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  NOTES AND ACKNOWLEDGMENTS FOR THE SECOND EDITION


  I’ve always thought that Franklin Roosevelt was a good president.


  When I made that statement many years ago to a hostess in Florida who’d invited me to lunch before a book signing for Storm of the Century: The Labor Day Hurricane of 1935, her facial expression changed like the sun going behind a dark cloud, and I thought, Well, Drye, you won’t be invited here again.


  Some time later I came across a review of Storm on the website of a big-box bookstore. The reviewer was affiliated with a well-known, respected university in Pennsylvania. She said many complimentary things about my book, but she wasn’t pleased that I’d explained in some detail the political maneuvering and blame dodging by members of Roosevelt’s administration that followed the deaths of the veterans in the hurricane. She apparently thought that my purpose for writing the book was to tarnish FDR’s historical image, and so she ended her otherwise flattering comments with the caveat “even though the author has an obvious political agenda.”


  There’s an old newsroom axiom that says that if you’ve annoyed both sides when you write about a controversial issue, you probably got the story right. I’d like to think that the anecdotes I’ve cited above are an indication that I came somewhere close to getting the story of this long-ago tragedy right.


  I say all this to assure the reader that my purpose in writing Storm of the Century: The Labor Day Hurricane of 1935 was to tell the story that the facts presented. My agent, Jeanne Fredericks, and Globe Pequot executive editor Rick Rinehart made the deal for the new edition, and I’m very grateful to both of them for giving me the opportunity to re-tell and add to this remarkable tale.


  Cathy Keller, owner of Hooked on Books bookstore in Islamorada, Florida, repeatedly urged me to do a new edition of Storm because customers keep asking her for copies of the book, which has been out of print for some time.


  Gayle Butters of Archer, Florida, and Jim Walton of Stephenville, Texas, provided documents that gave dramatic, firsthand accounts of the hurricane. Butters, the granddaughter-in-law of the late Fern Butters, gave me a copy of Fern’s unpublished memoir of the storm. Walton, a retired meteorologist, sent me a copy of the letter that trainmaster George Branch wrote to his daughter detailing the ill-fated rescue train’s harrowing journey from Miami to Islamorada.


  I’m also grateful to the many meteorologists who have reviewed—and when necessary corrected—my work over the past 20 years and let me pester them with questions. They include the late William Gray of Colorado State University; his protégé and successor at CSU, Phil Klotzbach; Kerry Emanuel of Massachusetts Institute of Technology, a member of the National Academy of Sciences; Keith Blackwell of the University of South Alabama’s Coastal Weather Research Center; many meteorologists who are or were with NOAA, including Chris Landsea, Sam Houston, Wilson Shaffer, and Brian Jarvinen; Jeff Masters of the website Weather Underground.


  I owe special thanks to NOAA meteorologist and hurricane historian Neal Martin Dorst, who tracked down additional information about Leonard Povey’s historic hurricane hunting flight on September 2, 1935, and who gave me perspective and insight on many of the events discussed in the book. And former Weather Channel meteorologist Bryan Norcross, who’s now the hurricane specialist at WPLG-TV in Miami, was always willing to answer questions and offer encouragement.


  Brad Bertelli, curator at the Florida Keys History and Discovery Center in Islamorada, helped with new facts about the hurricane and reviewed the new chapter about Hurricane Irma. And I’d also like to thank the center’s executive director, Jill Miranda-Baker, and the board of directors for making a permanent home in the center’s research library for the crates of documents and boxes of books I accumulated while researching the story of the 1935 hurricane.


  Dan Baker, who was an editor at the Macon Telegraph when I worked there back in the 1980s, edited the first draft of the Hurricane Irma chapter.


  Mary Barley allowed me to use her guest house in Islamorada when I needed a place to stay while doing research.


  I started an enduring friendship with Jerry and Mary Lou Wilkinson in Tavernier when I started digging into Jerry’s files in 1998.


  Dr. Dean Hawley, professor of forensic pathology at the Indiana University School of Medicine, helped me visualize the awful conditions that rescuers faced immediately after the hurricane. Dr. Michael Higginbotham also provided helpful medical information.


