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By Stuart Mclver

Times are
hard for
Miami but
the Magic
City is not
alone in jts
problems.
Other cities
have run

, ; into trou-
bles as bad as Miami’s — and have
come through them victoriously.

Let’s go back to 1934 when the
island of Key West was baking ‘neach
a scorching July sun and Conchs won-
dered where their next job and even
their next meal was coming from. Per
capita income was down to $7 4
month. The city, $5,000,000 in debr,
hadn’t paid s employees in weeks,
Garbage, lovingly warmed by a tropi-
cal sun, lay uncollected in the streets.

Enter Julius Stone, Jr, an
unlikely and at the same time perfect
choice to solve the dilemma, Stone
held a Ph.D. in organic chemistry
from Harvard, was a wizard at play-
ing the stock marker (at least until
1929), and a member of 4 wealthy
Ohio family of manufacturers, He
was also a New Deal administrator
and before his contradictory career
ended, a lawyer, con man, embezzler,
tax cheat and fugitive from the law.
He brought many of these diverse
skills into play to transform the poor-
est city in America into a world-
famous tourist mecca.

Once Floridas largest city, the
Conch Capital had seen s popula-
tion plunge from 26,000 to 12,000
in 24 years, The cigar industry —
11,000 jobs — had moved to Tampa
and the sponge diving trade to Tar-
pon Springs. The era of shipwreck
salvaging, the nefarious pursuit which
once made Key West Americas rich-
est City in per capita income, was
long gone. Even the Navy was mov-
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ing out after more than a century. Its
biggest hotel and the only railroad
serving the town were both bank-
rupt. Eighty percent of the Conchs
were on welfare.

The city celebrated the Fourth
of July, 1934, by declaring itself
bankrupt. Key West surrendered all
its legal powers to the state. Florida
had problems of its own so it passed
the island kingdom off to the federal
government.

The timing couldn’t have been
better. America’s New Deal president,
Franklin D. Roosevelt, had put into
motion a program called the Federal
Emergency Relief Administration
(FERA). Florida Governor David
Scholtz asked that FERA’s southeast
director handle the Key West prob-
lem personally. The director’s name
was Julius Stone.

Something abour the challenge
appealed to the imaginative, creative
and rotally high-handed Stone, Prob-
ably he was intrigued by the enormi-
ty of making the nacion’s biggest loser
a winner again.

Stone had a million dollars
worth of FERA funds to play around
with. He also had authority to do it
his way. He brought in a staff of 11
engineers, architecrs, city planners, a
lawyer and a publicity man.

The city was a mess. The
garbage in the hot, tropical paradise
had to be taken care of right away.
Stone’s first move was to recrujt
unpaid volunteers, some 4,000 of
them, to clean up the city. Unham-
pered by any environmental consid-
erations, he had them simply dump
garbage and trash into the ocean.

While the cleanup was taking
the Conchs’ minds off their troubles,
he set abour studying the three
options set before him. One was sim-
ply to apply FERA funds to relief
payments, which would include food

and medical care for the city for a
five-year period. That would cost
$2,500,000 and would solve nothing
in the long run. There would still be
no jobs, no tax base, no hope.

The second option, estimated
to cost $7,500,000, would be to
admir that Key West simply didn’t
work, then pay the cost of evacuating
everybody on the island to the
Tampa Bay area, where the cigar and
sponge jobs had gone. Too costly, he
concluded, and too likely to trigger
armed insurrection from the individ-
ualistic Conchs.

The third way was to find some
means of creating jobs so the Conchs
could stay on their island and st]]
make a living. Stone Tooked at the
blue warers, the rustling palms, the
sunsets. What he saw was 2 tropical
island that a tourist could reach with-
outan ocean cruise ship. America’s
Bermuda, that’s whar he saw.

Stone even started wearing
Bermuda shorts to work, hoping oth-
ers would follow suit. One day one
of his volunteers showed up for work
in his drawers. His explanation: “If
Julius Stone can come to work in his
underwear, so can 1.”

