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  1822  Hard AGROUND
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  November 19, 1822. Fresh breezes from the east and a two-knot current set strong to the southwest spirited the eighty-six-foot schooner through the murky haze of the starless night. Lieutenant John M. Dale took a sounding about 9:00 p.m., as the 175-ton vessel headed north-by-east in the Atlantic waters along the Florida Keys. Finding no bottom at forty-five fathoms, he adjusted course to north-by-west and reflected on the events that had catapulted him to the command of this ship, the USS Alligator, a mere ten days before.


  In 1820, the US Navy had built a fleet of four twelve-gun schooners—Dolphin, Shark, Alligator, and Porpoise—designed to be small and fast enough to intercept the slavers and pirates that plagued African and West Indian waters. When the United States acquired Florida from Spain in 1821, the federal government resolved to use these schooners to patrol the waters off the US territory’s southern coast as well, in an effort to rid the area of marauders who posed a near-constant threat to commercial American shipping.


  The Alligator captured several slave ships off the west coast of Africa in her first two assignments, then sailed to the Caribbean to hunt for pirates early in 1822 under the command of William H. Allen. Lieutenant Dale was second in command. The Alligator captured her first target, the Cienega, off Nuevitas, Cuba, in April, but didn’t encounter any more buccaneers for months.


  On November 8, as the Alligator was putting down anchor in the Cuban port of Matanzas, two men requested permission to board the vessel and state their situation. Captain Mayo of the brigantine Iris and first mate Marsden of the schooner Mary & Eliza recounted to Captain Allen how pirates had captured their two ships four days before in the Bay of Lajuapo, about forty-five miles away. The marauders threatened to burn the two ships and murder all the crew unless Mayo and Marsden secured a $6,000 ransom in Matanzas.


  Having had no luck raising the money, the two men became intent on mustering an expeditionary force to rout the pirates and regain control of their ships. They asked Allen for his help. Having experienced no action for more than six months, Captain Allen enthusiastically agreed to lead the counterattack immediately. The Alligator and her crew of fifty left posthaste.


  Approaching the Bay of Lajuapo the morning of November 9, the Alligator sighted three captured vessels—the ship William and Henry, the brig Sarah Morill, and the schooner Nancy and Mary—all at anchor. Under the sweep of its oars, the eighty-ton pirate schooner Revenge guarded the bay. Small boats full of men ferried back and forth between the pirate craft and the commandeered ships.


    

  

     

  The only living coral reef in the continental US runs from Fowey Rocks in Miami to the Dry Tortugas.








  Captain Allen judged that the Alligator couldn’t overtake the Revenge and ordered his boats hoisted out—manned and armed with muskets, swords, and pistols. The boats gave chase. The pirates fired a heavy round of grapeshot from their long twelve-pounders but caused no damage. Once in range, Allen’s men opened a barrage of musket fire. The pirates abandoned the Revenge, jumping overboard or into their boats and making for a sister ship that had just entered the bay.


  Captain Allen directed a midshipman and four seamen to board the Revenge and claim the captured vessel as its prize. Allen himself led the charge to the second pirate schooner aboard the Alligator’s launch. Lieutenant Dale followed in the cutter. His crew of seamen, manning the oars of the flotilla, joined the attack. More than sixty pirates, reinforced with small arms, cutlasses, and boarding pikes, awaited them aboard the decks of the sister ship. Gunfire raged from all sides.


  Suddenly a musket ball pierced Captain Allen’s skull, followed shortly by another shot that lodged between his left shoulder and breastbone. Mortally wounded, Allen shouted orders and encouragement to his men to his last breath. Under a continued barrage of musket fire, the pirates escaped out of the bay. Fourteen marauders were dead and a countless number injured or captured.


  Lieutenant Dale and his men returned to the Alligator. They discovered the abandoned Iris and Mary & Eliza several miles away, adrift in the bay with their cables cut. Mayo and Marsden took control of their respective ships. Assigning his crew to the pirate ship Revenge and the other recovered vessels, Dale and his armada set sail for Matanzas. They buried Captain Allen at sea with full military honors.


