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Introduction


The Lure of the Backroads


Backroads have an essence that main roads lack. This essence is a mysterious quality that some may call tasty unpredictability, which is part of their appeal. Backroads often have curves where none are really required. They have bumps in the least expected places. They go up and down on what seem to be whims. Backroads are like children—capricious, petulant, playful. As you get to know them, you'll find they have personalities, each road its own.


Backroads are territorial. Because most of them do not go very far, they grasp the land they pass through like a gator grabs a catfish. There are sandy beach roads and humid swamp roads and fragrant citrus roads. Some roads are sweet on sugarcane, while others prefer to romp through cattle pastures. The road traipsing north from Naples is enamored with glitzy, high-rise condos. The one proceeding west from Stuart is content with a canal.
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Backroads delight in curves, as does this byway along the Indian River Lagoon. The trees are Australian pines, hated as exotics by environmentalists, but graceful shade trees nonetheless.


But there is more to the lure of backroads. Each has poignant stories. There are happy tales of young couples in horse-drawn carriages heading to the village dance. There are grim chronicles of discouraged Seminoles when this was a wilderness trail. There are sagas of immigrant farmers, of itinerant preachers, of disgraced politicians, of crooks on the lam. Where do you hear these stories? At the old gas station with the repair garage. At the mom-and-pop restaurant with the pressed-tin ceiling. At the dusty crossroads where you ask directions when you really don't need to know.


The Art of Backroads Driving


Many people don't realize that there is an art to driving the backroads. They view them as obstacles to be passed over as quickly as possible. But a true backroads driver knows you must deal with them on their own terms. They resent being hurried. If you try to rush, they'll just make the curves sharper and the bumps more frequent. They may even throw in a few cattle trucks just for the sport of it. Certainly you'll find the small towns dustier. And the people will clam up or maybe even provide you with obtuse answers when you ask about the directional sign you missed as you passed that cattle truck.
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Backroads, like this beach-access pathway on the Gulf of Mexico, often lead to enjoyable hideaways. The spiked plants are sea oats.


Backroads like to be stroked. You should proceed slowly to let the roads know that you respect them for what they are. You must accept the fact that when you get on a backroad, you're not really going anywhere. The road exists for itself. So settle into an easygoing, country mode. If you do, you'll get to know and enjoy the backroads.


Now that a relaxed mood is on you, join me as we set out to explore the southern portion of Florida. We're going to do a lot of turning and slowing and stopping. We're going to be curious. We're going to ask questions with an attitude of respect and wonderment.


Every backroad has its special setting and unusual stories. So start your engine. The beckoning road awaits.





A word about fishing licenses: the state's laws on who needs one and under what circumstances are rather complex. But the licenses themselves are relatively inexpensive and easy to obtain. A three-day nonresident's freshwater license costs only $6.50, and a seven-day license is $13.50. A Florida resident's minimum purchase is a twelve-month license, which costs $13.50. The rules concerning saltwater fishing (which includes the Indian River Lagoon) are different. Licenses, as well as information as to when they are needed, can be obtained by calling toll-free 888-347-4356. Have your credit card ready.
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	Directions while driving






	[image: images]

	Bridge and road tolls; admission fees
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	Walking trails and paths
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	Restaurants
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	Picnic Areas
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	Bike rentals, trails
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	Swimming areas
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	Photo opportunities
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	Fishing
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	Hotels, motels, bed and breakfasts
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	Boat rides, cruises
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	Canoe rentals
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	Boat ramp
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The Treasure Coast


Melbourne Beach to Ft. Pierce • 65 Backroad Miles


The Song of the Road: Overview


This exploration begins at Melbourne, from which a causeway spanning the Indian River leads to a narrow barrier island fronting the Atlantic Ocean. Here, at the village of Melbourne Beach, you can stroll onto the Indian River pier, a favorite place for fishermen and bird-watchers. From the pier, Ocean Boulevard leads to an Atlantic beach ideal for swimming. During midsummer nights, giant sea turtles frequent the coast. Thus it is not surprising that most of the beaches for the next fifteen miles south have become a national wildlife refuge. At the Sebastian Inlet State Recreation Area, you can enjoy a walk onto the windswept jetty, a prized location for anglers or those who enjoy watching birds wheeling in the salt-misted air. You can also rent boats at the park, snack beside the dunes, or swim along the more than three miles of beaches.


Just south of the inlet is the McLarty Museum, where relics of the doomed Spanish treasure fleet of 1715 are on display. These displays vividly recreate the tale of a wild hurricane and a lost fortune in gold and silver. A movie shows how American treasure hunters recovered some of this fabulous wealth—and tells about the untold millions that still await discovery.


Cross over to the mainland at the town of Sebastian and visit Mel Fisher's famous museum—storehouse for a significant portion of the recovered Spanish treasure—or relax at Captain Hiram's Restaurant, from which a sightseeing boat can transport you on a scenic voyage along the Indian River. Then it's back to the barrier island, where you may want to visit Disney's very un-Mickeylike Vero Beach Resort, with lodgings and restaurants directly on the ocean. Next is a stop at the impressive UDT/SEAL Museum, where you'll learn the exciting story of the daring Underwater Demolition Teams that trained here under live fire during the Second World War. Much of their equipment is on display. The exploration ends at the Ft. Pierce Inlet State Recreation Area, where you can swim, surf, or take a nature walk through a mangrove wetland.


On the Road Again
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From downtown Melbourne take the US 192 causeway across the Indian River lagoon, which is almost a mile and a half wide at this point. Turn south onto the barrier island's first street, Riverside Drive.


