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PROLOGUE

OUT OF AFRICA

It was hot. Hot like each summer in the Sahara Desert. A relentless sun burned in a cloudless sky, baking sand and rocks, driving temperatures in the shade to over 130 degrees Fahrenheit. There was no vegetation; nothing grew because of the heat. Scorched sands, barren mountain ranges, and lifeless plains a continent wide stretched three thousand miles from the Nile River in Egypt to the Atlantic coast of Mauritania. It was the Earth’s largest expanse of hot desert.

Rising from superheated sands, the atmosphere lost its transparency. Shimmering columns of air danced across sand dunes and rock-strewn plains, rising higher and higher, churning inward, upon itself. The air gathered form until it was large enough and until inertia was overcome. Then it began to move. A wall of heat one thousand miles long, eighty miles wide, three miles high and growing, it snaked its way westward, undulating like a python, a living, breathing entity that was parched and desired moisture. Since the Sahara has no water, only mirages, the undulating mass sought to quench its insatiable thirst in the waters of the north Atlantic Ocean.

From the warm waters off the African coast, it drank its fill, and then it moved south and westward before colliding with the substantially cooler airs along the Gulf of Guinea. Cooled, the supersaturated air condensed into clouds—large, elegantly shaped anvil clouds—a few at first, then a dozen, then a dozen dozen, until a massive wall of thunderstorms formed. Forced by the spin of the earth, it curved around in endless circles until it created a funnel. Then, spinning in a deliberate counterclockwise direction, it grew, gained momentum and spun faster. The agitated air sucked up more energizing, warm water from the ocean surface, feeding its thunder, giving it strength to spin faster and faster still, until it had formed an eye. Now, it could see. It was big but not yet mature. In fact, it was entering adolescence; and like an errant teen, it was doomed and determined to test its limits. Spawned in the heat of Africa, a perfect killer was in the making that would leave six thousand dead in its wake, many of them children of its native sons.



CHAPTER ONE

GENESIS, THE FIRST BOOK

And God said, “Let the waters under the heavens be gathered together into one place, and let the dry land appear.” And it was so. God called the dry land Earth, and the waters that were gathered together Seas. And God saw that it was good.

–Genesis, the first book of Moses

BELLE GLADE, SEPTEMBER 12, 1928

It was raining. Actually, it was thundering, and the rain came down in sheets between the lightning. Gale-force winds threw torrents of rain across flat land, bending trees, rattling windows. The already-saturated earth, crisscrossed with straight canals, refused to absorb more water, causing canals to rapidly overflow. Pools of water formed like quicksilver over the coal-black earth of freshly plowed fields.

Farm animals, as silent as forlorn statues, faced away from the wind and lowered their heads. Water rolled off their backs and heads in streams, as they waited patiently, knowing it would pass. Men taking shelter where the storm caught them—under eaves, on porches, and in stores—were also patient through no choice of their own. Step out and you’d be drenched in thirty seconds. Walk and you’d sink up to your knees in muck. Drive a truck or car and, if you didn’t get stuck in mud, the engine would get wet and stall. So they waited, some envying the lucky ones who gathered in groups where they could talk shop, where conversations touched on planting, the heat, the dry spell, the rain. As farmers, weather was foremost on their minds.

At least the heat had broken; the rains had cooled the air, and for a moment after the downpour the land became fresh, sweet smelling. A rainbow blessed the southeast sky. With the sun came the humidity; the air thickened until it became an oppressive mush. People moved in suspended animation because the slightest exertion brought on a sweat. Clothing stuck to their bodies. There were no air conditioning, no fans, and no electricity. There was no relief from the humid heat.

Off in the distance, the reassuring hum of one of the massive irrigation pumps could be heard straining to empty the fields. They sucked up black mucky water from the canals and spit it over a five-foot-high mud dike that separated Lake Okeechobee from the flat plains of reclaimed south Florida farmland. Lately, due to the rain, the pumps had been running constantly. Late August was the rainy season in Florida, and summer rain was not only expected but also necessary to balance the long, dry winter season. This was the Everglades, where muckland abounded, said to be the richest, most fertile land in the world. This was the Everglades, America’s winter breadbasket.

Slicing across this fertile plain was the forty-foot-wide Hillsboro Canal. Beginning at Lake Okeechobee in Chosen or Stein Locks, as the locals called them after the lockkeeper Hans Stein, the canal ran fifty-seven miles in a nearly straight line to Deerfield, where it emptied into the Inter-coastal Waterway. The canal had long been the economic heart of the Everglades. A crosscut canal connected the Hillsboro Canal to Palm Beach Canal and facilitated boat traffic between Belle Glade and West Palm Beach. The waters of the Hillsboro Canal had carried many early pioneers from the East Coast to their new homes. Boats still plied the canal, but the new hard-surfaced road to West Palm Beach would soon condemn it to being an oversized drainage ditch.

The town of Belle Glade began as a trading post on the Hillsboro Canal. Paralleling the canal along its banks were two roads. Both were named West Canal Street. On the south side of the canal, West Canal Street had been the commercial center of the area even before Belle Glade was founded. Along the canal banks were stores, actually homes with a front room converted into a shop. They had docks where supply boats would drop off merchandise and at harvest time pick up produce for West Palm Beach and northern markets. As Belle Glade grew, so did Canal Street commerce. Automobiles and the new road soon replaced boats and the canal. And Main Street, lined with automobiles, was poised to replace West Canal Street as the commercial thoroughfare of Belle Glade.

