting that schools were refusing to train blacks for jobs because the industry was denying them jobs. A new policy was instituted to remedy this injustice.




  President Harry Truman named her as a special emissary for the State Department at the organization of the United Nations in 1945, and she gained international recognition for quasi-official activities in both Africa and India.




  Mrs. Bethune was never oblivious to the sting of prejudice in those years—the hotel she couldn’t stay at, the restaurant she couldn’t eat at, the back door she often had to enter. But the big woman had a warm, infectious humor and a kindly temperament, all sustained by her deeply-held Christian faith. She once noted: “I meet discrimination with great pity in my heart for those who inflict injustice or unhappiness.” She felt that “the smallness of their souls, their failure to measure up to the Christ spirit,” did them far more harm, in the long run, than it could for the moment to her. And this could only give her a sense of pity rather than resentment, she affirmed.




  She had always believed, of course, that she could do as well as any white counterpart if given half the chance. Thus, it seemed the more remarkable that, with something less than half a chance, she took a run-down cabin and a dollar and a half and turned it into a million-dollar educational facility for hundreds of future black leaders, building along with it a distinguished record of national service that made her one of the outstanding women of her century.




  
4.


  Mother Tuttle of Miami





  Julia Tuttle had a vision. Out of the swamp, the palmettos, and mosquitoes of South Florida could rise a city.




  The widow was still young and attractive with comfortable means, and she might have led a life of pleasant social ease, enjoying the relatively civilized and cultural amenities that a staid and established city like Cleveland had to offer.




  Instead, she chose to journey to far off jungle wilderness where, amid dense exotic shrubs and woods and undergrowth, she envisioned the building of a brand new city.




  Some, of course, scoffed at her “barmy” notions, like Henry Flagler who insisted that her Miami would never be more than a “fishing village.” But the lady was persistent, determined and her soft and easy charm belied the intensity of her vision. There was a velvety toughness to this early shaker and mover; the birth of a sprawling metropolis could not have been served by an abler midwife.




  Nevertheless, the “Mother of Miami,” Mrs. Julia DeForrest Sturtevant Tuttle, was not always so sure of her destiny. In Cleveland, at 18, she married the scion Frederick L. Tuttle, of the big H. B. Tuttle & Son ironworks, and promptly delivered to him first a daughter, Frances Emmalie (Fannie), then a son, Henry E. (Harry). Later, when her husband took to bed with tuberculosis, she displayed a solid astuteness in managing the business’ affairs.




  During this period, her father, Ephraim Sturtevant, came to Biscayne Bay with another early settler, William Brickell. Both were captured by the idyllic unspoiled beauty of this bay country and both purchased land on either side of the Miami River, Brickell on the south bank, where it met the bay, and Sturtevant on the north. Julia, intrigued with her father’s descriptions of this new frontier, brought her two small children along and came to see for herself, in 1873. Accompanied by a local settler, the versatile and erudite J. W. Ewan, a merchant, farmer, and legislator who would later be dubbed “the Duke of Dade,” she toured the bay and river by sailboat. She not only lost her heart to the area, but saw the vision of a thriving city nestled along the wild mangrove-lined river. As she wrote to a friend later: “It may seem strange to you but it is the dream of my life to see this wilderness turned into a prosperous country and where this tangled vine, brush, trees, and rocks now are to see homes with modern improvements surrounded by beautiful grassy lawns, flowers, shrubs, and shade-trees.”




  Following the successive deaths of her father and then her husband, Julia decided that now was the time to follow her dream. In November, 1891, an enthusiastic woman came floating up to her inherited riverpoint homesite on a barge bearing her numerous household possessions, her daughter, now 23, and son, 21, a housekeeper, Maggie Carney, and two Jersey cows. They sheltered temporarily in the old Fort Dallas officers’ quarters and, soon after, like some welcoming omen, a shipwreck yielded up to them bundles of rare, finely-worked Spanish tile which would form the floor of their new home.




