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To my Mom, Annette Bassow (1927–2017), who lived in Fort Lauderdale for twenty-four years and feared everything.

It turns out you weren’t wrong.
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Note

ABOUT CASUAL RACISM IN FLORIDA HISTORICAL DOCUMENTS

Many news accounts and histories written in Florida from the early 1800s through the late twentieth century refer to “colored people,” “Negros,” “Indians,” “braves,” using ethnic group terms that were part of the vernacular of the time. Many news stories do not bother to give names to people of color, continuing to refer to them by their ethnicity—implying that they are interchangeable with others of their race. References to people of color as less intelligent or trustworthy than white people are also frequent in the press.

In some cases, accused felons attempt to frame people of color for crimes they themselves committed … and in more than one case, they very nearly get away with this.

The casual racism in the media of the time is inappropriate and unacceptable and must be repudiated as such, so I have done my best to point it out wherever this is appropriate. My purpose is to showcase this kind of racism from a historical perspective. If you are offended, rest assured that I am as well.
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Introduction

IT’S NOT WHAT YOU THINK

I really thought this book would be about alligators.

Whenever someone has a violent encounter with an alligator, it becomes a top news story nationwide—so it seems like people fall prey to these prehistoric-looking reptiles on a regular basis. As I began a book about causes of death in the Florida Everglades, I assumed that I would find dozens of stories about people challenging the beasts, goading them into attack … or at least stepping into the path of one unexpectedly and losing a limb.

If not alligators, snakes rose to the top of the list of hazards I expected to uncover. Venomous snakes do indeed share the world with residents of South Florida, but miraculously, deaths by snakebite are nearly unheard of. The recent infestation of Burmese pythons also leaves humans pretty much to their own devices, as these invasive serpents choose small mammals, birds, and the occasional baby alligator for their meals.

So if not alligators or snakes, what kills people in the Everglades? Certainly not the kinds of things to which visitors lose their lives in the other places I’ve written about: Glacier, Zion, Acadia, and Rocky Mountain National Parks, as well as Mount Washington in New Hampshire and Mount Katahdin in Maine. After all, there are no mountains in the Everglades; the highest point in the entire region is just twenty feet. No one dies here by falling off some high precipice or by stumbling into a deep chasm. Even exposure to the elements takes very few lives in South Florida, where temperatures rarely rise so high that they might sap away a visitor’s vitality, and they almost never drop below freezing. People do not venture into the backcountry accidentally here, as trails do not lead far before they give way to water. To go any farther, you need a boat, supplies, and a plan.

In short, the Everglades do not qualify for a book that chronicles the deaths of rugged adventurers, foolish hikers who ignore rangers’ advice, or people who just run into bad luck on a trail, encounter fierce wildlife in a campground, or don’t see an approaching change in the weather. The Everglades are something else entirely.

Before you assume that this book’s subtitle could have been The Further Adventures of Florida Man, let me clarify that the vast majority of people whose deaths are detailed in the following pages did not die because of some stunt, or because they trusted their own poor judgment over common sense. Thousands drowned during the hurricanes of 1926 and 1928 when floods wiped out entire towns. A staggering number perished in accidents on the early versions of roads that crossed the region from east to west—two-lane blacktops that turned into ribbons of light-sucking blackness from dusk to dawn. Hundreds died in four commercial airline crashes, some of which had no survivors. A handful disappeared into the wilderness on boats or wandered off and became lost in vegetation that closed in over their head.

And far too many were murdered.

WHEN WE SAY EVERGLADES …

Let’s be clear on the region covered in this book. The Florida Everglades, the only ecosystem of its type in the world, stretches from the Kissimmee Chain of Lakes in central Florida to Lake Okeechobee and then across the entire southern tip of Florida, south from Cape Coral on the west coast and West Palm Beach on the east. This book focuses on the wilderness and agricultural areas, not on the urban centers of Fort Lauderdale, Miami, Naples, Fort Myers, Everglades City, Homestead, and others, except for the boundaries of these municipalities that lie in open, unpopulated areas.

This book departs from the rest of the volumes in this series in that it does not focus exclusively on Everglades National Park or on the smaller national park properties in the area: Biscayne National Park and Big Cypress National Preserve. Research has revealed that these are among the safest parks in the National Park Service system, with very few deaths that are not by natural causes. Everglades National Park does see its share of fatal auto accidents on the road that traverses the park to Flamingo, but these are infrequent; occasionally, someone goes missing among the backcountry islands and vanishes forever.

Instead, Death in the Everglades casts a wider net, exploring the nearly eleven thousand square miles of South Florida that the Everglades once contained. Originally the Everglades watershed south of Orlando ran into wide and shallow Lake Okeechobee, filling its 730-square-mile basin but maintaining a depth of just nine feet. The lake regularly overflowed in wet seasons, but this predictable course of events did no damage as the water ran out into what environmental advocate Marjory Stoneman Douglas called the “river of grass,” some sixty miles wide and about one hundred miles long. From here, the water continued to flow slowly southward into Florida Bay. The natural flow acted to cleanse the water and enrich the soil, and the lack of settlements, towns, and farms throughout the southern portion of the peninsula allowed this annual refreshment to go on unabated and undisturbed.

Before the 1880s, the only inhabitants of the Everglades were indigenous people—in particular, the Seminole nation. Many Seminole were forced out of Florida by U.S. Army troops led by Andrew Jackson, a general during the First Seminole War in 1817. Florida was still under Spanish dominion then, but Jackson and his troops gained access because escaped Black slaves from Georgia often ran to Seminole villages in Florida, where they received refuge from people who knew what it was to be oppressed by white landowners. Jackson was charged by the U.S. government with retrieving these slaves and bringing them back to their owners.