Two blocks west of Main Street along West Canal Street and facing the Hillsboro Canal stood a one-story grocery store, outside of which stood a phlegmatic sign proclaiming that groceries, dry goods, and other sundry merchandise were sold within. Two storefront windows displayed the more coveted goods to draw in customers. Henry Wilson Martin, the owner, was slim but strongly built, with a full head of dark hair and serious eyes. He was tall, over six feet, and able to reach the dry goods, hardware, and kitchen utensils on the top shelves without standing on a stepladder. His tanned, deeply lined faced indicated the many hours he had labored in fields under the bright Florida sun, and he spoke in the slow southern drawl indigenous to central Florida.

Aside from dry goods, Henry Martin sold fresh vegetables, grown on his farm a mile south of Belle Glade on the banks of the now dried Cooper’s River. Bessie Mae Martin, Henry’s wife, supplied eggs from her flock of chickens. There was some cheese, butter, and at times milk from one of the cows the couple had pastured at Loney Martin’s farm. Belle Glade was a farming town, and most people grew their own vegetables, though they liked to treat themselves to bananas, apples, or peaches when affordable.

The bulk of Henry Martin’s business was in dry goods and hardware. In the front, to the left of the entrance, stood half a dozen chairs where the locals, mostly men, would sit and gossip. It was good for business. They bought soft drinks and occasionally sticks of chewing tobacco. No one noticed if someone pulled out a little flask and took a discrete swig of homebrewed whiskey. Prohibition, the noble experiment, was in full swing.

The Martin family had been early settlers along Lake Okeechobee’s southeastern shore. In 1917, Henry’s brother, Loney Martin, and Jimmy Griffith, a brother-in-law, had been among the first to farm along the banks of two “dead rivers” between what was to become Belle Glade and South Bay. They owned the farms on each side of Henry that fronted Lake Okeechobee. Among the three families, the Martin clan owned one of the largest combined tracts of prime bottom lake land—the best of the best. With the new dike to control high lake waters and keep his fields dry, Henry Martin could plant three crops a year, most of which were sold to buyers who shipped the fresh produce north at high prices. Henry was doing so well that he had recently opened another store in South Bay. With the new crop in the ground and all the “new people” coming into town, Henry Martin and most of the other old-timers felt very good about the future of Belle Glade and the Everglades.

ON Wednesday, September 12, 1928, Henry quickly glanced at the headlines of the Palm Beach Post. The top story concerned President Calvin Coolidge and his consideration of the budget and the Antiwar Treaty. No one in the Everglades really cared much about that, not from a lame duck president, especially when this was an election year and most people were interested in the race between Herbert Hoover and Al Smith. Democrats complained that “Hoover Democrats” were not supporting Al Smith. Henry Martin was a lifelong Democrat who had never voted Republican in his life. Yet he would find it very hard to vote for a Roman Catholic. One column in particular in the Palm Beach Post exposed the fabricated story that Democratic presidential candidate Al Smith had been seen drunk in public, which was part of the anti-Catholic and pro-Prohibition campaign that plagued Al Smith, the first Catholic to run for president. The story amused Henry. True or not, if the man could handle a drink once in a while, then maybe Henry Martin could vote for him.

At the very bottom of the front page was the weather column. It predicted partly cloudy skies with local thunderstorms. Further down, at the bottom of the weather column, was a more ominous notice. In bold letters was a storm warning issued the day before yesterday from Washington, D.C., by the National Weather Bureau:

Tropical disturbance of considerable intensity central near 18 North, 56 West, moving west or west-northwestward. Its center will likely pass near Lesser Antilles North of Martinique, Wednesday.

Henry paid it no mind. Storms were always forming in the Atlantic, and this was a typical southern Florida summer afternoon with its inevitable thunderstorms. No one needed a weatherman to predict that; it happened every afternoon.

If he listened to each and every warning, he would still be living in central Florida struggling to grow crops in sandy, harsh soil. He would never have risked everything he had—his family, his fortune, his life—to begin anew in the wilds of the Everglades if he did not have a gambler’s heart—and Henry Martin had a true gambler’s heart. Whether with the turn of a card at a high-stakes game or planting a crop before the rains began, Henry enjoyed risk. So far the gods of chance had been good to him.

He looked at his watch and put the newspaper down. He’d finish it later. First he had to check the mail because he was expecting a letter from his cousins in West Frostproof. He walked along the plank sidewalk raised above the street down to the Main Street Bridge. He crossed the one-lane steel structure spanning the Hillsboro Canal. The bridge, with its high steel cross beam and cables, would swing around to let boat traffic pass. As he crossed the bridge, Henry looked over at the old bridge tender’s house. The new Buick that was usually parked on the north side under the large rubber tree was gone. His brother-in-law, Tommy Wells, must be working across town. Tommy’s wife, Willie Emma, would be inside tending to Edward, their two-week-old baby who had been born with a broken arm. Henry had to pay her a visit, but he’d wait until Sunday when Bessie Mae, who hadn’t seen the baby, would come to town. Taking a right east down Canal Street, he walked the half block to Badger’s store. Frank Badger was the postmaster, and, even though Henry liked Badger, it irked him that he had to visit his competition for his mail. But there was no time to dwell on commercial rivalries; Henry Martin was too busy. Prosperity had arrived in the Everglades, and Henry Martin, along with most of the old-timers, was flourishing.

Belle Glade’s streets were crowded. Its two hotels were nearly full, mostly with “new people” from outside the Lake Okeechobee area. In the restaurants, patrons waited in lines for orders of southern-fried catfish and alligator tail. Along Main Street and Avenue A, a profusion of Model T’s and a few of the recently introduced Model A Fords vied for scarce parking spaces. There was a profusion of real estate offices that seemed to have popped up like mushrooms overnight in every storefront and living room, with plenty of buyers for all. Land sales were up; prices rose daily.

