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CHAPTER ONE

No Presidents for Florida

Plenty of Candidates but No Winner

Florida is the largest state in the Union never to have sent a president to the White House. Virginia and Ohio claim to have produced the most presidents—eight each—but that’s because both states claim William Henry Harrison, who was born in Virginia but moved to Ohio. Both New York and Massachusetts had four presidents born within their boundaries, and North Carolina and Texas had two (although neither of the native Texas presidents was named Bush). Even Vermont had two native sons elected to the nation’s highest office.

But Florida has failed to produce a single president. In fact, the two words that best describe the state’s efforts to place someone in the White House are “short” and “funny.” At the 1924 Democratic National Convention, veteran candidate William Jennings Bryan tried to push the candidacy of University of Florida President Albert Murphree but was greeted by rousing boos from the delegates. Bryan had settled in Miami and become friends with Murphree. But the party was far different from the one that had nominated Bryan three times. Bryan and Murphree, champions of Prohibition, were out of place at a convention loaded with people who wanted to repeal Prohibition.

In 1948 Florida Senator Claude Pepper launched a one-day presidential campaign that The New York Times labeled the funniest thing at the Democratic convention. Pepper had seen himself as the true heir to the political legacy of President Franklin D. Roosevelt after Roosevelt’s death in 1945. He thought President Harry Truman was a poor leader who had abandoned the New Deal and couldn’t possibly win the election.

Others agreed, and they searched for an alternative candidate, going through a long list of prospects without finding anyone who wanted to challenge Truman. Pepper declared his candidacy without being asked. The following day, he withdrew from the race, the subject of jokes rather than the recipient of votes. Two years later, he lost his bid for reelection to the Senate.

Claude Kirk is the only person to campaign for both the vice-presidential nomination and the presidential nomination in different years from different political parties. Kirk served a single term as Florida’s first Republican governor since Reconstruction but lost his reelection bid to Reubin Askew. Kirk hoped to be Richard Nixon’s running mate in 1968, but Nixon selected the far less flamboyant Spiro Agnew. After his defeat in 1970, Kirk ran for a series of offices—senator, governor again, education commissioner, vice president, and president. In 1983 he entered the race for the 1984 Democratic presidential nomination, saying, “Once a man has held the power necessary to make change, to alter the course of events, to stir the public imagination . . . he is forever hooked.”

In 1983 the economy was in trouble, and it appeared that President Ronald Reagan might face a tough reelection battle. The economy began to rebound, and Reagan was never seriously threatened, but that didn’t stop a record number of Democratic candidates from entering the race, including Kirk and his successor as governor, Askew.
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Richard Nixon arrived in Florida to campaign for the reelection of Governor Claude Kirk one week before Election Day. Kirk lost. (Photo courtesy of the State Archives of Florida)

Askew called himself the “different Democrat,” but his campaign went nowhere. Many thought he was really running for vice president, and his campaign never gained traction. He did, however, become legendary for bluntness. When NBC correspondent Roger Mudd asked Askew if his campaign was “washed up,” Askew retorted, “Not any more than you were, Mister Mudd, when you got passed up for anchor.” (Mudd had been passed over several years earlier when Dan Rather became anchor of the CBS Evening News.) The statement was not shown on TV.

Askew’s candidacy was doomed before it began. He won a straw poll conducted by Florida Democrats but received only 45 percent of the vote. Former Vice President Walter Mondale trailed with 35 percent, but if Askew couldn’t win a majority of the votes in his own state in his own party, how could he win anywhere? In the Iowa caucuses, he finished sixth with just 2.5 percent of the vote, and his campaign was over.

Senator Bob Graham, who, like Kirk and Askew, had been a governor, entered the race for president in 2004. Graham was one of those politicians who had been mentioned as a possible vice-presidential candidate in several elections. It was more of a tribute to the state’s electoral vote count than to Graham’s popularity. Graham also had a number of drawbacks. He was seen as a competent but bland candidate who was already in his mid-60s and had medical problems. He was easily overshadowed by candidates like Howard Dean and John Kerry. He dropped out on October 3, 2003, the first major candidate to leave the race, and although his name kept popping up as a possible vice-presidential candidate, John Edwards was selected.

Florida has never even had a vice-presidential nominee, and even its representation in the federal Cabinet has been infrequent. Florida was a state for more than a century before it had its first Cabinet member. Alan Boyd of Jacksonville was selected as the first secretary of transportation by President Lyndon Johnson. The most successful Cabinet member was Janet Reno, who was named attorney general by President Bill Clinton. Mel Martinez was named housing secretary by President George W. Bush.

