Chapter 1: The Everglades to the 1920s
Introduction
The Everglades is a vast wetland, 40 to 50 miles wide and 100 miles long. Prior
to the twentieth century, the Everglades occupied most of the Florida peninsula south
of Lake Okeechobee.1 Originally about 4,000 square miles in extent, the Everglades
included extensive sawgrass marshes dotted with tree islands, wet prairies, sloughs,
ponds, rivers, and creeks. Since the 1880s, the Everglades has been drained by canals,
compartmentalized behind levees, and partially transformed by agricultural and urban
development. Although water depths and flows have been dramatically altered and its
spatial extent reduced, the Everglades today remains the only subtropical ecosystem
in the United States and one of the most extensive wetland systems in the world.
Everglades National Park embraces about one-fourth of the original Everglades plus
some ecologically distinct adjacent areas. These adjacent areas include slightly elevated
uplands, coastal mangrove forests, and bays, notably Florida Bay. Everglades National
Park has been recognized as a World Heritage Site, an International Biosphere Reserve, and a Wetland of International Importance. In this work, the term Everglades
or Everglades Basin will be reserved for the wetland ecosystem (past and present) running between the slightly higher ground to the east and west. The term South Florida
will be used for the broader area running from the Kississimee River Valley to the toe
of the peninsula.2
Early in the twentieth century, a magazine article noted of the Everglades that
“the region is not exactly land, and it is not exactly water.”3 The presence of water
covering the land to varying depths through all or a major portion of the year is the
defining feature of the Everglades. The water comes from rainfall and from surface
flow. The surface flow, or sheet flow, originates to the north in the headwaters of the
Kissimmee River and drains into Lake Okeechobee. From the lake, water moves over
a landscape (now largely compartmentalized) with a nearly imperceptible slope to the
south and southwest (figure 8-1, Central & Southern Florida Flood Control Plan).
Rainfall in the area is not evenly spread during the year, but comes mostly between May
1 Much ink has been spilled on the question of whether Everglades is a singular or plural noun.
Marjory Stoneman Douglas famously opted for the plural. “There are no other Everglades in the
world,” is the opening of her epic 1947 work The Everglades: River of Grass. Although Douglas
more than anyone else drew the public’s attention to the region, her plural construction did not catch
on. Like other writers today, I will use the singular.
2 Lance H. Gunderson and William F. Loftus, “The Everglades,” in Biodiversity of the Southeastern United States, vol. 1, Lowland Terrestrial Communities, ed. William H. Martin, Stephen G.
Boyce, and Arthur C. Esternacht (New York: John Wiley & Sons, 1993), 199-200.
3 E. A. Dix and J. N. MacGonigle, “The Everglades of Florida: A Region of Mystery,” Century
Magazine, Feb. 1905, 513.
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Figure 1-1. Detail from Henry Tanner’s 1823 map

and October. Sometimes, during hurricanes, a foot of rain can come in a day. Rainfall
can also vary substantially from year to year. The watery world of the Everglades lies
at the southern extremity of North America’s temperate zone, but is close to tropical
islands, notably Cuba and the Bahamas. Most Everglades plants and animals are typical
of the temperate zone to the north, but a significant minority are from the Caribbean
tropics to the south. All of these species have adapted to the region’s unique environmental characteristics. Observers have consistently been awed by the vast numbers
of wading birds—heron, egrets, ibis, and wood storks among them—that nest and
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feed in the Everglades. Among the other species found in the Everglades are the royal
palm, the Caribbean mahogany, multicolored tree snails, the Florida panther, the Cape
Sable seaside sparrow, and the ethereal ghost orchid. Nearby mangrove forests, keys,
and bays are home to species that include the American crocodile and the manatee
and aquatic species like crabs, tarpon, pink shrimp, and mullet, which are important to
sports and commercial fishermen.4
People have been present in the Everglades and adjacent areas since before the
ecosystem began to take shape five to six thousand years ago. They adapted to the
watery surroundings and, as described further in chapter 17, helped to shape the landscape by digging canals and laying down refuse heaps that formed shell islands and
perhaps interior tree islands as well. Native people made intensive use of areas of
slightly higher elevation and traveled extensively by boat through most of the Everglades and coastal waters, sometimes cutting passages to ease their way. Much like
nonhuman predators, humans adopted seasonal hunting and fishing practices based
on fluctuating water levels and their effects on food sources. Permanent European
American and African American settlers arrived in the Everglades only around the
middle of the nineteenth century. Later in the century, these inhabitants and Seminole Indians introduced naturalists and sportsmen to the Everglades. Having access
to national media outlets, these outsiders made the Everglades more widely known,
variously describing it as hauntingly beautiful and ominously forbidding. The urge to
preserve a portion of the Everglades untouched and the urge to convert its wetlands
into productive agricultural lands arose almost simultaneously around 1900. The tensions and trade-offs inherent in these two urges underlie the ensuing story.
The term Everglades itself is evocative and potentially misleading. One definition
of glade is “a grassy open space.” Much of Florida south of Lake Okeechobee was
once covered with sawgrass marsh, often stretching as far as the eye could see. Botanists classify sawgrass as a sedge, but its resemblance to prairie grasses led to its common name, sawgrass. So the term Everglades was an attempt by nineteenth-century
white explorers to describe sawgrass glades that seemed endless. Charles Vignoles, the
city of St. Augustine’s surveyor, was the earliest writer known to have used the term.
His 1823 book, Observations Upon the Floridas, first describes the area as the Great Glade.
Later he uses the term Ever Glade (italics in original). At one point the term Never
Glade appears; this is likely a misprint. A map engraved by Henry S. Tanner and issued
in conjunction with Vignoles’s book identified the area as the “EVER GLADES” (figure 1-1).5 Closed up as one word, Everglades is the term for the area that has stuck.
4 Gunderson and Loftus, 199-201.
5 Charles Vignoles, Observations Upon the Floridas (New York: E. Bliss & E. White, 1823),
49-53; Junius E. Dovell, “A History of the Everglades of Florida” (PhD diss., University of North
Carolina, 1947), 57.
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The Seminole Indians too were struck by the immense sawgrass stands, which they
probably first visited in the eighteenth century. They called the area Pa-Hay-O-Kee,
which is translated as “grassy water.” Although the term Everglades might suggest an
environment that has ever been present, on a geological scale the Everglades is quite
young; its formation began only some five to six thousand years ago.
This chapter includes a brief description of the forces that created the Everglades and a sketch of the Everglades ecosystem before engineers began to drain it to
facilitate agriculture and settlement. It then moves on to a consideration of the human
occupation of the Everglades and adjacent areas up to the 1920s, when a major organized campaign for a national park in the Everglades got underway.

