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  Many of these stories of Florida Keys settlers originally appeared in columns in the Island Navigator newspaper and articles in Florida Keys Magazine. Together with overviews of the periods in which the settlers lived, these tales bring to life the history of the unique semitropical islands that are the Florida Keys.




  From Native Americans to Bahamian immigrants, from turtle hunters to wreck salvagers, and from sponge gatherers to pineapple planters, the rural Keys settlers struggled in different ways to turn the natural bounties of the Keys into a living or a profit. Except for the Native Americans, few succeeded. Most fought the heat, the mosquitoes, the lack of fresh water, and the isolation for a few years and then left or died.




  These stories are not about the lawyers, merchants, and ship captains who made Key West, for a time, one of the richest cities per capita in the United States. They are about the little-known men and women who beached their boats on isolated Keys and struggled through the mangroves to begin new lives in a strange and often hostile semitropical wilderness.




  Few of the Keys pioneers knew how to read or write, or, if they did, never had the time to pen diaries or letters. Most of what we know about them comes from more educated travelers who visited the Keys, from government reports and records, and from a few oral histories.




  Modern residents and visitors are connected to the mainland by highway, pipeline, and electric umbilical cords and insulated from the realities of the Keys environment by air conditioners and mosquito sprays. They may have difficulty transposing themselves mentally into the shoes of these pioneers, but they can hardly fail to appreciate the courage, determination, and ingenuity with which yesteryears’ settlers faced life in the Florida Keys.
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    Native American groups in the Keys in the seventeenth century


  




  




   




   


  




   




   




  
THEY WERE HERE FIRST




  (3000 B.C. – A.D. 1763)




  Some archaeologists believe Native Americans began occupying the Keys as early as 3000 B.C. A site on Key Largo has been radiocarbon dated at 1000 B.C. Archaeological evidence indicates that around A.D. 100, the native population of the Keys began to increase significantly, eventually reaching between 500 and 1,000 inhabitants. For the next 1,400 years, these original settlers of the Keys thrived on the natural bounties of the islands and the sea around them. Then, beginning in the early 1500s, the Europeans – explorers, slave hunters, castaways, fishermen, soldiers, and missionaries – arrived. In the short space of 250 years the Keys natives were gone, wiped out by the white man’s swords, guns, disease, and rum; by his determination to convert them to Christianity; and, finally, by his setting one Indian nation against another.




  There are conflicting opinions among archaeologists as to whether the aboriginal natives of the Keys were a branch of the Calusa, a warlike people living on Florida’s southwest coast or a branch of the Tequesta, a more peaceful tribe centered around the mouth of the Miami River. But, it is true that, in at least one period in their history, the Keys natives were subject to the Calusa and paid them tribute in the form of captured castaways and gold and silver from wrecks.




  What were the Keys natives like, and how did they live? Our earliest glimpse is as they were approximately fifty years after Columbus’s first voyage. A thirteen-year-old boy, Hernando d’Escalante Fontaneda, was on his way to Spain from Cartagena when his ship was wrecked somewhere in the Keys. The survivors were captured by the natives; those who were not immediately killed were made slaves. Fontaneda’s life was spared and he lived among various South Florida Native American tribes for seventeen years.




  Through Fontaneda’s eyes we learn that the Keys natives were large in stature and the women well-proportioned and of good appearance. “To cover their shame,” the men wore a loincloth of woven palm and the women wore an early version of the miniskirt made of Spanish moss.




  The natives of the Keys were hunter-gatherers and did not practice any form of agriculture. Their staple foods from the sea were fish, turtle, lobster, shellfish, seals, and manatee. The latter were reserved for the chiefs and other bigwigs. Described in a Spanish document as “great archers and spear throwers,” they hunted deer and raccoon for meat. They also subsisted on wild fruits such as sea grapes, palm berries, and cocoplums.




  Archaeological digs reveal that shells were the principal implements of everyday life. The sharp lips of conch shells were used as gouges, scrapers, and ax heads. A whole shell with holes cut in it for a stick handle served as a hammer, hatchet, or club. The center columns of shells became awls or drills. Shells were also important aids to cooking and eating when used as cups, saucers, dippers, and spoons.




  The original natives of the Keys lived in small groups, each under the leadership of a chief. Spanish documents refer to a Chief of the Key of Bones (Key West) and a Chief of the Matecumbeses. Other tribal groupings mentioned were the Viscaynos (Biscayne Bay area), the Bayahondos (Bahia Honda area), and the Cuchiagaros (Lower Keys). Evidence of Native American occupation has been found on nearly all the larger Keys.




  There are no descriptions of their habitations other than references to “huts.” Archaeologists speculate that these were made of tree branches lashed together with vines and covered with roofs of thatched palm.




