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September 1823

Although it was mid-September, the heat had not abated, and the large room had grown unbearably hot as the five Seminole chiefs and the U.S. Treaty commissioners finally shared a pen to sign the new “Treaty of Moultrie Creek.” The treaty had been a long time coming—and although it had not covered all the necessary stipulations, it was a welcome start, Colonel James Gadsden, the U.S. government’s head commissioner, decided—breathing a deep sigh of relief as he accepted the pen and signed his own name at the bottom of the paper. Running his fingers through his mass of dark curls and pausing to wipe his face on his damp sleeve, he proceeded to place the treaty into his leather valise.

Offering their hands to each of the five assembled chiefs, the commissioners waited patiently until each one had left with his contingency. It had been a lengthy procedure with over four hundred natives awaiting the outcome in the swampy area surrounding the small town of Moultrie Creek—located several miles west of St. Augustine. The treaty was a first step, Gadsden knew, but former treaties had proven the unreliable nature of the several Seminole tribes. As head of the U.S. delegation, it was his duty to close any loopholes that might arise—the chief one being outside interference—such as the clandestine shipping of both arms and ammunition from both Cuba and the Bahamas—which had plagued Andrew Jackson during the previous Seminole conflict. With so many of the ranchos in the upper Gulf now closed as the owners had moved on to Cuba, Hillsborough Bay, which was at the eastern edge of Neamathla’s territory, was now a perfect transfer spot for the natives to receive contraband supplies.

Waiting until each of the commissioners had stretched and poured a mug of water, Gadsden slid the waning candle closer, pulled up the nearest chair, and motioned for the delegate to resume their seats to many groans—as it was late and uncomfortably hot. Gadsden had the signed treaty—what else could he need, they wondered? Pulling a sheet of paper from his valise and picking up the pen he had dropped on the desk, he tapped the pen for quiet before addressing the room. “We all remember the trouble General Jackson had in the last conflict when the Seminoles obtained both arms and ammunition from Cuban mercenaries. How much easier will it be this time when our western borders are still open and easily accessible from Cuba or the other islands?”

As a flurry of assents erupted, he raised his hand for quiet, continuing, “As I see it, the most vulnerable place with access to both Seminole reservations and the new Seminole territory west of here is the area of Hillsborough Bay. With easy access from Cuba and no permanent settlements or ports to block the transport of goods or ammunition, I see it as our weakest link in the treaty.”

Waiting for the din to die down, he continued, “My proposal then is a letter to Secretary of War, John Calhoun, suggesting we establish a military post at the head of Hillsborough Bay. If we establish it at the mouth of the Hillsborough River, it could prevent goods from being transferred either in the bay—or up the river—agreed?”

“Do we have troops in the area?” one delegate interrupted.

“Knowing our military presence in the territory is still quite limited, I checked that out before proposing it,” Gadsden smiled. “As it turns out, Colonel George Brooke is now in Pensacola with four companies of men from the U.S. Fourth Infantry…”

“Pensacola! Have you any idea how far away that is from Hillsborough Bay?” another delegate interrupted.

“Brooke’s assignment,” Gadsden continued unabashed, “is to move his troops to the area just north of St. Marks—where Neamathla’s reservation is located—to ensure Neamathla makes good on his promise to move his tribe eastward to the new territory. Our naval ships at Pensacola can provide the five ships necessary for the travel to St. Marks—and from there on to the new location—probably near the first of the year if all goes well. The sooner the better, as far as I’m concerned. It will take time for my letter to reach Washington, so time is of the essence.

“Now, I know it’s late, but in the essence of brevity, I have written a letter to Secretary Calhoun proposing exactly what I just discussed,” he added, pushing the sheet of paper in front of him and the ink well into the center of the table and laying the pen beside them. If you all are willing to sign it, I’d like to have permission to propose the area at Hillsborough Bay as a new fort called Cantonment Brooke—with one Colonel George Mercer Brooke in charge.”

Anxious to be done for the evening, all the men quickly took the pen, signed the letter, and departed—happy to be relieved of their unpleasant duties of the past several days.