Julius set his volunteers to work
renovating some 200 guest houses,
building thacched huts on the beach-
es, painting and cleaning up restau-
rants, bars and nightclubs and
remodeling the bankrupt Casa Mari-
na Hotel so it could reopen. Streets
were landscaped and coconur palms
were planted. A municipal sewer sys-
tem replaced outhouses, work was
resumed on a highway to link the
island to the mainland by automobile
and repairs were speeded up on the
Key West Airport. An aquarium was
built on Mallory Square.

Artists from the WPA Federal
Arts Project were brought in to do
watercolors and paintings. These
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were used on postcards and tourism
brochures, then used to beautify
restaurants and ocher businesses.

Within a year unemployment
was cut by two-thirds and business
at hotels and restaurants boomed.
Two years after the program started
Key West was able to resume the
basic task of governing itself again.

Stone was not without critics.
Labeled the “Kingfish,” he was blast-
ed in conservative papers and
columns as a dicrator. A killjoy Sara-
sota paper, offended by Stone’s sup-
port of an enlivened nightlife in Key
West, called the program “NCER —
Night Club Emergency Relief.”

Mightily impressed with his
own importance, he once said:
“With a scracch of my pen I started
this work in Key West and with a
scratch of pen I can stop it — just
like that!”

No doubrt abour it, Stone was
an arrogant, high-handed adminis-
trator. Many things he did were ille-
gal and it is apparent that he contin-
ually bypassed democratic proce-
dures. He made deals that FERA
guidelines did not permit. If he
wanted it done, he just did it.

“I got away with it,” he said
years later to a writer for The New
Yorker, “because we were so far off

‘no one knew what we were doing ...

also because I chose a time when
(Harry] Hopkins (FERA boss) was
on a long vacation.”

Stonc’s tactics wouldn’t work in
Miami’s case. They were possible in
part because conditions were so dire
in the depression that people were
willing to unite behind unorthodox
new approaches. Something had to
be done and everybody knew it.
Nobody worried about taxes, they
worried about breakfast.

Energy these days seems to be
channeled largely into bickering,
playing it safe and coming up with
comfortable solutions when actually
there might not be any that are
comfortable.

Still, when things look dark in
the Magic City, just remember it
took the Kingfish only two years to
turn the poorest city in America into
one of Florida’s most delightful desti-
nations. Why would you doubt that
great things also lie ahead for Miami?
We just have to face up to the task.

Cxccedi_ug your culinary expectations.

Coconut GROVE'S SPECIAL SECRET. ..
Prime location, great ambiance and world class cuisine
are a few of the many reasons wlly The J‘_\"lay{air Guill is a

tm]y delighﬂ:ul flining experience. We look forward to

For Reservations, please call 442-2131
3000 Florida Avenue

Coconut Grove, Miami, Florida
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Historical Museum of Southern Florida

Metro-Dade Cultural Center, 101 West Flagler Street,
Miami, (305) 375-1492

General Information: Open Monday through Saturday,

10 a.m.-5 p.m.; Thursdays until 9 p.m.; Sundays, 12 noon-5

p.m. Closed on Thanksgiving, Christmas and New Year’s Day.
Adults $4; Children 6-12 $2. Members Free.

SPECIAL EXHIBITIONS
A SLAVE SHIP SPEAKS: THE WRECK OF THE HENRIETTA MARIE
February 14 - May 4, 1997
This exhibit features the wreck of the earliest merchant-slave ship identified by
name in the Western Hemisphere — the Henrietta Marie. Visitors will experience
the late 17th century first-hand while they come face-to-face with artifacts from
the wreck, read a broad historical summary abour the “triangular route” and trace
the consequences of this grim trade into the present day. The exhibit will focus on
Afro-European relations, and the influence of West African artistic, musical, oral
and religious traditions on the evolution of modern America.

TRANSATLANTIC LINKAGES: THE GULLAH/GEECHEE-SIERRA LEONE CONNECTION
March 3 - May 25, 1997-Museum Lobby

An exploration of the West African traditions that have been preserved in a small
community on the sea islands of Georgia and South Carolina. This exhibic will
celebrate the culcural linkage and the rich heritage shared by the descendants of
Africans taken from their homeland to work as slaves in America.