When Jackson invaded and destroyed Seminole villages under this pretext, many Seminoles retreated south into the Everglades, an environment so dense and forbidding that the American soldiers could not gain a military advantage there. The native people’s lot grew even more fraught with peril in 1819, when Florida became a U.S. territory and Jackson could wage war against them with few restrictions.

Jackson became the nation’s seventh president in 1829, giving him the power he needed to pass legislation and carry out his plan of removing all native Americans from the southern states. With this deed done, he could award their land to rich plantation owners and industry. Jackson signed the Indian Removal Act in 1830, and some Seminoles recognized the inevitable and agreed to move west—but others could not imagine being forced to live on a reservation with their historic rivals, the Creeks, so they stayed put as long as they could.

American soldiers rode into Florida in 1835 to supervise the move, but the Seminoles who resisted initiated a seven-year conflict known as the Second Seminole War. While many of their kinsmen and their families obeyed the orders and left Florida for Oklahoma, some took refuge in the Everglades, making themselves virtually impossible to find. The U.S. government gave up on moving them out in 1842 with the realization that it had already spent nearly $40 million in its attempt to scrub all the Seminoles out of the state, with very limited success. Peace settled in for a few years, but war erupted a third time in the late 1850s—after which the U.S. military totaled its losses and decided the cost did not justify the result. Only a few hundred Seminoles had been removed after all that effort. The rest remained in the Everglades, where their descendants maintain a community to this day.

WHEN THEY NEARLY KILLED THE EVERGLADES

After the Civil War and passage of the Homestead Act, opening land across the Midwest to ownership and agriculture, rampant development throughout the United States kept the wide-open land at the tip of South Florida in the public consciousness, no matter how impenetrable it appeared. What could be done to turn this fertile, ever-temperate “swamp” into habitable, farmable agricultural land?

Hamilton Disston, a developer from Pennsylvania, took on this challenge in 1881 by making the first attempt to change the course of the Everglades’ water, allowing some land to emerge from the gently flowing slough. He bought up 4 million acres—that’s roughly the size of the state of Connecticut—and built canals, and his aggressive interest in the region spurred others to get involved as well. The Everglades experienced the first of several land booms, with industrialists buying up areas that became the towns of Gulfport, Kissimmee, St. Cloud, and Tarpon Springs. Nearby, St. Petersburg saw an indirect jump in interest, with many people moving there from parts north. Never mind that Disston’s canals didn’t work and he ended up selling off his land at a fraction of his original purchase price; by the end of the nineteenth century, the Everglades were in the sights of many other developers. Disston’s efforts led to the construction of two railroads in the state: one down the east coast and another along the western edge. Railroads led to opulent resorts on both coasts and finally to an east-west line from Tampa to Sanford, the first transportation across the marshland of south-central Florida.

The failure of Disston’s canals did not deter others from attempting another audacious takeover of the region. An op-ed piece in the Daytona Gazette-News in 1901 noted,


Now the Everglades will soon become one of the richest portions of a rapidly developing state that allows nothing to stand idle—a company has been chartered which will probably drain it by cutting a ship canal, and another incorporated to cross it with a railroad and telegraph line from the Gulf to the Atlantic. Therefore the visitor of a few years hence will find a new scenic route opened for his exploitation … He can sweep across the state in a grand circle and return at his leisure to wonder how and why it was supposed the southern end of the state was once considered uninhabitable as well as uninhabited.



Soon speculators like Richard Bolles, an entrepreneur from New Mexico, turned up in the Everglades and purchased nearly 1 million acres, launching development of drainage operations. Large investors bought up the land and threw the doors open to small farmers, calling their offering “the greatest land movement in the history of this country” in a 1910 advertisement. By that time, 9,300 Everglades farms had already been sold as “wet prairie.” The Everglades Land Sales Company, based in Chicago, offered 5-, 10-, 20-, and 40-acre properties for one dollar per acre per month for twenty-nine months. Everyday citizens with a little savings to spend bought up the land in droves, ready to wait out the canal-building process until their land would be drained enough to begin farming. The more they bought, the more the price skyrocketed—up to fifteen dollars per acre by the 1920s.

If you’ve seen the Marx Brothers movie The Cocoanuts or if you’ve ever heard a tall tale that ends with “And if you believe that, I’ve got some swampland in Florida to sell you,” then you have an inkling of what happened next. Massive storms in the 1920s (see chapter 4) wiped out so much new construction that developers began to ditch their building plans in droves. Small investors were stuck with land they could sell only at a considerable loss.

The government shifted its focus from drainage to flood control, so the Army Corps of Engineers arrived to attempt a massive flood control project, a network of levees, canals, pumps, and gates that diverted more than 1 billion gallons of water every day into the Atlantic Ocean. In the span of a few short years, the natural flow of the Everglades became so disrupted that entire species began to die out. Where water flow had once fed a unique ecosystem, only drought-stricken fields remained. Natural bacteria in the Everglades muck, exposed to oxygen for the first time, began to feed on the nutrients in the soil and wipe them out. The fertile topsoil turned to dust.

Enter the Central and Southern Florida Project for Flood Control and Other Purposes (C&SF Project), approved by Congress in 1948. The C&SF Project built levees, basins and canals, and pumping stations that moved water into and out of the area in times of drought and flooding. The newly dedicated Everglades National Park, however, fell prey to a drought caused by this system, and everything from alligators to raccoons left the park to search for water north of the Tamiami Trail. Crossing this main road put thousands of animals in peril, so much so that alligator numbers dropped into the endangered species range. Wading birds became victims of drought as well, their populations experiencing a ninety percent drop by the 1960s.