  Tom Beard of Port Angeles, Washington, provided information about the untimely death of U.S. Coast Guard Lieutenant William Clemmer.


  The late Herbert Saffir—who helped devise the Saffir-Simpson Scale for rating a hurricane’s intensity and destructive potential—offered invaluable insights about the nature of powerful storms.


  Chester “Bo” Morgan, now a professor of history at the University of Southern Mississippi, advised me on New Deal–era politics in the South, while David Sansing, emeritus professor of history at the University of Mississippi, provided some colorful facts about U.S. Representative John Rankin.


  Author Tom Knowles, now retired from his distinguished career at Florida State University, graciously shared some of his research on the 1935 hurricane.


  Librarians and archivists, those unsung caretakers of our accumulated knowledge, were invaluable. I want to thank Michael Cotter at East Carolina University; John McMinn and Esperanza DeVarona at the University of Miami; and the staffs at the P.K. Yonge Library of Florida History at the University of Florida in Gainesville; the University of Wyoming library in Laramie; and the Franklin D. Roosevelt Presidential Library in Hyde Park, New York. I’m also indebted to the research assistants at the Mariner’s Museum in Newport News, Virginia; the MacArthur Memorial Library in Norfolk, Virginia; and the Pigeon Key National Historic District in Marathon, Florida.


  Tom Hambright, who’s now retired from his former position as historian at the Monroe County Public Library in Key West, provided invaluable insights into the history of the Florida Keys. The late Jim Clupper at the Islamorada branch of the library provided Red Cross records and other documents related to the storm.


  Lieutenant Commander Glen Freeman, Lieutenant Paul Lange, and Warrant Officer Dave Umberger of the U.S. Coast Guard told me about storms at sea, and attorney John McAfee of McCotter, McAfee, and Ashton in New Bern, North Carolina, helped me understand the political aspects of this story.


  Colonel D. J. Kieley, USMC (Ret.) of the National Naval Aviation Museum in Pensacola, Florida, provided helpful contacts and details about 1930s-era aircraft.


  Sarah Duran, now an attorney in Seattle, took on research missions when she lived in South Florida. Author and former Macon Telegraph colleague Ed Grisamore provided news clips, and Alan Snel, now producer of LVsportsbiz.com in Las Vegas, let me use his home as a base for research at the FDR library when he lived in New Paltz, New York.


  Historian Paul George of Miami convinced me that my topic was worth writing a book and helped with early planning. The late Wright Langley of Key West offered encouragement, advice, and documents about the storm, and Larry Wiggins gave me copies of Homestead newspapers from the mid-1930s.


  Phyllis Mitchell, Bob Mitchell, Patty Lodge, and Bob Lodge talked about their experiences in Hurricane Irma and also provided warm hospitality. Richie Russell invited me into his home to talk about his ancestors’ awful experience in the Labor Day Hurricane of 1935 and his own family’s experience in Hurricane Irma.


  Lisa Thomas pulled the proposal that became Storm of the Century off the slush pile at National Geographic in 2001, saw some potential there, and got the first edition of the book greenlighted for publication.


  And finally, the hard work and high competence of my wife, Dr. Jane Morrow, have meant that I’ve always had a place to work in good times and bad.


  Wilmington, North Carolina
February 14, 2019


  FOREWORD TO THE SECOND EDITION


  By Kerry Emanuel, PhD, Professor of Atmospheric Science, Massachusetts Institute of Technology; member, National Academy of Sciences; member, American Academy of Arts and Sciences; named one of the 100 most influential people by Time magazine in 2006


  Nothing captures the imagination like a good storm. Perhaps our fascination with storms stems from their continued challenge to civilization in the face of substantial progress in science and technology. As vastly improved forecasts have eliminated the element of surprise, arrogance has replaced ignorance as the main source of our suffering. From a mayor who, for fear of losing business, refuses to evacuate his city in the face of certain destruction to a resident who insists she can ride out the storm because she always has, natural selection now seems to target the proud over the ignorant. Yet, as has always been the case, it is the poor who suffer most at the hands of the proud, the ignorant, and the greedy. Hurricanes Katrina and Sandy are recent reminders that despite all our progress we remain far from invulnerable to Mother Nature.