SPECIAL EVENTS
“THE WRECK OF THE HENRIETTA MARIE” LECTURE SERIES
Thursday evenings, February 20 - April 24, 6-8 p.m.
Join in a series of lectures, workshops and films to learn more about the Henrierta
Marie. Hear the perspectives of scholars, experience the discovery as members of
the National Association of Black Scuba Divers recant their adventures, and dis-
cover the cultures of the Henrietta Maries passengers and cargo in film and discus-
sion. In conjunction with Miami-Dade Community College Adult Continuing
Education program. Free to the public.

CariB FEST - April 19, 1997

A day of music, dance, storytelling, poetry, crafts and foods from the diverse cultures
of the Caribbean. Featuring artists from the Caribbean and from South Florida’s
Caribbean communities. Also guided tours of A Slave Ship Speaks exhibition and
educational programs on the African diaspora at the Historical Museum. CaribFest
and Historical Museum admission is free. On the Metro-Dade Cultural Center.

SPRINGTIME HARVEST FESTIVAL

April 26 - 27, 1997, 10:00 a.m. - 5:00 p.m. (both days)

Dade County Youth Fair Grounds & Expo Center at Tamiami Park, Coral Way
and SW 112th Ave. If you crave even more diverse cultural experiences, check out
this annual South Florida favorite as it continues the tradition of family fun with
hundreds of crafts exhibitors, educational (and often entertaining) activities for
kids, fascinating exhibits and more. Admission for adults is $4, children (5-12) $2.
Call (305) 375-1492 for information.

FALL 1996/WINTER 1997

{ FLORIDAS
| ARTAND
| CULTURE

THE MUSEUM OF FLORIDA’S ART
AND CULTURE
13300 U.S. Hwy. 98
Sebring, FL 33870
(941) 655-0392
htep://www.954.com/AARF/mofac

General Information: The Museum is
temporarily located at the above address.
Hours are 9 a.m. to 5 p.m., Monday
through Friday. Group tours are by
appointment. There is no admission
charge. The Museum is devoted exclusive-
ly to the artists of Florida whose work is
an interpretation of Floridafs history, her-
itage or environment.

EXHIBITS
VANISHING FLORIDA
February 21 - March 31, 1997

Photography by Chica Stracener.

DownN IN EL.A.: A FAr SIDE VIEW
OF THE SUNSHINE STATE

April 1 - May 31, 1997

Paintings by John Wilton.




FrLoriDA HISTORY
CENTER & MUSEUM
Burt Reynolds Park
805 North U.S. Highway 1
Jupiter
(407) 747-6639

General Information: The Florida His-
tory Center & Museum is open all year.
Examine arcifacts from early Florida
inhabitants in the permanent museum
collection and view the traveling
exhibits. Open Tuesday through Friday,
10 a.m.-5 p.m. and weekends 1-5 p.m.
Closed on Mondays. $4 adults; $3
seniors; $2 children.

The Jupiter Inlet Lighthouse is open
Sunday - Wednesday, 10 a.m.-4 p.m.
{Must be 487 tall to climb.) For infor-
mation: (405) 747-8380. $5.

The DuBois Pioneer Home is open
Sunday and Wednesday, 1-5 p.m. $2.

EXHIBITS
JUPITER SHIPWRECKS EXHIBIT
AT THE JurITER TowN HALL
Jan. 10 - Juiy 31, 1997
A very special display that features
artifacts found by Peter Leo of The
Jupiter Wreck to educate area resi-
dents about the unique history of
our sunken coastal treasures. Free.

ForT MYERS
HisTorRICAL MUSEUM
2300 Peck Street, Fort Myers
(941) 332-6879

General Information: Open Tuesday
through Friday, 9 a.m. - 4 p.m. and Sat-
urday, 10 a.m. - 4 p.m. Closed Sundays
and Mondays. Admission is $2.50 for
adults and $1 for children under 12.

Boca RaTON
HISTORICAL SOCIETY
Town Hall, 71 N. Federal Highway
Boca Raton, Florida 33432-3919
(407) 395-6766.