  An ever practical visionary, Julia gradually acquired more land to her river-bay section, mostly from Ewan who had moved a short way southward. She now had 640 choice acres. But the grandest visions of widows and men entail hard, practical requisites and the first requisite of a new city is people—merchants, craftsmen, doctors, bankers, butchers, bakers, and settlers generally. And these, in turn, need streets, waterworks, power plants, sewage, and drainage. Above all, people must be able to get to it, and Dade County then was virtually cut off by land from the rest of the country. Henry Flagler had pushed his railroad south as far as his Palm Beach resort by 1894 and he saw no reason to go any further.




  The lady’s soft voice intoned a persuasive manner as well. Historian Helen Muis once noted: “Julia Tuttle was a woman men liked. They admired her intelligence and were disarmed by her femininity. Julia could say no with a smile.” “Duke of Dade” Ewan was strongly enamored of her for years; she gently declined his offer, yet kept his admiring friendship. Julia corresponded off and on with Flagler in the early nineties trying to persuade the tycoon to push his railroad to Biscayne Bay. He was polite but noncommittal. Meanwhile, she had imported both workers and building materials, first constructing a barnlike building to house the workers (which would later become her Miami Hotel), and then erecting buildings that could be used for business or residence, or both. Earlier, she had offered Flagler every other one of her 640 acres if he would railroad in and help lay out the town. She had persuaded William Brickell to make a similar donation on the river’s south side. Elsewhere, a looming natural disaster was about to provide an untoward blessing.




  In December 1895, Florida was struck with its severest freeze in history, heavily damaging its major industry, citrus. Then, during the next January, a second freeze hit even harder, as far south as Jupiter, virtually wiping out the growers and those dependent on the economy. Losses were estimated at $100 million.




  Whatever Flagler earned from the lavish hotel playpens he built along the east coast for his wealthy peers, the greater portion of his hard coin derived from rail shipping. Figures reveal some idea of his losses: before the freeze, growers shipped by rail 5,550,367 crates of citrus; after the freeze, a mere 150,000 crates were shipped. A frantic Flagler rushed in with loads of free seeds to growers, plus tools, crates, and personal loans to help them start replanting. When his agent, James Ingraham, on a damage inspection tour, arrived in frost-free Miami, Mrs. Tuttle repeated her offer of free land. She then handed Ingraham a box to take back to Flagler—it contained on dampened cotton the fragrant sprig of an orange blossom cutting. No word or gesture could have been more effective. Within days, Flagler arrived in Miami for talks with Julia. He agreed to build his Royal Palm Hotel, clear streets, finance water and light plants, and make other improvements. Almost at once, he began the 66-mile laying of track southward. The march to build Miami had begun.




  Speculators, tradesmen, merchants, and laborers poured into the village. Crude shacks went up. The sound of hammer and nails on pine lumber echoed over the bay. Flagler brought in visitors with free excursions from Jacksonville. Viewing the drab, unpainted buildings and tents and plank-board streets, while fighting an influx of mosquitoes and sandflies, many fled back to “civilization.” But heartier souls shared Julia’s infectious optimism and she set about at once to build quarters for them, charging a flat $25 monthly rent. J. E. Lummus soon opened shop, followed by Isidor Cohen in dry goods; John and E. J. Sewell, general store; Thomas Townley, drugstore; Dr. James and Mary Jackson, medical practice; J. W. Watson, hardware; E. C. Romfh, banking; and many others.




  Yet Flagler’s true perspective on the town was myopic at best. When Julia and the Brickells pleaded with him that the streets were too narrow, he retorted huffily: “The town will never be more than a fishing village for my hotel guests.” The effects of that undersight are still visible today. His waste disposal planning, with short-fall pipes pouring tons of raw sewage into the beautiful Miami river, would create serious health problems within the decade. Flagler’s ornate, palatial wonders for his millionaire friends aside, he demonstrated harmful ignorance in planning the community needs of lesser everyday mortals. Thus, when he became infatuated with the unique, free-spirited little settlement of Coconut Grove just south of Miami and sought to bless them with his brand of progress, Commodore Ralph M. Munroe, expressing the general sentiment of the people in the Grove, tersely informed the railroader: “Leave us alone.”