New construction was at an all time high. Lucky Charles Riedel, the founder of Belle Glade, had barely finished a new addition to his Belle Glade Hotel when he was given a price he couldn’t refuse. “You sold too cheap, Charlie,” he was told. But, within a week’s time, Charlie Riedel’s luck would prove to be holding. His competitor, George Tedder, was putting the final touches on his new Glades Hotel located across the street. A large sign proclaimed it the Glades Hotel and Café while a smaller sign below enticed clients with “hot and cold baths.” Using salvaged materials from the demolished wing of Henry Morrison Flagler’s famous Royal Poinciana Hotel in Palm Beach, he built (overbuilt, some said) a sturdy, comfortable hotel. All too soon, Tedder’s choice of materials would prove to be auspicious.

A half block down Main Street, Lawrence Will was constructing his new Pioneer Service Building. He could be seen at any time of the day or night pumping gasoline, cleaning windshields, changing oil, or checking air pressure for his customers. Tall and lanky with a receding hairline, the gregarious Will knew everyone in town, and for those new people he didn’t know, he made every effort to remember their names. All of them were potential customers. “I just like people,” he would say. Will was a jack-of-all-trades—his occupations as boat captain, dredge operator, farmer, and pioneer had taken him across the entire state of Florida. However, like many of the early settlers who had left the area, he had returned to the Everglades, attracted by the new prosperity. The real reason for his return was he had “muck in his shoes,” as the saying went for those who could not stay away from the rich Everglades’ mucklands.

Across from Will’s new service station were rows of new Model A’s and older Model T Fords in the recently built Ford Garage, lodged under a half-acre roof. The dealership’s owner, Clarence Everett, moonlighted as Belle Glade’s sheriff. Ford was still the most prominent automobile, as a glance down any street would attest. Though a few Dodges were making their appearance, the highly popular Model T had very nearly become America’s car, a full decade before Hitler’s Volkswagen. The cost of a new automobile had dropped to $290 by 1926, and at that price, all but the very poor could afford a Model T car or truck.

Belle Glade was unaccustomed to so much activity. The spring before, the Everglades News, a local newspaper, noted that the town had only two stores, a gas station, and one hotel, and was still unincorporated. One year later, Belle Glade was still a small town with an immediate area population over two thousand, and growing. Belle Glade, the belle of the Everglades, was experiencing a miniboom.

Since the end of World War I, all of Florida had undergone a spectacular real estate boom. Land prices doubled, even tripled, every few months. Then the East Coast real estate market, fueled by rank speculation, Ponzi-type land deals and astonishing greed, finally collapsed under the burden of its own weight. Fortunes were lost overnight, banks failed like falling dominos, and desperate, unemployed people tried to feed their families. It was an ominous portent for the Roaring Twenties bull market that had one more year to run.

In 1926, the fate of the doomed Florida real estate market was sealed by an act of nature. A powerful category 4 Cape Verde Island hurricane, packing 130-mile-an-hour winds, struck Miami head-on, killing 373 people and leveling three-fourths of the city—a crippling blow from which it would take the city twenty-five years to recover. All of South Florida was thrown into a deep depression—except the Everglades. Unemployed people flocked to the modest settlements around Lake Okeechobee. In Belle Glade, Pahokee, Clewiston, and Moore Haven, they could buy a farm and live off the land. At least they would not starve. Houses and farms were sold and resold. Belle Glade was changing so fast that it incorporated in April 1928—making it a scant five months old this September day.

Still, Belle Glade was a farming town. Its motto would declare, “Her Soil Is Her Future.” In mid-September 1928, many of the farmers had their fields plowed and planted. A good year was anticipated because the price of vegetables was predicted to be high that winter—just in time for the harvest, if there was not a hard, long freeze like the one that had struck last New Year’s Eve.

Not everyone, however, shared in the good times. Along with the farmers, the townspeople, the new people, and the speculators, the area was populated with black migrant farmworkers. Some four thousand strong, they had come to help prepare the soil, plant, and then pick the crops. Many would stay through the harvest, living in shacks and shanties supplied by the farmers on the land they worked. In the spring, a few would migrate north to follow the fruit and vegetable harvests. A few would travel as far as the apple orchards in upper New York state, a round-trip journey of three thousand miles. The majority were American born, but many were from the Bahamas, joined by a few Jamaican and other Caribbean islanders. In general, they stayed out of the way, unseen, uncounted, unwanted, except at planting and harvest time. No one thought very much about them, though it was their labor that brought most of the prosperity to Belle Glade.

Nor did anyone really think about hurricanes. True, the great 1926 Miami hurricane had been a wake-up call. People had more respect for the big storms—some even made cursory preparations in case of another hurricane—but most felt that the Miami hurricane had been a fluke, an aberration of nature. It had been the only major hurricane to hit the area since the great storm of 1910—a hiatus of sixteen years. Belle Glade had come through the Miami hurricane, which had passed it to the south with little damage. Whereas Moore Haven had lost 150 lives when that town’s muck dike collapsed, the Belle Glade dike held, and the state had reinforced the dike’s obvious weak spots with more muck. Except for a few old-timers, most people in Belle Glade had never felt the wrath of a major hurricane. Plus, everyone knew that, like lightning, another hurricane would not strike the same spot a second time. Or so the popular thinking went.