The Pelican Pier: Melbourne Beach
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After passing some beautiful homes that, unfortunately, obscure the river, you'll reach Melbourne Beach, where the road goes along a waterfront bristling with piers. The largest of these is the city pier, which reaches several hundred feet into the river. Tropical birds often strut along the wooden planks, and squadrons of pelicans skim the river. Pelicans, singly and in groups, make spectacular, high-level dives into the water. Fishing is good from the pier, so you might want to unlimber your rod and try your luck.


The pier has been an institution at Melbourne Beach since the first one was constructed in 1889 by a railroad company to accommodate visitors aboard the ferryboat from the mainland. The company had rails but no locomotives. So it simply loaded tourists, freight, and mail into a horse-drawn car that rattled over the rails a quarter mile to the middle of town where the freight and mail debarked. The tourists generally continued another quarter mile to the Atlantic beach.
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A fisherman spirals his net into the Indian River Lagoon at Melbourne Beach. Cast nets are legal in salt water.
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Melbourne Beach has several quaint restaurants.


Although the rails and, of course, the weary nag have long since been retired, you can still follow Ocean Boulevard along the railroad's former route. As you do, note Dijon's Restaurant, which was once the popular Dixie Inn. Farther on is the city hall, a modest building serving the quietly modest community of around thirty-five hundred people.
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Ocean Boulevard ends at SR A1A and the beach. Here Boomerang's Restaurant offers functional food before picture windows fronting the ocean. The facilities at the public beach, although minimal, do include the essential port-a-potties. A sign posted beside the wooden walkway leading to the beach informs people that this area is frequented by sea turtles, which are protected by federal, state, and county laws. Anyone who disturbs nesting females, the eggs, or the emerging hatchlings is subject to fines that can reach $20,000! There is also a sign on the tall streetlamp nearby announcing that it is a “turtle light” and will be turned off between May 1 and October 31 in order not to disturb the nesting or hatching process. So now you know: you're in Turtle Country.


Turtleville, U.S.A.


Sea turtles have become almost an obsession along this part of the coast, where more than twenty-eight thousand endangered loggerhead, leatherback, and green turtles make their nests among the dunes. Civilian turtle protectors scour the area during summer nights to make sure the lighting and molestation restrictions are observed. Police are called in for serious offenses, and the law is astonishingly severe. For example, to remove and sell turtle eggs can result in a five-year prison term!
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The sand is clean and the water fine at Melbourne Beach.


This mobilization to protect such reclusive creatures is truly amazing. Over the years many people have dedicated themselves to this project. Perhaps the most influential was Archie Carr. In 1967 he wrote what has become a classic in the field, So Elegant a Fish: A Natural History of Sea Turtles, In his honor, much of the seashore for the next fifteen miles has become the Archie Carr National Wildlife Refuge.


Archie Carr spent his childhood along the Gulf and Atlantic coasts, where his parents taught him to love and respect nature. In the 1930s he studied zoology at the University of Florida. Upon graduation, he spent four years as a naturalist in the uplands of Honduras before being offered a position at his alma mater teaching a new subject called ecology. Somewhere along the line he became interested in sea turtles, but he quickly found that almost nothing was known about them, aside from the flavor of their eggs and the pleasure of green turtle soup. Carr was particularly fascinated by the turtles' uncanny ability to swim over vast distances, then return to the tiny segment of beach where they were born in order to lay their eggs.


Carr conducted many experiments trying to learn this migratory secret. First he injected tiny magnets into some of the hatchlings. But he was mortified to find that the magnetic field could be read only from a proximity of two inches. Next he attached radio transmitters on his turtles' backs. But the signals could be heard only during the brief time the turtles came up to breathe. So he tied the transmitters to four-foot-long helium-filled balloons painted bright yellow that rose sixty feet above the animal. He even put a tiny light on each balloon so an airplane could track it at night. But the helium leaked from the balloons before enough pertinent data could be accumulated.


Although Archie Carr failed to discover the sea turtles' navigational secrets, his curious mind was always active. “Archie knew more about Florida wildlife and wilderness than any other person, today or in times gone by,” concluded his wife, Marjorie, in her introduction to selections from Carr's writings published in 1994, seven years after his death.
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As you drive south from Melbourne Beach along A1A, watch for signs indicating the Archie Carr National Wildlife Refuge. It consists of four strips of beach along A1A but there are no formal entrances. Each strip had to be purchased piecemeal by state, county, and private conservation organizations in the hope that eventually they could be melded into a single unit. So when you find a sign, simply park in the sandy strip beside the highway and walk over the low dune to the beach.
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Turtles lay eggs along these protected beaches.


Frankly, there is not much to see in the Refuge, yet that very fact is its glory. There are very few places along Florida's east coast where the shoreline appears much the same as it did before the advent of humans. On the low dunes, sea oats do the same rhythmic dances they have performed since the island was formed. Deep in the sand, ghost crabs rest in their cool, dark tunnels waiting for darkness when they do their sideways dances as they hunt for food along the shore. Meanwhile, somewhere out in that vast, inscrutable ocean, giant turtles paddle along faraway currents until the biological moment arrives when they must return to their ancestral nesting sites along these very sands.


Florida's most common sea turtle is the loggerhead, which is about three feet in shell length and can weigh up to four hundred pounds. But leatherbacks are far larger: they can reach a staggering eight feet in length and weigh nearly two thousand pounds. Adult sea turtles are well adapted to hold their own among the sharks and other hunters. Their jaws are powerful enough to crack open the shells of clams, crabs, and the other mollusks upon which they feed. But they are nonaggressive, solitary animals that roam alone over hundreds, even thousands, of miles. Although they spend nearly their entire lives in the open water, they follow some instinctive pathway that may be related to ocean currents or to the earth's magnetic field—or to still-unknown factors—toward the very beach where they were born. They mate just offshore, then, during the night, the females pull their heavy bodies out of the water and lumber across the sand and up a dune. There, each turtle digs her nest and lays a hundred or so golf ball-size eggs. Her maternal instinct now satisfied, she covers the nest and returns to the ocean. She will never visit the nest again nor will she ever see her babies.
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Sea turtles can be quite large, as this shell in a restaurant clearly shows.