  Each region and each culture has a distinctive storm lore, whether it be the Blizzard of 1888, the Hurricane of 1938, or the Great Gale of 1703. These are tales of the struggle between man and nature, and there are villains, victims, and heroes aplenty. Take Hurricane Katrina of 2005. Forecasters had nailed the track and intensity of the storm days in advance, and the head of the National Hurricane Center had the courage to violate his agency’s protocol by directly phoning the mayor of New Orleans, warning him that his city was in imminent danger. But the mayor postponed evacuating the city to give his lawyers time to ascertain whether he could be sued by local businesses if the evacuation proved unnecessary. Thus thousands of mostly poor residents became trapped by rising water, as there was not enough time to organize their evacuation. Yet scores of individuals and several agencies, some acting without mandate, managed to save thousands.


  The Labor Day Hurricane of 1935, the most intense hurricane ever to have struck the U.S., also served, as with most natural cataclysms, as a stage upon which human frailty and magnificence both played out. Its story is here wonderfully told by Willie Drye, a reporter with decades of experience and a real knack for exploring the human dimensions of a natural disaster. If your experience is anything like mine, you will find yourself entranced and riveted by this account of a vicious hurricane pitted against a fragile community reeling from the Great Depression. From the heroic but ultimately ineffective efforts to locate and gauge the storm to the bungling incompetence and cowardice of some and the valiant efforts of others charged with moving a work crew of veterans out of harm’s way, to individual stories of suffering, love, and compassion, this is the saga of mankind as revealed by the encounter of a single natural phenomenon with a small community. It is a story that has played out over and over again in our history and, alas, is destined to be repeated.


  Cambridge, Massachusetts
February 20, 2017


  PROLOGUE: SUNDAY, SEPTEMBER 1, 1935


  In the waning days of the summer of 1935, a patch of bad weather—thunderstorms, wind, and rain—blew off the west coast of Africa and rumbled across the Atlantic Ocean. As the weather system approached The Bahamas in late August, it picked up a counterclockwise circulation imparted by the rotation of the Earth, drew energy from saltwater that had baked for months beneath the blazing summer sun, and evolved into a tropical storm.


  It was the time of year when such storms often form in that part of the world, although the 1935 season had been relatively quiet. The summer’s first hurricane hadn’t formed until August 18 a few hundred miles east of Puerto Rico. It had stayed well offshore from the United States as it churned northward, weakened as it reached the cool North Atlantic, and plowed into Newfoundland with 60-mile-per-hour (mph) winds.


  There was something different about the second storm of the season, however. This one would become a small hurricane of tremendous power that would cause havoc far out of proportion to its diminutive size. It would strike the Florida Keys with a force beyond any human standard of measurement. Hurricanes weren’t named in 1935, but the storm that formed off The Bahamas in late August would become the most powerful hurricane ever to strike the United States. This anonymous killer would spread grief throughout the country. Its aftermath would reverberate for months through the highest government offices in Washington, DC, and then it would quickly fade from the nation’s collective memory.


  But when the storm crossed Andros Island in The Bahamas during the evening of Saturday, August 31, 1935, it did little more than rustle trees and snap some branches. Steering clear of shipping lanes and eluding the primitive, porous hurricane detection system of that era, the storm slipped quietly into the Straits of Florida, within easy striking distance of Florida or Cuba.


  On August 31, Grady Norton, the U.S. Weather Bureau’s chief hurricane forecaster in Jacksonville, told the Associated Press that the storm was “a small one and has no hurricane winds yet—we have been able to watch it so short a time we cannot be sure what it will do.”


  Unknown to Norton and the Weather Bureau, however, the storm found perfect conditions for strengthening in the straits, and its energy exploded overnight.