  On November 18, Lieutenant Dale, now acting commander of the Alligator, left Matanzas at 5:00 a.m. as armed escort to a convoy of American ships heading for Norfolk, Virginia. By noon of the next day, the brig Ann Maria had fallen behind and no longer was visible. Dale feared that if he stayed with the convoy and left the brig to sail on her own, she might come under pirate attack, and, thus, at 9:00 that night, he decided to adjust his course to north-by-west in an attempt to find the wayward ship.


  It was 10:00 p.m. now, November 19. The Alligator was traveling at five knots. Suddenly, without warning, the Alligator ran hard aground on Carysfort Reef, off the coast of Islamorada. Lieutenant Dale was jolted out of his reverie. He called all hands on deck, lowered the sails, and hoisted the boats overboard.


  Dale took soundings all around the ship, and deemed the deepest water off the stern of the vessel. He instructed the crew to throw the kedge anchor into the depths. Pulling hard on the hawser line, they attempted to dislodge the Alligator from its impalement, but the rope frayed from the anchor and broke, rendering the effort fruitless.


  As high tide crested at daybreak, Dale and the crew made another attempt to free the Alligator from the reef’s clutches. To lighten the ship, they threw water casks, guns, shot, chain cable, and ballast overboard, setting aside two carronades (short-barreled guns that fired large shot at short range). They managed to heave the bow anchor off the stern into two fathoms of water but succeeded only in pulling the bower back in without budging the ship. The crew then hoisted the sails in hopes they could force the ship off the reef, but to no avail. As a last resort, they disposed of Alligator’s booms, sails, and rigging, but still the ship didn’t move.


  Strong winds and seas battered the schooner all that night. About 8:00 a.m. on November 21, Lieutenant Dale spotted a sail on the horizon. He fired several signal shots and sent one of his boats to approach her. The ship turned out to be the wayward brig Ann Maria, which immediately came to their aid. Dale had exhausted every option to get the Alligator off the reef and finally, reluctantly, judged the ship beyond saving. He ordered his crew to offload everything of value to the hold of the Ann Maria and then abandon ship.


  On the morning of November 23, after three days and three nights stuck on the reef, Lieutenant John M. Dale, with sadness and chagrin, set the Alligator on fire, both forward and aft, so that the ship would not fall into pirate hands. Safely aboard the deck of the Ann Maria alongside his officers and crew, Lieutenant Dale watched his ship burn. He had been her captain for only fourteen days. At 4:00 p.m. the Alligator blew up and sank to her coral graveyard. The Ann Maria sailed to Norfolk without incident, where Lieutenant Dale, the officers, and the crew of the sunken ship testified at a court of inquiry regarding the loss of the USS Alligator.


  As per custom of the time, officials later named the reef after the USS Alligator—Alligator Reef. In 1857, the US government determined to build a lighthouse on Alligator Reef but didn’t fund the project until after the Civil War. Alligator Light was completed in 1873. Today, the hull of the USS Alligator lies in two sections on the reef, along with some rigging, cannonballs, parts of gun carriages, and a few bronze spikes.



  

    

  

     

  


  1827  Double CROSS
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  December 20, 1827. Charles Grover stood in dawn’s first light on the deck of his schooner, Thorn, spyglass in hand, mesmerized by the ghostly apparitions hovering within his lens. Grover, the vessel’s captain, was a wrecker by trade, a particular breed of Florida Keys entrepreneur dedicated to salvaging the bounty of ships that crashed on the reef, five to six miles offshore.


  The coral reef—extending the length of the Florida Keys—lies hazardously close to the deep water of Hawk Channel and the Gulf Stream, the preferred route of ships traveling from Cuba, Mexico, and South America to Europe. The vessels, back then equipped with only rudimentary navigation techniques, frequently ran aground on the reef, which at that time was marked only by an occasional dimly illuminated lightship.


  Wreckers were not thieves. They actually performed a public service, saving both crew and cargo of a sinking ship, often at great risk to themselves. By the end of 1825, wrecking had become big business in Keys waters ($295,353). It was a vocation regulated by few laws but governed by firm rules of honor: The first wrecking vessel to arrive at a distressed ship became the wrecking master of record, directing the salvage and earning a larger share of the proceeds. Other wreckers received shares in proportion to the amount of tonnage they salvaged.