The Everglades before Mechanized Drainage
An understanding of the predrainage Everglades begins with the area’s geology.
The basement rock (the topmost unstratified rock underlying the area’s limestone) in
south Florida is granite and other igneous rock. When the supercontinent of Pangaea broke up about 200 million years ago, Florida’s basement rock was detached
from Gondwana (present-day west Africa) and became part of North America. This
bottom stratum has an almost imperceptible west/southwest slant of roughly two
to three inches per mile. Once attached to North America, the land mass that would
become Florida, known as the Florida Platform (or Florida Plateau), lay beneath a
shallow sea for tens of millions of years. In this period thousands of feet of limestone
were laid down on top of the basement rock as countless generations of sea creatures
died and fell to the ocean floor. Because the basement rock was sinking at roughly
the same rate that limestone was forming, the relationship of the sea floor to the sea
surface remained relatively constant.6
Only during the glacial periods of the last 2.5 million years did portions of the
Florida Platform emerge above the surface of the sea. Throughout this period, glacial
and interglacial periods alternated, with sea levels falling when glaciers expanded, and
rising when they began to melt. During interglacial periods, when much of the Florida
Platform was again submerged, additional layers of limestone formed. These layers,
nowhere more than 100 feet thick, are not uniform across the Everglades. All are quite
porous, but minor variations in porosity influence what can grow above them. When
glacier formation caused sea levels to fall, the newly formed rock was exposed and became subject to erosion, mainly from wind. Throughout this time, forces of geological
6 Patrick J. Gleason and Peter Stone, “Age, Origin, and Landscape Evolution of the Everglades
Peatland,” in Everglades: The Ecosystem and its Restoration, ed. Steven M. Davis and John C.
Ogden (Delray Beach, Fla.: St. Lucie Press, 1994), 156-157.
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uplift were absent in Florida, so the exposed bedrock remained flat and erosion was
limited.7
Although there probably were other times during the last 2 million years when
wetlands were present in south Florida, the Everglades ecosystem as we know it began to form only about five to six thousand years ago. The most recent glaciation, the
Wisconsin, occurred from 67,000 to 10,000 years before present (YBP). At the peak
of this glaciation, sea level was 300 feet or more below its present level, and the land
mass of the Florida peninsula was roughly twice what it is today. Analysis of prehistoric plant remains indicates that the exposed portions of the Florida Platform then
were mostly dry and windswept, characterized by shifting sand dunes and later scrub
forest or savanna communities. As the Wisconsin Age glaciers began melting roughly 18,000 YBP, the sea level rose quickly at first, then more gradually. By five to six
thousand years ago, the sea was approaching its present level. Slightly higher limestone
formations to the east (the Atlantic Coastal Ridge) and to the west in the Big Cypress
Swamp created the Everglades Basin, an extremely shallow trough running through
the last 100 miles of South Florida. As the sea level rose, the water table also rose, and
portions of this basin became inundated during part of the year.8
Climatic changes that marked the waning of the Wisconsin Ice Age also played
a role in the creation of the Everglades ecosystem. The rising water table and warmer
oceans increased the amount of rainfall. The current pattern of a rainy season from
May to October and a drier winter from November to April became established. In
some places, cracks in the limestone bedrock allowed springs to bubble up from the
underlying aquifer. Scientists would later determine that the groundwater and surface
water regimes in the Everglades are essentially one. The wetter conditions and seasonal
freshwater flooding gradually produced a change in the plant and animal communities
that south Florida could support. The period during one year that an area is flooded
is known as its hydroperiod. Differences in hydroperiod in the Everglades are largely
a function of tiny differences in elevation and differences in the ability of underlying
soils and rock to retain water. As hydroperiods began to lengthen about 5,000 YBP,
plant communities tolerant of freshwater flooding became more and more common
in the Everglades Basin. Areas that remained flooded year-round were dominated by
water lilies, while somewhat shorter hydroperiods produced stands of sawgrass. As
vegetation decayed over the centuries, layers of peat and muck were laid down over
the limestone bedrock.9 The particular nature of the layer in any locality depended on
the type of vegetation and the proportion of inorganic material that was mixed in.
7 David McCally, The Everglades: An Environmental History (Gainesville: University Press of
Florida, 1999), 5-6.
8 McCally, 5-8.
9 Scientists define muck as an organic soil that is more highly decomposed than peat. Popular
writing on the Everglades tends to use the terms as synonyms.
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Layers of ash found in Everglades soils demonstrate that fires caused by lightning and
set deliberately by native peoples were a common occurrence. Fire was an important
factor in maintaining or discouraging plant species. Nearly all of the Everglades soils
were low in nutrients like phosphorous, potassium, copper, and manganese, which had
important consequences for the type of plant communities that could be supported.10
The following is a sketch of the characteristics of the Everglades before the era
of water control that began in the 1880s. A major collaborative effort, Landscapes
and Hydrology of the Predrainage Everglades, published in 2011, has added significantly
to the understanding of the historic Everglades ecosystem.11 In this work, Christopher McVoy and his co-authors present the most accurate snapshot of the Everglades
ecosystem, circa 1850, yet achieved. As previously noted, the Everglades was (and
remains) part of a larger ecosystem that included the Kissimmee River Basin and
Lake Okeechobee (figure 1-2, predrainage plant communities). The Kissimmee River began in a collection of lakes south of present-day Orlando. It then meandered
through a 100-mile-long, 4,500-square-mile watershed marked by wet prairies, before
flowing into Lake Okeechobee. The lake began forming at roughly the same period
that the Everglades did (5,000 to 6,000 YBP), as silts and peat were deposited on the
lake’s southern shore. At between 650 and 730 square miles, Lake Okeechobee was
the second largest lake wholly within the lower 48 states. It was shallow, with a maximum depth of 20 feet, and teemed with black bass, catfish, turtles, and bullfrogs. The
deposition of peat and silt along the lake’s southern shore created a natural dam, but
the shore was not elevated above the lake level. Only after the level of the lake was
artificially lowered did observers note an elevated rim.12
The Everglades historically received the bulk of its water directly from rainfall,
but water that flowed out from Lake Okeechobee into the Everglades Basin was critically important in maintaining hydroperiods.13 The surface flow from the lake fluctuated seasonally. In all but the driest years, water flowed from the lake most of the year.
South of the lake was a 660,000-acre expanse, averaging 20 miles north to south, that
McVoy et al. describe as sawgrass plains. Inundated through most of the year, this area
10 McCally, 9-18, Gleason and Stone, 161-167. A. B. Bottcher and F. T. Izuno, ed., Everglades Agricultural Area (EAA): Water, Soil, Crop, and Environmental Management (Gainesville: University
Press of Florida, 1994), 37. Environments low in nutrients are called oligotrophic.
11 Christopher V. McVoy, Winifred Park Said, Jayantha Obeysekera, Joel A. VanArman, and Thomas W. Dreschel, Landscapes and Hydrology of the Predrainage Everglades (Gainesville: University
Press of Florida, 2011). Based on more than 900 primary sources, many of which are reproduced
in whole or in part as appendices, this work contains painstaking reconstructions of the predrainage
environments of the Everglades and the wooded uplands to the east.
12 McVoy et al., 258-259; McCally, 62; Alfred J. Hanna and Kathryn A. Hanna, Lake Okeechobee:
Wellspring of the Everglades (Indianapolis: Bobbs-Merrill Co., 1948), 18.
13 Before drainage, the Everglades Basin also received some water as sheetflow from the Big Cypress Swamp on the west and from groundwater. It has not been possible to estimate the quantities,
but these sources were clearly less important than rainfall and overflow from Lake Okeechobee. See
McVoy et al., 258-261.
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was dominated by sawgrass (Cladium jamaicense) to the virtual exclusion of other flora.
It was this portion of the Everglades that early white explorers typically described as
impenetrable; it was avoided even by the Seminoles. Along the southwestern shore of
Lake Okeechobee, the sheet flow entered directly into the sawgrass marsh (figure 1-3,
sawgrass marsh). On the southeast for a distance of about 30 miles, the sheet flow
traversed a narrow band of custard apple swamp before entering the sawgrass plains.14
The dense custard apple swamp was home to large populations of alligators and birds.
Below the tree canopy were gourd vines, moon vines, giant ferns, and epiphytes that
created a jungle-like appearance. Eight or ten short rivers ran from the lake shore
through the custard apple swamp before disappearing into the sawgrass marsh.15

Figure 1-3. Sawgrass marsh

Because the Everglades Basin was virtually flat, the surface water flowing into
the sawgrass plains did not coalesce into distinct streams, but spread out in a thin,
even layer 40 miles wide. The very meager slope and the resistance provided by the
sawgrass stands kept the water surface roughly parallel to the subsurface soil; i.e., water depth was virtually the same from north to south at any given time. West of Lake
Okeechobee, the Caloosahatchee River rose out of the marsh and flowed to the Gulf
of Mexico past the future site of Fort Myers. To the east, the St. Lucie River arose,
14 The term “custard apple” today is applied to a cultivated plant, Annona reticulata. The plant
formerly called custard apple (Annona glabra) is now commonly known as “pond apple.” McVoy,
et al, 169.
15 McVoy, et al, 166-170, 258-260; McCally, 62-64.
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flowing into the Atlantic past present-day Stuart. Neither river connected directly to
Lake Okeechobee.16
South of the sawgrass plains, a more varied landscape, called by McVoy et al. the
ridge and slough landscape, made up roughly 55 percent of the historic Everglades,
encompassing some 1.5 million acres. Minute differences in elevation created “ridges”
dominated by sawgrass, interspersed with sloughs, often called “leads” or “channels”
by early explorers. The ridges and sloughs ran parallel to the primarily north-to-south
flow of water. In a typical year, water would recede from the ridges in the dry winter
season, but some depth of water would remain in the sloughs. The seasonal variations in water level alternately concentrated and dispersed small marine animals, with
important consequences for predators. Some ponds that held water in the dry season
were created by alligators with their tails and are known as alligator holes. The sloughs
supported floating vegetation, primarily white water lily.17
Thousands of slightly elevated tree islands, sometimes called hammocks, dotted
the ridge and slough landscape. This alternation of sloughs, ridges, and tree islands
has led scientists to call this region a mosaic or a patterned peatland. Ranging in size
from a few feet across
to several hundred acres,
the tree islands can be
classified into two major
types. Strand tree islands
were teardrop- or lensshaped when viewed
from above, often with a
slightly higher “head” at
the upstream side. Strand
islands also aligned with
the water flow. The second type of tree island
was the bayhead, a smaller round- or oval-shaped
island. Historical ac- Figure 1-4, Hammock Vegetation
counts indicate that strand
islands supported mostly shrub vegetation—wax myrtle, coco plum, and dahoon holly—and the occasional cabbage palm (figure 1-4, hammock vegetation). As the name
suggests, bayheads seem to have been dominated by shrubby trees commonly known
as bays or myrtles. Tree islands provided important nesting sites for terrestrial and
16 McVoy, et al. 169-173; McCally, 9-18.
17 McVoy et al., 118, 188-189.
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semi-aquatic animals. They also were extensively used by native populations, who quite
possibly had a role in their creation. Some, but by no means all, tree islands are associated with anomalies in the underlying bedrock, but the mechanisms of their formation
are poorly understood. The presence of middens and other evidence of human occupation of tree islands dating to 5,000 or more YPB suggest a possibility of human
agency in their formation, as discussed below.18
From the ridge and slough region, water flowed out of the Everglades to the sea
via two main pathways: 1) the Shark River Slough and the coastal mangrove belt and 2)
gaps in the Atlantic Coastal Ridge. Marshes of shallower soil depth flanked the lower
course of the Shark River Slough. It is believed that before drainage, the vegetation of
these marshes was quite similar to that of the slough, although the marsh areas were

Figure 1-5. Pine upland

18 McVoy, et al, xx, 175-179, 189-191; Gunderson and Loftus, 221-222. See chapter 17 for a discussion of the scientific evidence supporting the possibility that tree islands formed atop aboriginal
middens.
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probably less variegated. Portions of these marshes likely were dry during part of the
year.19 Short coastal rivers, such as the Harney and Shark, carried water through the
mangrove belt into the Gulf of Mexico. Other rivers or creeks led from Shark River
Slough into Whitewater Bay. Except in very dry periods, the ridge and slough region
remained hydrologically connected to the Big Cypress Swamp to the west.20
The presence of the Atlantic Coastal Ridge directed much of the Everglades
sheet flow to the south and southwest, but historically as much as 40 percent of Everglades outflow exited through gaps in the ridge to the Atlantic Ocean. In some of
these gaps, waters coalesced into short, year-round rivers, including the Hillsboro,
New, Little, and Miami. A large number of the channels through the ridge, known historically as coves, indentations, or prairies, carried water out of the Everglades during
wetter periods of the year. Later, these also became known as transverse glades or finger glades. Before drainage, many of the transverse glades supported sawgrass stands.
Southwest of present-day Miami, wider gaps were present in the coastal ridge. These
areas of higher ground surrounded by marsh became known as the Everglades Keys.
Long Pine Key in Everglades National Park is southernmost of these keys. In the past,
the higher elevations of the Atlantic Coastal Ridge and a sand ledge that sloped west
from it contained forests. Often referred to today as pine flatwoods or pine uplands,
these more elevated areas supported a mosaic of plants before drainage. Pines, primarily slash pine, were present, but so were hardwoods, saw palmettos, cabbage palms, and
grasses (figure 1-5, pine upland). The uplands also were pockmarked with thousands
of ponds that supported aquatic vegetation. Historically, these higher areas provided
major habitat to birds like the wild turkey, deer, panther, bear, and other mammals.21
Dense forests of red, white, and black mangrove characterized the coastline of
South Florida. The mangrove belt was thinner along the southeast coast but up to
several miles deep along the Gulf Coast (figure 1-6, mangroves on the Gulf coast).
Red mangrove is the most salt-tolerant of the three varieties, and its prop-root system
provided shelter to the young of innumerable marine species. Understory in the mangrove forests included orchids, bromeliads, and tree cacti. Each winter, large colonies
of wading birds—herons, ibis, and wood storks—established rookies in the mangrove
forests. A number of lakes and bays marked the area inland from Cape Sable; the cape
itself had an expanse of sand beach and slightly elevated prairies behind it. A large assemblage of mangrove islands, later called the Ten Thousand Islands, stretched along
the Gulf Coast from near the outlet of Lostmans River to present-day Naples.22
19 These areas are today known as marl marshes or marl prairies; McVoy et al. believe that the
marshes historically had accumulations of peat that later burned off when drainage exposed them.
20 McVoy, et al., 175-176, 261.
21 McVoy, et al., 224-228, 273-275; McCally, 69-76.
22 McCally, 76-80.
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Figure 1-6. Mangroves on the Gulf Coast