Even though no president or vice president has hailed from Florida, the state plays an increasingly important role in national elections. It now has twenty-nine electoral votes, the same as New York. Only two states, California and Texas, have more.


CHAPTER TWO

George Washington

The Disloyal Colonies Helped the British

When George Washington stood on the balcony of Federal Hall in New York on April 30, 1789, to take the oath of office as president, he faced a lengthy list of problems in establishing a new nation. The colonies had hammered together a new Constitution, but there were doubts that it would work. High on his list was the problem with Florida.

Every American elementary school student learns about the thirteen original colonies and their battle for independence from England. But there were actually fifteen original colonies: the thirteen taught in schools, along with East Florida and West Florida. (Some historians believe there were sixteen; they include Canada.) East and West Florida had belonged to Spain until 1763, when control passed to England. As relations between the thirteen colonies and England deteriorated, relations between England and the two Florida colonies improved.
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Map taken from A History of Florida (1919) by Caroline Mays Brevard

One of the things the residents of the thirteen colonies despised was the Quartering Act, which required colonists to allow British soldiers into their homes and to provide them with food and even a ration of liquor. But to the Florida colonists, living on the frontier with marauding Indians nearby, the British soldiers were a welcome sight. Additionally, the British tax on newspapers was hardly a concern in a colony without newspapers. Florida emerged as a champion of British rule, becoming a haven for British loyalists forced to flee the thirteen colonies. In addition to the loyalists fleeing to Florida, scores of slaves seized an opportunity to find freedom in Florida. Finally, the British used St. Augustine as a prison for captured rebel leaders. East Florida colonial Governor Patrick Tonyn wrote to Lord George Germain, the British secretary of state, “There are a number of fugitives from the Neighbouring Provinces, many of whom without a little assistance, have not where withal to support themselves; there are a number of Runaway Negroes from Georgia, who I relieved the Captain of the Navy of, to whom they fled for protection, and twenty-eight Prisoners taken by Lord Dunmore and sent here to be kept in custody. I have committed them to the Fort until these unhappy differences terminate.” The rebels launched raids into Florida to try to reclaim slaves and seize British supplies, while the British staged counterattacks into Georgia.

The British surrender at Yorktown in 1781 led to two years of peace negotiations. When the treaty was finally signed, England returned East and West Florida to the Spanish. But the Spain that went back to Florida in 1783 was far different from the Spain of 280 years earlier. The Spain of 1500 was the wealthiest and strongest nation in the world. Its empire covered much of the western hemisphere, its ships moving from the Americas to Spain, laden with gold and silver. When the Spanish first arrived in the early 1500s, La Florida stretched from the Florida Keys to present-day Virginia and west to the Mississippi River. Combined with its Mexican claims, Spain had a North American empire that stretched from the Atlantic Ocean to the Pacific. By 1783 Spain had slipped to a second-rate power and was beginning to lose control of much of its territory.

Florida had never been a moneymaker for Spain, a poor relation to its mineral-rich neighbors. The Spanish clung to Florida to keep other nations out, to spread the Catholic religion, and to protect the treasure ships sailing along the Florida coast on their way back to Spain. Spain had no plans to settle Florida after the American Revolution. The Spanish were spending $30,000 a month (about $650,000 in today’s dollars) to support their troops, with no hope of making that much money from the colony.

Spain might not have had that much interest in Florida, but nearly everyone else did. Florida had lost much of its original size to the British colonies, but it still stretched to the Mississippi, including large parts of what are now Louisiana, Alabama, Mississippi, and Georgia. The United States disputed the border and wanted a significant part of those lands to give the future Alabama and Mississippi access to the Gulf of Mexico.

There also were problems with Florida’s native tribes, primarily the Seminoles, who set up shop along the northern Florida border and struck into the United States, committing crimes and then moving back into the safety of Florida. With Spain back, the problem of runaway slaves returned. Slaves in Georgia knew that freedom was just a short distance away. At the same time, slave catchers from Georgia and South Carolina were launching raids into Florida to capture runaways. They sometimes caught free blacks in the process. Additionally, freebooters attempted to overthrow the Spanish.