Carefully replacing the letter in the valise next to the signed treaty, Colonel Gadsden breathed a lengthy sigh, blew out the candle, and closed the door behind him—on a treaty that would, hopefully, ensure the safety of the many settlers that would now flock to the new Florida territory!
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September 1823

At the first hint of dawn, the quiet harbor suddenly seemed alive with raucous cries as a myriad of seagulls assailed the schooner. Dressing quickly, Robert left the cabin and ran up the steps—to see Lorenzo perched along the starboard bow—gaily throwing bits of last night’s leftover bread to the ravenous birds. As his attention was diverted, Lorenzo suddenly dodged as one of the larger birds refused to wait for the morsel to be tossed and swooped at the ship, taking the piece of bread from his hand.

Trying to control his laughter, Robert shook his head. “After spending so many years on the Virginia coast, I could have told you to beware of seagull invasions! But what a beautiful sunrise!” he added, looking across at the mainland shore where thin turquoise fingers crept silently among the dark mangrove roots, just appearing in the early morning haze. Alternately reaching and retreating, the tiny waves deposited small piles of seaweed and scallop shells on the fine white sand.

“It’s definitely not New York!” Lorenzo added—turning to throw the rest of his bread over the side of the ship and checking his hand. “I do recognize the seagulls and the pelicans that have been about, but I’m curious about those dark elephant-sized animals that are lurking about down there,” he said, gesturing to a pod of manatees that seemed to be circling the ship.

“Manatees,” Robert confirmed. “They are quite numerous down here—as well as a gold mine in the Cuban market.”

“What? Don’t tell me the Cubans eat those ugly creatures? Remind me not to taste any delicacies if we stop at one of the ranchos.”

“I think it’s their oil that is most valuable,” Robert laughed. “Seems the Spanish use it to grease the hulls of their ships Porter told me. Although with that much flesh, their meat might be profitable in Cuba as well.”

“Ugh. Stupendous greeting by all the wildlife down here, though. Do you think it’s the same all the way up the coast?”

“From what I’ve heard, we’ll see the same birds and fish, but we should leave the full mangrove areas once we get farther north. At least I hope so—as Father wants to market his land as homesites, and—lovely as it is—I can’t see anyone wanting to settle in this swamp. Seymour said the rest of the coastal islands are mostly sand and the area where we are going is supposed to have stands of hardwood trees.”

“How far does your father’s land grant extend? I don’t think you ever said,” Lorenzo asked, leaning companionably against the railing.

“Eleven million acres—all the way down here—if what I understood is correct. At any rate, he wants us to check out the island a little north of here called Sanybel. Best feature of that area, Seymour told him, is that the island juts out at right angles from the west coast, which protects it somewhat from tidal action and storms. A flat, tropical island should be perfect for crops. We should reach it by noon if our plans and compass hold. I’d planned to take some time to check it out, but we’ll need to get moving,” he remarked, as several crew members emerged to set the sails.

“Aha! Right on time,” Robert remarked as he watched the procedure for a moment. “Now that we’re getting underway, I think I’ll go to the galley for a cup of coffee—Bunce’s brand. Want to join me?”

Robert recognized Sanybel from Seymour’s description when the sandy coast loomed out at them in the distance. Pulling into the large, flat stretch of water to the east of the island, Robert decided to take Rhodes with him on an excursion of this side of the island. Flat and sandy it might be on the west side, but this side was a jungle, as far as he could tell, and covered with large, dark-green mangroves whose many bare, protruding roots prohibited landing.

Cruising along the coast in the small rowboat as they looked for a landing spot, Robert was astounded at the number of herons, egrets, and lovely pink water birds with a flattened bill he could not identify. Looking upward, he pointed out a soaring eagle that landed in a large nest within a grove of pine trees farther back on the island. Warm weather and tropical beauty were definite selling points, he mused, as he and his father looked to create settlements and towns on their newfound land. He’d have to send home information for future exploration.