At the toe of the peninsula, beyond the margin of the mangrove forests, lay Florida Bay, a shallow, roughly triangular body of water lying between the mainland and
the arch of keys that stretched southwest from Biscayne Bay some 150 miles to Key
West. Florida Bay and the smaller bays and estuaries opening onto it were home to vast
populations of fish, shrimp, lobsters, and crabs, which in turn attracted predator bird
populations. Florida Bay was near the northern limit of the range of the American
crocodile, which nested along its shores and on keys. The West Indian manatee and
several species of sea turtle also frequented Florida Bay, grazing on the sea grasses that
covered its bottom.
These were the general characteristics of the Everglades before drainage. As previously noted, humans were already present in the Everglades as the landscape was
forming and had a role in its creation.

Native Peoples
Native Americans arrived in the Florida peninsula at least 12,000 years ago. Because sea level then was substantially lower than it is today, South Florida was largely
arid, but was capable of supporting nomadic human populations that ranged over
wide areas in search of game. Large animals like mastodons, mammoths, sloths, dire
wolves, saber-toothed cats, camels, and land tortoises still roamed the North American continent. Archeologists believe that in this period, small groups of native people
moved from place to place within a defined home range to take advantage of seasonal
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food sources. This early phase of native occupation, ending about 11,000 YBP, is
called the Paleo-Indian period.23
Changes in tools and weapons that began to appear around 11,000 YBP have led
archeologists to identify this as the beginning of a new cultural tradition, the Archaic.
The Archaic is subdivided into Early (11,000 to 9,000 YBP), Middle (9,000 to 6,000
YBP) and Late (6,000 to 3,000 YBP) phases. An important Early Archaic Period site
is the Cutler Fossil Site, located on the Deering Estate south of Miami on the Atlantic
Coastal Ridge, near Biscayne Bay. Dated to about 10,000 YBP, this site contains the
earliest evidence of human occupation of South Florida. Fossilized bones of mammoths, sloths, dire wolves, and saber-toothed cats have been found at the site. Over
the course of the Archaic, South Florida’s inhabitants gradually adopted a more settled
way of living, although settlements likely remained small. For much of the Archaic,
native people probably continued to be organized in small family groups with little formal social ranking. Early Archaic sites have not been found in the Everglades. Because
sea level was several feet lower in Early Archaic times, it is possible that sites from this
period lie submerged just offshore.24
As the Everglades ecosystem and Lake Okeechobee began taking shape five to
six thousand years ago, food sources expanded dramatically and native populations
began growing. The formation of marshes and coastal estuaries provided a rich source
of fish, shellfish, reptiles, and amphibians. Coastal, riverside, and lakeside dwellers
supplemented these food sources with the hunting of land animals and the gathering
of fruits and edible roots. In some cases, the natives may have encouraged the growth
of useful plants by transplanting them or clearing out undesirable growth. As early as
five to six thousand ago (during the late Archaic), native groups along the Gulf Coast
had established year-round coastal settlements where they practiced a fishing-hunting-gathering way of life. Horr’s Island, a site in the Ten Thousand Islands just northwest of the park’s boundary, has revealed evidence of a settled population without
ceramics or field agriculture about 6,000 YBP. Areas surrounding Lake Okeechobee
also were rich in food resources. A site known as Fort Center, northwest of the lake,
was occupied as early as 3,000 YBP and sites within Everglades National Park have
been dated to 5,600 YBP.25
The first fired-clay pottery made in North America appeared in Florida about
four thousand years ago. By about 2,500 YBP, pottery making was widespread enough
23 John W. Griffin, Archaeology of the Everglades (Gainesville: University Press of Florida,
2002), 144-145; McCally, 34.
24 Jerald T. Milanich, “Original Inhabitants,” in The New History of Florida, ed. Michael Gannon
(Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 1996), 3; Griffin, 282.
25 Griffin, 145-146, 328; Michael Russo, Ann S. Cordell, Lee Newsom, and Sylvia Scudder, Final
Report on Horr’s Island: the Archaeology of Archaic and Glades Settlement and Subsistence
Patterns (Gainesville: Florida Museum of Natural History, 1991); Jerald T. Milanich, Archaeology of
Precolumbian Florida (Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 1994).
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in South Florida to enable archeologists to define cultural areas, largely based on differences in the decoration and paste characteristics of pottery remains. In South Florida, what is generally known as the Glades tradition begins around this time. Archeologists recognize three major geographical areas within the Glades tradition (figure
1-7, South Florida cultural areas). The area around Lake Okeechobee is known as the
Okeechobee (or Belle Glade) area, the area to the west surrounding the lower reaches of the Caloosahatchee River is the Caloosahatchee area, and all of South Florida
below these two areas is called the Everglades area. Some archeologists recognize two
subdistricts within the Everglades area: a Ten Thousand Islands district and a Keys
district. It should be borne in mind that there were many similarities in food sources,
cultural practices, and material culture across these areas and districts.26
Among the common characteristics of the peoples of South Florida from roughly 2,000 to 1,500 YBP were 1) overwhelming reliance on fishing, hunting, and gathering for food, 2) use of wood, bone, and shell for tools, and 3) use of dugout canoes.
South Florida provides few sources of stone that can take an edge, so shells and the
bones from land and marine animals were commonly used in tool-making. There is
also evidence that a number of the peoples of South Florida buried their dead in the
peat or muck below shallow ponds. We have little direct evidence of Glades tradition housing. Assuming continuity into the contact period, housing was probably constructed of poles inserted into the earth, with palmetto and other fronds used for roofing and siding. In the Caloosahatchee area, social organization changed considerably
in this period. A socially stratified chiefdom society arose to replace the previous less
formal societal structures. The Spanish later gave the name Calusa to the people of the
Caloosahatchee area. Although there is debate about when this people adopted a more
complex social organization, it remains one of the few known chiefdom societies that
was not based on field agriculture, but rather on fishing, hunting, and gathering.27
Archeological sites from the period of the Glades tradition are plentiful in and
near Everglades National Park. Archeologist Jerald T. Milanich has observed that “at
one time nearly every bit of higher land adjacent to coastal salt marshes and estuaries
[in South Florida] had archaeological sites on it.” Modern development has destroyed
almost all of these sites along the Atlantic Coast from Biscayne Bay north through
Palm Beach County. Among the site types found in Everglades National Park are shell
and earth middens, mounds that served as platforms for buildings, some with associated shell platforms, as well as purpose-built ramps and canals, all constructed by native
people before AD 1500. Most of these sites are along the Gulf Coast, extending to
Marco Island north of the park, and in the Shark River Slough. Many tree islands within the park also bear signs of precontact native occupation. The archeological survey
26 Milanich, Archaeology, 413-417; Griffin, 132-133, 148-149.
27 Milanich, Archaeology, 321; Griffin, 283.
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of the East Everglades addition uncovered the presence of a buried, mineralized layer
on some tree islands. Artifacts found below this layer have been dated to 5,600 YBP.
These findings show that humans were using the interior of the Everglades considerably earlier than previously thought and may well have played a role in the formation
of tree islands. Few of the park’s archeological sites have benefitted from in-depth archaeological study, but together they provide considerable insight into native ways of
life prior to the arrival of Europeans early in the sixteenth century. A summary history
of the archeological studies conducted within the park appears below in chapter 17.28
Our knowledge of the material culture of the people of the Glades tradition is
limited by the fact that wood, leather, and fibers decay quickly in South Florida’s subtropical climate. These materials typically survive only when they have remained continuously submerged in peat or muck. One of Florida’s earliest archeologists, Frank
Hamilton Cushing, in 1896 made some spectacular finds at the Key Marco site (on
Marco Island), on the Gulf Coast between Naples and Everglades City. Among the
many types of artifact preserved in the muck were bowls, pounding tools, throwing
stick handles, and a miniature canoe, all of wood. Also present were sections of fish
net, some with floats and weights still attached. Most renowned among Cushing’s
artifacts are a four-inch-high kneeling feline figure and a painted deer head. Sites and
districts within Everglades National Park with substantial evidence of Glades period occupation include Monroe Lake, Onion Key, Turner River, the Walter Hamilton
Place, Rookery Mound, and Cane Patch, as well as two districts, Shark River and the
Ten Thousand Islands. Archeologist John Griffin in the 1980s identified 193 Glades
period sites within the boundary of Everglades National Park. Subsequent archeological work on tree islands in the East Everglades and logical inferences from the presence of a submerged site at the Anhinga Trail strongly suggest that many hundreds, if
not thousands, of archeological sites remained undiscovered in the park.29
A site that reveals the engineering skills of the people of the Glades tradition is
the Bear Lake site and the nearby Mud Lake Canal, within the park not far from Flamingo. Analysis of the remains found in the mounds at Bear Lake indicates that the
site was occupied throughout much if not all of the Glades period prior to contact.
The four-mile-long canal connected Mud Lake with Florida Bay, providing natives
with a sheltered canoe route from the Ten Thousand Islands region to Florida Bay.
Archeologist John Goggin described the canal as from six to nine meters wide and up
to six meters deep. Mud Lake Canal was designated a National Historic Landmark in
2006. Remains of Native American-built canals are also present on Marco Island, on
28 Milanich, Archaeology, quotation at 299; Griffin, 280-282; Margo Schwadron, Archeological
Damage Assessment of Sites Burned in the Mustang Corner Fire, Everglades National Park,
Florida (Tallahassee: SEAC, June 25, 2008).
29 Milanich, Archaeology, 304-308; Griffin, 241-273; Margo Schwadron, personal communication, Aug. 23, 2013.
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Pine Island near Cape Coral, and at the Ortona site in the upper Caloosahatchee basin.
The Turner River site in the park has a row of seven shell ridges and two parallel rows
of conical mounds. As early as the 1920s, anthropologist Aleš Hrdlička described this
as “the most noteworthy group of shell heaps and mounds to be found in the entire
region.” A number of sites in the Okeechobee area, north of the park, contain complex earthworks, “including mounds, ponds, borrows, ditches, canals, and linear and
annular embankments, some in peculiar geometric shapes.”30
The presence at South Florida archaeological sites of artifacts made from copper
and stone quarried in other regions indicates that the natives of this region participated in trading networks that brought them goods from other parts of North America.
Gulf Coast shells have also been found at sites as far away as Minnesota and eastern
Oklahoma. Clear evidence that maize was cultivated at the Fort Center site in the
Okeechobee area as early as early as 2,400 YBP has led to much debate among archaeologists. It appears that the maize was grown in limited quantities, possibly for ceremonial use. Maize cultivation seems to have ceased at Fort Center about 1,500 YBP and
does not appear in North Florida sites until around 1,200 YBP.31
At the time of the first recorded visit of Europeans to South Florida shortly after
1500, the region may have been home to 20,000 or more inhabitants.32 They had developed societies based on intensive fishing, hunting, and the gathering of wetland and
estuary food resources. They may have been agriculturists in the sense of transplanting
and nurturing certain wild plants, but there is no evidence that they practiced field agriculture. These peoples had developed considerable skill in working local woods both
for utilitarian and ceremonial objects. They had built mounds serving as platforms
for buildings, some with associated shellwork plazas, burial mounds, ramps, and other
earthworks and had excavated ditches and canals. In at least one area, in the lower
Caloosahatchee River watershed, they had adopted a form of social organization centering on a heredity chief and subordinate positions of prestige. With the arrival of the
Spanish in the early sixteenth century, the historian has historical accounts, albeit written from a wholly European perspective, to combine with the archeological record.