The final straw came in 1968 when developers proposed a new airport in the middle of the Big Cypress Swamp—one that would be larger than the major airports in Chicago; Washington, DC; New York City; and Los Angeles combined—to be positioned just six miles north of Everglades National Park.

Environmental organizations were outraged by the proposal and took action, demanding studies that eventually determined that the airport would dump four million gallons of raw sewage per day into the Everglades—among other noxious effects. One of the most dedicated campaigners against this project was Marjory Stoneman Douglas, whose efforts to educate the public about the Everglades’ uniqueness in the world had already led to the establishment of the national park. Douglas created the Friends of the Everglades organization and recruited thousands of members, and their objections to the project finally reached the ears of President Richard Nixon. He came out on the side of environmental protection, established Big Cypress National Preserve, and killed any further discussion of an airport in the Everglades.

…AND WHEN THEY SAVED IT

After this near disaster, the entire world took notice of the one-of-a-kind ecosystem at work at the southern tip of Florida. In 1998, U.S. Secretary of the Interior Bruce Babbitt arrived in Florida with good news for families that still held their acreage in the Everglades: He brought $30 million with which to begin to buy back nineteen thousand acres along the edges of Big Cypress National Preserve and the eastern Everglades. The land the government purchased would help to restore the natural water flow through a northeastern section of the region. This followed a purchase the previous December of fifty thousand acres of sugar plantation near Lake Okeechobee, a $133.5 million investment announced by Vice President Al Gore.

Two years later, Florida governor Jeb Bush signed the Save Our Everglades Trust Fund, promising $200 million per year for the next ten years for “preserving Florida’s quality of life by protecting our resources and avoiding further destruction to America’s Everglades.”

So the region narrowly escaped death—a level of destruction that would have crippled South Florida’s water systems and natural environments, devastated populations of birds and animals, and wiped out the only ecosystem of its kind in the world.

Today’s water management system, however, drains none of the mystery out of the Everglades.

People still take airboat tours to see what lies within the stretches of open water lined with seven-foot-tall sawgrass, ready for a taste of undisturbed wilderness they cannot reach on their own. Visitors seeking adventure take small watercraft through the Ten Thousand Islands National Wildlife Refuge to fish, look for bird species like mangrove cuckoo and roseate spoonbill, and enjoy an area that few people ever see. They drive the Tamiami Trail and Alligator Alley, the only two highways that cross South Florida from east to west, sometimes getting distracted by interesting wildlife or taking unnecessary chances in passing slower vehicles. Some folks wander along the edges of the region near their own homes and have encounters with animals that have the power to tear off a limb or take a life. And criminals take full advantage of the canals to hide their deeds, whether they push their stolen cars into deep water or use the waterways to dump a dead body.

Death in the Everglades tells just a handful of their stories. I’ve made the choice not to enumerate every one of the hundreds of auto accidents that still take place on the Tamiami Trail or Alligator Alley, as a few choice examples make the most important points about the hazards these roads can present. I also followed the example of my favorite television series, Law and Order, and only tell stories of murders that have a beginning, a middle, and an end—limiting the tales to bodies with positive identifications and killers that had their day in court. I dedicate an entire chapter to four major commercial airline crashes rather than listing the dozens of small, private planes that have met disaster in the Everglades, because these four serve as fine illustrations of the kinds of pre-and in-flight errors that end lives. The rest—alligator attacks, airboat disasters, and people who vanish into the wilderness—are the kinds of things that can only happen in this place, where the tip of the Florida peninsula makes its gradual descent into the sea.

In other books in this series, I have endeavored to be exhaustive in accounting for every death in a national or state park with as complete a list as I could compile. This simply was not possible for Death in the Everglades. It became clear as I researched this that many deaths involve the discovery of corpses that have never been identified, and still more were the result of catastrophic events in which hundreds or even thousands perished, their names long since lost to history. So you will not find a neat table of names, ages, dates, and causes of death in the back of this book.

Even though the Everglades have seen far more than their share of death over the last two centuries, there is no reason to think of this part of Florida as more dangerous than any other. My husband Nic Minetor and I have visited the region dozens of times without experiencing more than a few mosquito bites and a little sunburn, and there is no reason to believe that you will encounter any more hazards than we have. Stay on roads and trails, apply sunscreen and bug spray, use all of the navigation tools available to you if you venture into the backcountry, and don’t poke alligators with a stick. Beyond these simple precautions, if you’re not running illegal rum, playing fast and loose with the lawless, or trying to ride out a category 5 hurricane in the mangrove swamps, your visit will most likely be as pleasant an adventure as you could wish.

Just be careful out there.





1

The Desperado of Chatham Bend

SO MUCH RUMOR AND LEGEND HAVE BEEN WOVEN INTO THE STORY OF farmer and entrepreneur Edgar J. Watson that it would take a trip back in time to determine which misdeeds attributed to him were actually his. His tale spans several states, more than twenty years of mayhem, three wives, and a trail of dead bodies—and while plenty of townsfolk on Chokoloskee Island and in Everglades City could list his victims, he managed to avoid ever serving time for murdering a single one of them.

Described as blue-eyed, red-haired, and quick to anger, Watson was born in South Carolina in 1855. He was still a young child when his mother packed up both of her children—the other was a sister named Minnie—and moved them to Fort White, Florida, to save them from their abusive father. Watson grew up in Fort White and soon showed signs that he had inherited his father’s short fuse and proclivity for violence. He picked fights with his peers and eventually committed his first murders, killing one or more of his cousins—a crime heinous enough that he left the state to dodge law enforcement and seek his fortune elsewhere.