As the two finally beached the small craft in an open, marshy cove and attempted to climb out, they were immediately attacked by a large crowd of small, buzzing insects flying in droves out of the nearby swamp and attacking any unexposed skin. Swatting and running toward the water to ward off the bugs, Rhodes ran headfirst into a monster alligator that was sunning itself on the only dry spot of land. Hissing and snorting, the alligator turned its head, thrashed its tail, and began to move forward quickly, despite its ungainly appearance. “My God,” Rhodes called as he turned back and ran headfirst into Robert, “I say it’s worth your life to try to develop this area. I’m heading back to the ship!”

“Guess we should have investigated the west side of the island instead,” Robert admitted, taking a cautious glance at the monstrous alligator, which was now lumbering forward toward the men. “Not sure either of us wants to be dinner for that monster,” he added, running back to their craft and jumping in as Rhodes quickly pushed off. “If he’s still interested in developing at Sanybel, my dad can send someone else down here!” Robert replied as they returned to the ship.

With the crude map Porter had supplied in hand, Robert entered several of the inlets listed farther north determined to look over the extent of his father’s property and send home a detailed report. Although the sandy coast itself was generally flat and mostly free of vegetation, it did harbor the real possibility of the severe storms the many captains with whom he had spoken had warned—some of them with little enough warning to move residents to higher ground. Beautiful though the various beaches might be, a permanent development on any of them would be risky—especially for a first endeavor. The inland sides of the coastal islands then seemed more desirable for habitation; however, the need for removing the heavy vegetation of mangroves and cypress trees would be a large deterrent for a development. A bonus, though, was the extensive local stand of pine, which could prove a godsend in providing building materials.

His father would be glad he had taken the time to check out the property; however, the constant stink and noises of the animals in the hold, the restlessness of his men, and his desire to build his plantation in the area proposed by Seymour—up at Hillsborough Bay—and be settled by the end of the year spurred him north. He had also taken on the responsibility of delivering Lorenzo to his army post in Pensacola by the end of the year. Further exploration would have to wait for another visit.
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November 1823

Awakened by the raucous cry of a myriad of seagulls assailing the ship, Robert quickly donned the work clothes he had left on the nearby chair when heading to bed. His new home awaited he remembered. Quickly making his way up on deck, he was surprised to see Lorenzo once again up and about early. Mug in hand, the young man smiled and gestured toward the nearby tree line. “Beautiful!” he offered. “I’d say you’re the luckiest man alive to spend the rest of your days with this backdrop!”

Nodding, Robert turned to watch as the early sunlight blazed orange and red—filtering through the Spanish moss, which entwined each large live oak, and silhouetting the taller cabbage palms vying for their chance at the open sky above. “If we can clear some of the smaller trees and vegetation, I think… right there will be the perfect spot for the house,” he pointed—indicating the two large oak trees at the edge of the forest.

“My thoughts, exactly,” Rhodes offered—walking to the rail beside him. “Give the order, and my men are ready to clear the land today. Saw a lot of rabbits, two deer, and a wild turkey or two in the clearing between those two trees when I got up. Might be wise to supplement our meat supply. I could send one or two men out to hunt—if you’d like.”

“Not a bad idea,” Robert answered. “Although the fish last night were great, some red meat would be a welcome change—if you can spare some of your workforce.”

“Done,” Rhodes smiled. “After all the fish, I think we are all ready for a change. Question for you, though, before I send anyone out—did your man Seymour say anything about natives in this area? Need to know if we need to be aware.”

“From what he told my father, there had been an encampment near here—as well as a group of relocated slaves who had come down from Georgia—seeking freedom with the Spanish officials,” Robert offered. “Near as he could tell, though, both groups had vanished. He said one of the rancho owners said most of the former slaves had gone to Cuba to escape being returned to their former owners. He wasn’t sure about the natives. He said he found a mound nearby—probably that one out there at the river’s edge,” he added—pointing across the bow. “He did say, however, that he saw no evidence of current settlement nearby.”