30 Griffin, 10, 187-188, 239-240, 281, quotation at 254; Milanich, Archaeology, quotation at 279,
313; National Register of Historic Places, “Mud Lake Canal, Monroe County, Fla., National Historic
Landmark Nomination,” Sep. 20, 2006.
31 Milanich, Archaeology, 107-108, 287-291; Milanich, “Original Inhabitants,” in Gannon, ed.,
The New History of Florida, 12.
32 Preconquest native populations are notoriously difficult to estimate. See the extensive discussion in John H. Hann, Indians of Central and South Florida, 1513-1763 (Gainesville: University
Press of Florida, 2003), 54-60.
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The Arrival of Europeans in South Florida
The first recorded European visitor to Florida was the Spaniard Juan Ponce de
León in 1513. Native people forcibly resisted Ponce’s landings and on the Gulf Coast
he encountered a native who understood Spanish, making it all but certain that unrecorded visits had already occurred. When the Spanish settled Hispaniola, Puerto Rico,
and Cuba after 1492, their brutal labor practices and the diseases they brought caused
native populations to rapidly collapse. Well before 1513, raiders no doubt visited Florida to capture and enslave natives to work on the islands. Because this was an illegal
activity, no records of these voyages survive. Ponce himself had participated in the
“pacification” of both Hispaniola and Puerto Rico. In 1512, the king of Spain granted
Ponce an asiento (a permission or charter) to conquer new lands. Sailing from Puerto
Rico in early March 1513, Ponce reached the Atlantic Coast of the Florida peninsula
in early April. Because the shores were covered in wildflowers and it was the Easter
season (Pascua Florida), he named the landmass, which he believed to be an island, La
Florida.33
Historians believe that Ponce’s first Florida landfall was around Melbourne Beach.
He encountered no natives there and sailed south along the coast. Two attempts at
landing were contested by natives with clubs, arrows, and spears. After sailing past the
string of Florida keys, which he named Los Mártires (the Martyrs), he sailed up the Gulf
Coast. Ponce anchored his ships at a location believed to be in San Carlos Bay, near the
mouth of the Caloosahatchee River, off Sanibel Island. This put him in the heart of
the Caloosahatchee cultural area, among people that the Spanish would call the Calusa.
The Calusa attacked the Spaniards twice, the second time with 40 canoes, and Ponce
decided to end his exploration. On his route back to Puerto Rico, he entered Biscayne
Bay and noted the presence of a village at the mouth of the Miami River that he called
Chequescha. This was the seat of a native group that the Spaniards subsequently would
refer to as Tequesta (sometimes spelled Tekesta). Ponce returned to the domain of
the Calusa in 1521, having obtained royal permission to establish a colony. Evidence
suggests that he returned to San Carlos Bay, where he again met with a chilly reception.
His 200 settlers were repeatedly attacked, and in one skirmish, Ponce received a thigh
wound. He withdrew his party to Cuba, where his wound became infected and Ponce
died in July 1521 at the age of 47.34
After Ponce’s second voyage, Spain made no effort to garrison or settle South
Florida until the 1560s. In the interim, Spanish captains are known to have stopped
33 Samuel Eliot Morison, The European Discovery of America: The Southern Voyages, A.D.
1492-1616 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1974), 502-507; Michael Gannon, “First European
Encounters,” in Gannon, ed., The New History of Florida, 16-17.
34 Morison, 510-515; Hann, 153; Gannon, in Gannon, ed., The New History of Florida, 18-21.
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from time to time to take on wood and water, and slave raiders surely also were active.
The two major Spanish attempts to explore La Florida (a name they soon were applying to all of eastern North America) started in the area of Tampa Bay and headed
north, not south. The expedition of Pánfilo de Narváez began in 1528 and that of
Hernando de Soto in 1539. These expeditions or raids in force depended on native
people for food. South Florida supplied neither the maize that the intruders and their
horses needed for subsistence nor the precious metals they mainly sought. De Soto’s
journey had devastating effects on chiefdom societies in North Florida and elsewhere
in the Southeast; its effects on South Florida native groups are harder to assess. South
Florida became more important to the Spanish after the middle of the century as her
treasure ships continued to be wrecked off Florida’s coasts. South Florida natives appropriated the salvaged cargoes and killed many survivors, although they took in some
as vassals.35
Among the Indian groups identified by the Spanish in sixteenth century South
Florida were the Calusa, the Tequesta, and the Ais (figure 1-8, Native American Groups
at Contact). As previously mentioned, the principal village of the Tequesta was at the
mouth of the Miami River. Almost certainly, the principal town of the Calusa was
on Mound Key, in Estero Bay just south of the mouth of the Caloosahatchee River.
The homeland of the Ais was on the lagoon known as the Indian River and extended
from St. Lucie Inlet north toward Cape Canaveral. Two smaller native groups, called
the Jobe and Jeaga by the Spanish, occupied the coast south of the Ais and apparently
were subordinate to them. Most of the permanent villages of all these groups were on
the coasts. Archeological evidence indicates that camps and settlements occurred in
the interior as well, notably on the tree islands of the Everglades. Native people routinely traversed the Everglades in canoes, hunting, fishing, and gathering. By the time
that the Spanish returned to South Florida in 1564, the Calusa seem to have assumed
a more dominant position among many of the other peoples. Spanish records indicate
that the Calusa were able to exact from other tribes a share of the booty and captive
sailors from shipwrecks. Relationships among the tribal groups, however, were fluid,
marked by a shifting mixture of alliances, rivalries, and vassalage relationships.36
A French settlement, known as Fort Caroline, planted on the banks of the St.
Johns River in North Florida in 1564, suddenly made the whole peninsula of greater
importance to the Spanish. King Philip II named Pedro Menéndez de Avilés governor
of Florida and directed him both to eliminate the French and make the province more
secure (figure 1-9, Menéndez de Avilés). Arriving off the Florida coast in late August
1565, Menéndez de Avilés wasted no time in founding the city of St. Augustine and
killing almost all of the French settlers and soldiers. He then began to implement a
35 Gannon, in Gannon, ed., The New History of Florida, 22-24, 33.
36 Hann, 19.
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plan for establishing Spanish
garrisons at intervals along
the Florida coast. These outposts would guard against
encroachment by the French
or English, help protect sea
lanes, and begin the work
of converting the natives to
Christianity. The Spanish under Menéndez de Avilés established outposts at Calos,
their name for the principal village of the Calusa on
Mound Key, and at Tequesta. The natives were not interested in abandoning their
traditions and beliefs, and
Spanish soldiers provoked
hostility by killing two chiefs
and some headmen at Calos.
By early 1571, the Spanish
had withdrawn from South
Florida. For the next century, the Spanish crown concentrated its efforts in North
Florida, where it established
a string of missions, largely
leaving the people of South Figure 1-9. Pedro Menendez de Aviles
Florida alone.37
The Spanish would not again attempt a mission to the Indians of South Florida
until late in the seventeenth century. It is likely that fishermen from Cuba began plying
their trade in the waters off Florida’s southwest considerably earlier. These fishermen
adopted the practice of making temporary camps (known as ranchos) onshore, at places
like Cape Sable on the mainland and in the keys, to prepare and dry fish. They hired
natives to help with this work, and many South Florida Indians learned at least some
Spanish. Franciscan priests returned to the Calusa at Calos in 1697, but they were
37 Jerald T. Milanich, Laboring in the Fields of the Lord: Spanish Missions and Southeastern Indians (Washington, D.C.: Smithsonian Institution Press, 1999), 86, 96-97; Eugene Lyon, “Settlement
and Survival,” in Gannon, ed., The New History of Florida, 44, 50.
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openly mocked, abused, and barely escaped with their lives. In the early eighteenth
century, the Spanish tried bringing some South Florida Indians to Cuba, but almost
all died of disease. Jesuits returned to Tequesta in 1743 to establish a mission. They
found about 100 Indians belonging to the Tequesta, Calusa, and several other tribes.
The Jesuits’ superiors soon concluded that the mission was not worth its cost and the
priests were withdrawn.38
Throughout the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, the native population of
the Florida peninsula declined precipitously. European diseases like smallpox and influenza were a primary cause, but deadly raids by the English and their Indian allies
played a significant role. The English settled at Charleston (originally Charles Towne)
in the Carolinas in 1670. As that colony grew, it posed a serious threat to Spain’s claim
to the entire Southeast. By the late seventeenth century, the Spanish and English had
identified some 50 to 100 Indian groups in this region. The names applied by the Europeans were based on linguistic or geographic factors and often were meaningless to
the native people themselves. Most of the native groups living in present-day South
Carolina, Georgia, Alabama, and Florida belonged to a linguistic and cultural tradition
known as Muskogee (or Maskókî). Among these were the Calusa, Tequesta, Appalachee, Alabama, Choctaw, Chickasaw, Oconee, Ochisi, Chiaha, Yamasee, and Guale.
Although related, the languages these groups spoke were not always mutually intelligible. As historian Patricia Wickman has demonstrated, these various groups ranged
widely within the Southeast and had mechanisms for incorporating members from
other groups into their polities. At times these groups made war upon one another
as well as upon groups coming from other linguistic traditions (such as the Cherokee,
who spoke an Iroquoian language). When Spain, England, and France all had colonial
presences in the Southeast, many of these groups could take advantage of European
rivalries to secure better trade terms or gain a military ally.39
Inevitably, colonial settlements in the Southeast became involved in European
wars. During the War of the Spanish Succession (known as Queen Anne’s War in
North America), 1701-1714, Indian forces led by white Carolinians devastated the
Spanish missions of North Florida. In 1715, a number of native groups, including
Yamasees, Apalachees, Chickasaws, and Cherokees, rose up against the English settlers
of Carolina. The Indians were defeated in what became known as the Yamasee War,
and many sought refuge in Spanish Florida. That members of some of the same native
38 Milanich, Laboring, 167-168, 192-193; Charlton Tebeau, Man in the Everglades: 2000 Years
of Human History in the Everglades National Park, 2d rev. ed. (Coral Gables: University of Miami
Press, 1968), 59.
39 Patricia Wiles Wickman, The Tree That Bends: Discourse, Power, and the Survival of the
Maskókî People (Tuscaloosa: University of Alabama Press, 1999), 2-10; J. Leitch Wright Jr., Creeks
& Seminoles: The Destruction and Regeneration of the Muscogulge People (Lincoln: University
of Nebraska Press, 1986), 1-5.
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groups who made war on the Spanish missions in 1702 and 1704 were establishing
villages in Florida with Spanish approval in 1717 testifies to the fluid political situation
in the colonial Southeast. In South Florida, meanwhile, fishermen and others from the
Caribbean islands continued to trade with the Calusa and other groups, exposing them
to European diseases and sometimes supplying them with rum. At the conclusion of
the Seven Years War in 1763, Spain ceded Florida to Britain. At this point, Spanish
control was confined largely to the areas immediately surrounding St. Augustine and
Pensacola (figure 1-10, St. Augustine in the eighteenth century). It is uncertain how
many members of the native groups that the Spanish had first encountered in the early
sixteenth century—the Calusa, Tequesta, Ais, Appalachee, Timucua, etc.—remained