General Information: The Boca Raton His-

torical Society operates a Museum and Gift

Shop at the old Town Hall, 71 North Federal

Highway, Boca Raton. Hours of operation

are Tuesday through Friday, 10 a.m.-4 p.m.

EXHIBITS AND EVENTS
Boca RatoN RESORT & CLUB TOURS
Tuesday afternoons — 1:30 - 3 p.m.

$5 per person. Call 561-395-6766 for

information.

TroLLEY Tours oF HISTORIC BOcCA.
Wednesday afternoons.

$5 for BRHS members, $7.50 for non-
members. Call 561-395-6766 for reser-

vations.

41) 774-8476

.:"General- 'Informatlon' The Collier
‘County Museum explores the people,

places and everyday events that have

" shaped Collier County’s heritage. The
museum and four-acre historical park are
open Monday - Friday, 9 am. - 5 p.m.

. Exuisirs

SpaNIsH TREASURE

- FEBRUARY 24 - Jury 27, 1997
Rediscover the lost riches of Spain’s
'.'_legendary fleets and set sail for high
_adventure in this exhibition of nearly
1 200 artifacts that have been on the
s floor for over 350 yeus,

Adm .. 1sslon' '$5

THE ROAD
T0O
CLEWISTON

CLEWISTON MUSEUM
112 South Commercio Street,
Clewiston

(813) 983-2870

General Information: The Clewiston
Museum, founded in 1984, is a growing
museum, collecting and displaying
items, large and small, important and
trivial, which reflect the past of Clewis-
ton and its surrounding area.

The Clewiston Museum is open 1-5
p.m. Tuesday through Saturday, with
seasonal adjustments. No admission fee
is charged; however, donations are
encouraged.

UTH FLORIDA HISTORY MAGAZINE
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Dear Editors:

[ picked up your excellent publica-

tion at our local historical museum. I

enjoyed it and congratulate you both on B

the piece and for your 100 years. Ours :
was celebrated in 1995, but our growth . and

PRESERVATION

does not begin to approach yours.

May I draw your attention to a little

error in the terms of the Adams-Onis /3 ' for :: : Al .
treaty of 1819, finally ratified by Spain in it FINE ART
1821. Spain ceded Florida, East and West, "

to the United States. In return the U.S. . W& : and

agreed to assume the claims of its citizens ¥ i & . ANTIQUES

against Spain up to five million dollars.

Thus, the money would remain in the U.
S. when and if paid. The U.S. also
dropped its claim to Texas and defined the
border with Spain in the southwest and
California. Your version indicates that the
U.S. would pay five million to Spanish
claims against the U. S.

As a fellow historian, T know you

Like fine wine, the value of prized art and antiques often increases with age...In

into print and later gets repeated as fact. South Florida, without careful attention, your fine possessions will deteriorate over

] ) time. For packing, moving and storage services by Museum trained professionals,

Thanks for hstemng and SUMLBRMBE  The Fortress is the ultimate solution. For a no cost, no obligation estimate, CALL
NOW. Limited availability.

realize how easily misinformation sneaks

tions on your museum. I wish ours was as
nice as yours and [ wish we were closer to
your to visit more often.

Very Sincerely, i

Francis Commiskey

Museum Quality Storage, Packing and Moving.
Fort Myers, Florida MIAMI - BOSTON - NEW YORK
(305) 374-6161

e e r——

j .70u‘ve been promised the sun First Security Trust Company |
O . and the moon by giant is a pure trust company. We

companies that want to help you customize investment, trust and
manage your assets. But they've . estate planning strategies based on
Joyce I. Kory made similar promises to everyone your special needs.
(305) 569-0029 and vou're left disappointed.

Please call today and learn how we

exceed your expectations.

Who Can Yout in the Trust Business?

FrsT SECURITY TRUST COMPANY

INVESTMENT COUNSELLORS AND FIDUCIARIES
|
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Historic Tours

CocoNUT GROVE TWILIGHT i A
WAaLKING ToUR

April 5, 1997, 5:30 p.m.

Meet at the first Pan American Airways headquarters,

now Miami City Hall, 3500 Pan American Drive. Mem-
bers: $10; Non-members: $15.

