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Note from the Publisher





  While it’s an undisputed fact that pirates, buccaneers, and plunderers once roamed the waters and shores of Florida, the stories in this book are a mixture of historic fact, myth, and fabrication. Serious historians don’t accept the exploits attributed to José Gaspar as being true and accurate, and many even deny that he existed at all.




  Author Jack Beater collected these pirate tales for their romance, fantasy, and adventure; readers should not accept them as historical fact nor as an aid to treasure hunting. As Beater himself admitted, “you can make a lot more out of pirate treasure by writing about it than you can by digging for it.”




  These stories are reprinted here as Jack Beater originally wrote them, complete with his personal reminiscences and romantic yearning for finding treasure. They reflect both the time of the pirates—long ago—and the more recent history of the mid twentieth century.









   



  
Introduction





  I have been close to the Gasparilla story for almost 50 years. I first heard a part of José Gaspar’s life story from the lips of a young Cuban who was a fellow passenger on a steamer bound for Havana and Vera Cruz in 1911.




  In later years I heard other parts of this pirate’s life and deeds from some of the original American settlers of South Florida.




  In addition, I located much written material from the back files of magazines and books going back as far as 1823.




  I also gratefully acknowledge the aid given me by Mr. E. D. Lam-bright, the editorial director of the Tampa Tribune.




  The following brief story of Gasparilla’s life is a condensation of several of the biographies I have written on this interesting buccaneer. The first published under the title of The Story of Gasparilla, was copyrighted in 1949. The second, and a longer version, was published under the title of The Gasparilla Story in 1952 and 1956, and a full-length historical novel, The Sea Avenger was published by Dell in 1958.
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  The memory of José Gaspar, or “Gasparilla,” is perpetuated year after year by Ye Mystic Krewe of Gasparilla, a society of Tampa business and professional men, who sail into port every February and capture the City of Tampa. There follows a huge parade, the Pirates’ Ball, and a week-long celebration. Ye Mystic Krewe of Gasparilla was organized in 1904, and in popular appeal Gasparilla week is surpassed only by the New Orleans Mardi Gras.
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Gasparilla, the Pirate of Boca Grande





  Time: 1756–1821




  Place: Florida West Coast




  José Gaspar, or “Gasparilla” as he was known in later life, was born near Seville, Spain, in 1756. Small he was as a baby, as a boy, and as a man; small in body, perhaps, but imbued with the stamina of a Spanish fighting bull, the courage of a cornered leopard, and the cunning of a black fox. He was kind to his friends, dangerous to his enemies, and always true to his word.




  It is highly possible that José Gaspar had much to do with Florida becoming a part of the Union, for if he had not settled on the Florida West Coast and become a thorn in the side of Spanish commerce with Cuba and Mexico, Spain might not have been willing to sell Florida to the United States. On the other hand, the United States desired to control Florida and rid the surrounding waters of the pirates who molested shipping bound to or from the ports of Mobile and New Orleans.




  José’s parents belonged to the minor aristocracy of Spain, being neither wealthy nor poor, and he was educated in what we would consider to be middle class surroundings. His smart little mind absorbed knowledge like a sponge, and his vivid imagination concocted impossible stories, and conceived fantastic plans. In his tiny sailboat he visited ships in the harbor, and listened to tall tales of slave ships, pirates, gold, women, and all the supposed wonders of the New World. There is little doubt but what these sailormen’s tales did much to fill his mind with the lust for adventure.




  At the age of twelve he kidnapped a neighbor’s daughter and tried to collect ransom. The judge gave him a choice of going to the Spanish naval academy, or going to prison. As might be expected he chose the Royal Academy of Navigation and spent the next six years in learning the ways of ships and men. Little is known of his life during these years save that he was soon a master with sword or pistol and had succeeded in being blamed for the seduction of the commandante’s niece.




  According to old records in the Spanish archives Don José Gaspar’s rise in the Navy of His Majesty, King Charles III, was little short of spectacular. One of his first acts as a lowly midshipman, was to swim into the harbor at Tripoli with a few chosen men and recapture a Spanish merchantman the Tripolitan pirates were holding for ransom. A few years later, as captain of his own ship-of-war, he attacked a pirate stronghold on a Caribbean island, and carried the prisoners into Havana to be hanged. One of the old records states: “In the year 1782, at the young age of twenty-six, Don José Gaspar was promoted to the rank of almirante (admiral) of the Middle Atlantic Squadron.”




  Shortly after, the young Admiral was chosen by the Navy Minister to be the Navy’s liaison officer at the Royal Court in Madrid. History records show that he shone like a newly minted piece-of-eight against the jaded and stuffy atmosphere of the Court of King Charles III. His manners were in the best tradition, and his wit was filled with dash and sparkle. He was also—if we are to read between the lines—a past master at the art of love making.




  In any case Maria Louisa, the Sicilian wife of the Crown Prince, soon became fond of the young and talented officer—in fact much too fond if the truth must be told. When he rejected her affections in order to give his true love to a beautiful lady-in-waiting, Maria Louisa and the Prime Minister, Manuel de Godoy, formed an alliance against him.