The hatchlings break out of their shells two months later. They emerge at night and begin a frantic dash toward the ocean, which they distinguish by the reflection of stars or the moon on its surface. But some are disoriented by electric lights and run in the wrong direction toward roads, where they will die. Those that head for the ocean must run a gauntlet of hungry raccoons and ghost crabs. Almost every baby turtle that reaches the water will eventually be gobbled up by fish. Out of a thousand eggs, it is estimated that barely one turtle will survive to adulthood. That is why the female lays so many.


Gazing out at the ocean, one may sense a strange, primordial attraction in the endless swells and sighs of the water. The rumbling waves soothe us, yet at the same time create an uneasy longing for something…we know not what. We wander the shores picking up the shells of dead creatures. We wonder at their lives but know we are far different from the fish and the globs of squirming matter that inhabited those seashells.


Our feeling for turtles is different because they are air breathers like us. Although at home in the ocean, they are linked to the land to which they must return if their species is to survive. Watching a female sea turtle emerge from the ocean is like seeing an apparition from the Triassic past—a past from which we ourselves may have descended.
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You can see the turtles at the Carr Refuge during nesting time simply by strolling along the beach after dark in June or July. But for a far more rewarding experience, take one of the free turtle walks conducted by rangers from the nearby Sebastian Inlet park just down A1A. The walks are conducted four nights a week depending on the tides and turtle activity. A group of around twenty-five people meets at 8 P.M. for an hour-long orientation, then goes along the shore for the next hour or two. Although no flash photos are allowed, you can stand as close as one or two feet from the blasé turtle as she digs her nest and deposits her eggs. These walks are so popular that you im should make your reservation in May (407-984-4852).


Activity Center: Sebastian Inlet State Recreation Area
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The Sebastian Inlet is well worth the $3.25 per car entry fee. The park is on both sides of the man-made inlet through which boats travel between the Atlantic and the Indian River. For many tourists the most popular attractions are on the north side, where nearly everyone walks out on the jetty protruding far into the Atlantic. Although the jetty's primary purpose is to shelter the inlet, it has become a major fishing and bird-watching destination. Birders can usually spot pelicans, anhingas, egrets, herons, wood storks, white ibis, and double-crested cormorants. Fishermen catch snapper, black drum, redfish, and snook. The fishing is so good that the official State Parks Division booklet calls Sebastian “the premier saltwater fishing location on Florida's east coast.”
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Excitement can also be found along the shore, where the surf often runs high. Indeed, several national surfing tournaments are held here every year. The park provides changing rooms as well as showers to remove the salt water after your swim. Fishing is fun from the shore, for the tarpon run big along here—thirty to eighty pounds is not unusual. Once in a while someone snags a tarpon in the 120-pound range. Then the fight begins. You have to play the fish skillfully so it doesn't break your line. “I fought one for fifteen minutes,” said a fisherman. “When it finally broke off, I realized I was a half mile down the beach.”
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A fearless wood stork waits for fishermen's castoffs on the long pier at the Sebastian Inlet.
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You can rent fishing equipment for $9.50 for a half day at the bait and tackle shop adjacent to the concession facility. The shop also sells the required three-day saltwater fishing license to non-residents for $7. The concession offers light breakfasts and lunches, and there are picnic tables both inside and outside.
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People hankering to get out on the water can rent canoes and kayaks for $12 and $14 for a two-hour paddle on the calm waters of the Indian River. Powerboats are also available, beginning at $29 for a half day. Those who prefer less strenuous but more educational tours can board the Inlet Explorer, where a park ranger's narrative enlivens the two-hour trip ($15 for adults and $10 for kids under 12) past the Indian River's Pelican Island, the nation's first wildlife refuge.


The Story of a Hurricane


Although Sebastian surfers enjoy the high waves that develop in the aftermath of Florida's frequent hurricanes, no resident takes these storms lightly. Such was the case when meteorologists began tracking a tropical depression early in September 1999. It grew in size and intensity as it moved across the Atlantic directly toward Florida. When winds reached 75 mph, the storm was named Hurricane Floyd and warnings were issued throughout the state by television, radio, and newspapers.


As Floyd's core winds reached 150 mph, the storm was approaching Category Five—subtitled “catastrophic”—the most fierce of hurricanes, but it remained a Category Four storm. With Floyd still on a collision course for central Florida, more than a million people were ordered to evacuate the coastal areas. This was especially difficult for residents on the barrier islands as the few bridges over the Indian River became clogged with traffic. With the hurricane bearing down on them, some people feared that the high winds would catch them on a bridge, so they turned around and decided to brave the storm in their homes. State officials, fully occupied otherwise, could do nothing to prevent this, and as the last of the cars crossed, they closed the bridges, leaving the remaining islanders completely on their own. They were in extreme danger. A hurricane of Floyd's magnitude could easily have sent storm-surge waves crashing over the island, carrying away everything in their path.
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Relentless Atlantic winds have sculpted these bushes.


But at the last moment Floyd veered northward, which might have saved the lives of those who chose to stay. Even though the powerful hurricane remained forty miles at sea, peripheral winds lashed out at near-hurricane strength. These winds drove against the shore, where they picked up debris and carried it out to sea. One log began slamming into the Sebastian Inlet's north jetty pier, battering eighty feet of thick, reinforced concrete pillars beyond repair. That portion of the jetty pier has since been rebuilt.


The Golden Disaster: The Wreck of the Spanish Treasure Fleet


People nowadays do not properly appreciate the science of hurricane prediction. Modern early-warning techniques have allowed most people ample time to prepare for such storms. But throughout the ages such storms arrived with barely any advance notice. Such was the case in 1715 when an eleven-ship Spanish treasure fleet approached this area.