So far he had managed to escape the notice of the press, but Watson first rose to public consciousness in 1889 because of an even more reckless outlaw, the notorious Belle Starr. His brush with Starr set the course for much of the rest of his life.

Born Myra Maybelle Shirley in 1848 in Carthage, Missouri, Belle lived among neighbors whose names would become legend a few years later: Jesse James, one of the most famous of all western outlaws, and his scofflaw compatriots the Younger brothers. Belle and her parents moved to Scyene, Texas, in 1863, but the family maintained their relationship with these young men, and they became influential figures in their daughter’s life. Belle was in her teens when she fell in love with an outlaw named Jim Reed, a comrade-in-arms during the Civil War with James, his brother Frank, and the Youngers when they served with Confederate bushwhackers known as Quantrill’s Raiders.

Reed was not a criminal when he and Belle were married, but he soon befriended Tom Starr, an ostracized Cherokee whose murderous tendencies labeled him “an embarrassment to the Cherokee Nation,” according to historian Richard D. Arnott. Reed cast his lot with the Starr clan, a band of horse and whisky thieves. Despite an attempt to settle in Paris, Texas, and become a farmer, Reed could not resist the outlaw life, and before long Reed and the Starrs were wanted for a stagecoach robbery between San Antonio and Austin where the robbers absconded with about $2,500. “One of the robbers was a woman,” an account in the Tahlequah Arrow in Oklahoma notes, and many years later, Belle would take credit for being there.

In August 1874, police officers tracking Reed came upon him eating dinner at his home in Paris, Texas, and shot him dead. Myra—widowed and now known as Belle—had developed quite a resume of her own by this time. Newspapers wrote of her fine wardrobe, her ability as a crack shot while riding sidesaddle, and her genius in devising strategies for successful robberies and rustling operations. She earned the nickname “Bandit Queen” in the press, and as her legend grew, so did the credit she received for a wide range of crimes—whether or not she had any hand in them. “She has been credited with stealing from the rich and giving to the poor, cleaning out crooked poker games with her six-shooters, and galloping down city streets with pistols blazing,” her www.historynet.com biography claims.

So the loss of her first husband did not slow her life of crime for more than a moment. Belle quickly married into the Starr family and settled with them in Oklahoma, and for the next decade she led “a more adventurous life than generally falls to the lot of women,” she noted in an account she penned herself and gave to a reporter at the Tahlequah Arrow in 1887. By the time she put pen to paper to capture her own tale, she was widowed once again and had settled in “a place of picturesque beauty on the Canadian River” in Oklahoma, where she “hoped to pass the remainder of my life in peace and quietude.”

This was not to be, however—while she had chosen a spot where few people would happen upon her, she said, “it soon became noised around that I was a woman of some notoriety from Texas, and from that time on my home and actions have been severely criticized.” Indeed, Jesse James himself visited her at her little ranch and apparently others of her previous cohorts followed, much to the chagrin of neighbors she described as “a low down class of shoddy whites who have made the Indian country their home to evade paying tax on their dogs, and who I will not permit to hunt on my premises.”

Nonetheless, the string of outlaws visiting her property came to the attention of the Cherokee Tribal Council, who told Belle that she could remain on this land only if she entered into an agreement with the council that she would not harbor any more fugitives. It went against Belle’s nature, but she felt a strong commitment to the quieter life she intended to lead, so she promised to turn away any of the bad lot among her friends.

Belle Starr did, however, enter into a land rental arrangement with one Edgar A. Watson, a man from Florida who was looking for land to farm. Watson and his wife paid Belle in advance for the use of some of her land, so everything seemed on the up and up until Belle had the opportunity to get to know Mrs. Watson well enough for Mrs. Watson to share confidences with her landlady. Mrs. Watson mentioned to Belle that Edgar was wanted in the state of Florida for murder.

Finding herself duped into giving refuge to a fugitive once again, Belle immediately attempted to refund Watson’s money and send him packing. Watson would have none of it, insisting that he had paid for the land and he would continue to farm it through the harvest. In a confrontation that rose to the level of an argument, Belle threatened to contact authorities in Florida to tell them where he was. These were the magic words. Watson took back his money, packed up his wife and belongings, and rode off. Soon they found another farm in the area and rented land there.

Belle believed that she had resolved the matter and went about her business. She and her latest husband, Bill July (also known as Jim Starr), rode to Fort Smith on the morning of Saturday, February 2, 1889, where Bill had to appear in court on a charge of horse stealing, and Belle—so inured to the constant stream of arrests and charges in her life that she took her husband’s hearing as nothing more than an errand—planned to do some shopping. They stopped for the night with friends in San Bois about fifteen miles east of their own ranch and split up on Sunday morning as Belle headed for home, planning to stop at a neighbor’s home for a regular Sunday afternoon gathering.

Among the visitors was Edgar Watson. There is no record of what words they may have exchanged, but Watson left the neighbor’s home shortly after Belle got there. After an afternoon meal, Belle bid her farewells, mounted her horse, and began heading homeward, passing within 150 yards of the land Watson had rented after leaving her property.

Moments later a shot rang out. Belle tumbled from her saddle, and quickly attempted to rise enough to see where she was wounded. Before she could assess her injury, the unseen gunman fired again, striking her in the neck and face. Belle lost consciousness as her frightened horse bolted for home.

When the horse arrived at Belle’s house with no rider, Belle’s daughter Pearl mounted her own steed and raced up the road to find her. She reached her mother minutes before she perished on the road, her wounds rendering her unable to speak.