  Although firsthand accounts of Keys natives’ religious practices are unavailable, it is probably safe to assume that they were similar to those of other South Florida tribes. Each group had a head priest who served as medicine man, prophet, intermediary with the gods, and leader of religious rites. A large rock mound found on Key Largo, over 100 feet long and 15 feet high, is believed to have been built for holding religious ceremonies.
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    Keys natives were hunter-gatherers (drawing by Robert Cummings)


  




  As contact with Europeans increased during the 1500s, the Keys natives’ attitude changed from awe and fear to hostility. Castaways could expect to be killed or turned over to the bloodthirsty Calusa as tribute. Many of the latter were sacrificed in religious ceremonies. All this changed when Spanish fishermen from Cuba discovered the prolific fishing grounds of the Keys. With gifts of trinkets, bright-colored cloth, knives, and, most effective of all, rum, they gradually won the Keys natives’ friendship. As an example of this, when the Spanish frigate Nuestra Senora del Rosario grounded off the Matecumbe Keys in 1605, the natives helped free the vessel and gave the crew fresh water, fish, and wood.




  By the time of the loss of the Spanish treasure fleet in the hurricane of 1622, Keys natives had been plundering wrecks for over 100 years and had learned how to dive to obtain treasures they could not otherwise reach. During the Spanish salvage operations beginning in 1628, Keys natives were employed as salvage divers and helped recover a large number of silver bars and coins.




  In addition to the fishing craft, other Spanish vessels began to visit the Keys and the southwest coast of Florida to trade with the natives. Eventually, the natives were no longer content to wait for the arrival of Spanish vessels. Demonstrating remarkable seamanship and daring, they began crossing the Florida Straits in their own dugout canoes. By the late 1690s, South Florida natives were arriving at Havana regularly with cargoes of fish, ambergris, tree bark, fruits, and animal pelts which they sold or traded for rum, knives, hatchets, fishhooks, clothing, trinkets, and so forth. They also brought live cardinal birds which were highly prized by Spanish seamen and sold for ten pesos apiece.




  By the early 1700s, the few Keys natives who had managed to survive white mens’ swords, rum, and diseases had acquired a thin veneer of Spanish culture. Most of the adult men spoke a little Spanish and had adopted Spanish names. Their leaders used Spanish titles such as “captain-general,” “bishop,” and “king.” Although many had been baptized in Havana and professed to be Catholics, they still clung to their old religious beliefs and customs. Some worked for the Spanish fishermen, helping them catch and cure fish in exchange for rum. Others salvaged wrecks or made trading voyages to Havana.




  The early 1700s were also the beginning of raids into Florida by various native tribes north of the border. Supported by and sometimes led by the British, these raiding parties destroyed the Spanish missions, killed many of the original Florida natives, and carried many more off into slavery on the plantations. As a result of the raids, groups of South Florida natives, including those from the Keys, fled to Cuba, where, trapped in an alien environment, most of them died.




  The last of these migrations occurred in the 1750s and opening years of the 1760s and probably included the last of the Keys natives. When, in 1763, Florida was ceded to England, there were, according to one source, about eighty families of Calusa natives who had taken refuge on Key West and Key Vaca. The departing Spanish took the Calusa with them to Cuba, and the Keys were then uninhabited.




  Although there were many encounters between Europeans and the Keys natives, there are very few reports of their experiences. This is understandable because many of the Europeans did not survive the meetings and those who did were for the most part sailors or fishermen who could neither read nor write. Among the few accounts that exist, only one has been found which actually describes Keys natives as individuals. It comes from the pen of a French priest who was shipwrecked in the Keys in 1722. His narrative provides a rare snapshot of a band of Keys natives as they appeared after 200 years of contact with the Spanish.




  
Don Diego – “King” of the Keys Natives





  The captain thought they should steer more to the east but the pilot, with a single passage through the Straits of Florida to his credit, insisted a more northerly course was correct. With land in sight, the lookout at the masthead said the water was turning white, but the officers on deck laughed at him. Shortly thereafter, the French sailing ship Adour, bound in 1722 for Santo Domingo from Biloxi, Mississippi, struck the Florida Reef.




  The following morning, while the crew made halfhearted, ineffectual attempts to refloat the ship, the passengers were ferried to the nearest key, about five miles distant. Among the passengers was a French priest, Pierre de Charlevoix, returning from a mission to survey French territory in North America and report his findings to the king. The priest recorded his experiences in a journal which was subsequently published.
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    Father Pierre F. X. de Charlevoix, king’s emissary to explore New France, shipwrecked in Keys in 1722 (de Charlevoix, P. F. X., History and General Description of New France)


  




  As the boats neared the shore of a low-lying, bush-covered key, a large band of natives appeared carrying bows and arrows. Their skin was very red, redder than that of any other Native Americans Charlevoix had encountered in his travels, and they wore only palm leaves or pieces of bark to cover their privates.