  But city planning problems were on nobody’s mind that exciting day, April 15, 1896, when more than 300 area settlers, some of whom had never seen a train before, flocked in to watch the little wood-burning locomotive chug into town with a load of building supplies. The town’s first newspaper, Metropolis, announced in apropos headline: “The coming metropolis of South Florida,” and the following July 28, the city of Miami was incorporated. Julia’s dream was now a bustling, thriving fact—and she was jubilant.




  The widow worked tirelessly thereafter, planning other town projects—school, church, hospital, government—whatever the need. But the city’s—and Julia’s—expectations took some hard lumps over the next two years. The country was in a financial depression. New tourists and settlers had not arrived, and efforts by Mrs. Tuttle to spur Flagler’s assistance for the ailing town were in vain. Following a fire which destroyed 28 of the town’s buildings, an exhausted Julia fell into ailing depression and secluded herself for a while in the confines of her bayfront home. Years later, Commodore Munroe recalled of the time: “Flagler continued to build ahead of actual demand. The result was bitter disappointment for Mrs. Tuttle, whose land remained vacant, weed-grown and in little demand until her death. In later years, of course, it became immensely valuable to her heirs.”




  And then one day, September 14, 1898, Julia complained of a violent headache. A friend who was staying with her at the time, Mrs. Fannie Comstock, gave her a headache powder and it seemed to bring relief. But within an hour, Julia was dead, at 50.




  Activity in Miami came to a standstill and a town turned out to mourn her. Like some latter-day female Moses, she had brought her people to the threshold of a great city but did not get to enter it herself.




  Nevertheless, she knew it was there. Speaking in the 1950s, an aging J. E. Lummus recalled the time he visited her and asked her point-blank: “Do you really think this place has a future? She replied: ‘Mr. Lummus, if you live your natural lifetime you will see one hundred thousand people in this city.’ ” He did see them, many times over. It was a visionary’s understatement.




  Therefore, as citizens today cross the Julia Tuttle Causeway linking Miami with the Beach, it is just possible that some of them might feel a twinge of gratitude to the determined, soft-spoken woman who once long ago stood in a boat viewing the tropical splendor of the Miami River and exulted to a friend: “It may seem strange to you but it is the dream of my life to see this wilderness turned into a prosperous country.” It was—and it did.




  
5.


  “Dark Horse” Dave Wins Governorship





  David Sholtz was the darkest of dark horses, but won nomination by the greatest majority ever won in Florida at that time.




  The seers stood in puzzled awe in 1976’s presidential election as they watched a little-known rise up to confound the major candidates, the party pros and machine bosses, the infallible prophets of TV and newspaper, and all the conventional odds involving religion, region, and financial resources, to win his party’s nomination—and the election.




  But about 45 years ago, a Florida gubernatorial candidate performed a similar “miracle” against odds at least as formidable if not greater, when David Sholtz moved quietly out of his dark horse stable to stun the state’s powers and pundits and become Florida’s 26th chief executive in 1932—and a New Deal protégé of President Franklin D. Roosevelt.




  In a sense, Sholtz even “out-Cartered” Jimmy Carter because he had ethnic and regional image problems that would have hog-tied any mere tourist, much less a seeker of the state’s highest office, in the hard-shell Cracker and Bible Belt land that was so much of Florida in the 1930s.