  It was exactly the kind of hurricane one might expect to form in the middle of the Great Depression, when so many forces—economic, political, even natural—seemed to be aligning solely for the purpose of punishing those least capable of protecting themselves. In 1935 the United States was in the grip of a bewildering paradox of poverty in the midst of plenty. In the cities, hungry men got into fistfights over garbage discarded by restaurants, and people lined up for blocks to receive a cup of soup or a sandwich. Meanwhile, farmers slaughtered livestock, poured out milk, and burned grain because no one could buy what they produced. Then the banks foreclosed on the farms, forcing the bankrupt farmers off their land. Farmers who managed to hold on to their property didn’t fare much better. A prolonged drought put hundreds of thousands of people on the brink of starvation and made dust of the topsoil in the Midwest. The prairie winds whipped the dust into thick, choking clouds that towered over the land and turned midday to dusk.


  About two million men roamed the country seeking work that wasn’t there.


  “On the highways the people moved like ants and searched for work, for food,” author John Steinbeck later wrote in The Grapes of Wrath. “And the anger began to ferment.”


  The misery wasn’t confined to the United States. As poet W. H. Auden noted, “[W]aves of anger and fear” encircled the globe during the 1930s. In Germany, a mediocre landscape artist who’d found a brilliant new career in politics steadily strengthened his grip on the German people, built horrible new weapons of war, and started hatching one of history’s vilest schemes for world conquest. In Japan, ambitious military warlords seized power and plotted a brutal campaign to dominate Asia and the Pacific Ocean. In Italy, the posturing buffoon who controlled the government dreamed of creating a new Roman Empire as he prepared to unleash mechanized warfare on a poor African nation that had been a cradle of civilization but now could barely feed its people.


  The malignancies bedeviling the world seemed to feed this storm. How else could it have acquired such awful power? And when this witches’ brew of wind and water had achieved an unearthly strength, it found hundreds of down-and-out men who’d been ground beneath the heel of the Depression and were completely unprotected from its onslaught, and it steered straight for them.


  The U.S. Weather Bureau had been issuing advisories on the storm for two days. But in 1935 there were no weather satellites watching from the heavens to pinpoint a tropical weather system so that meteorologists knew its exact location at any given moment. There were no hurricane-hunting airplanes to penetrate to the heart of the storm to obtain invaluable information about whether it was weakening or strengthening. Meteorologists relied on reports from ships at sea for much of their information about violent storms, but when a hurricane was roaming the ocean, captains were trying to put as much distance as they could between their ships and the bad weather.


  Considering the primitive conditions under which U.S. Weather Bureau forecasters worked, they could be forgiven if their hurricane forecasts and warnings weren’t always spot-on accurate. But in July 1935, the Weather Bureau had, with considerable fanfare, made a very public statement about its forecasting abilities that far exceeded its capabilities.


  The bureau had paid for a full-page advertising supplement in newspapers across the nation announcing that hurricanes threatening the southern U.S. coast during the coming peak of the hurricane season “are going to find it ‘tough going’ from now on.”


  The ad was formatted to look like a news story, complete with blaring headlines—“Storm Warning—Hurricane Coming!”—dramatic photos, and the byline of John L. Frazier. Many readers no doubt thought it was a news story when they saw it in their local newspapers.


  “Uncle Sam has perfected his hurricane service for this area, perfected it to the extent of putting a decided crimp in their stealthy approach,” Frazier wrote.


  The key to this new efficiency was decentralizing the Weather Bureau’s warning system so that information on developing storms went to Weather Bureau offices in New Orleans, Jacksonville, and San Juan instead of its main office in Washington, DC. And hurricane advisories would now be issued from those offices instead of Washington, Frazier wrote.


  Reorganizing the bureau for more efficiency and accuracy was a public service. Making public claims that the new system was virtually infallible was very foolish, and the deadly proof of that foolishness was already prowling the seas barely two months after the bureau’s very public boasting.