SticrsviLLE/KEY BiscAYNE BoaT TOUR

April 13, 1997, 10:00 a.m. - 1:00 p.m.

Advance reservations and non-refundable payment
are required. Members: $20; Non-members: $25.
To reserve, call (305) 375-1625.

L Historic GEsu CHURCH Tour

April 17, 1997, 4:00 p.m. - 5:00 p.m.
Meet in front of the church, 118 NE 2nd
Street. FREE!

CoraL GABLES HOUSE DINNER

May 4, 1997. 5:00 p.m. - 8:00 p.m.

Advance reservations and non-refundable payment are
required. Members: $35; non-members: $40. To reserve,

call (305) 375-1625.

Thursday Evening Presentations

art
The Historical Museum

MarcH 20

“Visual Re-Presentations of the
Middle Passage.” Conversations
with author/illustrator Tom
Feelings (7he Middle Passage: White Ships/Black Cargoes)
and S. E. Anderson (7he Black Holocaust for Beginners).

MARCH 27

“The Middle Passage and the African Diaspora.” A lec-
ture/slide presentation by Linda Heywood, Associate Pro-
fessor of History, Howard University, Washington, D.C.,
and John Thornton, Associate Professor of History,
Millersville University, Millersville, Pa.

APRIL 3

“Dos Amigos/Fair Rosamond: Replica, Traveling Museum,
International Memorial Shrine.” Discussion and slide
presentation by Dinizulu Gene Tinnie on a project to
build a full-scale replica of a nineteenth-century slaver
and anti-slave trade pursuit vessel, utilizing actual surviv-

ing design plans.

February 20 - April 24, 1997
6:00 - 8:00 PM

ArRrRIL 10

“The Maroon Experience.”
Screening of Maluala, a feature
film on African maroons in

Cuba. With comments from director Sergio Giral.

APRriL 17

“The Power of the Word: Re-Presenting the Middle Pas-
sage in African World Literature.” Readings and discus-
sion of historic and contemporary literary selections.

With Jamaican writer/critic Erna Brodber and others.

APRIL 24

“The Cultural and Spiritual Legacy of the Middle Passage
in South Florida.” A conversation with Dr. Dorothy Jenk-
ins Fields, Black Archives, History and Research Founda-
tion of South Florida, Inc. With screening of film/video
footage from the Louis Wolfson IT Media History Center.

All Thursday evening programs are free and open to the public.
Produced in collaboration with the African American Caribbean Cultural Arts Commission,
Inc., with additional support from the Florida Humanities Council.

SouUTH FLORIDA HISTORY MAGAZINE
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3 LIVING AND LEARNING
B ry to imagine 200 e o o o o

2 fourth-graders moving

' through the Muse- Southern Florida-style.

:} um’s galleries in an These children now

2 ordedy know that actively

g fashion, with learning about Florida
3 " onlya few . history and being

g giggles and culturally enriched

k) .
whispers escap- won't necessarily
spoil their good
time! The
school year

may be half

ing their lips. Pic-
ture these children
dressed as pioneers,

Seminoles, pirates and

the Barefoor Mailman, over, but
repeating the words and ‘ there are
actions of so long ago. . Qﬁ‘e“ plenty of kids

et still looking

Since the beginning
\\\ﬂm‘\ A\“\“‘B“

of the 1996-97 school year,

6,000 students have experienced

forward to coming to
the Historical Museum.

education Historical Museum of One special group who will be

HARVEST’S A HIT

sharing a historical adventure at

the museum are the students of
Dunbar Elementary School. With the
financial support of the State of Flori-
da, Deparrment of State, Division of
Culrural Affairs and the Florida Arts
Council, several grade levels from
Dunbar Elementary have been able to
plan on visiting the museum and par-
ticipating in Passages, an interdiscipli-
nary exploration of African-American
history and culture from the colonial
era to the present. Through a grant
from the Division of Cultural Affairs’
Arts in Education Partnership pro-
gram, over 1,000 Dunbar students in
grades K-6 will have dancE(_i,
drummed, sang, acted and drawn
their way through African history by

the end of this school year.

hen people think of

holiday shopping, they think of Harvest.