  The boats stopped short of the shore. Seeing the Frenchmen were afraid to land, the natives laid down their weapons and waded out into the water. In Spanish, they asked if their visitors were English. The passengers replied that they were French and allies of the Spanish. Obviously pleased to hear this, the natives invited them to land, assuring them that they would be perfectly safe on the island.




  The leader of the natives said his name was Don Antonio. Not only did he speak Spanish reasonably well, but he also boasted that he was a caballero (Spanish gentleman), one of the most distinguished in his tribe. He told Charlevoix that nearly all of the people of his village had been baptized as Catholics in Havana and that they voyaged there once a year. These voyages were made in dugout canoes described as “small, very flat pirogues, in which we [Frenchmen] should hardly trust ourselves across the Seine at Paris.”




  Don Antonio said that they had a “king” whose name was Don Diego and that he would come to visit them the next day. He asked the Frenchmen what they intended to do. When they replied that they would try to get to St. Augustine, he offered to guide them there.




  It soon became apparent from the natives’ behavior that their main interest was in seeing what they could get from the Frenchmen by begging or stealing. Don Antonio asked Charlevoix for his “girdle” (possibly a sash around his waist). Although the priest said no, Don Antonio continued to demand that it be given to him.




  There is insufficient information in the priest’s journal to determine where the ship hit the reef. The key they landed on was described as being about nine miles in circumference with a soil of sand and broken coral, and possessing neither trees nor four-footed animals. There were other islands nearby, the closest and smallest of which was the site of the natives’ “cabins.” The natives subsisted entirely on seafood. Charlevoix concluded that the only reason they remained on these barren islands was to plunder wrecks.




  A week passed before the natives’ king, Don Diego, arrived. In the meantime, the ship’s crew had been occupied with making the boats ready to leave. The king, a young man of short stature, was less than impressive. He wore a few rags which were “not worth picking off a dunghill” and a headband, the only item of apparel that distinguished him from his subjects. His wife, the queen, was a well-shaped, attractive young woman who was “decently clothed for an Indian.”




  When questioned about Don Antonio’s offer to guide them to St. Augustine, Don Diego said that he would do all within his power to help them. To further persuade him in their favor, Charlevoix presented him with a shirt which he accepted with profuse thanks.




  The next day, the king arrived wearing the shirt, which hung down to his heels, over his rags. Although he appeared ridiculous to the Frenchmen, he was quite pleased with his attire. He then explained that he was not the absolute ruler of his people, but rather a sort of sub-chief under the authority of a supreme chief who lived far away (possibly the chief of the Calusa or the Tequesta). Nevertheless, he was the unquestioned ruler of his own village. Don Antonio, who was twice the king’s size and age, told Charlevoix that the king had severely beaten him for getting drunk on some spirits left on board the wrecked ship.




  The following day, Don Diego invited himself to dinner with the Frenchmen. He was offered meat, but refused it, eating instead some fish he had given the castaways the previous day. The king said that, after much consideration, he had decided against allowing Don Antonio to guide them to St. Augustine because there were many tribes along the way with whom he was at war. Among others, he may have been referring to the Yamasees from South Carolina who, aided and led by the English, had been raiding Florida tribes and carrying away natives for sale into slavery.




  Twelve days after the wreck, the Frenchmen sailed away in their boats. One group reached Havana while the other, with Charlevoix aboard, after many adventures, eventually succeeded in reaching Biloxi.




  

    “The next day, the king arrived wearing the shirt, which hung down to his heels, over his rags.” (drawing by Robert Cummings)
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  Don Diego did not disappear from the pages of history. In 1732, ten years after meeting Charlevoix, he and thirteen of his “first rank” followers were brought to Havana for an audience with the Governor of Cuba. The governor explained that the King of Spain wished the Keys natives to move to Cuba so that they could be instructed in the faith and baptized. Afterwards they would be given land along the coast where they could farm and fish. Cacique (chief) Don Diego, as the Spanish called him, expressed great pleasure with the offer and promised to return to the Keys and bring back his people.




  Two ships carried the Cacique and his retinue back to the Keys. For three days, a large gathering of natives feasted and drank rum on board the ships. But, on the morning of the fourth day, the Spanish awoke to find that all of them, including Don Diego, had disappeared.




  Don Diego’s name also appears in a letter from the Governor of Florida at St. Augustine to the Governor of Cuba at Havana written in 1740. Because St. Augustine was blockaded by English ships, the governor sent the letter by canoe. He instructed the Spaniard and two Indians who manned the canoe to go to the Keys and try to find a Spanish fishing vessel to take them to Havana. Failing that, they were to look for Cacique Don Diego and ask for his help.