“Probably the Seminoles have all headed east toward the new settlement the Moultrie Creek meeting was setting up in September,” Lorenzo interjected. “One of the men I met when we were loading the livestock in St. Augustine was heading there. When I told him I was heading to meet Colonel Brooke at Pensacola, he assumed our division would be assigned to move the Seminoles out of the western part of the territory. He said the new Treaty of Moultrie Creek has set up a four million acre settlement in the middle of the territory—where they hoped the Seminole leaders would agree to relocate.”

“Assuming they all agree to move,” Rhodes put in. “With this backdrop,” he continued—waving his hand toward the distant tree line, “I don’t think I would be convinced to move.”

“As long as they are not armed,” Robert smiled, “I wouldn’t mind a small settlement. We could probably use a few on our compound. Remember all the natives who worked with Caldez on his rancho.”

“I’d suggest we all just be observant right now,” Lorenzo continued, shaking his head. “I’ve studied enough about the first Seminole War to know how unpredictable our interactions with the natives can be!”

“Well, until we see any, that’s just one less thing to worry about,” Robert countered. “Right now, I’m ready to find some chow and start building my dream home. Ready, Rhodes?” he asked—heading to the galley.

Clear skies and mild temperatures were a boon as Rhodes assigned four of his men to clear the land farthest from the beach—where it was protected from saltwater intrusion. Although clearing the dense undergrowth was a challenge, the oxen and the two plows Rhodes had insisted they put on board soon produced a decent plot for the vegetables and the lime and orange seeds Caldez had given Robert—with instructions to plant them as soon as possible—to assure at least a small crop by next winter.

Rhodes also assigned four men to construct the barn they had brought with them to house the oxen and cattle, which had already proved their worth in both clearing the underbrush and eating the long grasses along the tree line. The pigs were fenced in an area near the proposed barn. Finally, a small chicken coop was established next to the barn, and the chickens were at long last removed from the ship’s hold—providing a welcome respite from their constant cackle.

The final eight men were the crew Robert had assembled to construct the large plantation home—whose framework his father had ordered in New York. After several attempts to off-load both the foundation pieces and joists—not to mention the large windows and dormers—onto the hastily constructed dock, however, Rhodes realized the futility of attempting any further activity until the men could construct a much larger, proper one. Delaying the home construction for five days then, it was clear that the new structure would be a benefit for any further importing of goods—as well as passengers when the nearby plots would be offered for sale. A necessary addition, Robert had to agree—after he had followed his father to his various assignments in virtually unapproachable places in Europe.

Finally, about a week after landing, the new wharf was completed. By dinnertime, Rhodes announced plans to begin the house construction the following morning. “Sorry it couldn’t have been sooner,” he apologized, “but you chose the time of year with the shortest daylight. Last summer we could have had another two hours or so to work.”

“Then I suggest an early bedtime and up at dawn,” Robert answered. “Still have to get Lorenzo up to Pensacola by late December—and I’d really like to spend a night or two in my new surroundings before I have to squeeze back onto my cot on board.”

“I think you speak for all of us,” Rhodes asserted. “I—for one—would love nothing better than a real bed myself. I never expected all the delays when we started out last summer. The end is in sight now, though, so take heart!” he smiled as he waved and disappeared below deck.

The following morning—thankfully—dawned bright and clear. Heading to the galley for a mug of the good coffee that still remained from Bunce’s stock, Robert noted that the men had already left the ship and were busily off-loading lumber and fully made sections of walls.

“Good to see it all coming together. I know you’re glad after all this time. Just going to take a look myself—and see if I can be of any assistance,” Lorenzo called—heading back up the galley steps with his own full mug. “Want to join me?”

“Thanks, but I’ll be along shortly. Just want to consult my list of supplies and make sure they’re unloading the right sets of pieces,” Robert answered, heading back up the stairs with his list in hand.

Encouraged as he watched each pre-assembled piece being off-loaded and noted that—despite the ordeal—they each seemed to have weathered the journey, Robert was lost in his own thoughts as he checked off one structure after another.

“Robert,” Lorenzo called loudly running up the ramp onto the ship. “You need to come down here—right now!”

“What?” Robert called—laying down his clip board.

“Visitors!” Lorenzo called—visibly out of breath as he motioned toward the beach.