Nearly 20,000 people gathered at the
Dade County Youth Fair and Expo Center November 23
and 24, 1996, to start their shopping, fancy some folk-
life, recognize a reenactor, tap their toes to trippin’ tunes

or grab some great grub. Raising an impressive

second year the Historical Museum
prepared for Harvest with the popular pre-sale. More
than 1,000 serious shoppers stormed the gates at 7:30
a.m. to conquer the crowds and consume croissants. This
new tradition has been so well-received, we can look for-
ward to future festive (early) buying.
Harvest Festival would not be possible without the

- help and contributions of

$183,207, the 23rd
annual Harvest Festival
surpassed previous years’
profits and all expecra-

tions. The money from

this fabulous festival goes
towards the Historical
Museum’s education and
outreach programming.

This year was the

many people. More than
600 volunteers gave their
1 time to make the week-
end worth working. The
Historical Museum takes
this opportunity to thank
everyone who donated
their time and made Har-

VESt a4 Success.

A Givil War reenactor louds his musket.

10 Farr 1996/WINTER 1997



NOT JUST PLAYING A ROUND

ether Histori- o o
cal Museum
Golf Classic participants spent the day at the
Biltmore Hotel & Golf Course in Coral Gables playing a

round on the

| around by the
pool, all were
proud of the

{ role they
played in rais-
ing money for
the Historical

Museum’s

Getting caught in the sand trap of the Biltmore Hotel & Golf .
annual series

Course. A bad day ot golf is hetter than a good day of work! . .
of education

programs. These cultural and academic activities bene-
fic and enrich the diverse youth groups of South
Florida year round.

For all those who “love the sport” October 30,
1996, was a grear day for team work, teeing off,
slicing, chipping, putting, and scoring. For those
who just love a good time there were sumpruous

Bl <
ilf gﬂdﬂﬂﬁamEr en
Oys

e o meals, fabulous prizes, ele-
gant trophies, and an array
of unique items up for
auction. Close to 150 duffers cut through the course and
more than 200 people at the Silent Auction brought the
proceeds of both the auction and the tournament to an
exciting amount that exceeded $37,610.

The Historical Museum wishes to thank the many
sponsors who made the Golf Classic such a great success:
Daniel Electrical Contractors; American Airlines; Fidelity
Investments; Grand Slam by Munsingwear; Keen Battle
Mead & Company; Steel Hector & Davis; Therrel Bais-
den & Meyer Weiss; Arrow Air; Honeywell, Inc.; Associ-
ated Printing; Coopers & Lybrand; EAS Engineering,
Inc.; FEDCO, Inc.; Golden Press; Harri-
son Construcrion; McClain &
Company; North-

Florida; Shutts &
Bowen; and Turner

Construction Com-
pany.

0 dy ' T
¥ of golf lond , day o -
Worky)

IN THE HOLIDAY SPIRIT

benezer Scrooge may have
changed his ways after a night

of bad dreams, but the Tropees
continue to stick to their
Scrooge-like ways. And we
should all be glad.
The outdoor patio of
La Palma Ristorante was

the setting for the Tropees
sixth annual Scrooge
Holiday Party on
December 11, 1996,
where Scrooge himself
greeted guests at the
door and everyone
enjoyed complimenta-
ry champagne and an
exquisite selection of pastas
and hors d’ocuvres. Aris Quiroga
delighted all wich his guitar reper-
toire of holiday favorites, but the big
draw was the fabulous door prizes

and the infamous fruitcake presenta-
tion at the end of the evening.
Numbers were excellent this
year. Approximate-

ple attended this signature
event and raised approximately
$1500. The membership committee

[ ] L ]
broke a museum record by recruit-

ing 26 new members and bringing
in an additional $910! Ebenezer
would be proud.