When the 1910 hurricane struck, barely a half dozen people were living on the southern shore of Lake Okeechobee; maybe another dozen farmed the rises on Ritta, Kreamer, and Torrey Islands. One lone hunter camped near present-day Clewiston had his lean-to, rifles, and skins blown away as he scrambled up a tree and rode out the storm. On the lake islands, farmers were flooded out, their crops lost. Some houses and makeshift barns were blown away, but loss of life was minimal. Most of the island people had retreated to higher ground. As if a presage of the summer of 1928, the rains were exceptionally heavy the weeks before and during the storm. Even though the hurricane had passed to the west of the lake and quickly degenerated into a tropical storm, the lake waters quickly rose five feet. The winds sloshed the lake waters to one side, then the other. The dike on the lake had not yet been built, and the water overflowed the low custard apple tree ridges surrounding the southern edge of Lake Okeechobee and spilled evenly into the Everglades—the way Mother Nature had intended.

The 1910 hurricane was the first documented “loop hurricane.” The U.S. Weather Bureau at first thought it was following two storms when two days later its weather watchers in Cuba reported another hurricane striking the Cuban coast. The storm had actually drifted off and then looped back and struck Cuba again. The storm’s erratic path added to the lore of the fickleness of a hurricane.

Nobody was scared away by the 1910 hurricane. In fact, serious real estate development only began immediately after it. That year land developer Richard “Dickey” J. Bolles finished his hotel on the lakeshore where the Miami Canal enters Lake Okeechobee via a series of locks. The small settlement was called Ritta, soon to be changed to Miami Locks; today it’s Lake Harbor. The Bolles Hotel was a palace in the jungle, a tropical Garden of Eden, a developer’s come-on. Dickey Bolles’s hotel was his best-selling tool. The well-built inn had screened porches, a large social lobby on the first floor, and a small but well-appointed kitchen. Special attention was given to the outside landscaping. The area around the hotel was planted with flowering plants and citrus trees, and, taking a cue from Palm Beach, four straight-trunk royal palm trees were planted on the lake side of the hotel, and they became an alluring beacon for miles around.

While the 1910 hurricane should have been taken as a warning, it was generally ignored. Floridians were used to storms—lots of storms—and Florida is a state of storms. It’s their magnitude that was relative. When the storm years returned in 1926, few people were thinking about hurricanes. Hurricanes were a distant, ominous threat churning in the Atlantic and killing hundreds of people in foreign countries where they didn’t even speak English. Surely we Americans were safe, they thought.

Hurricanes were not the only gun Belle Glade was living under. There was the Lake Okeechobee dike—a wall fifty-plus miles long built of muck dredged up from the lake bottom. In the summer rainy season, the dike held back tens of millions of gallons of water. During the rains when the lake was full, most of Belle Glade, Chosen, South Bay, and Moore Haven were below water level. The major concern was that if there were a large break in the dike, the lake would send a five-foot wall of water to reclaim its lost lands. While a hurricane’s vicious winds can do enormous damage, the truly big killer in a storm is water, the solvent of life. Belle Glade had plenty of water, and it was getting more than its fair share of rain now, with more on the way.

Looking down Main Street, at the automobiles parked at the curbs, the new buildings, the bustling hotels, beyond the town to the neatly plowed fields and quaint houses sheltered under large shade trees, it would be hard to imagine that a decade and a half ago this was all under water and that the shore of Lake Okeechobee reached another mile to the east. The Belle Glade area was a stark, pristine watery wilderness. It was the last American frontier.

1916, RITTA ISLAND–THE BOTTSES

A baby’s cry in the wilderness echoed from a small two-room clapboard house with one minute window facing east across the swampy shores of Ritta Island and Lake Okeechobee. Inside, covered in amniotic fluid and blood up to his elbows, William “Bill” Boots wiped dark mucous from the baby’s face. With his large, powerful hands, he examined it, turned it over, and smiled. There were no visible defects, no curved spine, no enlarged head or limp legs; it was a healthy, stocky boy. A son. Bill Boots cut the umbilical cord and quickly tied it. Then he gently washed the baby before giving him to Mattie Mae Boots, the baby’s exhausted but elated mother.

Outside the sun was setting a brilliant red, sending rosy reflections over the watery horizon of Lake Okeechobee—a good sign. Flocks of birds—ibises, egrets, and herons, a thousand strong—winged their way across the sky to roost in distant trees, while big bull alligator bellows echoed across the water. It was 1916, and Ritta Island had just witnessed the birth of William “Willie” Boots, the first Caucasian child born in the northern Everglades.

The child’s father, Bill Boots, was a big man. He stood six foot tall with muscular arms, a broad back, brown hair, and brown eyes. His long face was tanned and lined. He was a powerful man who, when unloading a truckload of fuel, could take a fifty-five-gallon drum of oil and lift it alone. He prided himself on his strength. However, in the Boots family, he was considered small; his brother Adrian was 6′ 3″. The Boots family had strong genes.

Mattie Mae Boots contrasted well with her large husband. She was 5′ 6″, a slim size 6 with dark eyes that would sparkle at her husband’s jokes. She kept her brown hair—which had never known a pair of scissors—tied in a bun off her slender neck, for keeping in style and for combating the heat.

She was an excellent seamstress known for her sewing, making all her own clothes and most of the clothes worn by her family. An artistic strain showed in the elaborate bed covers and tablecloths she made, though most of her needle time was taken up with mundane clothes mending. She tended house with no conveniences, but including a wood stove with a fire that, despite the heat, rarely went out, and water collected in a bucket at the lake bank. There was no ice, and food spoiled rapidly in the heat of summer. Sugar, or “squeezings,” was brown flaky molasses crushed from the cane grown on the south side of the house. It sweetened the family’s food and also was fed to the mules for quick energy. She cooked with few herbs except those grown in her little house garden. There was no meat except what hunters would bring. Deer, raccoons, and otter were plentiful in the forests on the mainland; ducks in large flocks, or rafts, covered the lake waters. Mostly, however, they ate fish caught in front of the house or bartered for with fishermen.