  It was another of the harsh ironies of the time that the men in the path of this vicious storm were put there because their government was trying to help them. They were American military veterans, and they were very much on Ed Sheeran’s mind at daybreak on Sunday, September 1, 1935. The men—most of whom had served in what was then called the Great War—were sleeping in shacks all around Sheeran as the sun crept above the horizon of the Atlantic Ocean and began its spectacular ascent into the heavens above the Florida Keys.


  The Weather Bureau hadn’t said yet that the disturbance posed a direct threat to the Keys, but that meant nothing to Sheeran. He trusted his own observations and judgment more than those of men sitting in offices hundreds of miles away.


  Sheeran had already been at work for several hours. It didn’t matter to him that it was Labor Day weekend or that he’d intended to spend the holiday with his wife in their comfortable home in the Miami suburb of Coral Gables. A bad storm was prowling the seas somewhere east of the Keys, and from Sheeran’s point of view only a fool would sit still and do nothing when he knew trouble might be heading his way.


  Sheeran was 65 years old, but advancing age had done little to diminish his energy. The Wisconsin native had spent most of his adult life working in South Florida and the Keys. In September 1935 he was supervising the construction of a highway bridge that would finally link the Lower Keys with the Upper Keys and the mainland. The project was part of a New Deal effort to help Depression-wracked Key West, whose 12,000 residents were trying to survive on an average income of $7 per month. Some of the veterans worked for Sheeran, although the federal officials in charge of the vets camps had created so many regulations about their work hours it was difficult to get much use out of them.


  Sheeran had served as a combat engineer in France during World War I, and he’d learned to keep his wits about him, establish his priorities, and focus on his work in difficult situations. He was wounded when he refused to stop working on a bridge simply because the Germans were shooting at him. His stubborn dedication to his job had earned him a Purple Heart, a promotion from captain to major, and a citation for bravery from General Pershing himself.


  He had weathered many hurricanes and developed a skill for detecting them that was almost a sixth sense. A distant hurricane telegraphs its approach in a subtle but unmistakable code that is written in the clouds, the sea, and the air. Sheeran had learned to recognize these subtleties, and on September 1, 1935, he was dead certain of two things: This was a bad storm and it was headed his way.


  Months earlier Sheeran had prepared for the possibility of a hurricane when he ordered his crew to dig a 1,000-foot canal at the southern tip of Lower Matecumbe Key. He was responsible for a lot of expensive floating construction equipment that, if left in exposed waters, would easily be destroyed by a hurricane. As the sun came up Sunday morning, Sheeran and his men were moving the equipment into the canal, where the sheltered water and surrounding mangroves would provide some protection from the winds and rough seas he was certain would be upon them in another day or two.


  But he was powerless to do anything about the 400 or so men dozing in the flimsy shacks of the three work camps that had been established in the Upper Keys a few months earlier. Few of the veterans had any idea of the power of a hurricane or how vulnerable the slender, low-lying Keys were to these storms.


  As Sheeran worked, horrible memories of a tragedy that occurred 29 years earlier in an identical setting kept flashing through his mind. In 1906 he was working on the construction crew building the famous Key West Extension of the Florida East Coast Railway from Miami to Key West. Hundreds of men hired for the massive project were housed in work camps and houseboats in the Keys. Most of them had never been in the tropics and knew nothing of the danger of the storms that sometimes come roaring off the ocean in late summer and early fall.


  In mid-October the Keys natives—known as Conchs after the tough shellfish that was a staple of their diet—told railroad construction supervisors that a powerful storm was headed their way. The Conchs pleaded with the bosses to evacuate the workers, but their warnings were ignored. The hurricane struck the Keys with winds of more than 130 mph on the morning of October 18, 1906.


  At least 130 workers were killed. Many died when the hurricane yanked a houseboat from its moorings at Long Key and hauled it out to sea. The storm pulled the houseboat far beyond any hope of rescue and then methodically smashed the vessel and spilled the doomed occupants into the churning ocean.


  Corpses washed up on beaches for days afterward.