President Washington had his hands full with the Florida problem: Both Spain and the United States claimed parts of present-day Alabama and Mississippi; Spain had forts in the disputed areas; and native tribes in those areas depended upon Spanish control to continue their raids in the United States. Washington selected Thomas Pinckney of South Carolina to negotiate with Spain, but Washington’s second term was nearly over before Spain agreed to compromise on the Florida border and to stop inciting Florida Indians to attack plantations in the American. Even after Spain agreed to American demands, problems remained and the situation deteriorated, along with Spain’s power.


CHAPTER THREE

Thomas Jefferson

Jefferson Plots to Acquire the Floridas

Thomas Jefferson was not yet president when he first became involved with Florida, and although he never actually claimed the prize he sought, he set the United States on a course that eventually made Florida part of the nation.

Jefferson was serving as George Washington’s secretary of state when he first began talking about the need to acquire the territory controlled by France and Spain that bordered the United States. In many ways, the young nation was at the mercy of European wars. Jefferson knew that a war between England and Spain could send British troops to Spanish New Orleans and restrict American use of the port. He also knew that such a war might end up with Britain regaining Florida, leaving the fledgling United States sandwiched between British possessions. He warned that Britain would “completely encircle us with her colonies and fleets.”

“I am . . . deeply impressed with the magnitude of the dangers which will attend our government if Louisiana and Florida be added to the British Empire,” Jefferson told Washington. He urged that if such a war should take place, the United States should become involved. His solution was to seek control of New Orleans and West Florida. “The navigation of the Mississippi, we must have,” he wrote.

Jefferson was encouraged when Spain began advertising for Americans to move into Florida. Jefferson saw what the Spanish did not, that the influx of Americans would overwhelm the relatively small Spanish population and make it easier for the United States to take over Florida. He wrote to Washington, “I wish a hundred thousand of our inhabitants would accept the invitation. It would be a means of delivering to us peaceably what might otherwise cost us a war. In the meantime we may complain of this seduction of our inhabitants just enough to make them believe we think it very wise policy for them, and firm them in it. This is my idea of it.”

Although some thought a war might be necessary to acquire Florida, Jefferson saw no need for war. He thought Florida would pass “naturally” as the number of American citizens grew.

A Bid to Buy Florida but No Sale

Thomas Jefferson set out to buy Florida but ended up buying everything except Florida. It began with the treaty with Spain in 1795, when Jefferson was secretary of state. The United States acquired a large part of the Florida Panhandle, which became part of Alabama and Mississippi. The treaty also gave the United States access to the port of New Orleans. Florida, which once reached into the present-day Carolinas and then west to the Mississippi, was once again getting smaller.

Jefferson took office in 1801 and soon faced a new crisis with Spain. In Europe, France’s Napoleon had emerged as the greatest threat to other nations. In 1799 he had formed a new government in France, and no one could be sure how far his ambition for more territory would extend. Spain, realizing that its position in North America was becoming weaker, decided to give back control of Louisiana to France. The treaty returning Louisiana to France contained an odd provision: France would own the land, but Spain would govern it. So the United States had to deal with two nations, one aggressive and the other, unable to control its colonies.

In 1802 the Spanish governor in New Orleans announced restrictions on American access to the port, and he declared the 1795 treaty to be invalid. In the United States, the move brought demands for war, although no one was quite sure whom to fight. Some wanted to do battle with France, others with Spain. Alexander Hamilton, who had been Washington’s closest advisor, wrote articles demanding war.

Despite what Americans thought, Napoleon dropped his designs to create a North American empire and became anxious to unload Louisiana. His plans had centered on his crown jewel, Haiti, but everything was working against him. He sent fifteen thousand French soldiers to try to quell an uprising by former slaves in Haiti, but disease and the Haitians nearly wiped his army out. At the same time, he was facing a growing possibility of war with England. During such a conflict, he feared, Louisiana might prove easy for the Americans to take. Napoleon went looking in another direction for empire, toward Egypt.

When James Monroe arrived in Paris on March 2, 1803, as a special ambassador, the timing was perfect. Jefferson had dispatched Monroe with specific instructions: He was to acquire the port of New Orleans and East and West Florida. Congress had appropriated $2 million to buy rights to the Mississippi River, but privately Jefferson told Monroe that he could offer $9,375,000 for the desired land. If Napoleon said no, he was to offer the money for just New Orleans. Napoleon said, “They ask for only one town of Louisiana (New Orleans), but I already consider the colony completely lost.” The French quickly offered to sell all of Louisiana for $15 million in cash and debt forgiveness. The agreement, which became known as the Louisiana Purchase, was so massive—the central third of the United States—that the matter of East and West Florida was forgotten for the moment. Jefferson said the treaty “removes from us the greatest source of danger to our peace.”