  The plot the unholy pair hatched up made it appear that Don José had been untrue to the King’s trust and had stolen some of the Royal jewels for his own personal gain. Charles III was taken in by the false evidence presented to him and issued orders for Don José’s immediate arrest.




  Learning of his peril in time, and with a murderous desire for revenge, José escaped to the coast and, with the aid of some escaped convicts, managed to capture a well found navy bark at the quayside, and put out to sea. At his urging his motley crew voted to become pirates, and a pirate with a hate against Spain José Gaspar remained for the rest of his life.




  As the undisputed head of his pirating venture, Gasparilla, as he was now known, sailed westward to cruise the Caribbean and prey upon Spanish ships and Spanish towns. In the next few years, he captured many a valuable prize. The exact number will never be known, but Gasparilla’s personal diary came into the possession of the Spanish authorities in 1795, and up to that time he had written down the names and loot secured from 36 Spanish vessels he had captured and burned. He continued to make war upon Spanish holdings for another 26 years, and the total number of his prizes, and the humans he murdered, must have been large.




  As soon as a ship was captured the male prisoners were herded into the bow of the ship, and any women and children into the stern. If in need of replacements for his own crew Gasparilla would single out likely men and offer them a chance for their life. The rest were dragged to the rail, knifed in the back, and tossed over the side.




  Many of the female prisoners who fell into Gasparilla’s hands fared as badly as the men. Some fared even worse. Those who were old, ugly or infirm were tossed to the sharks without waste of time. Children, in nearly every case, met the same fate. Those women whom Gasparilla allowed to live were divided among officers and crew, except those who were the wives or daughters of wealthy families, and who could be expected to bring a rich reward in gold. These women were treated with reasonable respect, and after the ransom money had been received, they were set afoot on the shores of Cuba, Hispaniola, or Puerto Rico.




  An old story tells us that, “Gasparilla was a man of sudden rage, and retaliated by the letting of blood. On one occasion a Spanish maid of good family spit in his face when he tried to remove the golden rings from her ears. Gasparilla then ordered her head to be bound to a mast by the long braids of her hair, after which he took his sword and sliced off both her ears in order to secure the trinkets without further insult to himself.”




  Gasparilla operated in the Caribbean and Gulf of Mexico at a time in history when conditions favored piracy on the high seas. Spanish strength was at its lowest ebb, the new Latin American republics had no navies, and England and America were still weak from the Revolutionary War and were building up animosities which were soon to become the War of 1812. While pirates were a constant irritant to all countries, the leading nations could spare neither ships nor men to send on pirate patrol.




  In time Gasparilla faced an important problem. His need for a land-based headquarters was becoming increasingly more urgent. He needed warehouses for his rich plunder; stockade for his prisoners awaiting ransom; land for growing fresh vegetables; a place to keep chickens, pigs, and cows; and a village where his common pirates could revel in drunken orgies and make love to their women. Above all, he felt a strong personal need for a place to relax among his books, and where he could live like a gentleman between voyages, surrounded by women and slaves to do his bidding.




  Such oldtime pirate strongholds as Tortuga and Goaves were out of the question, for they were too exposed—and known—to offer any degree of safety. The place Gasparilla finally selected was an island at the mouth of Charlotte Harbor on the wild Gulf Coast of Florida. He gave his name to the island, and he called the village his slaves built after the deepwater pass at the southern end of the island. Today there is a resort town on the site and the names remain as Gasparilla left them, Boca Grande on Gasparilla Island. The names that Don José gave to the other nearby islands are also retained to this day—Captiva, Sanibel, Cayo Costa, and Josefa (also known as Useppa today).




  Going back to The Pirates’ Who’s Who, an old book published in England and out of print these many years, we read:




  

     Settling at Charlotte Harbor—(actually, as we have seen, it was at Boca Grande on Gasparilla Island)—he built a fort, where he kept his female prisoners, and all the male ones being killed. He was fond of fashionable clothes, had very polished manners, and a streak of romance in his nature. When aroused he thought nothing of slicing off a woman’s head or running a sword through a child. He kept his house on Gasparilla Island filled with young and beautiful women that he had captured from ships of every nation. These women’s lives were usually short, for he would soon tire of them and give them to his crew or behead them in a fit of temper, and each time a new face appealed to him, one of the less beautiful ones must in some way make room for the new.







  On the inner island of Cara Pelau Gasparilla built a village where the most vicious of his crew could carouse to their hearts content, and not bother him with their constant yells and drunken fights. He also found it necessary to move the female captives being held for ransom to a safer place than his camp at Boca Grande. The place he selected was a deserted island a few leagues to the south, and it was soon known as Captiva, (Spanish for female captive) and has become the Captiva Island we know today.