  Now Sheeran feared another slaughter was in the making. He knew the veterans’ poorly built wooden shacks would be useless in the face of a hurricane’s fury. The only way to protect the men was to load them aboard a train and get them off the islands. But Sheeran was employed by the Florida State Highway Department and didn’t have the authority to order a special train for the vets. Evacuation was up to the federal officials in charge of the work camps, and he wondered if they were taking the threat seriously.


  At least one of them was. Sam Cutler, an assistant administrator, had been gathering information about the storm since the previous afternoon. At age 59 he had never been in a hurricane, but he was cautious by nature, and his training as a safety engineer had reinforced this tendency. Cutler was in temporary command of the work camps during the holiday weekend because his boss, 45-year-old Ray Sheldon, had decided to take a brief honeymoon in Key West with his wife of one week. Cutler wanted to evacuate the veterans immediately, but that decision would have to be made by still another administrator, Fred Ghent, who was in charge of the veterans work program in Florida.


  Fred Ghent’s office was almost 500 miles up the coast in Jacksonville. He had a lot more on his mind that weekend than simply what was going on in the Keys.


  When he was hired only five months earlier as administrator for the work program, Ghent seemed perfect for the job. He was compassionate and wanted to help the veterans get their lives back on track. But officials in Washington had decided to terminate the program, and in early August Ghent was told he’d soon be out of a job. The news was a bitter surprise, and he planned to get his mind off things for a while by spending Sunday, September 1, on a Jacksonville golf course.


  At the same time Sheeran was moving his equipment into sheltered waters, Fred Ghent sleepily answered his ringing telephone. It was Ray Sheldon calling from Key West. Sheldon said he’d just talked to the U.S. Weather Bureau’s office there, and the meteorologist had suggested he might want to take the next ferry back to the work camps in the Upper Keys. The storm that had crossed The Bahamas the night before might make the waters too rough for the ferry in a day or two. Ghent hated to interrupt Sheldon’s brief honeymoon, especially since he didn’t think this storm would amount to much. But someone had to be there to take charge. Ghent reluctantly ordered his assistant to return to the camps. Soon Sheldon and his bride were on their way out of Key West to catch the 8 a.m. ferry at No Name Key.


  In the camps, many veterans continued sleeping until the oppressive heat of the late summer day slowly baked them into the bleary and painful wakefulness that accompanies a nasty hangover. They rolled out of their bunks and lined up at barrels of ice water to slake the intense thirst that always follows a night of boozing. As they waited their turns they greeted others who joined them in line, calling many of them by their nicknames, such as “Chain Gang,” “Big Boy,” “Mad Dog,” and “Slim.”


  The men sipped cups of water and discussed the events of the previous evening with wry humor. They chatted about the storm they heard had formed somewhere out there over the Atlantic. All summer, they had been hearing warnings that a hurricane was coming, and they wanted to see one, although they doubted that it would amount to much. They had faced real danger in France 18 years ago, they reminded each other, and they sure as hell weren’t afraid of a little wind and rain. Besides, it would cool things off and blow away the damned mosquitoes for a few days.


  The men living in the Keys work camps in the summer of 1935 represented a cross section of America’s Depression casualties. Many were well-trained professionals who’d been earning good livings and raising families before the economic crash threw them out of work. Others had been bouncing from job to job for a decade or more since their discharge from the military, unable to stay with one job and put down roots. Some of the men in the Keys were making a genuine effort to turn their lives around. A few even brought their families down to the islands, rented cottages, planted gardens, and seemed settled for the first time in years.


  But drinking and despondency were serious problems in the work camps. Many vets felt they had landed at the end of the world in the isolated, sparsely populated Florida Keys and had nothing more to lose. One veteran who worked on the bridge construction crew told friends he intended to make his tomb in one of the concrete support arches. When the crew started pouring concrete for pier number 61—his payroll number—he planned to leap into the wet cement and be buried alive.


  For the vets, drinking was an escape from the ruins of their lives. They were, in a very real sense, the dregs of the “Lost Generation”—men who had been profoundly changed by their experiences in World War I.


  Most of the men in the Keys work camps had been members of the American Expeditionary Force. When they boarded troopships for Europe in April 1917, they were the United States’ contribution to the massive conflict that had been greedily swallowing lives by the millions for three years.