Like all pioneer women, Mattie Mae had experienced a hard life. Luckily her pregnancy had not been difficult. She was a strong woman, and after the second birth, the rest came rather easily. An hour after Willie was born, she was up cooking. But, like all women, she still feared pregnancy because it was the greatest killer of young healthy women. To be pregnant in the primitive conditions of the Everglades, far from any medical help, was even more dangerous. And Mattie Mae was no longer young—she was nearing forty. Willie had been her fifth of children by two husbands. Her first husband—a mailman in Pierce, Arizona—had died from an infection that started as a small boil. (Penicillin was still twenty years away.)

Mattie Mae had four sons by Bill Boots. Her oldest, Roy, was now approaching six, and having lost his baby fat had retained a cuteness that would make him a hit with the girls. Vernie Adrian was four and a half years old, a very inquisitive child who was always getting into things; Virgil was almost two and still in diapers. And now there was Willie, the baby.

Most pioneer marriages in those days were partnerships built on mutual trust, forged out of necessity. In adverse conditions, neither partner could survive without the other. When a man reached deep inside his wife and extracted a son or daughter, a bond was created that would last “until death do them part.”

Not all women suffered in stoic resignation. In 1909 at Sulfur Springs Valley, near Pierce, Arizona, Bill Boots’s first wife, unhappy with the hard life of a farmer’s wife, divorced him and took his two daughters, Joyce and Gladys, for the greener pastures and glamour of California. He never saw them again. Soon after that, he met the widow, Mattie Mae Rawle.

After Mattie Mae Rawle married Bill Boots, her sixteen-year-old son Bill Rawle, anxious to strike out on his own, left soon after the harvest for Florida. Looking for adventure and opportunity, he ended up in one of the fishing camps on Lake Okeechobee catfishing. Catfishing was the only industry on the lake, and aside from an occasional professional hunter, only catfishermen populated it. It was hard, messy, smelly work, but Bill Rawle had an open personality that made him a favorite among the hard-living catfishermen. They had well-deserved reputations of being hard drinkers. Many found the lake’s isolation to be a perfect sanctuary from the law. The fishermen skinned and cleaned, then stored the catfish in barrels of ice. A buyer boat gathered up the catches and quickly shipped the fish to the town of Okeechobee, Fort Lauderdale, and down the Caloosahatchee River to Fort Myers.

Felix Forbes, who had just founded the Pioneer Boat Line, quickly befriended Bill Rawle. Forbes needed someone he could trust and who knew the lake, the area, and the fishermen. Bill Rawle became Captain Forbes’s trusted employee. Forbes settled Ritta Island and built a hotel to house his passengers.

At first, as an ex-policeman Forbes was looked on with suspicion by many of the fishermen. There were draft dodgers and criminals, petty and otherwise. Some were wanted for crimes committed in Florida or wanted by authorities in other states. A couple took on Billy the Kid–size legends. Ex-cowboys, like Mart Manning near the Pahokee Ridge and Edgar Watson on the Chatham River in Ten Thousand Islands, were reputed to have killed more than their share of men and, in Watson’s case, a couple of women, too.

A boat captain had to know not only the canals, the lake, and the tricky shifting shoals but also how to handle sudden storms that would rise up on a minute’s notice, sending the lake into a frenzy of chopping waves and strong winds that could strand a boat on a hidden shoal. He needed a boat captain that could also negotiate and bargain with the fishermen—not always an easy task. More than one catfish buyer had had a shot fired at him if one of his clients thought he had been cheated. To break into the catfish business, Forbes needed someone both he and the fishermen could trust.

Captain Forbes had an alternative motive for taking Bill Rawle under his wing. The hardworking young man was courting his brother’s oldest daughter, Louise. He hoped that Bill would do the sensible thing and marry into the Forbes family.

Indeed, the following year, Bill Rawle married Louise Forbes and was taken into the family business. He captained a number of the Pioneer Line’s boats. When Felix Forbes told Rawle he needed people to help him farm and manage the farmlands, Bill Rawle knew just the person—his stepfather, Bill Boots.

In 1916, Bill Boots, lured by stories of the incredible rich lands in the Everglades with its frost-free free land, and more water than you knew what to do with, packed up Mattie Mae and their three baby boys and made the long, hard trip across the southern United States to Fort Lauderdale, which was barely a stopping-off place at that time. They continued up the recently finished North New River Canal, across the sawgrass sea, through the locks at South Bay, and out onto Lake Okeechobee and to Ritta Island.

The lake was changing. The professional hunters had all but disappeared. There were still a lot of catfishermen on the lake, but unlike the catfishermen, the newcomers were a more stable people—farmers who brought their families and were settling the land. Most of the hunters and the catfishermen were Crackers, native Floridians accustomed to living off the land. The farmers, on the other hand, were mainly immigrants from Georgia, the Carolinas, the Midwest, and the Northeast. Though they had to put up with the hard living, alligators, snakes, and mosquitoes along with the Bootses, the settlers were determined to make a good life for themselves and their families.

OKEELANTA–LAWRENCE WILL

A hot afternoon sun was finally lowering itself in the western sky as the mail boat from Fort Lauderdale churned slowly up the North New River Canal. From the steer house of the two-story, eighty-foot-long vessel, Captain Felix A. Forbes kept a sharp eye out for floating logs, caved in banks, and oversized alligators, anything that might impede their progress. For the last two hours the boat had plied past the great waterlogged sawgrass plain—the plain that had given the Everglades its name. Except for a few treed hummocks, as far as the eye could see there was nothing but flat land covered in six-foot-high, jagged-leaf sawgrass. In what seemed the middle of nowhere, the boat stopped. “This is it,” the passengers were told. Captain Forbes unceremoniously deposited his four young passengers and their supplies onto the canal bank before chugging off to South Bay and Lake Okeechobee four miles away. It was late and Captain Forbes had a schedule to keep, but he assured the four men that he would check on them upon his return.