Bill July was quick to accuse Watson of his wife’s murder, and so many others piled on to call for Watson’s arrest that law officers went directly to his cabin and took him into custody. Proving his guilt was quite another matter, however. The Arkansas Gazette reported on February 21 that July (referred to as Jim Starr) and Belle’s daughter arrived in Fort Smith accompanied by ten witnesses who were ready to implicate Watson in the crime. All that testimony could not satisfy the judge, however. As the Fort Smith Elevator reported, “Testimony was taken on Friday and Saturday last [February 22 and 23, 1889] before Commissioner Brizzolara in the case of E. A. Watson, charged with the murder of Belle Starr. The evidence was all circumstancial [sic] and rather disconnected. The commissioner is withholding his decision in the case until more witnesses are produced, and Jim Starr is now out summoning them.”

The Daily Arkansas Gazette went so far as to speculate, “It looks probably that the circumstances will not warrant the commissioner in binding Watson over, and unless Starr succeeded in strengthening the case very materially the accused will likely go free.”

Two weeks later, the press summed up the result in a squib: “A. E. [sic] Watson, accused of murdering Belle Starr, has been discharged for want of evidence.”

No one else was ever accused of killing Belle, so Watson remained the primary suspect, but in an era before forensic examination of firearms and ammunition, the prosecution could not prove the case.

Seven months later, authorities arrested an E. A. Watson for stealing horses in Crawford County, Arkansas, along with another man, J. R. Dyal. The two thieves did not know that they had been observed by two law officers and two private citizens—perhaps the owners of the two stolen animals—until they stopped at a blacksmith shop to have one of the horses shod. When the officers approached them, Dyal immediately confessed, but Watson attempted to escape, running pell-mell for a nearby woods. The officers took Dyal into custody as the other two men obtained bloodhounds from a local contractor, using them to chase Watson down within a few minutes. Even then, with a full confession in hand from Dyal, Watson continued to proclaim his innocence, saying that the horses were not stolen at all—they were actually his.

When the officer brought Dyal in to repeat his confession in Watson’s presence, however, Watson finally capitulated—but he asked for leniency because it was, he said, his first offense.

Was this E. A. Watson in fact E. J. Watson? It seems likely, according to C. S. “Ted” Smallwood, a pioneer and longtime resident of Chokoloskee, Florida, whose story is captured in a marvelous volume of local history, The Story of Chokoloskee Bay County by Charles W. Tebeau, published in 1955. Smallwood told the story of an Edgar Watson who lived in Chatham Bend and had a penchant for getting into trouble.

“The first time I saw Watson was on Half Way Creek in 1892 or 1893,” Smallwood said. “He got into trouble in Florida and went to Arkansas. Got in trouble out there with Belle Starr, an outlaw woman, and killed her. Then he came back to Florida.”

Indeed, the area south of what is now the Ten Thousand Islands National Wildlife Refuge on the southwest coast of the Florida peninsula, so sparsely populated that an island dweller might not see other human beings for weeks at a time, proved to be the perfect hideout for a man perpetually on the run.

Smallwood had heard quite a number of stories about Watson even before he met him. He noted the farmer’s short relationship with C. Quin Bass, a man whom newspapers up and down the nation’s east coast reported in late 1893 had broken out of jail in Arcadia, Florida. Bass and an accomplice, James North, had both been convicted of murder, with Bass receiving a life sentence and North scheduled to be hanged. They made a break for it on December 27, 1893, and shortly thereafter, Bass made the acquaintance of Edgar Watson.

“Coming through Arcadia, [Watson] got mixed up with one Quin Bass, another bad actor,” Smallwood told author Tebeau. How deeply Watson’s relationship went with Bass is anyone’s guess, though it certainly progressed to the point at which Watson was present while Bass tortured a victim. “Watson said Bass had a fellow down whittling on him with his knife, and Watson told Bass to stop; he had worked on the man enough. Bass got loose and came towards him, and [Watson] began putting the 38–S. & W. bullets into Bass and shot him down.”

If Watson put an end to Bass’s life then and there—and this seems likely, according to stories passed down through Chokoloskee Island dwellers to their children and grandchildren—he certainly had an alibi that would acquit him of the murder. While there is no available record of whether Watson was arrested for killing Bass, descendants say that he claimed self-defense, a plausible enough alibi. Watson may even have been lauded by the police for apprehending Bass, as he must have been wanted dead or alive at that point. This is all we know about Watson’s encounter with this particular killer, however.

Watson’s next nearly deadly confrontation served as a warning sign to his neighbors that this man could become violent with very little provocation.

Watson met John Joseph Brown and William Brown, two residents of the Halfway Creek area, and they told him about a piece of land ten miles down the Chatham Bend River that would soon be for sale. The Louisville and Nashville Railroad owned the land, but the company was very willing to sell forty acres of it to Watson. Later he acquired another tract of land for the scant sum of $250 from a widow in Key West whose husband, a criminal named Will Raymond, had been apprehended and killed by law enforcement. Whether Watson had any involvement in Raymond’s crimes is unknown, but at this point Watson seemed intent on living the comparatively quiet life of a farmer and businessman. He settled in with his wife and children and set to work raising healthy crops of potatoes, tomatoes, and syrup boiled from the sugar cane he grew—enough to ship to the New York market. He named his syrup business Island Pride and bought a series of larger and more powerful boats to take his produce northward. As he prospered and gained power in the Everglades community, it seemed possible that his criminal days could be behind him.