  The Thorn was anchored in the mouth of Caesar’s Creek, just south of Elliot Key, along with the wrecking sloop Surprize and a fishing smack named Florida. Two other members of the wrecking consortium, the sloop Capital and schooner General Geddes, were about thirty miles to the south. Captain Grover judged his early-morning vision to be about five miles away—a schooner with mainsail still raised and a larger ship, low in the water with no visible sails. Anticipating a wrecking bonanza, Grover ordered his crew of eight to pull anchor, hoist sails, and head to the reef. Surprize and Florida followed. Grover had no way of knowing, but trouble—not bounty—lay in the broken vessels he spotted aground on the reef.


  At noon the day before, on December 19, 1827, the British warship HBM Nimble had spotted the Spanish brig Guerrero near Orange Cay in the Bahamas, apparently en route to Cuba. Great Britain maintained an antislavery squadron off the coast of Africa as well as in the waters of the Bahamas and the Florida Straits, which runs between Key West and Cuba. Great Britain, the United States, Spain, Venezuela, Colombia, and Chile all had banned the importation of enslaved Africans by 1827, but thousands of ships still illicitly trafficked in the human cargo.


  Cuba, a Spanish colony, still bought thousands of enslaved people every year to labor in their sugarcane and coffee plantations in spite of Spanish law to the contrary. (Each of Cuba’s one thousand plantations enslaved about seventy people.) Cuban government officials, with a wink and a nod, reaped financial benefits in each transaction. The eight-gun Nimble, captained by Lieutenant Edward Holland, correctly judged Guerrero to be a slaver and gave chase.


  Packed under grated hatchways between decks of Guerrero, in a space only three or four feet high, 561 chained Africans huddled in intense subtropical heat in their own urine and feces, half-starved from the minimum allowance of food they were given once a day. (Another 150 had died during the voyage from Africa, from smallpox, scurvy, diarrhea, or dehydration.) Ninety Spaniards manned the fourteen-cannon ship.


  Nimble, with a crew of fifty-six, fired a two-gun warning. Guerrero could outgun the British warship, but the slaver’s captain, José Gómez, noted the strong breezes of a passing cold front and decided to try and outrun the Brits instead. About 6:15 p.m., ten miles northeast of the weakly lit light-ship Caesar, which was six miles off uninhabited Key Largo, the two ships exchanged cannon fire. Thirty minutes into the battle, the copper-bottomed slave ship showed a light, struck her flag, and fired a blank, all signs that Gómez was surrendering Guerrero to the British.


  Captain Holland ordered Nimble to cease fire. Gómez, however, had no intention of surrendering; instead, he suckered the Brits with a bait-and-switch. He sailed Guerrero away, faster than ever. Nimble took a sounding, which revealed only four to six fathoms (twenty-four to thirty-six feet) of water, but gave pursuit anyway. Guerrero, traveling at 10 miles per hour, soon opened a two-mile lead. Suddenly, at 7:30 p.m., the slaver slammed into the reef, breaking her masts and splitting her hull wide open. A cacophony of anguished, terrified screams echoed all the way to the following British warship. Nimble futilely tried to come about to avoid a similar fate, but five minutes later, brisk winds and heavy swells deposited her on the coral as well.


  Guerrero turned on her side and began to sink. The Africans remained trapped in the hull; the ship’s crew clung to the rigging. (By morning forty-one Africans had been crushed or drowned.) Holland and crew frantically threw Nimble’s anchors, ballast, and shot overboard in an effort to drift off the reef, but the outgoing tide firmly lodged the ship in place.


    

  

     

  The Duval Street Wrecker’s Museum houses nautical photos and memorabilia from the Key West wrecking era, including a shipwreck display.








  When the wreckers arrived on the scene that morning, Captain Grover spotted the two broken ships about two and a half miles apart. He ordered six of his crew to the slaver and another two to the ailing British ship. Samuel Sanderson, captain of the Surprize, attached a cable to Nimble’s bow, hoisted Surprize’s sails, and pulled the warship off the reef into eighteen feet of water. But Nimble’s rudder was completely broken and she was unable to sail on her own.