  Written history has but little to say about the only woman whom Gasparilla was never able to conquer in body or in spirit, and who defied him until the very instant of her death. Again, we read from the pages of The Pirates’ Who’s Who:




  

     In 1801, he took a big Spanish ship forty miles from Boca Grande, killed the crew, took a quantity of gold and twelve young ladies. One of these was a Spanish princess—(actually it seems that she was the youngest daughter of a former Spanish Viceroy of Mexico, by name Josefa de Mayorga)—whom he kept for himself; the eleven Mexican girls he gave to his crew . . . the little Spanish princess would have none of him and was murdered.







  In the hands of Gasparilla the lot of Josefa was, to say the least, a most unhappy one. He is said to have fallen violently in love with the young woman, and to have tried by every means to make her become his willing mistress. He compelled the other women of his household to honor her every wish, and he showered her with jewels, fancy gowns, and even a private apartment of her own.




  As the story comes down to us Gasparilla used amazing self-restraint in his courtship of Josefa, but the girl was arrogant, spoiled, and willful. She recognized him for what he had become; a thief and a cutthroat, and she called him hard names to his face. After a few months of this one-sided courtship José Gaspar’s patience reached the breaking point. A history book tells us that Gasparilla finally became insane over the girl’s repeated rebuffs, and “in a fit of temper he drew his sword and neatly beheaded the Princess with one mighty blow.”




  There may have been a bit of exaggeration in the above quotation, but it seems clear that the poor girl was murdered by Gasparilla’s hand, or order, and that the execution took place on Josefa’s Island, which is still so named on the official map of Lee County, Florida.




  Before and during the War of 1812 the pirates of the Gulf and West Indies had things very much their own way, but after the war had ended the United States Navy began to patrol these waters. Also adding to the pirates’ woes was the fact that merchant ships were becoming better armed and manned and were no longer to be taken without a pitched battle. The game was fast becoming unworthy of the risk.
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    “Black Caesar” the ex-slave, who turned pirate and for a time made Sanibel Island his headquarters.




  One by one the lesser pirates sailed away to try their luck in Central or South America. The La Fitte brothers of New Orleans moved to Galveston Island off the Mexican State of Texas, and then into oblivion, and at last only Gasparilla and his wicked crew remained in the Gulf. When the United States and Spain began to negotiate the transfer of the Florida Territory to U.S. sovereignty, Gasparilla read the handwriting on the wall. He began to make plans to leave Boca Grande and move to South America.




  News came in 1821 that the United States had formally taken possession of Florida, and that the United States Navy was fitting out a fleet at Norfolk, Virginia, to make war on any pirates remaining in the Gulf or Caribbean. Upon hearing this Gasparilla began breaking up his village at Boca Grande. He was now the age of 65 and well supplied with goods and treasure and had no desire to come to grips with the United States ships, especially now that a few ships were being powered by steam as well as sail.




  The next weeks were busy ones for Gasparilla’s men. Caches of gold and silver were dug from their hiding places, the warehouses were emptied of everything of great value, and the Negro slaves and women prisoners were turned loose to shift for themselves.




  On the morning that Gasparilla planned to leave the coast of Florida forever, the lookout in the watch tower sighted a large ship, apparently becalmed, just a few miles off the mouth of Boca Grande pass. The craft bore the marks of a British merchantman and appeared to be easy prey for Gasparilla’s rough and ready crew.




  The thought of taking one more prize before sailing away was too much for the pirates to resist, so Gasparilla’s vessel, loaded with ill-gotten treasure as she was, swept out of Boca Grande pass on a fast ebb tide, and made for the stranger. Only when they were well within range did the pirates realize that they had been tricked. The false sides of the stranger fell away to reveal rows of guns, and the American flag broke out at the peak. At almost the same moment the American ship, the Enterprise, fired a broadside that caught the pirate craft below the water line. Moments later shot and chain raked the damaged vessel fore and aft and left a path of destruction and death.
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    A section of an old map of the early 1700s found between the pages of an old book in a Key West antique shop.




  Realizing that one of his own tricks had been used against him, and with certain defeat staring him in the face, Gasparilla rushed to the bow and screamed a curse at the American ship. Then, feeling his vessel going down under his feet, he flung his sword aside with a fierce oath, twisted a length of anchor chain around his slim waist, shook his fist toward the Enterprise, and threw himself into the Gulf.




  And so ended the long and ruthless career of José Gaspar, alias Gasparilla. He had been in turn a Spanish officer of high rank, a pirate, a seducer of countless women, a wholesale murderer of human souls, and the last, and perhaps greatest, of all the pirates who operated in the 1800s.




  There is little more to tell. Most of Gasparilla’s crew were drowned or captured and hanged by the Americans. A few who had been left ashore at Boca Grande to guard such of the treasure which had yet to be loaded, saw the plight of their companions, and made their escape down Pine Island Sound in a yawl. They soon quarreled among themselves and separated. Black Augustus, Gasparilla’s chief gunner, remained on Black Island in Estero Bay to end his days, while Juan Gomez remained at Panther Key for a time. Another managed to return to Cuba, but of the rest who escaped from Boca Grande nothing is known. And so ended the life of José Gaspar, who became a pirate to avenge a wrong done to him by those in high places of the Spanish Government.
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