Figure 1-10. St Augustine in the Eighteenth Century

in 1763. Disease, warfare, and social upheaval had taken a horrendous toll. When
the last Spanish officials left for Cuba in 1764, they took with them fewer than 300
Indians. Many historians have concluded that among them were the last survivors of
the Calusa and Tequesta. The Spanish, however, had little knowledge of conditions in
South Florida, and some members of these tribes may well have remained in South
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Florida or in the keys. By the 1760s, however, Indians whose homelands once had
been farther north were well-established in Florida.40

Origins of the People Known as Seminoles
In the early 1700s, the Spanish were already referring to Florida Indians who declined to settle at missions as indios cimmarones. Over time this adjective meaning “wild,”
“untamed,” or sometimes “fugitive,” became a noun and was applied to all Florida
Indians, particularly in its anglicized form, “Seminole.” Historians and anthropologists
agree that the great majority of the people who became known as Seminoles were people of the Muskogee tradition from farther north.41 The Seminole tradition is often
said to spring from the Creek Indian tradition, but it should be borne in mind that the
term “Creek” is a generic one coined by the British. Over the course of the eighteenth
century, the English increasingly applied the term to various peoples of the Muskogee
tradition previously known as Ochisi, Alabama, Chiaha, Yamasee, etc.42 The dwindling
of Spanish authority described above, and the constant pressure from Anglo-American settlers in Carolina and Georgia (established 1733) made relocation to sparsely
populated North and Central Florida an attractive proposition for some Creeks. The
initial locus of settlement was the prairies lying between the Suwannee and Withlacoochee Rivers. These Florida Indians ranged into the Big Cypress and the Everglades
to hunt and may well have encountered remnants of the Calusa, Tequesta, and other
Spanish-period tribes. Oral tradition among today’s Florida Indians supports the idea
that some of these individuals became incorporated into the new Seminole bands.43
After 20 years of British rule, Florida was returned to Spain by the 1783 Treaty
of Paris, which also established the independence of the United States. No longer
constrained by restrictions from London, Americans looked longingly at the rich lands
lying between coastal Georgia and the Mississippi River. The incoming Spanish officials allowed British firms in Pensacola to continue trading with Southeastern Indians.
40 Milanich, Laboring, 175, 183-187; James W. Covington, The Seminoles of Florida (Gainesville:
University Press of Florida, 1993), 5; Charles W. Arnade, “Raids, Sieges, and International Wars,” in
Gannon, ed., The New History of Florida, 107-108.
41 From the late eighteenth century until 1962, the term Seminole was generally applied to all
Florida Indians. The Seminole Tribe of Florida achieved federal recognition in 1957. In 1962, some
Florida Indians sought and achieved separate federal recognition as the Miccosukee Tribe of Indians
of Florida. In addition, there are a small number of “independent” Seminoles in Florida who have
chosen not to affiliate with either of the federally recognized tribes. See chapter 19.
42 The term Creek was originally applied just to the Ochisis, but soon was more broadly used to
describe numerous tribes living in the watersheds of the Chattahoochee and Alabama Rivers.
43 John K. Mahon and Brent R. Weisman, “Florida’s Seminole and Miccosukee Peoples,” in Gannon, ed., The New History of Florida, 183-186; Brent R. Weisman, The Unconquered People:
Florida’s Seminole and Miccosukee Indians (Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 1999), 13-14.
This is a very cursory summary of a complex and often controversial history, but no more can be
included here.
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During the War of 1812, British agents worked to arm Indian allies and encouraged
them to attack Americans. As part of that conflict, Major General Andrew Jackson
invaded Florida to break up Indian combinations and prevent the British from using
Pensacola to attack the U.S. Jackson also soundly defeated a major faction of Creeks
at the Battle of Horseshoe Bend in 1814. He forced the Creeks to cede a vast acreage
to the United States, causing more Indians to move into Florida. In 1817, the federal
government opened the Alabama Territory, embracing present-day Alabama and Mississippi, to settlement, bringing waves of white settlers, many with slaves, to former
Indian lands.44

The Seminole Wars
The presence of thousands of Indians in Spanish Florida within striking distance
of the rich cotton lands of Georgia, Alabama, and Mississippi was a source of considerable concern to many in the U.S. Raids from both sides of the vaguely defined border were a common occurrence. Especially troubling to U.S. planters was the refuge
that Florida provided to escaping slaves. People of color who had liberated themselves
crossed into Spanish territory and connected with the Seminole people. Many a Seminole village had an associated village of blacks. A force of more than 300 well-armed
African Americans garrisoned a fort on the Apalachicola River that the U.S. was determined to eliminate. In April 1816, a lucky shot from an American ship destroyed
this “Negro Fort” and killed most of its defenders. Two years later, Andrew Jackson
led a force into Spanish Florida to disrupt and punish the Indians. These events of
1816 through 1818, which pitted U.S. forces against Seminoles and African Americans,
became known as the First Seminole War. Realizing that it could not prevent these incursions and having plenty of other problems in its vast empire, Spain in 1819 agreed
to sell Florida to the U.S. for five million dollars.45
Florida was a U.S. territory from 1821 until 1845, when it was admitted as the
th
27 state. Tallahassee was made the capital, and the main focus of settlement was the
region just south of Georgia (the present-day counties of Gadsden, Leon, Jefferson,
and Madison) and in the lower reaches of the St. Johns River. Toward the end of the
territorial period, tensions between white settlers and Seminoles broke out into war.
The Second Seminole War (1835-1842), the most costly Indian war ever fought by the
United States, brought some national attention to the Everglades region for the first
time. During the course of the war, operations shifted ever farther south in the territory. The Seminoles had been hunting and fishing in the Big Cypress Swamp and the
Everglades since the 1700s and knew the area well. As the U.S. Army and Navy sought
44 Weisman, 15.
45 Mahon and Weisman, 190-192.
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to track down the remaining Indians in Florida, the Seminoles moved from camp to
camp on high ground in the wetlands of South Florida. The navy also sought to keep
the Indians from obtaining weapons and supplies from Cuban vessels plying the water
off southwest Florida. Operating from bases at Key West, Table Top Key, and Biscayne Bay, the U.S. Navy made forays into the estuaries and rivers of the Everglades.
The U.S. Army had outposts at Fort Lauderdale, along the Caloosahatchee River, and
at Fort Dade, the future site of the city of Miami. Several smaller forts were established within the present boundary of Everglades National Park: Fort Poinsett at East
Cape Sable; Fort Henry southwest of Fort Dade, and Fort Westcott, said to have been
eight miles north of the mouth of Shark River.46 (Figure 1-11, U.S. forces burning of
Seminole town Pilak-li-ka-ha.)
A notable event of the Second Seminole War was the capture and killing by the
U.S. Army of an Indian chief known as Chekika. Chekika led a band of warriors, as
many as 130, who were known as “Spanish Indians.” White Americans at the time
distinguished these Spanish Indians from those they described as
Seminoles.47 A band led by Chekika
raided Indian Key, not far from the
U.S. Navy base on Tea Table Key,
on August 7, 1840, killing Dr. Henry Perrine and five others. In 1838,
Congress had granted Perrine an
entire section of 36 square miles in
the Everglades, running east from
Cape Sable, to experiment with the
Figure 1-11. U.S. forces burning a
introduction of tropical crops. FolSeminole village in 1835
lowing the Indian Key attack, a U.S.
force from Fort Dallas under Col. William S. Harney tracked Chekika to his camp on
a hammock in the East Everglades. The soldiers killed Chekika, strung up his corpse
as a warning, and left the Everglades by way of the river that now bears Harney’s
name. Chekika’s Hammock lies within Everglades National Park about a mile south of
the Tamiami Trail, east of the Shark Valley Loop Road. By early 1842, the Army and
the American public were thoroughly exhausted from fighting the Seminoles. Almost
46 Dovell, 60-67; James Hammond, Florida’s Vanishing Trail (N.p.: printed by author, 2008),
75; John C. Paige, Historic Resource Study for Everglades National Park (Denver: National Park
Service, 1986), 33-42. Paige provides a detailed account of the military operations in the Everglades
during the Second and Third Seminole Wars.
47 The term Spanish Indian seems not to have had a precise meaning. It was sometimes applied
to Indians who spoke Spanish or had connections to Spanish speakers from Cuba. It also may have
implied that these were Indians descended from tribes like the Calusa and Tequesta who were present
during the first Spanish period.
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3,000 Indians and associated blacks had been removed west of the Mississippi River,
while an estimated 300 still held out in the Big Cypress Swamp and Everglades. The
U.S. government agreed to let these last remain, on an informal reservation running
roughly from the mouth of the Peace River in Charlotte Harbor to the Shark River.48
Before many years had passed, some whites were seeking to settle these marginal
South Florida lands that had been left by default to the Seminoles. The U.S. government worked to persuade the remaining Indians to move west, tried to cut off their
trade with Cuba, and harassed them in other ways. The Seminoles resisted the pressure,
with a band attacking U.S. troops on December 18, 1855, beginning the Third Seminole War. The Army again made repeated raids into the Everglades and Big Cypress,
destroying Indian camps, burning crops in the field, and killing or capturing anyone
they could locate. The U.S. may have reoccupied Fort Poinsett at Cape Sable and also
built a new camp, called Fort Cross, at the cape. Another facility, Camp Moulder, was
established first on Chokoloskee Island and later on Pavilion Key in the Ten Thousand Islands. In May 1858, some 160 Indians under the leadership of Billy Bowlegs
(Holata Micco) gave up the struggle and agreed to remove to Oklahoma. Some 100
to 150 Indians held out in the recesses of the Big Cypress and the Everglades, but the
U.S. government tacitly allowed them to remain. No formal treaty concluded this last
war. All of today’s Seminole and Miccosukee Indians in Florida are descendants of
this group of about 150 that remained.49