For young Lawrence Will and his three companions, this was the end of a long odyssey that had begun in Washington, D.C., a year before. As they glanced around at the utter isolation of their new home, they wondered why they had been in a rush to arrive there. The land salesmen in Washington and Fort Lauderdale had told them that there was a land rush in the Everglades and that they had better purchase their land before there was nothing more to buy at the incredibly low prices being offered.

Will wondered, “Where was everybody?”

There was nothing around them except miles and miles of unending sawgrass prairie. There were no roads, no facilities, and the only communication with the rest of the world was the newly dug canal literally on the settlers’ front doorstep. But they had no boat. However, what they lacked in material comforts they made up in enthusiasm. They quickly erected their tents, set up their stoves, and stacked burlap bags filled with small seed potatoes. The soil was black and rich, and they surely would reap a fantastic crop of potatoes in a short time.

As darkness descended, Lawrence Will and his three companions prepared to spend their first night in the Everglades. They watched as large flocks of herons, egrets, and ducks winged their way to an evening roost. A chorus of frogs rose to a deafening crescendo. Their worries of ferocious wild cats and panthers venturing into their camp while they slept were soon replaced by a more immediate danger—mosquitoes. They were relentlessly attacked by an array of flying, biting, sucking insects. They had come prepared to build a hut, plant potatoes, and clear land, but they had not purchased a single mosquito net.

“They came in swarms; they zinged and bored; they even brought in droves of fireflies to light up the massacre,” Will said.

Then he remembered with irony a line from the land company’s literature: “Mosquitoes are almost unknown in the Everglades.”

Lawrence Will and his companions were not the first, nor would they be the last, to be enticed by blatant false advertising in Florida land sales. Within twenty years, Florida land deals, especially those in the Everglades, would become synonymous with rip-off artists, low tides, and underwater lots.

Lawrence Will was raised in Washington, D.C., where his father, Dr. Thomas Will, was an administrator in the Department of Agriculture. Enticed by the reports that crossed his desk on the fertility of the Everglades sawgrass lands, Dr. Will was eager to try out new farming methods being developed by the department. Like thousands of others, he purchased sight unseen a section of land in the upper Everglades. He had it surveyed and then platted into five- and ten-acre lots for resale with the idea of forming the town of Okeelanta. Depending on your point of view, the Wills were like hundreds of other early land buyers—either developers or land speculators.

Fresh out of high school and anxious for adventure, Lawrence Will set out for Jacksonville by ship, took a train to Fort Lauderdale, and then boarded a boat for a fifty-seven-mile all-day journey to his plot. The only trails were those cut by the surveyors. Okeelanta was isolated, and even at four miles, it was situated too far from Lake Okeechobee, the center of commercial activity. Still, against the odds, the enthusiastic Will worked hard preparing the soil, digging canals, raising dikes, laying out dike roads, and encouraging new settlement. Thanks in great part to his efforts, Okeelanta became the largest settlement on the Okeechobee south shore, if only for a short time.

OKEECHOBEE is the Seminole word for “the big water.” Though still impressively big at 730 square miles, the lake was about a third larger before drainage and reclamation began. Lake Okeechobee is a shallow, bowl-shaped depression in the middle of Florida. In its prime, the lake at its deepest point was never more than twenty feet deep, actually at sea level. On average it was nine feet deep. Catfishermen, hand seining out of sight of land in all directions, could stand on the bottom with water up to their armpits.

The lake is principally fed by water from the Kissimmee River to the north, with a drainage basin that extends north to Orlando. Smaller rivers, such as Fisheating Creek and Taylor Creek, supplied minor amounts of water. In the summer, or rainy season, the lake would fill and overflow like a water-filled plate gently tilted forward. Since Lake Okeechobee has no direct outlet, the Caloosahatchee River rising out of Lake Hicpochee near Moore Haven and emptying into the Gulf of Mexico was the lake’s principal outlet. Pushing through the custard apple ridge were scores of elongated inlets called dead rivers. These dead rivers began at the lake edge as wide outlets, but further downstream they became progressively smaller until they vanished. Early explorers, coming upon what looked like rivers, followed them until they petered out or dead-ended, and so they called them dead rivers.

The dead rivers as seen by the first explorers appeared to be slow, if not stagnant, bodies of water; however, they were anything but dead. Along their banks in the shallows were the major fish hatcheries for the lake. During the rainy season, the dead rivers were outlets—safety valves allowing the overflow of the lake to build up gradually—but they could, after a vigorous thunderstorm, turn into raging torrents.

Except for the ridge around the southern edge, Lake Okeechobee had no boundaries, and its shores constantly fluctuated. The water’s edge was fluid and seasonal, shrinking in the dry season and expanding in the wet. Waving seas of sawgrass were not unlike sea grass. The Everglades is comparable to a vast tidal marsh, which it probably was and more than likely will be again.

Dotting the lake were half a dozen islands, mostly at the southern end of the sandy ridge that skirted the eastern side of the lake before diving under the lake waters at Bacom Point just south of Pahokee. Being higher and dry for most of the year, the islands comprised the first settlements on the southern section of the lake. They had two added advantages over the mainland: they rarely suffered from frost damage, and they suffered less from insects since comfortable evening breezes blew the pesky biters across the lake.

The lake was dominated by three big islands—Kreamer, Torry, and Ritta—just off shore from Chosen and Miami Locks. Observation Island, another large but low-lying island, was further west, close to Moore Haven. Separating Torry Island from the mainland were a series of shallows and two smaller islands, Bird and Loomis, over which a causeway was built with the dredging spoils from the Hillsboro Canal.