“He must have been quite a man,” local backcountry guide Frank Stapleton told the Tampa Bay Times in 2001, when he took a reporter out to the location of the long-since-destroyed Watson place for a Halloween jaunt. “There was once forty acres of cleared land and a two-story house, the largest one south of Ft. Myers.”

One day, however, Watson visited an auction room in Key West and met Adolphus Santini, a resident of Chokoloskee Island. “They had some words,” Smallwood said, “and Watson cut Santini’s throat. Like to got him.”

Luckily for both Watson and Santini, the cut did not kill the man. “They got Watson’s knife away from him and got it quieted down,” said Smallwood. “I think that scrape cost Watson nine hundred dollars”—perhaps in damages to Santini or to the owner of the auction room, if the struggle had resulted in broken furniture and destruction of property.

The next bit of murderous scuttlebutt tells of Watson buying a parcel of land on Lostman’s Key, not far from his Chatham Bend property, from a man known as Winky Atwell. The land apparently already had tenants, a man identified only as Tucker and his nephew whose name has been lost to history. Despite Watson’s insistence, Tucker refused to get off the newly acquired land immediately, asking that they be allowed to stay until they could harvest the crops they had already planted that season. “I heard Watson wrote him, and he writes him back a sassy letter saying he would not get off,” said Smallwood.

A few days later, Tucker and his unfortunate nephew turned up dead. “They laid it on Watson,” Smallwood concluded, though who “they” were in this context is difficult to say, as the local press did not cover this news item. Area residents who knew the Tuckers, including those who discovered the bodies when they washed up out of the river, voiced their insistence that Watson was obviously guilty of killing them. Watson himself pointed to his foreman, Leslie Cox, as the culprit. “None of the locals believed Watson,” said the Coastal Breeze News in a 2020 recap.

Amidst all of these incidents, a terrible accident at the Watson farm may have precipitated another rumor about its owner: that when payday came around, he murdered his employees rather than handing over their wages.

The Tampa Tribune reported on January 14, 1904, that twenty-seven-year-old Bob Daniels, “well known as a ‘cow-boy’ and generally liked by all,” had been working for Watson turning sugar cane into syrup for “some weeks past.” While grinding juice from the cane, Daniels leaned in the wrong direction, and his apron became caught in the machinery. As he struggled to free himself, the feeder rollers caught up both his arms and the machine tore his arms right off of his body.

“Daniels was terribly mutilated and died in great agony several hours later,” the paper reported.

No one held Watson responsible for this accident, of course, but it added one more body to the growing tally related to his farm and his business. And here’s where the story takes a very dark turn.

Smallwood believed that Watson treated his employees well, but many area residents thought otherwise. According to a story in the Coastal Breeze News, Watson traveled out of the area to find employees to farm his crops and run his syrup mill: Black men with no particular ties and no family, who would not be missed. They worked the season for him on his remote farm, where they would be sequestered for months at a time, the only way in and out involving a twenty-mile canoe or motor launch trip. When the season ended and payday finally arrived, Watson “would kill them and toss their bodies into the river where the locals of Chokoloskee and Everglades City began to find them,” the article said.

How could Watson possibly get away with this? Some say it never happened. A man named Alvin Lederer told writer John O’Connor with the Oxford American that he knew a guy who knew a guy. “I talked to a man whose father played fiddle at the Watson place,” he said. “He said everybody got along. Nobody ever talked about Watson killing anyone.” Watson’s hands tended to be drifters who needed room and board, and by the end of the season they usually owed him more than the wages they had earned for the alcohol and tobacco he had provided to keep them happy. They left quietly, no better off than they were when they arrived, but no worse off either. “In all my years of research, I’ve never found any evidence of murder,” Lederer said. As none of these rumored bodies seem to have names, Lederer may very likely be right.

Various longtime residents of Everglades and Chokoloskee have told reporters over the years that some of the locals did travel to Fort Myers to report the arrival of bodies on the shores at the base of their property, but the sheriff there could only tell them that he had no jurisdiction over Chatham Bend. Fort Myers was in Lee County, and the islands well south of there were officially in Monroe County, which encompasses the Florida Keys. Collier County, in which Chatham Bend is now located, was not founded until 1923. A trip to the Keys to report the string of bodies to the Monroe County sheriff may have simply been too difficult for locals whose boats had limited gas capacity … or perhaps they knew they had no proof, beyond the decaying bodies, that Watson was killing his own men. In short, no one near enough to Watson’s place had any authority over his property or what he did on it. Watson had found himself an oasis of lawlessness, and legend and rumor suggest that he made the most of it.

In 1908, however, it looked like the law had caught up with him at last.

The previous summer, farmer San Tolen was found dead on his property near Lake City in Columbia County up near the Florida-Georgia border. This event did not draw much attention from the media, but when his brother, Mike Tolen, turned up dead by violent means on his own farm on March 23, 1908, law enforcement and the media took swift action. The death appeared to the sheriff to be part of an ongoing conflict between the Tolens and a group of desperados in the area, so they assembled a posse with bloodhounds and began tracking the murderous band. “Certain parties are suspected, and it is believed that arrests will soon be made,” the Gainesville Daily Sun reported on March 26. “The trouble is the outcome of a family feud.” A day later, the Tampa Tribune reported that the killer was still on the run: “So far officers have been unable to find the guilty parties.”