The weather had been fair when the ships caught the wind and sailed from Havana. Their holds were crammed with gold and silver as well as a cache of specially crafted jewelry for the queen of Spain herself. The ships also carried nearly fifteen hundred passengers—men, women, and children—all eager to see their beloved homeland once more. The good weather held as the fleet passed through the Florida Straits and began skirting the coast.


But on July 29 the sky took on a strange milky haze that made the experienced seamen uneasy. Toward evening a line of squalls appeared along the eastern horizon. Soon ocean swells began rocking the ships. General Don Juan Esteban de Ubilla, in charge of the fleet, gave the order to lay on all canvas in the hope of outrunning whatever was approaching. But the wind was erratic, and by dawn the fleet had traveled only a few miles.


That morning the air was clammy and the sky grew ever darker. By mid-afternoon rain began and the wind picked up. It was clear that something bad was going to happen, so canvas was taken down and the hatches closed. As the seas grew rougher, the passengers, now confined below decks, began to pray. Toward dusk the hurricane struck. The wind snarled over the ships, lashing them with rain and hammering them with crashing waves. Timbers groaned and split. Then seawater began spurting into the interiors. There was no way to escape. With each monstrous wave, more wood splintered. Masts broke in two and thudded against the decks. Cannons were torn loose and battered against the bulkheads.


By midnight the ships were helpless with the ferocious winds driving them toward the shore. As the mountainous waves crested, then drew back, the vessels' hulls began slamming against the ocean bottom. At last the timbers could stand no more. One by one the hulls broke open, hurling the passengers, crew, and cargo into the thrashing waves.


As the hurricane screamed on the next day, seven hundred people had drowned and the remains of the eleven ships with their fabulous treasures were strewn along the ocean shallows for many miles. The survivors stumbled ashore at nine points along what was then known as the “Palmar de Ais,” or palm grove of the Ais Indians, but is now part of Orchid and Hutchinson Islands. General Ubilla was among the dead, so Admiral Francisco Salmon took over. Wary of marauding pirates, Salmon constructed a fortified camp a couple of miles south of the Sebastian Inlet and gathered all the survivors there. The camp was large, extending from the ocean to the Indian River. Shelters were built from the wreckage that littered the beach. For supplies, they were fortunate to retrieve important items from the Urca de Lima, about twenty miles down the coast. The Urca, one of the smaller ships, had miraculously remained afloat—until a following storm sent her to the bottom with the others. For food they caught flounder and mullet and gathered oysters and clams. The Ais, traditionally friendly toward the Spanish, brought them sea grapes, palmetto berries, and the hearts of cabbage palms.


Fortunately, several longboats had been salvaged from the Urca, and with these Salmon sent for help from St. Augustine and Havana, where church bells tolled mournfully the entire day. Relief ships were dispatched and eventually the civilians were evacuated. The Spanish military brought in divers to salvage what they could of the treasure. The principal ships had gone down in water shallow enough so the divers could attach lines to the chests that were unbroken. Slowly, recovered gold and silver began to accumulate on the beach.


But it had not taken long for word of the wreck to reach the English ruffians who frequented the tough waterfront of Jamaica. Soon three hundred sea dogs piled aboard a pair of ships commanded by a grizzled roustabout named Henry Jennings. When Jennings and his men hit the beach near the Sebastian Inlet, they rousted the sixty Spanish guards, loaded their ships with as much booty as they could hold, then sailed off for debaucheries in Jamaica, where it is rumored even the British governor, Lord Hamilton, enjoyed a share of the loot. Two months later, after the Spanish had recovered more treasure, Jennings and his rowdy comrades once more relieved them of a sizable portion. Despite the setbacks, the Spanish did manage to salvage a significant portion of the treasure before another storm dislodged the wrecks, covering them with sand so they could no longer be found. After the Spaniards left, memories of the lost fleet began fading and finally vanished.


The Modern Treasure Hunters


Two centuries later American beach-walkers began discovering ancient, encrusted Spanish coins washed up on the shore. In 1950 an Ohio businessman named Kip Wagner borrowed an Army-surplus metal detector and started methodically scanning the beaches around the Sebastian Inlet. Within a few months he had accumulated forty coins, most tarnished silver, but a few bright gold! Convinced there were a lot more out in the shallows, Wagner organized a salvaging team. Recovery was slow at first, but when they were joined by Mel Fisher, a one-time chicken rancher turned professional treasure hunter, things began to happen.


The hoped-for strike came in late spring of 1964. Using scuba gear, Fisher's divers discovered a secluded underwater trench that glowed with a pavement of gold coins. When the divers surfaced, their gloves stuffed with the precious metal, the crew shrieked with excitement. All day the divers descended into the grotto. By the time darkness forced them to stop, they had collected over a thousand coins. It was, wrote Robert Burgess and Carl Clausen in Florida's Golden Galleons, “the biggest haul that they, or, for that matter, any other 20th-century salvager had ever made in Florida.” When Fisher's crew recovered nearly that many coins the next day, Wagner began worrying that such a flood of doubloons would seriously debase their price on the world gold market. But it did not.


Although they tried to keep the location of the treasure secret, word got out. Gold seekers “came in droves,” wrote Burgess and Clausen, “…amateur and professional treasure hunters, cranks, con men, crooks, and the curious.” Nearby Ft. Pierce became flooded with them and the city fathers were delighted to advertise the area as “The Treasure Coast.” Nor did they try to squelch stories of suddenly rich salvagers flipping doubloons in Ft. Pierce bars to see who bought the drinks. Still more treasure was found. In a single day the following year, ten thousand pieces of eight were recovered.