  The wreckers began offloading Guerrero’s crew and its human cargo, transferring women first: 256 Africans and fifty-four Spaniards, including Captain Gómez, boarded the Thorn; Florida took 142 Africans and twenty Spaniards; Surprize accepted 122 Africans and twelve Spaniards. Florida immediately set sail for Key West; the others spent the night at anchorage.


  Captain Holland worried that the Spaniards might try to overpower the American wreckers, so he destroyed all loaded ammunition aboard the Guerrero. The Surprize anchored nearby, flanked by the recently arrived wreckers, General Geddes and Capital. The two new ships fitted Guerrero’s rudder onto the damaged British ship, then finished salvaging the slaver. Thorn anchored next to Nimble to help guard the British ship’s armament.


  At 6:00 p.m., the wind shifted. Fearing Thorn’s anchor cables might become entangled with Nimble’s, Grover moved his ship slightly away from the British vessel. He then went below for his evening meal, a decision he would forever regret. Gómez and his slaver crew moved quickly, cutting Thorn’s anchor line and hoisting the mainsail. Hijacking the schooner and overpowering its crew, the Spaniards sailed the Thorn for Santa Cruz, Cuba. Unbeknownst to Nimble or the other wreckers, the smack Florida had also been hijacked once it set sail, and it, too, was heading to Cuba.


  To avoid mutiny aboard its vessel, Surprize, still at anchor, put all but two of her Spaniards aboard Nimble and successfully set sail at sunrise, arriving in Key West on December 22 with her two Spanish prisoners and 121 Africans (one died in transit). Nimble, General Geddes, and Capital arrived in the southernmost city the evening of Christmas Eve. Once Captain Gómez offloaded his African cargo in Santa Cruz (the sale of each enslaved person netted him $300 at auction), he released the hijacked Florida and Thorn. The ships returned to Key West on Christmas Day.


  William Pinckney, the collector of customs in Key West, seized custody of the 121 Africans that Surprize had deposited, pending a decision by US President John Quincy Adams as to their future. In doing so, he ignited an international incident: The British thought they were entitled to all salvage from the ship Guerrero, including her human cargo. Disregarding Key West salvage laws passed in 1823, they refused to pay any salvage fees to the wreckers, not even for the assistance they received in being pulled off the reef. The United States held firm. The Nimble set sail, empty-handed, on December 27, but Captain Holland left Key West without paying the wreckers a cent.


  The Africans fared far worse than the wreckers. Six Africans died in the seventy-five days they spent in Key West, one was seized and enslaved by the captain of a US revenue cutter, and the remaining 114 were transferred to the custody of US Marshal Waters Smith in St. Augustine, where they were hired out as field hands at a paltry $2 per month. The Africans, legally free but forced to live and work like they were still enslaved, remained in legal limbo for years, primarily because US laws dealing with importation had no provision for Africans accidentally landing in a US territory. Finally, on March 29, 1829, the US Congress passed legislation and appropriated funding to repatriate the Africans to Cape Mesurado on the African coast of Liberia.


  The Africans set sail to freedom on September 30, 1829, but due to a combination of red tape, fraud, and incompetence, what should have been a six-week journey turned into a six-month ordeal. Only ninety-five of the 711 Africans who began their nightmare aboard the slave ship Guerrero awoke as free human beings on March 4, 1830, in their new homeland.


  HARRY S. TRUMAN    [1884–1972]


  Suffering from a persistent cold and cough in November 1946, President Harry S. Truman followed doctor’s orders to take a vacation in a warm climate. His administration settled on the US Naval Submarine Station at Key West.


  The ten-room home of the former abode of the Navy Commandant came to be known as Truman’s Little White House. The naval complex afforded President Truman privacy, security, and freedom. He enjoyed his respite so much that he returned to Key West for eleven working vacations during his presidency.