Find them they did, however, and E. J. Watson appeared to be the ringleader, along with the man he called his foreman, Leslie Cox. Watson came to trial for the crime in Hamilton County, a change of venue requested by the defense. “There is much conflicting testimony and feeling ran high,” the newspaper explained, but even in a different county, the jumble of circumstantial evidence resulted in a hung jury—so in December 1908, the second trial of E. J. Watson for the murder of Mike Tolen began in Madison County. By this time, Watson’s prominence as a regional businessman had elevated the proceedings to what “promises to become one of the most notable [trials] in the history of Florida,” the Tampa Tribune noted. Counsel for the defense included Col. Robert W. Davis, a leading defense attorney, assisted by Joseph Stripling of Jacksonville and “a firm of well known lawyers at Madison”—the county in which this second trial took place.

Attorneys presented testimony from more than thirty witnesses over the course of six days, and the jury finally received the case. The following day, on December 19, 1908, jury foreman J. R. Lang announced that they had found E. J. Watson not guilty. Watson was once again a free man.

After racking up yet another close call and serving no prison time, you might think that Watson would have counted his blessings, slunk back to his property in south Florida and kept his nose clean for the rest of his life. That, of course, is not how things went, though the story of Watson’s last murder may be the murkiest of the entire lifelong compendium.

It’s hard to know which account to believe, but let’s start with Ted Smallwood’s characterization of the events. Smallwood told Tebeau that he had done business with Watson for years, buying Watson’s syrup to sell in his own store on Chokoloskee Island and buying other goods from Watson that Watson received in trade for his syrup in Tampa. “A man named Lesley Cox came down and I got a man to carry him down to Chatham Bend,” Smallwood said. “Next day Watson came by and stayed all night on his way back home and we told him about it, and he asked if he looked like a preacher and we told him no. He said he might look like a preacher, but he wasn’t.”

By this time Watson knew that Leslie Cox, a slight, gray-eyed, twenty-year-old, had been sentenced to life in prison for murder and had escaped from a work camp upstate—so it may not have surprised him at all that the man had chosen to hide out in the Everglades. What he may not have expected, however, was the string of “bad actors” who began showing up at his property. In particular, a man Smallwood named as Duchy Melvin—the newspapers later called him Dutchy Reynolds—arrived several months after Cox. Smallwood said he was from Key West and that “he had killed a policeman and burned a factory or two.”

Already working for Watson that season were Hannah Smith (later called Miss Ellen Smith in the news coverage), a woman who stood 6 feet 4 inches tall and who served as a farmhand, and a man referred to only as A. Waller. Some accounts also mention a fifth man, identified only as “the negro” in the press. As is all too often the case in Florida history narratives and newspapers of the early twentieth century, Black citizens were treated as insignificant and interchangeable, not important enough to identify by name. This man gave testimony that served to clarify some points and further obscure others.

Watson made a mid-October 1910 visit to Smallwood’s store with Dutchy and his family, leaving Cox, Smith, Waller, and the unnamed worker out at his farm. Later Watson told Sheriff Tippens that he went to Chokoloskee with his family to avoid Cox, “who he knew to be a desperate character.” He “had reason to believe” that Cox was preparing to kill everyone on the farm, he told the officer. If someone as tough as Watson feared Cox, the press noted several weeks later, Cox must have been an especially threatening presence in the Watson home.

Cox apparently used the opportunity presented by Watson’s absence—though why he needed an opportunity has never been established—to carry out several murders without Watson’s direct involvement. The sequence of events gets cloudy here, but it seems that Watson returned home the next day to discover what had taken place while he was gone. Waller and Smith were dead—and before the day was out, Dutchy had been shot and killed as well. The unnamed Black worker had not been harmed.

On October 16, 1910, a fisherman named Cannon, who owned some land on Possum Key, started up the river in his boat to do some clamming with his young son. As they made their way up the Chatham Bend River, the boy spotted something he had never seen before: a human foot sticking up out of the water. He exclaimed to his father, but Cannon’s vision was not as sharp as his son’s, so he could not see this grisly find. He told his son to calm down, and they moved on up the river.

On their way back down the river to their property, however, the current had pushed the body until more of it rose above the water level. Now Cannon could see it was indeed the remains of a person—and when he pulled up next to it and saw the size 14 shoe on the foot, he knew it could only be Hannah Smith. As if this find on its own would not have made this day one they would never forget, the Cannons found two more bodies as they passed a shoal area.

“Let’s go to Watson’s and tell him,” Cannon said, preparing to put his naphtha-powered motor into gear.

“No,” said the boy, “let’s go to the Clam Bar and tell them.”

It took barely a second for Cannon to see the wisdom in this. He shifted into high gear and motored to Pavilion Key. Here they found a number of fishermen and told them of their find. “Some of the clam diggers came up Chatham Bend River and drug Hannah out and buried her,” said Smallwood. However, according to an account by historian Kirby Storter, who was eight years old and living in the town of Everglades when the bodies were found, the other two bodies had been pulled out and buried by the time the fishermen arrived at the shoal area. The fishermen went on to Chatham Bend to confront Watson, but “apparently, he gave them no satisfaction,” said Storter to reporter Nixon Smiley of the Miami Herald in October 1968.

Watson instead made his way to see George Storter, Kirby’s father, about chartering a boat to take him to Fort Myers so he could report the crimes. “My uncle, Capt. R. B. Storter, ran boats between Everglades and Fort Myers and Key West, but he had refused to take Watson because he disliked and distrusted him,” said Kirby Storter. “But my father inter-ceded and my uncle agreed to take Watson as far as Marco.”