“No one’s come up the river,” Robert answered—confused as he looked off the bow at the river.

“Seminoles!” Lorenzo gasped—pointing toward the beach where three of the young men whose dark braids protruded from brightly colored turbans had assembled to inspect both the schooner and the cleared land where the men were carrying the lumber.

“Oh, my Lord,” Robert answered, hurrying to the ramp. “My pistol’s in my cabin,” he whispered. “Do you have yours?”

“Didn’t think to bring it,” Lorenzo whispered—shaking his head. “But I think they’re friendly. Don’t see any weapons—unless they are concealed inside those long shirts.”

“Did they say what they want?” Robert asked—following Lorenzo to the beach.

“They’re speaking Spanish,” Lorenzo continued—shaking his head. “Must think we’re from one of those ranchos out there on the coast. You’re the only one around here who can speak with them,” he 
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March 1824

Seething with the latent anger that had followed him all the way from Tampa Bay, Robert watched as the schooner slid into an empty birth at the small port at St. Marks. Watching as his crew lowered the sails and secured the ropes, he grabbed the list from his desk, jumped onto the dock, and headed to the port office to sign in—for an undetermined stay. Although he had not done much shopping in the small port on his two previous trips through there, he was hoping he could fill the list he and Rhodes had assembled before his departure—without the need for another trip to Pensacola. Certainly, if the new capital was indeed to be just twenty-five miles inland, the port should have experienced a recent resurgence of activity, he reasoned.

Finding the same dock master on duty, Robert extended his hand on entering the small building. “Welcome, Mr. Hackley,” the master offered. “Never expected to see you again so soon. Thought you were ready to spend the rest of your life at your new plantation. Find something you still need?”

“Almost everything,” Robert offered—exasperated—taking the chair in front of the desk.

“Must be quite a plantation you’ve set up,” the dock master laughed—turning to pull a set of papers from the file behind him.

“It’s now Cantonment Brooke—and home to over two hundred army members,” Robert answered angrily.

“Cantonment Brooke? Wait, that’s the new army base Colonel Gadsden was setting up over there near Hillsborough Bay. Don’t tell me…?”

“My new home is now the officers’ quarters.”

“But I don’t…”

“Neither do I, but apparently the die was cast with the base being decided on before I even attempted to build on my father’s own land. Nevertheless, I intend to wrest payment for the land our government so willingly took—without asking I may add.”

“So what can we do for you here?”

“I have a copy of the deed,” Robert added—pulling the document from his coat pocket. “Think I need to present it to someone in the new capital.”

“Not much over there yet,” the dock master said—shaking his head. “Only one fellow has dared to settle on that old Seminole reservation so far—name of Wyatt.”

“Wait, would that be William Wyatt—from Pensacola?”

“One and the same,” a voice answered as the door swung open to reveal the same rotund man who had toured Robert around Pensacola. “Never thought to see you again, Robert.”

“Nor I you,” Robert answered—rising and offering his hand.

“I believe I told you I was moving to this new Tallahassee. I’m hoping to build the first hotel over there. Legislators will all need a place to stay while the sessions are taking place. I also plan to set up a homestead and bring the family over—once Tallahassee is built up enough for them. But what brings you all the way back here?”

“Long story,” Robert answered, shaking his head. “But if you’re in town for a while, I could use your help in locating a few businesses.”

“Got the whole day,” Wyatt smiled. “And I know just the spot to top off your shopping with an old friend.”

“So tell me what you know of the Seminole settlements up here,” Robert said—as he and Wyatt sat down in the canteen at the end of the dock for a late lunch. “Heard Chief Neamathla had agreed to move eastward to the land set aside in the new treaty—yet the men at the base still seem to be worried that the natives are not willing to move.”

“It’s probably good to be on the lookout,” Wyatt answered. “News I have heard is that the Seminoles are saying they’re sorry they agreed to the treaty—and the pittance our government has agreed to give them—as the land up here is so much better for farming. Saying they can’t get crops to grow over there in the new territory. I wouldn’t be surprised to see an uprising—despite the treaty—if they decide to move back here.”