Early White Settlement in the Everglades
Few white settlers were attracted to the Everglades region until fairly late in the
nineteenth century. A federal act in 1842 granting 160 acres to settlers who staked
a claim and remained for five years had little impact in South Florida. Although the
Third Seminole War had ended in 1858, Indians remained in the area and white settlers often felt insecure. In addition, the Civil War and Reconstruction ensued almost
immediately, slowing development in the region. During the Civil War, a U.S. naval
commander noted that the city of Key West got most of its fresh meat, fish, and
vegetables from farms on the mainland of Southwest Florida, indicating the presence
there of a few hunters, ranchers, and farmers. Settlement was hampered because the
region was remote, lacked good transportation, was flooded through much of the year,
and had intense heat and humidity plus clouds of insects in the summer months. After
the Civil War, cattle raising was practiced in the Caloosahatchee and Kissimmee River
Valleys. By 1900, a handful of settlers had made their way to the higher ground on
48 Paige, 48-51, 99-101; William C. Sturtevant, “Chakaika and the ‘Spanish Indians’: Documentary
Sources Compared with Seminole Tradition,” Tequesta 13 (1953):35-73.
49 Paige, 58-74; Mahon and Weisman, 200-201.

28

Wilderness on the Edge: A History of Everglades National Park

the periphery of the Everglades, locating on the shores of Biscayne Bay and selected
areas on the Gulf Coast, such as Chokoloskee Island and Cape Sable. They fished;
hunted; raised sugar cane, coconuts, citrus, and other crops; and burned charcoal for
sale at Cuba and Key West. The Seminoles remained in the area, mostly keeping to
themselves. The Indians grew crops on isolated tree islands and generally visited white
settlements only to trade skins and bird plumes for items they did not themselves
produce. With no railroads or all-weather wagon roads, settlers depended mostly on
boats. Key West, more than any place on the South Florida mainland, was the locus
of economic activity in the region. The 1880 census recorded 257 white residents in
Southeast Florida.50
More extensive settlement of the Everglades would not be attempted unless the
marshy land somehow could be drained. This was an ambition of some Americans as
early as the 1830s. Florida pioneer John Lee Williams wrote in 1837 of the wonderful
possibilities for agriculture in the Everglades if the region’s existing rivers could be
deepened to carry excess water to the sea and the water level thereby reduced by about
10 feet. Florida’s representatives pressed the U.S. Congress in the 1840s for action on
draining the Everglades. In 1847, President James Polk’s Secretary of the Treasury,
Robert J. Walker, commissioned T. Buckingham Smith of St. Augustine to investigate
the Everglades and prepare a report on the feasibility of draining the region for agriculture. Smith’s 1848 report concluded that the area could be drained by converting
existing rivers to canals and digging additional canals within the Everglades. He put
the cost of such drainage works at no more than $500,000 and forecast that sugar, rice,
cotton, coffee, citrus, coconuts, and other crops could be grown. The report included
statements from Seminole War veterans promoting the idea of drainage.51
Major public works projects like the drainage of wetlands were not considered
a federal responsibility in this period, and Florida’s politicians worked to get the vast
federal acreage in the Everglades transferred to the state. In September 1850 President
Millard Fillmore signed an act commonly known as the Swamp and Overflowed Lands
Act.52 Under this law, some 20 million acres of federal land, in the Everglades and
many other parts of Florida, ultimately would be given to the state. To coordinate the
transfer and development of this land, the Florida legislature in 1855 established the
Board of Trustees of the Internal Improvement Fund (IIF). The board was given the
50 Dovell, 104-109; Michael Grunwald, The Swamp: The Everglades, Florida, and the Politics of
Paradise (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2006), 73-75; Joe Knetsch and Paul S. George, “A Problematical Law: The Armed Occupation Act of 1842 and its Impact on Southeast Florida,” Tequesta 53
(1993):77-78; James W. Covington, “The Indian Scare of 1849,” Tequesta 21 (1961):53-63.
51 Dovell, 57, 82-91; John Lee Williams, The Territory of Florida, or, Sketches of the Topography,
Civil and Natural History, of the Country, the Climate, and the Indian Tribes: from the First Discovery to the Present Time, with a Map, Views (New York: A. T. Goodrich, 1837).
52 The official title is An Act to Enable the State of Arkansas and Other States to Reclaim the
Swamp and Overflowed Lands within Their Limits.
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authority to sell state land and also to convey it to private parties who would undertake
drainage or transportation projects. At first the board was much more interested in
transportation projects—canals and railroads—than in drainage. Questionable actions
by the board resulted in lawsuits, and in 1872, a federal court placed the fund in receivership. This meant the fund’s board could dispose of land by cash sale only, which precluded drainage schemes. Land grants from the board were the only incentive available
to entice private interests to take on expensive drainage projects.53
The first serious effort to drain the Everglades was undertaken by a saw and
file manufacturer from Philadelphia, Hamilton Disston. Described by Michael Grunwald as a “visionary capitalist,” Disston first came to Florida on a fishing trip in the
1870s. Excited by the possibilities of development in the Everglades, Disston in January 1881 made a bargain with the Trustees of the IIF to drain some 12 million acres.
In return, he would receive one-half of the acreage that he was able to reclaim. The
fund was still mired in lawsuits and receivership, however, so Florida Governor William Bloxham persuaded Disston to purchase outright some four million acres in the
Kissimmee and Caloosahatchee watersheds. This brought the state a million dollars,
restored solvency to the IIF, and allowed it to grant land to Disston’s company as the
drainage work proceeded. Disston’s plan was to permanently lower the level of Lake
Okeechobee by channelizing portions of the Kissimmee River, converting the Caloosahatchee River into a discharge canal, and digging at least one canal south from Lake
Okeechobee through the Everglades. Between 1882 and 1884, considerable work was
done in the Kissimmee and Caloosahatchee River watersheds. In the fall of 1883, a
130-foot steamboat, the Bertha Lee, used the newly constructed and improved waterways to make its way from Ft. Myers to the town of Kissimmee. Later, in 1888-1889,
about ten miles of canal were dug south from Ritta on Lake Okeechobee into the
Everglades marsh. This canal later was completed by the state as the Miami Canal (see
below). According to a state audit, Disston permanently reclaimed about 80,000 acres
in the upper Kissimmee Valley. He died in 1896, and the company he founded did no
more drainage work after that date.54
Until recently, most historians concluded that although he succeeded in reclaiming a portion of the upper Kissimmee basin for agriculture, Disston ultimately failed.
A careful examination of historical records by McVoy et al. indicates that Disston may
in fact have achieved a 3- to 5-foot reduction in the level of Lake Okeechobee that
lasted for a number of years. This estimate is based on eyewitness observations rather
than measurements of lake levels, and therefore has a degree of imprecision. It seems
53 Dovell, 98-115; Grunwald, 67. Originally, the five board members were the state’s governor,
comptroller, treasurer, attorney general, and registrar of lands.
54 Grunwald, 85; Dovell, 122-126, 135-138; McVoy et al., 157-162, supplementary materials on
DVD, 17.
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apparent, however, that after the mid-1880s, the level of Lake Okeechobee had sunk
below that of the surrounding marsh and that the Everglades from that point did not
receive significant outflow from the lake, as it had for centuries, if not millennia. If this
was the case, the dramatic changes to Everglades hydrology began not with the state’s
efforts in the 1910s, but two decades earlier.55
Following the abandonment of Disston’s project, drainage of the Everglades
was not pursued until the Progressive Era of the early twentieth century. Two Florida
governors, William Sherman Jennings (1901-1905) and Napoleon Bonaparte Broward
(1905-1909), for the first time committed the state to the drainage and reclamation
of the Everglades. In the years before Jennings took office, the state legislature and
the trustees of the IIF had made lavish land grants to railroads. Governor Jennings
refused to fulfill what he believed were illegal commitments, the IIF was again tied up
in litigation, and the state did not proceed with Everglades drainage during his term.
Jennings, however, drew the attention of the state’s residents and outside investors to
the Everglades. Broward then made reclamation of the Everglades the cornerstone
of his successful 1904 gubernatorial campaign. One of his first acts was to appoint
outgoing governor Jennings as legal counsel to the Trustees of the IIF, and the two
men worked together to promote drainage.56 Broward then got the legislature to create
a state Board of Drainage Commissioners, which had the same membership as the
board of trustees of the IIF. This new board then established an Everglades Drainage
District (EDD) embracing some 4,300,000 acres, with powers of taxation within the
district (figure 1-12 Everglades Drainage District). Large land owners in the district
challenged the tax in the courts, but Broward moved forward with the limited funds
available to the IIF. In July 1906, dredging began on a canal from Lake Okeechobee to
the New River, which discharges to the Atlantic at Fort Lauderdale.57
Minimal study of climate, hydrology, and soil conditions preceded the beginning
of the state’s effort. In 1907, The Bureau of Irrigation and Drainage Investigations
of the U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) began field work necessary to prepare
a report on Everglades drainage. Litigation against the IIF was settled out of court
in December 1907, and the trustees were then able to sell 500,000 acres to Richard
J. Bolles. This allowed the dredging work to be expanded to improving the existing
Caloosahatchee Canal and completing the canal begun by Disston to connect Lake
Okeechobee with the Miami River. Under pressure from Governor Albert W. Gilchrist
(1909-1913), extracts from the USDA report, written by engineer James Wright, were released without adequate review in March 1909. In the words of Michael Grunwald, the
55 McVoy et al., 162-163.
56 Jennings and his wife, May Mann Jennings, were instrumental in establishing Royal Palm State
Park in the Everglades (see chapter 2). The Jenningses and others in the period saw conservation and
drainage in the Everglades as compatible goals.
57 Dovell, 194-215; McCally, 90-92.
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Wright report was “a mess of bad data, bad analysis, and bad recommendations.”
Nevertheless, it appeared to give the imprimatur of the USDA to Everglades drainage,
and dredging work increased dramatically during Gilchrist’s administration. Hearings
in the U.S. House of Representatives in 1912 revealed the flaws in the Wright report
and cast a shadow over the state’s Everglades reclamation work.58
The uproar created by the revelations concerning the Wright report became the
responsibility of Florida’s next governor, Park Trammell (1913-1917). He secured passage of new state legislation that gave the EDD authority to borrow money and to
issue as much as $6 million in bonds. This borrowing was to be supported by the
proceeds from a new tax within the district. In a further effort to restore confidence,
the state arranged for an independent body, the Everglades Engineering Commission,
to review the entire Everglades project and provide recommendations. Headed by
Isham Randolph, a nationally prominent hydraulic engineer, the commission issued its
report in October 1913. The commission concluded “that the drainage of the Florida
Everglades is entirely practicable” and economically sound. The commission’s most
important recommendation was for a major new canal from the eastern shore of
Lake Okeechobee to the St. Lucie River, which was meant to draw large volumes of
water from the lake and prevent flooding. It further recommended digging additional
diagonal canals north of the Miami Canal, the improvement of existing canals, and a
canal from the northwest shore of Lake Okeechobee. The Randolph report served as
the master plan for Everglades drainage from 1913 until the hurricanes of the 1920s.59
Although the state now had a plan, it continued to struggle with financing its
implementation. By the early 1920s, Florida had expended $13 million on Everglades
drainage. The monies came entirely from EDD taxes and borrowing; the legislature
declined to make appropriations from the state’s general fund. In addition to improving Disston’s Caloosahatchee Canal, the state had completed the North New River Canal (1912), the South New River Canal (1913), the Miami Canal (1913), the Hillsboro
Canal (1915), and the West Palm Beach Canal (1920). The soils dredged up to create
these “muck” canals rapidly subsided or oxidized, leaving the water level surrounding
the canals the same as the level within the canals. The St. Lucie Canal was not completed until the 1930s. In 1921, the EDD began construction of a muck levee on Lake
Okeechobee’s south shore, meant to protect the farms and towns that had been established there. Many of the existing canals were in need of dams and locks to prevent
water from running back toward the big lake at times of low water. Canals were not
always well maintained, and unanticipated problems had arisen. The carrying capacity