The Tropees would like to
extend a special “thank you” to the

shared their Christmas
spirit-Sponsors: La Palma

¥ and guitarist Aris Quiroga;
¥ Door prize donors: Confec-
tion Connection, Saks Fifth
Avenue at Bal Harbor, Miami
Brewing Company, La Palma
Ristorante and Bar, and the
Indies Company Museum
Store. Last, burt not least, our
appreciation goes to the Tropees’
Scrooge committee: Julie G.
Tarol, Mike Strahm and Orianna
Serrano-Nicolas.
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ern Trust Bank of

sponsors and door prize donors who

Ristorante, Curbside Florist
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ilbert’s Bar House of Refuge, one of

ten Houses built on the east coast

of Florida, was the first home of

Stuart’s first homesreader, Hubert

Bessey, and his wife, Susan. The
House was a haven for shipwrecked sailors and for
the Besscys.

Al

During an October storm in 1873, a ship ran
aground on the beach of what is now Hollywood,
Florida. Miraculously all the sailors made it ashore
but when they looked around for help there was
none in sight — no water, no food, no shelter.

Days later a second miracle occurred when a
beach-comber happened by and saved the sailors
from certain death. History does nor record the
beachcomber’s name but it does chronicle how his
rescue set in motion events thar led to the creation
of ten Houses of Refuge for generations of sailors.

When the story of the sailors’ plight and sub-
sequent rescue was picked up by northern newspa-
pers, a public outcry prompted the government to
begin construction on “Houses of Refuge” on

Florida’s east coast. In charge was Superintendent
Kimball of the Life Saving Service who observed:

“Floridds ... conformation is such that vessels
driven ashore come so near the beach as to enable
their crews to gain the land by their own efforss...
But they are then in danger of perishing
by hunger and thirs, the coast being
entirely desolate. Houses of refuge in
charge of keepers are the form of aid
dictated for the benefit of such sufferers.
Houses of refuge are supplied with boats,
provisions and restoratives, but not
manned by crews. A keeper resides in
each through out the year, who after
every storm is required to make extend-
ed excursions along the coast to ascertain
if any shipwreck has occurred and find- :
ing and succoring any persons that may Hubert Bessey
have been cast ashore.”

The Houses, all alike, were built berween ﬁw -
Ormond Beach and Biscayne Bay. Each building S = |
was rectangular with deep porches on three sides, 7L :éﬂ,@,._u a¥y |
the north porch enclosed as a kitchen. Next to the o o R . d ; i
e F M wat - F
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Watercolor painting of the Gilbert's Bar House of Refuge

REFUGE®:

Matheson
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An aerial shot of the house,

showing how narrow the land is.
The ohservation tower was built
during World War 1.

14 FaLL 1996/WINTER 1997

kitchen was a dining room, then a
parlor. The bedroom was on the
southeast corner to catch the prevail-

ing breeze from the Adantic. Every
family used the rooms in this same
order.

Fach House had a loft
equipped and ready for 20 sailors.
Twenty metal cots lined the walls
and complete outfits of heavy cloth-
ing — more suitable for New Jersey
than Florida — hung from pegs.
Stacked around the small loft were
boxes of books and a couple of
wooden medicine chests that held
agua ammonia, carbolic solution,
Epson salts, Vaseline and mustard
plasters. Dried food, salted mear and
canned staples such as sugar and cof-
fee were stored in the house.

Gilberc’s Bar House of Refuge
— House #2 — was built on a high
coral ridge on Hutchinson Island.
The front of the house overlooked a
reef named for Spanish pirate Don

Pedro Gilbert, the back of the house

faced the Indian River. After the
house was completed in 1875, notice
was posted for a keeper: salary $40 a
month. At
that time it
was one of
the few
salaried jobs
in south
Florida.
Fred White-
head
answered
the ad after
| the 1876

* hurricane

| scason. As
instructed,
he placed a
directional
marker
every mile
on the dune
line so that
shipwrecked
¢ sailors could
find the

. nearest

- House of
s Refuge.
Two years later, Whitchead

entered the first “wreck report” in his

journal:

“On the first of March 1879 at
five oclock three sailors from the ship
Norina came to this station saying that
the ship was ashore on the sea beach
ten miles north of this station. Imme-
diately taken a boat and with the help
of said three sailors went up the (Indi-
an) river opposite said ship and cut a
path through the mangrove swamp to
the ship where | found the captain
and ten other sailors on the sea beach
in much need of water and food,
which I carried with me. I then taken
the captain, first and second mate and
one sailor in my boat and directed the
other seven sailors to walk the sea
beach to station where we all reached
and I proceeded to make them com-
fortable. He reported a month
later— April 6, 1879, officers and

e e s




crew of the ship Norina lef this morn-
ing for Sand Point (Titusville) where
they expect to take shipping to Jack-
sonville....”