But gradually, as the most accessible locations were mined, the haul lessened. Within eight years Wagner's company was bankrupt. By then, Mel Fisher had moved his operations to the Keys, where he discovered a new source of wealth in the Atocha, wrecked in 1622.


A number of decades have passed since the initial treasure was located. Although millions of dollars in gold, silver, and precious jewels have been removed, a considerable fortune still remains. Thus in 1993, when a local optometrist and amateur diver went out with a crew just south of the Sebastian Inlet, he chanced upon what he called an “underwater jewelry store.” Included were nine intricately designed gold rings, two five-foot-long solid gold chains, and a pair of gold rosaries probably last touched by fervently praying nuns in 1715. Possibly the most amazing part of this story was that this most recent haul was found in just eight feet of water barely a hundred yards offshore. After the state got its twenty percent, most of the remainder—estimated at nearly a million dollars—was put on temporary public display at Mel Fisher's Treasure Museum in the town of Sebastian.
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This formidable Spanish cannon is one of the exhibits at the McLarty Museum.


The Gateway to Treasure: The McLarty Museum
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The McLarty Museum, a few miles south of the Sebastian Inlet, now occupies the site where the Spanish survivors of the tragic wrecks had gathered. For an admission of just $1 per person (kids under six are free), you can see exhibit cases showing such personal items as carved dice, pewter dinner plates, and porcelain that had been carried all the way from the Orient only to spend more than two centuries on the ocean bottom. Also on display are fascinating old coins—most worn from use—with the coat of arms of eighteenth-century Spain. There is even a menacing ten-foot-long iron cannon, which, when hauled from the depths, was still loaded with bar shot meant for British pirates.


The museum also has a short movie entitled “Treasure: What Dreams Are Made Of,” featuring recent interviews with divers who have found Spanish coins. “For all the millions that have been recovered,” one treasure hunter says, “untold millions remain…. There are several wrecks that we haven't found yet.”
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You can see where some treasure may lie by taking the boardwalk at the rear of the museum through a seagrape forest to the beach. Here a platform shaped like the prow of a wrecked ship points toward the ocean. Listen carefully and you might hear the crunch of galleon timbers and see in your mind's eye the ships breaking apart. Chests filled with the wealth of the Indies sink with the battered hulls. Some are still beneath the waves. Are you tempted?


The Spanish Royal Treasury, Sebastian Branch
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Although the McLarty Museum is well worth a visit, to really see what masses of treasure look like you must drive five miles farther along the beach to the Wabasso Causeway (CR 510), which crosses the Indian River. Then proceed five miles back north on US 1 to the town of Sebastian. Here, at 1322 on US 1, is the Mel Fisher Museum, loaded with so much Spanish treasure there are video cameras, an alarm system, and a guard on permanent duty. Gold, silver, and precious gems fairly drip from the display cases. One highlight is a set of two earrings and two brooches containing four hundred diamonds that alone are worth $1.2 million! Another is a golden, five-inch religious cross studded with seven brilliant emeralds. Although Fisher died a few years ago, his daughter continues as the museum director. Admission is $5 for adults, $1.50 for kids six to twelve, and free for younger children. The museum is open Monday through Saturday from 10 A.M. to 5 P.M. and Sunday 12 P.M. to 5 P.M.
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Just north of the museum, at 1580 US 1, is Captain Hiram's Restaurant, offering casual dining on the Indian River as well as boats that leave on two-hour, $15-per-person tours of the Indian and Sebastian rivers. Sunset cruises pass Pelican Island to watch thousands of birds return to their roosting sites. Cruise times vary according to the season, so call 772-589-4345 for current times. Next to Captain Hiram's is a brand new, three-story overnight lodging called, somewhat illogically, the Key West Inn. Rooms start at $79 to $99, depending on the season. For reservations call 800-833-0555.
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Now head back south on US 1. Although Sebastian's population is around fifteen thousand, there is no real downtown. Main Street is simply US 1. The Chamber of Commerce is here; and next to it is the historical museum, whose doors flutter open ever so briefly on Tuesday and Wednesday between 11 A.M. and 2 P.M. There is a smattering of commercial buildings. But that's about it. The settlement never was much, having been started mainly as a fishing village a hundred or so years ago. But the link with the ocean was not good, because the Sebastian Inlet (which had been dug by hand as early as 1886) quickly refilled with sand, as did a second channel nine years later. So did a third in 1921! It was not until just after World War II that the inlet was permanently opened. By then the fishing industry had long since swum off to other parts.
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The food is good and the view excellent at Hiram's Restaurant in the town of Sebastian.


Incidentally, the town's name—as well as its treasure—recalls its Spanish past. Castilian sailors, filling their casks with fresh water from the river three miles north of Captain Hiram's, named it in honor of St. Sebastian, killed by the Romans for refusing to renounce his Christian faith.
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Continue south on US 1. If you had passed by here in the 1920s you would have gaped at a huge mound fifty feet high and as large as a football field. This was Barker's Bluff, a gigantic accumulation of oyster shells and human debris left by a vanished tribe of Native Americans. The bluff could have been a valuable source of knowledge about these people, but times were different then and the archaeological treasure was dumped over the county as road bedding.


[image: images]


At the Wabasso Causeway turn east. Part way across you'll come to a side road leading to the Environmental Learning Center. Although it is oriented toward school children, it has a considerable amount of environmental literature as well as an elevated walkway through a mangrove forest—all free. But, hikers, be fore-warned: mangroves are more like overgrown shrubs than proper trees and their thick matting of leaves hugs the heat and moisture, making a delightful environment for mosquitoes.