“Are you worried about your property?” Robert asked, concerned.

“With my small property, I’m not much of a threat. And with the area becoming the new capital, I doubt they’ll present much of a problem here.”

“Any word on activity out my direction?”

“Newest rumor I’ve heard is that the natives think the U.S. will have a new war with England—and they’re ready to side with them.”

“Good Lord, with the reported number of Seminoles in the territory, there’s no way we could hope to subdue them! The whole area around Hillsborough Bay is now in the heart of the Indian territory,” Robert sighed. “According to new laws, no white settlers are allowed in the area except on official business. Looks like we’ll all be sitting ducks!”

“Yet… you…”

“I’m not worried—although my foreman, Rhodes, thinks every deer or boar that comes near the property is a Seminole hunting party.”

“Still, you said you are located in their territory.”

“And that’s where I intend to stay. I continue to remind Brooke that I have the deed—and I was here first. I guess he is still a little embarrassed at having deposed me—and so far has done nothing to move me further on.”

“But living out beyond the fort—as you said—aren’t you afraid of the natives?”

“Met a few when we were building my first home, but they were friendly—and even brought us gifts. Didn’t see any this last time—and my foreman didn’t report anything.”

“Wouldn’t trust them, though, if they feel threatened,” Wyatt cautioned.

“I’ll take that into account,” Robert answered—folding his napkin and summoning the waitress. “Right now, I have many more immediate needs. Gotta finish my list and find out where I can register my father’s deed. Thought with Tallahassee being the new capital I might find the proper office there.”

“Not unless you want me to hold it until someone official gets over here,” Wyatt laughed. “Got no idea when that might be, though.”

“Thanks. Just think I’ll post a letter from here to my father. Ask him to clear the deed in New York. Thanks for all your information. I’d invite you over our way, but there’s not much in the way of a new house until I get these supplies back there,” he laughed. “Thanks for your help, and good luck with that hotel. May come back for a visit sometime.”
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September 1824

The days were still unbearably hot, Robert mused—as he grabbed an idle moment to recline in the swing Rhodes had just hung on the front porch of his new home. Although he missed the view of the Hillsborough River the swing at the plantation house had afforded, he was now content to bask in the stillness the nearby oak hammock offered—with any views of the surrounding area obscured by a Spanish moss blanket hung from each of the nearby enormous gray trees. Watching the late afternoon sun sneak an errant ray onto the leaf-strewn path—still glistening from a quick afternoon shower—he turned at last to the papers he had brought out with him.

Although still quite content in his new surroundings—without a moment of missing the hustle and bustle of New York—he was, nonetheless, still anxious to receive word from his father about the possible sale of property in the area. With winter coming up north, he could well imagine the number of folks who would welcome a visit to Florida now—with the possibility of settling here—yet there had been no word since he had sent his letter from St. Marks in late April. His new home was now completed—with virgin pine cut from the many stands of local trees—and would serve as a prototype of the structures his men could build for new settlers.

Granted, the whole area near Hillsborough Bay had now been designated as Seminole territory and was currently off limits for any Anglo-American settlers. However, even though Brooke was aware of the Collers, their arrival had so far not even caused a stir as they were building their homestead across the river. Obviously, the army really had no intent in observing the restrictions. And frankly, no Seminoles had shown up nearby to claim the area as far as he had heard.

Nonetheless—although he had as yet made no attempt to retrace his former trip to the south—outside of the federal land appropriated by the cantonment, his family did still own all the land down the coast to the Caloosahatchee River. Perhaps now that the threat of severe storms was almost over, it would be a good idea to venture back down and look at the possibility of settling property on the mainland—or even at Sanybel—once the oppressive summer heat had abated.

Flipping through the papers in his lap, he pulled out the crude map of the southern peninsula Porter had given him at Key West. Sanybel, he laughed, remembering the horde of mosquitoes and the ravenous alligator that had chased him and Rhodes back to the ship. Best to look at the Gulf side of the island—or even better, the mainland area near the Caloosahatchee. Granted, he had seen firsthand the ranchos already established in the area, but that land was his right now. So if his father had managed to confirm his deed, there should be no trouble dislocating the Cuban fishermen. After all, their ranchos were not permanent settlements, he reasoned—closing his eyes and imagining the several villages he could build down there!