  The son of immigrant parents, he was a Yankee (a Brooklyn-born one at that), and a lawyer who had lived in the state (Daytona Beach) only 15 years. He was an honors graduate of the symbol of Eastern Establishment “pointyheadedness”—Yale, class of 1915. He was also of Jewish ancestry. (This latter fact injected an ugly note of anti-Semitism in the race, but as it turned out, it may well have tipped the scale against the odds-on favorite who injected it.)




  Staggering handicaps enough—but only openers. Sholtz was a relative unknown in his first try for major office. He had no support from the old-line political organizations or bosses and virtually no funds for media advertising. Above all, he was running against two powerful former governors of the 1920s, John W. Martin and Cary A. Hardee, who all pros agreed would easily be the run-offers. If these two sure bets were not enough, they were joined in the first primary by five formidable candidates—Stafford Caldwell, Charles M. Durrance, Arthur Gomez, Thomas S. Hart, and J. Tom Watson. Sholtz was also strongly opposed in his own Volusia County with a clouty political machine bossed by Francis Whitehair.




  Wiser wags and cynics smiled benignly if somewhat in disbelief at this genial, urbane, portly little upstart, as if to ask: What’s a nice little Yankee Jewish boy like you doing among these native son giants who will cut you up like so much fish bait? No one took David Sholtz seriously, except the unnervingly optimistic David himself. Even up to final election eve, state gamblers’ odds against him were 200 to one.




  He was the darkest of dark horses. But he would win the nomination by the greatest majority ever garnered in the history of the state to that time.




  David was born in Brooklyn, October 5, 1891, to Michael and Annie (Bloom) Sholtz, the father having immigrated from Germany at age 15. The elder Sholtz prospered in investments and real estate and moved to Daytona Beach in the early 1900s and became active in business affairs there. David, after Yale, came to Daytona to live and took a law degree from Stetson University in 1916.




  Still practicing law, he offered himself for the legislature that same year and, with strong grass roots support, won against the opposition of the local “Courthouse Ring.” But in World War I, he took a leave of absence and joined the Navy as an ensign, serving four years. In 1921, he resumed his Daytona practice and in 1925 married Alice Mae Agee. They had one son of their own and three adopted children.




  Long active in local and state civic affairs, Sholtz was elected president of the Florida State Chamber of Commerce in 1927. While in this post, he not only developed a wide range of state interests but also nurtured a growing interest in government, along with some keen ideas on how it might best serve all citizens and not merely a few of the long-entrenched machines and special interests. And by now he had his eye on the only single post he knew that could help bring about such changes—the governorship.




  However, by the time the elections of 1931 rolled around, the state needed more than a few changes. Already reeling from the heavy blow of the crash of the Florida Boom, the state was being drawn still deeper into the vortex of the great national Depression. The state was by now in an unconstitutional condition of debt and these woes were compounded further in that 150 Florida towns were in default on their obligations.




  The legislature itself, struggling for urgently needed revenues, could engage in vehement and, yes, bloody debates over adoption of a then unheard of one-penny gas tax. The new rug on the floor of the Florida House was splotched with the blood of solons actually fighting over the tax and the session dragged into 100 days until a powerful west coast political boss, Peter O. Knight, who had opposed the tax, sent 38 telegrams, (one for each senator), reading “Pass gas tax bill and come on home.” They did.




  A mild Governor Doyle Carlton, fearful lest the state’s business-tourist image be tarnished, wrote to President Herbert Hoover to reassure him that everything was just fine here, thank you, and the state needed no federal assistance, even though in the city of Tampa alone, one third of its people were unemployed and food riots were a daily threat.




  Sholtz well knew the odds as the eight-man primary opened that spring, but not many knew the Sholtz personality. He had an infectious self-confidence but, moreover, he had an instinctive rapport with individuals of diverse background and he conveyed a feeling of sincerity to those he addressed. His law partner recalled him simply as “a kindly person with a sincere interest in helping people.” It was at least a refreshing change from the winking, nudging, phoney croneyism, and pandering in the “good ole boy” tradition of the day.
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