58 Dovell, 243-244, 283; Grunwald, 154-157, quotation at 157.
59 Dovell, 341-349; McCally, 109-115.
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of some of the diagonal canals had actually decreased, because the soil on their banks
had subsided or because they had become choked with silt and water hyacinths.60

The Tamiami Trail
In addition to the state’s canal building, the construction of a highway across the
Everglades in the 1910s and 1920s influenced the region’s hydrology and settlement
patterns. As early as 1914, voices were calling for a road across the Everglades and the
Big Cypress Swamp to link the developed areas on the two coasts. The project soon
was branded the Tamiami Trail, conjoining the names of the two terminus cities, Tampa and Miami. The portion of the road on the Gulf Coast from Naples to Tampa presented many challenges, notably bridging the Caloosahatchee River for the first time.
Building the east-west section through the wetlands was a more daunting challenge.
Dade and Lee Counties began the project in September 1916, joined by Collier County
when it was split off from Lee in 1923. The state assumed responsibility in 1924, and
the 273-mile-long road was dedicated to great fanfare in April 1928. The Tamiami
Trail was constructed with limestone rock blasted and dredged up to create an elevated roadway 30 feet wide. The adjacent dredged area, sometimes known as a borrow
trench, on the north filled with water and became the Tamiami Canal (figure 1-13, drill
barge on the Tamiami Canal). Once completed, the road was heavily used by tourists,

Figure 1-13. Drill Barge on the Tamiami Canal, 1927
60 McCally, 131-132; Grunwald, 182-184; McVoy et al., 32-34.
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and provided enhanced access to markets for some farmers and loggers. Building the
trail ended up adding to the negative environmental effects of drainage canals. Although bridges and later culverts were constructed to carry water under the roadbed,
they had very limited capacity. The elevated trail acted as a dam, cutting off sheet flow
and generally lowering water levels to the south. Once the trail opened, some Miccosukee Indians began to relocate from their remote camps, many of them in the Big
Cypress Swamp, to camps along the trail. The Trail Indians, as they came to be known,
sold souvenirs and created diversions like alligator wrestling to entertain tourists. Other Indians gravitated to villages operated commercially by whites in the Miami area.61

Settlement and Farming in the
Everglades after the State’s Drainage
The construction of canals and roads in the first three decades of the twentieth
century had far-reaching effects on the ecology of the Everglades and influenced settlement patterns. The state’s activities had the effect of lowering water levels throughout the region. This made agriculture more feasible in the deeper muck soils south
and east of Lake Okeechobee, which previously had been sawgrass marsh or custard
apple swamp. Farther south, the lowered water levels probably made winter vegetable
growing more viable in the transverse glades and on the very eastern edges of the
Everglades. It also affected the behavior and abundance of game and fish, which remained important resources for the area’s residents.

The Upper Glades
At the time that the Trustees of the IIF began selling land in 1908, some large
tracts were purchased by speculators who immediately began reselling smaller parcels. A land boom was soon under way in the Upper Everglades. Wildly optimistic
advertising convinced buyers that a farmstead of just 10 acres on the rich reclaimed
muckland surrounding Lake Okeechobee would be profitable. This quickly proved to
be an illusion—drainage had not progressed far enough, and vegetable farmers lacked
transportation to get crops to markets in cities. Sustained farming efforts did not get
underway until railroad links were available. Growth along the coasts of South Florida
had already gotten a big boost from the efforts of two railroad entrepreneurs: Henry
M. Flagler and Henry Plant. Flagler extended his Florida East Coast Railway to West
61 Gary Garrett, “Blasting Through Paradise: The Construction and Consequences of the Tamiami Trail,” in Paradise Lost?: The Environmental History of Florida, ed. Jack E. Davis and Raymond Arsenault (Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 2005), 270-271; McVoy, et al., 35-36, 95-96;
Paige, 116-124; Jack E. Davis, An Everglades Providence: Marjory Stoneman Douglas and the
American Environmental Century (Athens: University of Georgia Press, 2009), 291-292.
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Palm Beach in 1894, to Miami in 1896, and to Homestead in 1904. On the Gulf Coast,
Plant developed an extensive network of rail and steamship lines. His Atlantic Coast
Line Railroad reached Ft. Myers in 1904. In January 1915, the Florida East Coast
Railway extended a branch line to Okeechobee City on the lake’s north shore, and in
1918, the Atlantic Coast Line Railroad reached Moore Haven on the south shore (figure 1-14, mural celebrating arrival of railroad at Okeechobee). These rail links allowed

Figure 1-14. Mural celebrating the arrival of the railroad at Okeechobee

farmers in the Upper Everglades to ship produce in refrigerated cars and also served a
thriving Lake Okeechobee commercial fishery focused on catfish.62
Farmers in the early 1920s encountered a number of difficulties in bringing drained
land into production. Clearing the land of sawgrass and pond apple trees turned out to
be arduous labor. After being drained, the muck soils of the area compacted and oxidized and the ground sank; the dried soils also sometimes blew away and easily caught
fire. In addition, the soils lacked some needed nutrients (phosphorous, potassium,
copper, and manganese), and many crops failed to thrive. Not until 1927 did scientists
come up with an appropriate fertilizer formula to make up for these deficiencies. Still,
some farmers, especially those with previous experience with muck soils, were able to
turn a profit working land on the shores of Lake Okeechobee and on the eastern edge
of the Everglades Basin (figure 1-15, Housing for black tomato field workers). Almost
all of this progress was wiped out by the hurricanes of 1926 and 1928. The hurricane
62 McCally, 120-121; Lawrence E. Will, A Cracker History of Okeechobee (Belle Glade, Fla.:
Glades Historical Society, 1964), 120-126.
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of September 1926
destroyed portions of
the muck dike on the
south shore of Lake
Okeechobee between
Newhall and Clewiston. Worst hit was
Moore Haven, where
a wall of water 10 to
15 feet high wiped out
Figure 1-15. Housing for
the town. The storm
African American tomato field workers, 1927
killed around 400 and
left 40,000 homeless in South Florida. The September 1928 hurricane was even more
devastating. It affected the whole southeastern shore of the lake, claiming 2,500 lives,
most of them African-American agricultural laborers (figure 1-16, Belle Glade after
the 1928 hurricane). Damage was estimated at four million dollars. It was abundantly
clear by the winter of 1928-1929 that the problem of Everglades drainage was far
from solved.63
The damage wrought by the hurricanes brought the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers (the Corps) into the Everglades water management picture for the first time. By