The Case of the Hiding Grapefruit
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As you cross back over the Indian River, you might wonder just where the vaunted Indian River grapefruit has gone. Well, it has forsaken its namesake home to take up residence along Interstate 95 to the west. But right here along the Indian River is where the fruit got its start. Watch for a street sign indicating Michael Creek Road at the eastern end of the causeway. It was the Michael family, headquartered south down the road, who turned much of Orchid Island into one huge grapefruit grove. The Michaels had a long pier into the river from which an endless procession of steamboats picked up the fruit during harvest season. Grapefruit, as opposed to oranges, thrived in this damp, poorly drained soil, where the coquina limestone supplied a rich source of calcium. The Indian River grapefruit had thin skin and a high sugar content, making it very popular. The eldest Michael became known as the “Dean of Citrus.”


Today the Indian River grapefruit thrives in equally damp soil along Interstate 95, where the land is cheaper and transportation facilities much better. The industry is centered in the three adjacent counties of which Vero Beach, Ft. Pierce, and Stuart are the seats. Ft. Pierce's St. Lucie County alone produces more than twenty million boxes annually, enabling the town to proclaim itself the “Grapefruit Capital of the World.”


The Jungle Trail: Dining on Fish Guts
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Immediately past Michael Creek Road is a street sign announcing the four-mile, southern segment of the Jungle Trail. This was Orchid Island's original road punched through the trees in the 1920s. It has not changed much since then, but don't let the fact that the Trail is merely graded sand and shell fragments deter you. Except in bad weather it is quite passable. So follow it south along a narrow channel of the Indian River. This is almost as wild and desolate an area as when a group of twenty-four wretched shipwreck victims was detained here at the Ais village of Jece in 1696.


The group was in extreme danger from the Indians, who would have killed and eaten them had they realized they were English, enemies of their friends, the Spanish. Most prominent among them was Jonathan Dickinson, who was traveling from Jamaica to Philadelphia with his young wife, Mary, and their six-month-old son, who was still nursing. Also among the survivors were Dickinson's ten slaves, two other passengers, and nine crewmembers.


A fierce storm had wrecked their ship near Jupiter, sixty miles to the south. After having been stripped and harassed by the local tribe, they began their trek north along the beach, hoping to reach Charleston, more than five hundred miles distant. A chill November wind blasted them, and they had nothing to eat except green cocoplums and sea grapes, which tasted so horrible they could barely swallow them.


When they got as far as Vero Beach, they were met by the chief of the Ais, who spoke to them in broken Spanish. Their lives were saved when one of the crew answered him with the few Spanish words he knew. The chief led them to his village, a collection of trash and palmetto huts that was, nonetheless, the capital of this portion of the coast. The Indian River was on one side and a mangrove swamp thick with flies and mosquitoes on the other. The huts were barely four feet from ground to roof, and when it rained the water was knee-deep. The Ais, not quite sure the sandy-haired group was really Spanish, treated them with indifference and would not even give them food. Thus they had to content themselves with garbage such as the “gills and guts of fish picked off the dung-hill” to quote Dickinson.


Despite the hardships, the Dickinson party did make it to Charleston, although it would take them three torturous months. Dickinson became a wealthy Philadelphia merchant and eventually the city's mayor. He published his recollections of the harrowing experience, and today Jonathan Dickinson's Journal is a classic account of life on the Florida coast in the days when the Indians ruled.


There is no trace of Jece, nor of the Ais tribe, except the account Dickinson left to us. But the river and the trees remain, as does the sense of remoteness. When you reach A1A, take it south. You'll no longer be traveling along the beach, and landscaping hides the expensive homes and resorts that now occupy the choice scenery. One of these unseen villages—Indian River Shores—has one of the highest median home sale prices ($425,000) in the entire state.
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In five miles you will reach Vero Beach Oceanside, consisting mostly of an upscale little shopping strip with boutiques, art shops, and unique gift stores. Immediately south on A1A is Disney's beautiful Vero Beach Resort, a group of buildings constructed to convey a Victorian air. The public is invited to Disney's three restaurants, including the Green Cabin Room, which serves light meals and offers a commanding view of the Atlantic. This is the very place where Mel Fisher and his divers salvaged fifteen hundred silver coins from what was designated the Sand Point Wreck. You're also invited to spend a night at the resort, provided you have a couple of hundred dollars to spare.


Vero Beach
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Before continuing south on A1A, cross over the Indian River on the Seventeenth Street (SR 656) bridge to the main part of Vero Beach, a thriving town of almost twenty thousand and the Indian River County seat. Once on the other side, take US 1 a few blocks north to Twenty-first Street. Follow Twenty-first west over the Florida East Coast Railroad tracks to Fourteenth Avenue, which is the heart of town. Near the corner is the Chamber of Commerce, where you'll find a good assortment of informative leaflets.


The town was named for Vero Gifford, who settled here with her husband in 1888. But nothing much happened around the mosquito-ridden place until Herman Zeuch of Davenport, Iowa, decided that, with proper drainage of the nearby swamps, the bugs could be controlled and the land used by farmers, such as his Iowa neighbors. Thus in 1912, Zeuch organized the Indian River Farms Corporation. When the standing water was eliminated, the town of Vero began to prosper.


Another big event in Vero's history took place eight years later with the erection of a wooden bridge across the Indian River. On opening day a noisy procession of Tin Lizzies inaugurated the trip over to Orchid Island. But the celebration was dampened when a rainstorm flooded out both the merrymaking and the island's crude roads, leaving the crowd stranded until the water drained into the sand. Once access to the Atlantic shore was established, the word “beach” was added to Vero's name.
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A block from the Chamber of Commerce is the Citrus Museum, at 2140 Fourteenth Street. Open Tuesday through Friday between 10 A.M. and 4 P.M., it has informative exhibitions on the tasty Indian River grapefruit. The admission price of merely $1 is also tasty.