From Marco, Watson hired a boat to take him to Naples, then engaged a mule team to get him to Estero. From there he took a motor launch to Punta Rassa and a steamer to Fort Myers. Then a hurricane came through the Everglades, raising water levels by as much as six feet, so Watson had to wait out the storm. He pursued this multipart excursion because he intended to bring Sheriff Frank Tippens with him to arrest Cox and prove himself innocent. The sheriff, however, told him what he must have already known: Tippens had no authority at Chatham Bend because it was in Monroe County. The sheriff did offer to go to Chokoloskee in a few days to try to calm the citizens down, but he would not return with Watson—so the farmer knew that he would be coming back to a glut of angry citizens who were sure he was the murderer.

Sure enough, the residents of Chokoloskee confronted him on his arrival there. He did his best to convince them that he had not killed his three workers, as this had all happened while he was not at home. “They ordered Watson to go get Cox, dead or alive,” said Kirby Storter. “A fisherman [identified by Smallwood as Jim Demere] agreed to take Watson by motor launch to the mouth of the Chatham Bend River, where he would lend him a skiff to row the rest of the short distance.”

Watson went home and came back alone a few days later, towing the skiff to return it to Demere. Anchoring his powered boat in the channel, he came into Chokoloskee in the skiff, near Smallwood’s store.

“There was a crowd gathering at my landing and supposed there would be something doing when Watson got there,” Smallwood said. “I could hear his boat coming down the pass and I did not want any of it. Watson had done nothing to me.” He left the landing and went to his house nearby, where his wife waited with Mrs. Watson.

Just two residents met Watson—Henry Short and Harry Brown—while a posse waited nearby, every one of them armed and ready to shoot.

Henry Short asked Watson where Cox was.

“I don’t have Cox,” Watson replied. “I shot him but he fell overboard and I couldn’t recover the body. I did bring his hat.”

Watson reached into the boat, produced a straw hat, and tossed it onto the shore—revealing a loaded and cocked double-barrel shotgun. Watson took aim at Short and fired … but nothing happened. “The shells, soaked in the recent hurricane, failed to fire,” said Storter.

Smallwood, foreseeing this confrontation, had sold Watson the shells the day before, knowing that they had been underwater during the storm.

What happened next has been artfully obscured by the citizens present, law enforcement, the courts, and a line of historians more than one hundred years long. “Pistols, rifles, and shotguns began to fire and Watson collapsed,” Smiley told the Miami Herald.

Some accounts say that Henry Short took advantage of his close proximity to Watson and shot first, a clear case of self-defense when Watson pointed his own gun directly at him. A Black man surrounded by a white posse, Short would have been an easy sacrifice for the community, who could have blamed him for Watson’s death rather than firing themselves. But the amped-up posse wanted blood, and they each wanted to be part of erasing this scourge of death and destruction that was Edgar J. Watson. Rather than let Short take the fall, they all opened fire at once. Dozens of bullets hit their mark, and Watson went down.

“My God, they have killed Mr. Watson!” his wife cried from Smallwood’s kitchen when she heard the gunfire ring out. Mrs. Smallwood took a step toward the door, but Ted grabbed her and kept her from leaving the house until the shots had stopped and the deed was done.

Smallwood let several minutes pass before he stepped outside and made his way to the landing. Watson lay dead, just where the gunmen had felled him. “They carried him out to Rabbit Key and buried him,” he said. Days later a party returned to Rabbit Key and retrieved the body, burying it properly in Fort Myers.

Such dramatic events could not simply be laid to rest, of course. A group headed out to the Watson place to be sure that Cox was dead and probably to kill him if he wasn’t. Sure enough, they found his body about one hundred yards into the mangroves.

Kenny Brown, whose grandfather witnessed Watson’s killing, told O’Connor at the Oxford American, “Grandaddy Brown said Cox was in the lookout at the Watson Place when Watson come for him … I guess he assumed something wasn’t quite right and he started running back through the woods.” Perhaps Watson tried to talk him out into the open, or maybe Cox shot first and missed. Whatever the scenario, Cox’s body was found where it had dropped, with a bullet through the head. (Peter Matthiessen’s masterful novelization of this story leaves Cox at large, but history says he did indeed die at the scene.)

The following day Sheriff Tippens arrived in Chokoloskee and summoned every member of the posse and all of the witnesses to court for a hearing. No motive for the killings at Chatham Bend ever came to light, as the only people who could have known did not live to tell their story.

The unnamed Black worker, who was taken into custody by law enforcement at the Watson place, told conflicting stories of what had happened. He said that he and Cox had been forced to commit the murders by Watson. “He tells of the shooting of the two men, and the desperate struggle the woman made when she was attacked,” said the Weekly Tribune, the daily paper in Tampa, on October 27, 1910. “When all three had been killed, their bodies were cut open and weights inserted, so that they would sink beneath the waters of the bay. The body of the woman came to the surface, and was discovered by clam diggers.” Another story suggested that Hannah Smith happened to be visiting Waller when he began quarreling with Cox, and Cox shot her accidentally when she attempted to intervene between them. Finally, the Black worker said that the whole plan was Cox’s idea, but once Cox had killed Waller, Cox forced him (the Black man) to shoot the body as well—perhaps for Cox’s concept of sport, or because he intended to pin the crime on a worker he considered expendable.

Whether the unnamed worker served time in prison or not is never mentioned by the press, but at least the story of Edgar J. Watson came to a fairly orderly close. His tale has fascinated novelists and journalists for more than a century, however, resulting in a great deal of speculation about his burial site (Fort Myers), whether or not he haunts the old Watson place at Chatham Bend, how many people he actually killed, and whether he got what was coming to him. No one was punished for his death, just as he was never truly punished for the crimes he committed. Perhaps that is a fitting end for this tangled fishnet of a story, one filled with holes, tall tales, half-truths, speculation, and all manner of unanswerable questions.
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