Surrounded by forests until the 1900s, the north side of the lake was covered in pine tree, cypress forests and sprinkled with some live oaks. These were the sandlands composed of a sandy and well-drained soil. Less desirable for farming, the sandlands were coveted for the stands of cypress and pines for lumber that, when cleared, offered passable cattle grasslands.

The south side from Moore Haven to Pahokee was the muck side of the lake. It was covered by expansive custard apple forests draped in massive moonvine blankets, creating a leafy tent that stretched in a semicircle for forty miles. The custard apple, like the ocean mangroves, had knotty branching roots that retained some of the soil and debris from the lake overflow. At their base a low-rising natural dike formed around the lake, just enough to keep a few more feet of water in the lake, but not enough to prevent the movement of water over its banks during the rains.

Though the bottom soil of the lake was mostly muck, the water was transparent and would remain clear if unmolested.

“When we kids swam in the lake, you could see every ripple on the bottom,” Lillian Padgett, an early resident of Pahokee, related.

In the early years, one of the lake’s greatest mysteries could be seen through the clear waters. The lake bottom, just off the north end of Kreamer Island and between Observation Island and the town of Clewiston, was littered with nearly a hundred bleached skeletons.

“Their skulls looked like pumpkins in a field,” said Mrs. Hovencamp, the first Caucasian woman to live on Ritta Island.

How these remains of Indians got on the lake bottom, why they were never buried, and what, or who, killed them has never been satisfactorily answered. In 1919, Connally Nall, a surveyor farming on a recently dried island in the lake, dug up fifty additional skeletons. He noted that the bones were unusually large. Unfortunately, they were lost in the hurricane of 1926.

Serving as the storage basin for the Everglades, Lake Okeechobee held water, doling it out in times of plenty and scrounging it during droughts. It made sure that the Everglades had water. If a drought baked the sawgrass plains, the lake helped retain a high enough water table to feed the roots of the great sawgrass plains to the south. For animals and birds, it was a last-ditch refuge for water in emergencies when their watering holes dried up. From the beginning, Lake Okeechobee was the heart of the Everglades, pumping life-giving water.

For thousands of years, immediately after the great ice ages and before the formation of Everglades, South Florida, except around the lake, was dry—a hard bedrock kind of place that was unfriendly to the lush vegetation so common today. Men were there, hunters and gatherers migrating from the North who were attracted by the profusion of animals that gathered around and on the lake. These men were the first mound builders. At Chosen they constructed the first of many levels at the great mound on the edge of Lake Okeechobee at the head of the Democrat River, a large dead river. The first level was built on the foundation of muck covered with oölite limestone brought in from miles away.

As the climate warmed and the freshwater table rose, sawgrass began to grow. It spread until it was a sea of grass stretching from Lake Okeechobee south to Florida Bay. As the sawgrass died and decomposed, it formed a rich organic peat.

While the mammoths and saber-toothed tigers had disappeared, the warmer climate encouraged a population explosion of smaller mammals, birds, and fish. It was a hunter and gatherer’s paradise. The mound builders stayed, and as the water table rose, they built their mounds higher, using the readily available mud and sand. Each year the sawgrass grew, flowered, and then died back before decomposing into a massive expansive peat bog that eventually reached twelve feet deep in places. Three thousand years later, different men would migrate from the North and discover that this peat, once broken up and tilled, became fertile muck—the black gold of the Everglades.

THE first Euro-Americans to settle around Lake Okeechobee were hunters. They built lean-tos, hunting shacks, and an occasional cabin. They were, for the most part, seasonal residents who hunted during the winter and avian breeding seasons and then sought the more hospitable climes of the Gulf coast or Georgia during the rainy summers when mosquitoes were at their worst. These were solitary men who, carrying a rifle, a blanket, and enough cartridges, salt, sugar, coffee, and tobacco to last the season, would venture up the Caloosahatchee or down the Kissimmee to hunt and trap.

Commercial hunters followed the seasonal residents, trapped otters, raccoons, and muskrats, skinned rattlesnakes, and nailed their hides to trees to dry. Everything that moved had value to the hunters. Most hunters had a good eye and a sense of nature. While none were getting rich, none would have done anything else. By 1900, a few had brought their wives.

Early access to Lake Okeechobee was from the Gulf coast. Tampa and Fort Myers were the major population centers, while the East Coast was sparsely populated. Mosquito County covered one-fourth of the state from just south of Jacksonville to the Florida Keys. A contemporary PR person must have realized that Mosquito County was never going to attract settlers, and the name was changed to Dade in honor of the U.S. Army lieutenant massacred by Seminoles. Stretching from Stuart in the north to the Keys in the south, a total of 7,200 square miles, Dade County boasted a total of 726 residents by 1888. They were white residents, mostly, though there were a few black settlers and Indians who were not counted.

At the turn of the century, the United States, flush with the success of the building of the Panama Canal, was canal-crazy. The construction of the lock-laden interoceanic Panama Canal was a crowning achievement of American engineering know-how and persistence. After draining the great malarial swamps in the mountainous jungles of Panama, Florida looked easy, since it was flat—perhaps the flattest area in the world. The land under that swamp was extraordinarily fertile, crying out to be drained. Plus, it was in the United States of America, near railroads, supply lines, and tens of thousands of land-hungry pioneers ready to clear, settle, farm, and, of course, purchase the newly reclaimed land. If anything, the drying of the Everglades was a business proposition, a monumental land sale, and the number one hawker was the state of Florida.