Vero Beach has recently joined Florida's Main Street Program and is in the process of bringing new life to a downtown that had declined over the years. A major accomplishment was the recycling of the original Indian River Court House, across from the Citrus Museum, into a modern office building.
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The old movie theater at Vero Beach has been rehabilitated and put to a new use


The jewel of the renovation is the town's old theater building on Fourteenth Street. It has been skillfully recycled into the Theatre Plaza complex of offices and shops. The auditorium itself awaits an operator before renovation will begin. The old theater had a drama of its own. Some say that Vero Beach formed its own county in 1925 because locals wanted to see movies on Sundays but were prevented by a St. Lucie County ordinance (enforced when the sheriff drove up from Ft. Pierce).
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Now drive north on Twenty-first a few blocks to where it merges with US 1. Continue north on US 1, passing over the Main Relief Canal, which drains the former marshes. Just over the bridge is Aviation Boulevard, where you should turn left. As you head west, you'll skirt the New Piper Aircraft plant, where Piper planes are parked on the tarmac connecting with the Municipal Airport. These planes are similar to the one flown by John F. Kennedy Jr. on a tragic evening in July 1999.


Kennedy had had his pilot's license for just fifteen months when he bought a Piper Saratoga and came to Vero Beach for training. He lived in the airport dormitory, where he kept mainly to himself. Nonetheless he was cordial to his federal examiner, John McColgan. “I put him through his paces,” McColgan said, “and he passed everything with flying colors.” But, McColgan noted, Kennedy had a visual pilot's rating, which licensed him to fly only when he could see the world outside his cockpit.


On the day of the accident, Kennedy was heading to a cousin's wedding in Massachusetts. He had meant to make the short flight to Martha's Vineyard during daylight and left Manhattan for the Fairfield, New Jersey, airport in plenty of time. But the Friday afternoon traffic was extraordinarily heavy, and it took his sister-in-law, Lauren Bessette, and him twice as long as the usual forty-five minutes to reach the airport. There they were met by John's beautiful wife, Carolyn. After leisurely buying a few bananas as a snack, the three boarded John's Piper Saratoga and took off. By now the sun had set and the blood-red sky was darkening fast. Although the weather was fair, it was a questionable time for a person with only a visual rating to take off. But there was a wedding to go to and Kennedy had, what a friend called, “this incredibly fine-tuned sense of [living] on the edge.”


After flying for about thirty minutes over the ocean, Kennedy was approaching Martha's Vineyard and began to descend. It was almost pitch black now, and the island lights that he expected to see were obliterated by a thick summer haze. In the haze he could not tell where the horizon was. An uneasy feeling must have swept over him, for at this point radar shows that he made a sharp right turn and began to ascend, apparently hoping to get above the haze. But he must have became completely disoriented, for he tipped his wing and entered into what pilots call a “dead man's spiral.” As the Piper began plummeting downward at nearly one hundred feet a second, the strong G-forces pressing against them would have warned Kennedy, Carolyn, and Lauren that they were facing disaster, but there was no way to pull out. Their terror would have lasted twenty or thirty seconds before they crashed into the water, where their bodies were later found still strapped into their seats, upside-down in a shattered piece of fuselage nearly 120 feet below the surface.


Questions immediately centered on the plane. Piper was just recovering from bankruptcy and could not afford any scandal that reflected the safety of its aircraft. When an investigation revealed that the plane was functioning perfectly just prior to the crash, the company breathed a sigh of relief. So did Vero Beach, for the revived Piper had become one of the area's largest employers.


The New Piper is a very efficiently run and distinctly public-oriented company. It offers ninety-minute tours of its manufacturing plant on Tuesdays and Fridays at 10 A.M. and 2 P.M. This is a rare experience to see airplanes being assembled. To ensure you'll be included, it's best to call in advance (561-567-4361, extension 5).
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Continuing west on Aviation Boulevard, you'll pass the Municipal Airport, which is all that remains of a gigantic Navy training field that throbbed with military aircraft during the Second World War. Shortly you will come to Dodgertown, long-time winter home of the Los Angeles Dodgers. In March and early April the Big Leaguers train here and play exhibition games against other Grapefruit League teams. Spectators are delighted to watch the stars up close. On game days tickets cost $11 for anyone, big or small, who occupies a seat. Tickets can be purchased on the day of the game, but if you want to be certain of getting in, call in advance (561-569-6858) after February 1. The Dodgers play seven days a week, and game time is usually at 1 P.M. Don't despair if you're not there in early spring, because during the off-season you can cruise around the grounds and past the motel-like residences where the players reside (off-limits when the Big Leaguers are here). Someone with a sense of whimsy had the streetlights fashioned in the shape of baseballs. The Vero Beach farm Dodgers play a regular night-game schedule season from late April until the end of August. Tickets for these games are only $4 for adults and $3 for children. Later in the year National Football League teams sometimes work out here to adapt to hot weather, which Vero Beach obligingly furnishes in abundance.


A Watery Spanish Ghost
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Now drive back to Orchid Island and take A1A south once more. Soon you will cross onto North Hutchinson Island, although a sign may be your only clue. The island was named for James Hutchinson, who had a farm across the river back in the days when the Spanish claimed all of Florida. But Hutchinson found himself bothered by the Seminoles, so he got the Spanish to give him the uninhabited island. Before Hutchinson could do anything with his new grant, however, he drowned in an Atlantic storm. Later, when Florida became part of the United States, the American government recognized the Spanish land grant and Hutchinson's name remained on the island upon which he probably never lived.
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In a few miles you'll reach the Pepper Beach State Recreation Area, where there is free parking. Pepper Beach is popular with snorkelers and scuba divers because just two hundred yards offshore are the sunken remains of the Urca de Lima, the Spanish supply ship that was such an important aid to survivors of the 1715 treasure fleet tragedy. The ship, which lies in ten to fifteen feet of water, has been declared an Underwater Archaeological Preserve and is marked by buoys. Divers are welcome to moor here and explore the relic, which consists of portions of the hull as well as a few cannons. It is a weird experience to see the ancient timbers quavering in currents that have engulfed them for almost three centuries. Non-divers must content themselves with walking north about one thousand paces from the park boundary and scanning the water for the bobbing white buoy. Once, centuries ago, this beach was littered with wreckage. Survivors used the two longboats from the Urca to go for help at Havana and St. Augustine. They were among those who ultimately gathered near what is now the McLarty Museum to await rescue.
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The UDT/SEAL Museum is a fascinating place to visit.