A sudden rustling on the hammock path—accompanied by a cracking branch—caused him to sit up quickly. Seminoles—he wondered. Although he had seen few since building his first house, this was still designated as their territory. Cocky! It had been foolish of him to leave his gun inside, he decided, as he laid the papers on the swing and headed for the front door.

“Robert!” a voice called, and he turned to see Lorenzo emerge from under the nearest oak—smiling under the cascade of blond curls that belied the stark army uniform. “You aren’t still worried about Seminoles, are you?” Lorenzo laughed—shaking his boots off before stepping onto the porch. “Been on recon duty out this way all afternoon and haven’t seen nary a one!”

“Got time for a visit?” Robert asked—indicating a chair by the door. “Sun tea is ready if you’d like a cup.”

“Music to my ears,” Lorenzo nodded. “Canteen ran dry over an hour ago,” he continued—shaking the empty vessel as he took the offered seat. “Been too long, amigo!”

“Out here, one day runs into another,” Robert smiled—taking two cups from the table, filling them from the large jug beside the stack, and handing one to Lorenzo. “Sorry it can’t be cold down here,” he apologized as he resumed his seat on the swing. “Missed seeing you. Rhodes and the crew keep busy, but we seldom have time to talk—especially now that they’re all ensconced in their new bunkhouse. What’s the news from the base?”

“Seems despite your cushy accommodations at the officers’ quarters, the brass up there are planning to build their own homes. Bringing the families in—if you can believe it.”

“But I thought only Seminoles were allowed in the area,” Robert remarked.

“Not so you could tell it, if what I hear is correct. Law calls them ‘tenants of the fort,’ and they get permission to live on the federal property if they are in some way connected with the military.

“Colonel Brooke is having a house built for his family. Seems his wife has been quite ill. Apparently, she gave birth to a little boy, their third child, last January in Pensacola—just about the time he was over here setting up the fort. He’s never even gotten to see the little tyke. It’s no secret on base that he’s been worried about all of them. Waits for the mail boat every week for a letter from Lucy. Now that everything is under control out here, he received permission to go for his family in Pensacola. He’s leaving this afternoon on the mail boat and is hoping to bring them over by Christmas—if he can obtain return passage for all of them. I expect several of the other officers will decide to do the same. Rather lonely over here right now. We’re all feeling it. No action, if you get my drift, so the brass thinks it will be safe enough for families. We unattached men can only hope one or more of the officers have a daughter or two,” he laughed.

“But this is my father’s land!” Robert objected. “Are they extending the base acreage? If so, we need to be notified. I’m sure my father will have something to say about that! I haven’t heard a word from my father, though, after I asked him to verify our claim so we could begin to advertise.”

“Is this what you’ve been waiting for?” Lorenzo smiled—pulling a letter from his pocket. “Came in this morning’s mail. Since I was heading out this way, I thought I would bring it by.”

“Dad’s handwriting,” Robert commented—turning the envelope over in his hand.

“Mind if I hang around a bit and hear what the news is from home? All the talk on base is just about the Seminole movements. Been too long since I’ve heard anything from the rest of the country.”

Nodding, Robert slid his finger under the flap. Pulling out a fairly long letter, he smiled. “Brevity never had a hold on Dad,” he said—running his eyes down the letter. “I remember his long epistles from Spain and then St. Augustine when he was there!”

“So—any news on your deed?”

“Says he’s turned it over to a magistrate he often does business with in New York. He admits it may take a while, but he doesn’t think we’ll have any trouble proving its authenticity.”

“Then it’s all hands on deck out here?”

“Looks to be,” Robert nodded. “He’s looking at advertising our new holdings this winter in the New York papers.

“New news, though, is that my baby brother, William, is now attending William and Mary College and wants to go into law.”

“Stands to reason,” Lorenzo laughed, “a la Dad and big brother. But why did he choose William and Mary? Thought your father would have wanted him to stay in New York.”