Named after the Corsican general-turned-emperor, Napoleon Bonaparte Broward could be excused for having a Napoleonic complex. Nothing he did was small-scale. As a young man he worked to free an entire country—that helped precipitate an international war. In the late 1890s, Broward ran guns to poet-turned-revolutionary Jose Marti’s insurectos in Cuba before the Spanish American War. His activities posed a diplomatic problem, as the United States and Spain were friends. On more than one occasion, the young freebooter was almost apprehended by Spanish and American authorities. With the sinking of the USS Maine in Havana harbor, war was declared, and the gunrunner became a hero.

When he grew older, he dreamed of being governor of Florida. Broward campaigned on the promise that the state would drain the Everglades. He was opposed by the large developers and the railroad concerns that wanted to develop the Everglades themselves. Broward was a popular grassroots politician. Lacking the big money the railroads and developers put into the war chests of his opponents, he campaigned through the back-country, literally stumping: many times, his pulpit was a pine tree stump. He talked the language of the people, and in 1904 he won the governorship in a landslide.

Aside from the railroad barons and their allies, others opposed to his plans declared that it was impossible to drain the Everglades. Governor Broward knew that Lake Okeechobee was twenty feet above sea level and declared the obvious: “Water will run downhill.”

The state bought four large dredges, and workers began to dig out canals, starting from Fort Lauderdale and Miami. Broward personally attended the July 4, 1906, opening ceremonies in Fort Lauderdale when the first dipper-full of earth was dredged out of the North New River Canal. The new canal brought many well-paying jobs to Fort Lauderdale, as the first lands drained were just west of that village. Almost immediately after the dredging, development began and has continued up to the present. As the population grew and Dade County was divided up, a grateful populace named their new county Broward, for the man who put Fort Lauderdale on the map.

Broward’s big dredges hoped to finish the work begun thirty years before by Hamilton Disston, heir to the Keystone Saw, Tool and File works of Philadelphia, makers of the famous Disston hand saws. In 1881, for twenty-five cents an acre, Disston purchased four million acres of south Florida land. Florida was a desperately poor state, bordering on bankruptcy, and needed the income. The Disston purchase ranged from Orlando south near Sable Island and ran east to within a few miles of Fort Lauderdale. With one stroke of the pen, the thirty-seven-year-old Hamilton Disston was transformed into the largest private landholder in the United States, and he formed the Disston Land Company. Disston’s development plans called not only for agricultural land development and sales but also for industry. Disston and his partner, Rose, formed the St. Cloud Sugar Plantation, planted sugar cane, and constructed a processing plant that handled two hundred tons per day.

Disston also began a large-scale canal-building program. He connected a number of lakes and rivers in the Kissimmee. Another Disston company, the Okeechobee Land Company, started a canal to Miami and dug canals to Lake Hicpochee near Moore Haven. He envisioned a waterway from the Gulf of Mexico to Jacksonville that would run up the Caloosahatchee River, across Lake Okeechobee, up the Kissimmee River, and then down the St. Johns River. Another canal to Shark River from Lake Okeechobee was planned, but neither project was finished. Hamilton Disston died, and his family, lacking vision, refused to invest more money in swampland projects. Disston’s dream of an empire in the sun died with him. His great dredges lay rusting and many of his canals began to silt up and revert back to everglades. Nature began to reclaim its own.

THREE thousand years before the first white hunters or pioneer farmers arrived in the Everglades, the Calusa Indians dominated southern Florida. A tall race, from Spanish accounts and the bones recovered from burial mound excavations, the Calusas were basically hunters and gatherers. They had a complex social and political organization, kept slaves, and extracted tribute from the Tequesta, Jagua, and other tribes on the East Coast. Their hegemony ranged from the Caribbean islands of Cuba and Hispaniola, north to Cape Canaveral and Tampa. The tribute, for the most part, was food, animal skins, and wreckage from Spanish treasure fleets. Such was the treasure gathered off Florida’s coast and taken to Carlos, one of the great Calusa chiefs, that the legend of King Carlos’s treasure originated.

Drawing on the abundance of fish and game, the Calusas had enough leisure to construct large living, ceremonial, and burial mounds. They also carved intricate lifelike wooden statues similar to the totems built by the Indian cultures in the Pacific Northwest. Along the coasts, the mounds were built with seashells discarded over hundreds of years. Lacking a steady supply of shellfish, the Indians constructed the mounds around Lake Okeechobee mostly of muck and sand.

Some mounds were simply refuge heaps or middens, while others covered up to one hundred fifty acres. There were mounds and thirty-foot-high hill complexes at Indian Mound in Martin County. Some of the shell mounds were so large that many of Florida’s early road-paving programs used material excavated from them for fill.

In the 1930s, the Smithsonian Institute excavated the Chosen mound. On one distinct level of the Chosen mound, the graves of small-boned, short people with elongated heads were found, reminiscent of the Maya and very different from the tall, large-boned Calusas. The Maya, a trading society, had trade routes that ran from Venezuela and Bacatá (Bogotá) to the Bahamas. Emeralds that could only come from the Chivor mines in Colombia were found in Mexico. On an expedition to conquer the Incas, Francisco Pizzaro intercepted an oceanic raft from Peru heading north to Costa Rica. A trade link or influence connecting Lake Okeechobee and the Meso-American Mayas was a real and intriguing possibility.

One canoe dredged up in the Boca Raton area in 1957—made out of a cypress tree trunk—was forty-six feet long. It was an ocean canoe, one that would take thirty people and trade goods to the Bahamas or Cuba. During the Spanish colonial period, it was not unusual for Calusa traders to make the two-day canoe trip across the Florida Straits to barter with their brethren in Cuba. When the Americans assumed control over Florida, the last of the Calusas packed their belongings in their sea canoes and fled to Cuba, preferring a life in exile under the Spanish.
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