The Daring Frogmen
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Beside Pepper Beach is the UDT/SEAL Museum, open Tuesdays through Saturdays from 10 A.M. to 4 P.M. and Sunday from 12 P.M. to 4 P.M. Admission is $4 for adults, $1.50 for kids six to twelve, and free for younger children. UDT stands for Underwater Demolition Teams. These daring individuals, also known as “frogmen,” performed some of the Navy's most dangerous and vital tasks during World War II: the destruction of cement and steel beach invasion obstructions in the face of withering enemy fire.


Many of the volunteers at the museum are actual former frogmen. It was from some of them that I gathered firsthand information about the vigorous training they endured here. “We lived in tents on South Hutchinson Island across from the Ft. Pierce Inlet,” a veteran told me. “There were about three hundred of us. Neither North nor South Hutchinson had any civilians at this time because there were still large swampy areas where mosquitoes bred in horrible numbers. The training was very intensive. We were urgently needed in the Pacific, where a succession of island invasions was moving Americans to within striking range of Japan. I was here for ten weeks, during which I had only a single weekend liberty.”


The men had to master a variety of tasks connected with their job of reconnoitering the enemy beach to learn the location of the obstructions and of returning later to blow them up during the actual invasion. Although enemy gunners were almost sure to be shooting at them during the reconnaissance phase, it was during the invasion that the danger was the greatest. by then the warships and carriers were there and the battle was in full fury.


Since rubber boats would be used, the men constantly worked with them, negotiating the tricky currents of the Ft. Pierce Inlet and the crashing surf of the North Hutchinson beaches. “We were at it even during the night,” recalled another veteran.


During the demolition phase, the frogmen would be let off from small launches a hundred yards from shore. “Then we had to swim to the beach obstructions pushing ahead of us a twenty-pound knapsack of high explosives. During training, in order to simulate these actual battle conditions, attack planes would zoom in from the base at Vero Beach, firing live bullets along the dunes just as if the enemy was entrenched there. Sometimes it got too real, when they mistakenly sprayed the water near us, for they were in training too.”


Through it all the frogmen learned to work calmly yet quickly as they attached their explosive charges to the obstructions put up by the Navy Seabees. When they were combat-ready, they were sent to the South Pacific, where the bullets were aimed at them and death was real.


When the war ended, the base was closed and the Navy moved out, leaving North Hutchinson Island littered with bullets, shrapnel, and other wartime debris. Even some of the underwater obstacles remained. It was not until many years later that the government agreed to pay for the cleanup.


The SEALs were organized later in response to the needs of the Vietnam War. They were a more covert operation because amphibious landings played little part in these hostilities. Although the SEALs were based in Coronado, California, much of their training was similar to that of the World War II frogmen. Because the frogmen were so secret a force, little remains of their activities. It is SEAL memorabilia, therefore, that predominates at the museum. Most of the major equipment can be inspected on the grounds. This includes landing craft, river patrol boats, and swimmer delivery vehicles. Inside are weapons, underwater gear, and demolition apparatus. A small theater shows videos of the arduous training and dangerous operations these men went through.
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After visiting the museum, walk across the parking lot to the beach. Quiet today, it once resonated to the roar of Navy fighter planes, the deadly rattle of machine guns, and the thunder of the frogmen's explosives.
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If you want to contemplate the scene in leisurely luxury, drive a mile farther south on A1A to the Radisson Beach Resort, where Carmen's Restaurant offers fine dining overlooking the ocean. For lighter repasts there is Watercolors Café. If you care to stay at the Radisson, courtyard rooms cost between $80 and $120, and oceanside rooms between $140 and $170, depending on the time of year. For reservations, call 800-333-3333.


There is a reef about twenty yards offshore from the resort where tropical fish glide among rocky ledges that are hardly over eight feet beneath the surface. You can enjoy the reef even if you don't stay at the resort, because the beach is public. Lobsters up to fourteen pounds also make their homes here. Unfortunately for them, they appeal to the human palate. So catching them is a popular sport between August and March. They have no claws, but their spiny tails can be unpleasant, so use a net, wear cotton gloves, or let someone else do it for you.
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The Ft. Pierce Inlet State Recreation Area is a quarter mile beyond the Radisson. Frogmen once planted so many explosive charges around what is now the parking lot that it is still known as Dynamite Point. The park offers swimming, surfing, fishing, jg] and a twenty-minute, self-guided nature trail through a dune hammock composed mainly of cabbage palms, sea grapes, and wax myrtles topped by a canopy of live oaks. There are restrooms and showers for beachgoers.


The Jack Island Preserve forms a separate section of the park. Here a mile-long trail leads through a completely different riverside plant community composed of mangrove trees and salt marshes. The path leads to an observation tower overlooking the Indian River. You'll also see one of the dikes Florida constructs around its marshes in order to control the salt mosquitoes that so plagued settlers in earlier times.
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Although admission is just $3.25 per car, this park does not have the same facilities as those at the Sebastian Inlet. There are no boats to rent, no fishing equipment available, and no on-site food vendor.


Since there is no bridge over the inlet, A1A makes an abrupt westward turn at this point. It crosses the Indian River to US 1 and the town of Ft. Pierce, where the next exploration begins.
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