Figure 1-16. Belle Glade after the 1928 hurricane

63 Dovell, 412-414, 427, 464; Hanna and Hanna, 255-261; Grunwald, 187-188, 192-193.
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early 1929, it was clear to all that the state’s emphasis on reclaiming marsh land for
agriculture had neglected the flood danger posed by Lake Okeechobee. The Corps disclaimed any responsibility for drainage per se, but navigation and flood control were
within its purview. After studying the situation, the Corps recommended improving
the water-discharging capacities of the St. Lucie and Caloosahatchee Canals and the
construction of a much higher levee all along the south bank of Lake Okeechobee
and at selected places on its other banks. The Congress authorized this work in July
1930, with the proviso that the State of Florida contribute two million dollars to its
cost. The Congress later reduced the state’s portion to $500,000. Work commenced
in November 1930 on what ended up becoming an 85-mile-long barrier, known as
the Herbert Hoover Dike, averaging between 34 and 38 feet above sea level. This cost
federal taxpayers $18.5 million dollars and blocked lake views from all the surrounding
countryside. In the aftermath of the hurricanes, the state appointed another board of
engineers to revisit drainage and flood control issues. One of its recommendations
was the dredging of new, shorter east-west canals through the Everglades to the Atlantic. The EDD, however, already had a huge burden servicing its existing bond debt.
With the onset of the Great Depression, substantially no additional drainage work was
completed by the state for two decades.64

The Lower Glades
The Lower Glades largely lacked the rich muck soils of the Upper Glades. Residents in this region continued a way of life centering on hunting, fishing, and limited
agriculture (Figure 1-17, Coconuts awaiting shipment at Cape Sable). Cash income
came largely from selling produce, hides, fish and plumes,65 trading with the Indian
population, serving as guides for sportsmen, burning charcoal, collecting tanbark, and
harvesting a local plant known as coontie to produce starch. The population on the
keys and the mainland from Cape Sable north into the Ten Thousand Islands grew
slowly. By 1900, Flamingo near East Cape Sable and Chokoloskee Island were established villages. Most of the settlers were white, but some African Americans were
employed as farm laborers and boat hands. East of the Everglades, the shores of
Biscayne Bay attracted citrus growers, sponge fishermen, and others. Many of South
Florida’s residents continued to fish, hunt, and gather in the interior marshes of the
Everglades, often setting up temporary camps. A substantial industrial operation involving the extraction of tannin from the bark of mangrove trees operated from 1904
to 1923 on Shark River within what would become the park (figure 17-5). The Manetta
Company built a 2.5-acre platform over the mangrove swamp, on which it constructed
64 Dovell, 432-33, 483-486; Hanna and Hanna, 264-266.
65 See chapter 2 for a more detailed discussion of the plume and pelt trade.
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Figure 1-17. Coconuts awaiting shipment at Cape Sable

separate housing for white and black workers, machine shops, offices, and drying
sheds. Production stopped after a hurricane in 1910, but resumed during World War I
and continued sporadically until 1923.66
The construction of the Ingraham Highway from Miami to Royal Palm Hammock in 1916 and all the way to Flamingo by 1922 improved access to some areas.
When Henry Flagler decided in 1902 to extend his Florida East Coast Railroad to
Key West, he had two routes surveyed. One was through the Everglades from Homestead to Cape Sable. This route was not selected for the railroad, but Flagler hoped to
profit from the Everglades land he had received from the state as compensation for
laying track down the Atlantic coast. To market this real estate, Flagler had formed
the Model Land Company, headed by his key lieutenant, James E. Ingraham.67 This
company and another Flagler outfit, the Dade Muck Company, worked with the Dade
County Commissioners in planning a motor road from Homestead to Cape Sable by
66 The tannin extract was used in tanning leather. Before the introduction of electric motors beginning in the 1920s and 1930s, a tremendous amount of leather was required by American factories
for the belts that transferred power from drive shafts to individual machines. See chapter 17 for the
current status of the Shark River factory site. Tebeau, 118-120.
67 Ingraham had previously worked for another Florida railroad builder, Henry Plant.
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way of Royal Palm Hammock. The road was named the Ingraham Highway in honor
of James Ingraham.68
The J. B. McCrary Company began dredging operations in 1915 along the surveyed route of the new road. As with the Tamiami Trail, the road bed was created
by excavating fill from the marsh adjacent to the highway, creating a “borrow” canal
next to the road. As detailed below in chapter 2, a barely passable road was built from
Homestead to Royal Palm Hammock by November 1916. Slowed by the American
entry into World War I in April 1917, construction efforts brought the road to the
Monroe County line by 1920. Finally, in 1922 the road was completed to the vicinity of Coot Bay and Mud Lake. Paralleling the road was the borrow canal, known
as the Homestead Canal. From Royal Palm Hammock, the highway ran southwest,
then west to Sweet Bay Pond, then south again before angling off the southwest.
Just south of Coot Bay, a spur road ran south to Flamingo, flanked by the Flamingo
(later Buttonwood) Canal. The Homestead Canal extended another eight miles west
to Lake Ingraham, but it is unclear whether a graded road was ever constructed along
this stretch. As completed, the Ingraham Highway had a 37-foot right-of-way. The
road was rock-surfaced only in Dade County; the Monroe County portion had a marl
surface.69
Ingraham Highway was a primitive road, and the Monroe County section was
often impassable in the rainy season. The road’s sharp turns and the adjacent canal
made it hazardous for motorists. When portions of the road were flooded during the
rainy season, small boats could navigate the canal. A few entrepreneurs attempted
agriculture along the route of the highway. One was Governor Jenning’s widow, May
Mann Jennings, who had 300 acres of orange trees on her Madeira Farms property.70
Hopeful farmers dug several canals at Cape Sable to drain the land for agriculture.
These canals were counterproductive, allowing seawater to saturate the coastal prairies
and ruining their agricultural potential. The Model Land Company subdivided some
of its property at Cape Sable and built a small clubhouse and swimming pool. Its efforts to sell lots for vacation homes were a failure. The Ingraham Highway reoriented
the economic activity of Cape Sable and Flamingo from Key West to Homestead and
Miami, allowing commercial fishermen and others to move their products to market
by truck. By the mid-1930s, more than 100 fish houses were operating from Chokoloskee to Cape Sable, some of them at Flamingo and Snake Bight in what would become
68 Paige, 181-182; Mrs. Henry J. Burkhardt, “Starch Making: A Pioneer Florida Industry,” Tequesta
12 (1952):47-54.
69 Mance Buttram, Christine Trebellas, Melissa Memory, and Laura Ogden, A Cultural

Resource Assessment of the Old Ingraham Highway and Homestead, East Cape Sable and Buttonwood
Canals (Homestead, Fla.: Everglades National Park, July 2009), 34, 41.

70 A 1953 park publication noted that “the old cultivation rows” on Jenning’s property were still
visible approximately 12 miles inside the park along the Ingraham Highway. “Self Guiding Tour into
Everglades National Park,” Jan. 1953, NARA M-A, RG 79, 79-62A-305, box 110.
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Everglades National Park. Clam beds once extended from Chokoloskee south to the
area of Harney River. Residents gathered clams and brought them to two canneries on
Marco Island farther north on the Gulf Coast. The highway also gave hunters better
access to the Everglades and provided access to the Miami market for moonshiners
and liquor smugglers.71
A major real estate boom hit Florida’s Atlantic Coast in the 1920s. Miami was the
epicenter of this speculative mania, with building lots often changing hands several
times a day, each time at a higher price. Many were induced to buy Everglades land
sight unseen. The Tropical Development Company bought three sections of land
(more than 100 square miles) in the Lostmans River area and planned a subdivision
called Poinciana. The company established a sales office on Onion Key and sold almost ten thousands lots, mostly to out-of-state buyers. The company claimed that
many of the properties fronted Lostmans River, but all of them were at least a mile
away in mangrove forests. The Florida boom was already on shaky ground when the
September 1926 hurricane blew away the operation on Onion Key. The collapse of
Poinciana left many real estate title issues that would confront the NPS during land
acquisition in the 1950s (see chapter 6).72
By the late 1920s, the Everglades had already been dramatically affected by drainage canals and road building. The lowering of water levels had made more intensive
agriculture possible in the northern Everglades and a few eastern sections of the
Lower Glades. The presence of the Ingraham Highway provided easier access to markets for fishermen at Flamingo and nearby areas. Most of the Everglades, however,
especially the 1.5 million acres of the ridge and slough landscape, remained unsettled,
except for a handful of Seminoles and whites who had camps on tree islands. The
collapse of the real estate boom slowed economic activity in the region several years
before the onset of the national Great Depression. Many, however, still hoped to
make the Everglades a major agricultural area. Additionally, as will be shown in the
next chapter, some also wanted to preserve portions of the Everglades.

71 Paige, 87, 181-182; Tebeau, 104, 113-117; Linda D. Vance, “May Mann Jennings and Royal
Palm State Park,” Florida Historical Quarterly 45/1 (July 1976):5-6; Buttram, Trebellas, Memory,
and Ogden, 33-34, 45, 47.
72 Paul S. George, “Brokers, Binders, and Builders: Greater Miami’s Boom of the Mid-1920s,
Florida Historical Quarterly 65/1 (July 1986):27-28; “1,350 Still Paying Taxes to Phantom Town,”
Miami Herald, Sep. 22, 1958; Tebeau, 113-117.