  His was a breezy, informal routine. Truman arose about seven o’clock in the morning, and took a long walk on the streets of the submarine base. He had breakfast with senior staff at eight o’clock, then worked on correspondence and communications with his State Department and Cabinet until ten o’clock. Work was followed by recreation. He and staff walked to a private beach, a spit of land near Fort Zachary Taylor, which the Navy had augmented with tons of sand and changing cabanas. The President swam with his glasses on and his head out of the water, a technique he called “the Missouri Sidestroke.”


  Lunch was served promptly at one o’clock, followed by an afternoon nap, a four o’clock poker game with aides, a sip of bourbon, and dinner at seven o’clock. More poker until midnight usually rounded out the day, unless his wife, Bess, and daughter, Margaret, were there, in which case they’d watch a first-run movie screening.


  After his surprise victory over Thomas Dewey in 1948, more than 25,000 Key Westers cheered President Truman, perched atop a Lincoln convertible, as he paraded down Division Avenue (now named Truman Avenue). He joked to Bess, “I’ve a notion to move the Capitol to Key West and just stay!”


  Truman’s Little White House has been a State of Florida museum since 1990.



  

    

  

     

  


  1840  MASSACRE on Indian Key
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  August 7, 1840. James Glass awoke with a start. A quick look at his watch showed 2:00 a.m. Not sure why he couldn’t sleep, Glass looked out the door of his house on Water Street on the south side of Indian Key, where, surprisingly, he spied a large congregation of canoes beached on the waterfront. The revelation rocked him to the core—Indians!


  Glass dressed and crept next door to warn his friend A. F. (George) Beiglet. The two men, who worked together as ship carpenters, slipped into the darkness, intent on alerting Jacob Housman, owner of Indian Key and proprietor of most businesses on the island. Glass and Beiglet crossed the public square and climbed the first of two protective fences around Housman’s residence unnoticed. There, lying against the second fence awaiting daylight, however, were the invaders—more than one hundred Seminoles, led by Chief Chekika of the Everglades.


  An Indian spotted the men and fired his flintlock musket, but the weapon merely “flashed in the pan.” The mis-fire allowed Beiglet time to fire off a warning shot with his double-barreled shotgun, which was loaded with mustard-seed shot. He and Glass hollered warnings to the fifty-plus inhabitants of the tiny twelve-acre island as they ran off in separate directions to secret themselves out of range of the Seminoles.


  Housman and his wife Elizabeth Ann had built up a virtual empire on Indian Key, which they purchased in 1831. Pocketing a fortune through shipwreck salvage and dubious business ethics, Housman built warehouses, wharves, tradesmen’s shops, a thriving hotel and general store, even a ninepin bowling alley. He fortified the island against Indian attacks and cajoled Congress into providing naval protection on nearby Tea Table Key. Housman even suggested that the federal government pay him $200 per head for each Seminole he captured or killed, a fact that may have been the catalyst for the Seminole attack.


  So, it was little wonder that Chief Chekika, having been tipped off that the naval cutters Flint and Atrego had left the vicinity of Indian Key several days before, assaulted Housman’s residence before all others. By the time the Housmans reacted to the commotion at their doorstep, the Seminoles had swarmed the residence. The couple raced out the back door and scrambled over fences and rocks to the water, where they swam to one of their boats and successfully navigated in the darkness to the safety of Tea Table Key.


  Meanwhile, the island awoke in terror. The Seminoles ransacked the Housman house with whooping abandon. Glass broke, muskets fired, and fire lit up the night sky. The Perrine family couldn’t believe their ears. Dr. Henry Perrine had brought his family—wife Ann and children Hester, Sarah, and Henry Jr.—to Indian Key from the mainland, to safely await the final cessation of the Second Seminole War. Congress had granted Perrine twenty-four thousand acres on Biscayne Bay in 1838, so he could experiment with planting tropical and semitropical plants in South Florida. Instead, he bided
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  Fascinated by the diverse history of the Florida Keys, Victoria immersed herself in the archives of the Key Largo, Islamorada, Marathon, and Key West libraries for two years, writing It Happened in the Florida Keys. She discovered, hidden within the yellowed newspaper clippings, tales of triumph and tragedy, inspiration and indignation, courage and comedy—threads of happenstance woven through the years into the unique fabric that makes up the Florida Keys.
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