  With that letter, Don Diego’s name disappears from documents in the Spanish archives. It is possible, if he survived the Creek and Uchise raids in the 1740s and ’50s, that he came to Cuba with one of the last groups of native refugees in 1761. Most of these exiles died soon after leaving their home in the Keys.
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    Harbors and watering sites frequented by wreckers and fishermen in the late 1700s and early 1800s


  




  




   




   


  




   




   




  
NO MAN’S LAND




  (1764 – 1819)




  From the time the last natives in the Keys were taken to Cuba in 1763 until the first Americans settled at Key West in 1819, a period of fifty-six years, the Keys were devoid of permanent settlements, but certainly not deserted. For the first twenty years, the Keys were nominally English territory and for the last thirty-six, Spanish, but neither the English nor the Spanish authorities maintained any effective control over the islands.




  In fact, the authorities at Havana never considered that the Keys had left their dominion. They referred to them as the “Norte de Havana,” and continued to issue licenses to Cuban fishing vessels to go to the Keys even while they were English territory. Each year from August to March, fleets of some thirty Cuban fishing smacks would fish the Keys and the southwest coast of Florida and would salt and dry their catches on shore.




  The Cubans were not alone in the Keys. Even before Florida was ceded to England, Bahamian vessels were coming to the Keys to hunt turtle, cut timber, and salvage wrecks. The Spanish made no effort to stop them. When the fear of attack by the natives was removed, the Bahamians came in greater numbers. In 1764, a Cuban official on his way to confer with the British governor at St. Augustine observed fourteen Bahamian vessels in the Keys.




  The British governor was directed to put a stop to the intrusion of Cuban vessels because it was feared that their presence might threaten British control of Florida. But the governor had no means to stop the Cubans and was forced to accept the situation. In 1766, he urged that a post or settlement be established at Key West, saying that it was ideally situated for trade with Havana in time of peace and strategically advantageous in time of war, but nothing came of his plea.




  The governor was also upset that the Bahamians, even though they were English subjects, were taking mahogany and other valuable hardwoods from his territory. He sent a ship to the Keys to warn them to stop, but it had little effect. As early as 1769, it was reported that most of the valuable timber in the Keys had been cut down.




  The principal harbors used by the Cuban and Bahamian vessels were Key West, Newfound (Big Pine Key), Bahia Honda, Indian Key, and Tavernier Key. Staying in the Keys for weeks or months at a time, the crews supplemented their stores of dry biscuit and barreled pork by fishing and hunting. Water was obtained from natural sinkholes. The watering place at the western end of Key Vacas was described as “a particularly large one . . . where the water never fails.” At Lower Matecumbe there were “five natural wells . . . constantly full of excellent water.” Bernard Romans, a British surveyor who explored the Keys in 1769, wrote that at Key West there was “a well or pond of excellent water round which a low kind of stone wall is placed . . . the trees are marked with many names.”
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    Ship’s watering site at Key West first described by surveyor Bernard Romans in 1769 (reproduction of 1832 drawing by George Lehman, courtesy of Monroe County Public Library)


  




  Because the reefs posed such a serious danger to ships, development of accurate charts received high priority. The work of Bernard Romans was continued by the English surveyor George Gauld in the early 1770s. But the arrival of American privateers in the Keys at the beginning of the Revolutionary War forced him to discontinue his survey before it was finished. Gauld’s charts and sailing directions were the standard for navigation of the Keys until American surveys were begun some seventy-five years later.




  With the end of the Revolutionary War in 1783, Florida reverted to Spain, but the change in ownership did nothing to change the situation in the Keys. Cuban fishermen and Bahamian wreckers continued to ply the Keys in pursuit of their trades. In the absence of any effective control by Spanish authorities, the Keys gradually became havens for smugglers and privateers. The latter group were not particular about whose flag unarmed merchantmen flew.




  A Cuban official in 1790 reported the existence of a Bahamian settlement in the upper Keys which was probably a temporary camp set up by the turtlers and wreckers. There are also reports of people settling in the Keys as early as 1806 and 1807, but who they were and how long they stayed is not known.




  In the early 1800s, the number of Bahamian vessels in the Keys continued to increase. In 1806, it was reported that twenty-eight to thirty wreckers came to the Keys from the Bahamas each year. In 1822, the governor of the territory of Florida estimated that there were almost forty. The value of the wrecking business to the Bahamian government in court fees and customs duty on salvaged goods was reported to be £15,000 annually.




  After the end of the War of 1812, New England fishermen, particularly from Mystic, Connecticut, began coming to the Keys in the winter to fish for the Havana market and to salvage wrecks. These New Englanders were among the first settlers of Key West; it is even reported that a group from Mystic started a short-lived settlement on Key Vaca in 1818.
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