“Long family connection with William and Mary via my stepmother, Harriet Randolph, whose family helped establish the college.”

“Then, do you think he’ll want to stay in Virginia?”

“Interestingly, no,” Robert answered, shaking his head. “Dad says once he graduates, he wants to follow me to Florida, set up a practice here, and look after the southern end of our tract. Says our capital in Tallahassee should be set up by the time he graduates in two years, so he’ll send him down there to take his bar exam and be licensed in Florida.”

“Hope it will have grown some by then,” Lorenzo laughed. “Worst night of my life—setting up my tent in that godforsaken wilderness and praying the howling coyotes and snorting boars would stay at bay until morning!”

“Man I met over in Pensacola—named Wyatt—has moved to Tallahassee to set up a plantation and build a hotel. I spent some time with him when I was in St. Marks recently. He seems to think things will be building up rather soon—as all the legislators are tired of traveling across the territory.”

“We can both attest to that, I believe!”

“I guess I’ll wait to hear further and then plan a trip over to St. Marks once William gets there. Oh, we had our disagreements as kids, but I really miss that little bugger.”

“Hope he’ll be coming by land—and not through the Straits as we did. Florida might be in line for statehood by the time he could get down here.”

“Dad didn’t look that far ahead, but I already warned him of the southern perils—after our voyage. He does say, though, that he wants me to have the schooner available to take William south when he’s ready. Says he can set up his practice in Key West and plan marketing up the coast from there. Suits me, as I’m happy on this end.

“But tell me what other news you’re hearing out there. You said there was news on the Seminole movements—but I take it you’re not worried, as you said you saw none on your reconnaissance mission.”

“Oh, one of our men on recon duty a few months ago reported seeing a large group of Indians near our camp after tattoo. Brooke ordered the troops armed and sent them out to patrol all night. Guess the Seminoles got our message—although it’s been reported that they can muster up to seven hundred warriors if needed. Seemed they had planned an attack, but must have thought better of it after our response. As a result, Brooke ordered two six pounders and ammunition from Pensacola. Haven’t heard that they’ve arrived yet, though.

“Made an interesting discovery with some of my buddies a month or so ago. When we were on duty up the beach, we found the remains of three unfortunate souls—who apparently had been attacked on the beach. Shot holes in their hats, and at least one had been burned in a nearby firepit. No sign of a campsite—but then the tides and storms can reduce any evidence after a time.”

“My Lord, Lorenzo, how long ago do you think that was? Should I be worried out here?”

“Best we could tell, it was probably before we all arrived here,” Lorenzo answered, shaking his head. “Couldn’t even tell their nationality. Wasn’t much left but bones held together by remaining bits of clothing. With the bullet holes and remains of the firepit, it seemed to have been pirate activity.”

“But this far north? I thought…”

“I do remember Porter saying that—although most of the activity was in the southern waters, there had still been a few incidents reported up this way. Remember, there were only a few ranchos in this area before we took over the peninsula. Not to worry, though, amigo. Their scalps—as far as we could determine—were still intact, so it obviously wasn’t Seminole activity. You’ve gotta admit that our presence at Cantonment Brooke is now the best deterrent we could have against any further pirate activity. Should make you appreciate our U.S. Army!

“Speaking of which, I can tell by the long shadows out there under your oaks—and the number of happy little bunnies appearing—that it’s time I report back to base—before they send the troops out. Sadly, I’m not sure I would be identifiable if my blond scalp were missing,” he laughed—standing and putting his cap back on.

“Thanks for the visit,” Robert offered—standing and grabbing Lorenzo’s hand.

“Always fun, brother. Been a lot of water under the bridge since we started our mutual journey. Hope there’ll be many more years to come. Really want to meet that little brother of yours when he gets here.”

“Wouldn’t recognize him as part of my family,” Robert laughed as he followed Lorenzo down the steps. “Dark hair—like his mother. Word is she is descended from Pocahontas. But that’s another story.”

“And calls for another visit,” Lorenzo answered. “Always full of surprises.”
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