In Jacksonville the men could
take a ship home, wherever home
was to them.

Whitchead was keeper for two
and a half years. However the next
two keepers, Ezra Stoner and Preston
McMillan, did not stay long, each
citing boredom as cause. On the
other hand, David Brown, who was
either better suited for the job or
more desperate to feed his family of
seven, stayed three years. The next
keeper, Thomas Peacock, also had his
family with him at Gilbert’s Bar.
Having a family there was an asset
because they could help patrol the
beach after a storm and assist in a
rescue but it was dangerous work.
Keeper Samuel Bunker’s son almost
lost his life in April 1886 when he
assisted his father in a rescue.

Samuel Bunker, his son and
two men who had sought shelter at
the House during the April storm,
later
patrolled the
beach look-
ing for ship-

Photograph of one of at least
two couples who spent their
honeymoon ot Gilbert's Bar.

Wrecks.
South of
Gilbert’s Bar,
almOSt a
mile off
shore, the
four men
saw the brig-
antine /. H.
Lane break-
ing up in the
rough sea.
They saw the crew abandon the brig-
antine and climb aboard a small boat
which almost immediately capsized.
The sailors clung to the overturned
boat with “desperate energy” Bunker
wrote in the wreck report. “A breaker
would now and then sweep over
them, with such resistless force that
they would be torn from the boat,

but they would bravely swim back to
her again.”

One sailor lost his hold and
drowned. The seven chat survived
held onto the small boat until they
floated close enough to shore for
Bunker to reach them. He fastened
one end of a line to himself and
rushed into the surf, grabbing one
man, then another, each time shout-
ing for his assistants to haul ashore.
“Cold and wet, some hardly able to
stand,” he wrote, “it seemed hardly
possible that they would be able to
reach the station seven and one half
miles distant, the nearest shelter from
the rain that poured down upon the
already chilled and half dead men.”

Bunker revived each man with a
swig of brandy. Then he led them to
within a mile and a half of the House
where he motioned them on. After
leading the men to safety, he went
back for his son who had fallen from
exhaustion. Bunker half carried - half
coaxed his son, stopping to rest every
few steps until they finally reached
the House at two in the morning.

There is no indication that this

story of rescue was picked up by
northern papers that were always
eager for Florida news. But about this
time an Ohio newspaper carried a
story about farming in Florida. The
story caught the attention of Hubert
Wilbut Bessey, a young man who was
intelligent, curious and determined.

Just a few years out of Oberlin
College with a degree in agriculture,
Hubert had taught school and sur-

‘veyed in the west. Now he was eager

to seek his fortune in the orange
groves of Florida and he convinced
his brother Willis to join him.

In 1880 Hubert and Willis
Bessey arrived in Ormond, Florida,
where they discovered that it took
Yeafs fof a mature Orange g[‘UVﬁ o
produce. They decided to grow
pineapples instead so they set sail for
Eden to learn how to grow “pines”
from the expert, Captain Thomas
Richards.

From Richards they learned
the arc of growing pineapples and
what to look for in suitable land.
They found their land on what is
now known as Besséy Point on the
shore of the St. Lucie River in Pots-
dam, now Stuart. There they built a
shack and cleared the wilderness for
their “quick money crop” of pines.

While they waited three years
for the plants to fruit, Hubert and
Willis built sail boats then advanced
to steam
launChCS
using a
design of
neighbor
Frank Allen.
Eventually
Bessey boats
were fine
enough to

win the
Titusville
regatta.
# Both broth-
ers found
boat build-
ing far more gratifying than farming
and in time Willis left the partner-
ship altogether. Hubert stayed on the
land, farming pincapples and build-
ing boats as he waited to validate his
land claim to the 148 acres.

On June 5, 1890, he received
his claim — called a Patent — which
qualified him as the first homesteader
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