The treaty had come about so fast that it left much to be debated. It took years for the details to be worked out. Left unsaid in the treaty was exactly what the word “Louisiana” meant. The treaty contained no exact geographic points, only the vague statement that the United States was acquiring what France had acquired from Spain. The only clear boundary was the one to the north with Canada. Spain still had large holdings to the west of Louisiana, but it was unclear exactly where. The biggest problem, though, was Florida. Jefferson had acquired a vast amount of land and had purchased New Orleans, but he had failed to win the original prize. West Florida was of strategic importance—controlling the sea approach to New Orleans and including the ports of Mobile and Pensacola, which were vital to navigating inland rivers. Jefferson tried bravely to claim that the purchase included East and West Florida, but there was little to back up his claim, and there was still the presence of the Spanish in Florida. The Spanish had made it clear that Florida and Louisiana were separate entities, administered by different governing bodies, but beginning in 1803, the United States began a twenty-year effort to claim Florida.

The first effort involved simply saying it was so. Jefferson claimed there were solid reasons for believing that the purchase included Texas to the Rio Grande River, much of West Florida, and land as far west as the Rocky Mountains. He offered Spain $2 million for East Florida and the part of Texas he didn’t claim, but Spain rejected his offer.

In 1804 he tried another approach—getting Congress to say it was so. Congress passed the Mobile Act, which gave the United States control of the region, including all navigable rivers and streams within the United States that flowed into the Gulf of Mexico. But the Spanish minister to the United States, Marquis de Casa Yrujo, protested, and Jefferson backed down. He was willing to go to war for New Orleans but not for Florida.

In early 1806, Jefferson asked Congress for $2 million for what he called “extraordinary expenses.” The money was actually a bribe for Napoleon. In an unprecedented diplomatic move, the United States offered to pay Napoleon to convince Spain to turn over West Florida to the United States. What became known as the Two Million Bill passed Congress despite opposition. Napoleon was willing, but he complained that the money wasn’t enough, and the Spanish refused to negotiate. Jefferson’s move was condemned by his political opponents and members of his own party alike, one of whom said bluntly, “I consider it a base prostration of the national character to excite one nation by money to bully another nation out of its property.”

After leaving the White House, Jefferson continued to push for expansion of the United States. When Florida was finally acquired from Spain, he urged that the treaty be held up and further negotiations be conducted to include Texas in the deal. He even advocated acquiring Cuba.

The Jefferson Heir Who Moved to Florida

Not only did Thomas Jefferson play a major role in acquiring Florida, but one of his descendants also helped settle the territory. Francis Eppes was Jefferson’s grandson. His mother had died when he was only three, and he was raised by his grandfather and aunt, primarily at Monticello, Jefferson’s estate. He married and settled on Jefferson’s Popular Forest plantation. Jefferson left behind a mountain of debts when he died, and Eppes was the only heir who actually inherited what Jefferson left him.

In 1829 Eppes moved from Virginia to Tallahassee and established a cotton plantation. The territory had been acquired from Spain less than a decade before, and Tallahassee had been the capital for only five years. Like his grandfather, Eppes became interested in politics. He was elected a justice of the peace and then two terms as mayor.

One lesson he had learned from his grandfather was that education was vital. Jefferson had founded the University of Virginia, and Eppes played a similar role. In 1851 the Florida Legislature authorized two seminaries of higher learning. One of the schools was to be on the peninsula, the other in the Panhandle. In 1854 Eppes proposed establishing the Panhandle seminary in Tallahassee, but his plan was turned down. No decision was made at that time, and two years later, he tried again, even offering to contribute $10,000 and a new building.

The legislature accepted the offer, and the Florida Institute in Tallahassee became the State Seminary West of the Suwannee River, with classes beginning in 1857. The seminary later became the Florida Military and Collegiate Institute, then Florida State College, and then Florida Female College. After World War II, to meet the demands of returning veterans, it began admitting men and became Florida State University.

Late in life, Eppes moved to Orlando, where he is buried.
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Thomas Jefferson’s grandson, Francis Epps, moved to Tallahassee from Virginia. (Photo courtesy of the State Archives of Florida)
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