  The world simply hadn’t been prepared for the astonishing death toll of the Great War. Dramatic improvements in weapons in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries made the slaughter inevitable. Author Donovan Webster noted that warfare hadn’t changed much in almost 1,000 years until Alfred Nobel’s invention of dynamite in 1866 “boosted the bloody art of war from bullets and bayonets to long-range high explosives.”


  Despite the staggering loss of life after three years of fighting, the Allies—Great Britain, France, and Italy—and the Central Powers—Germany, Austria-Hungary, and Turkey—were still locked in a stalemate when the Americans arrived.


  The American Expeditionary Force commander, General John Pershing, kept his green troops in training camps for the better part of a year getting them ready for the fight. The Americans saw their first real combat in June 1918 at Chateau-Thierry and Belleau Wood in northern France and immediately distinguished themselves as fierce and daring fighters. When U.S. Marine artillery under Colonel Manus McCloskey arrived near the scene of a German advance, a French officer told him Allied troops had been ordered to retreat.


  “Retreat?” McCloskey growled. “Hell no! We just got here.” The colonel’s Marines dug in, sighted their guns, and stopped the Germans with devastatingly accurate fire.


  But the Americans also faced the Germans’ murderously effective weaponry, and they paid a terrible price. At Belleau Wood, where American soldiers fought in bitter trench warfare, “masses of earth, chunks of rock, splinters of trees leaped into the air as the shells exploded,” recalled Lieutenant Colonel Frederick Wise. “Machine-gun and rifle bullets thudded into the earth unendingly.”


  When the fighting ended in November 1918, American casualties stood at more than 364,000 dead, wounded, and missing. American losses didn’t begin to compare with the staggering death toll suffered by the European belligerents, but it was a bloody toll for less than a year of actual fighting. Still, the Americans’ brief participation tipped the balance in the Allies’ favor, forcing the Central Powers to surrender.


  The Western world rejoiced at the capitulation of Germany and its allies. But the horrible experience of combat left permanent psychological scars on many members of the American Expeditionary Force, who discovered they couldn’t easily settle back into civilian life. Many years later this condition would be called post-traumatic stress disorder. In 1919 it was known as shell shock.


  Like their counterparts in Europe whose lives had been shattered, many American servicemen had seen their beliefs destroyed by the brutality of modern warfare. The wholesale, indiscriminate slaughter and destruction of the war crushed any conviction that humanity was progressing toward a peaceful, benevolent civilization. Many who survived the conflict were certain their lives were meaningless.


  That sense of purposelessness increased after the vets returned from France. The American economy struggled to absorb millions of discharged vets into the workforce. The nation underwent a brutal readjustment as it made the transition from war to peace. In January 1920 the United States slumped into a severe recession. Millions of vets who’d found jobs soon after their return lost them.


  The nation came out of the recession by the summer of 1921, and the economic recovery was dramatic. Soon the Roaring Twenties swept the United States into unprecedented prosperity, and bad times seemed gone forever. The distractions of the 1920s helped some people forget the horrors of the Great War. Americans largely ignored Prohibition while making millionaires of the gangsters who sold them watered-down drinks at outrageously inflated prices in illegal speakeasies.


  When they weren’t drinking gin and dancing, they amused themselves with fads such as crossword puzzles and flagpole sitting—and everyone seemed to be getting rich in the stock market. For a while it was easy to believe Republican presidents Warren Harding, Calvin Coolidge, and Herbert Hoover when they said the United States had entered a new era of perpetual prosperity that would permanently eliminate poverty.


  In Florida, real estate speculation soared to unheard-of heights as millions of people—including celebrities, sports stars, and politicians—flocked there thinking all they had to do to become wealthy was to buy a few acres of land.


  The decade that followed the war was a time of empty euphoria, however, when many Americans pursued pleasure and wealth because there seemed to be nothing else to do and no reason to look for anything more. And no one seemed to notice or care that the machinery of commerce was becoming dangerously unbalanced.


  The stock market crash in 1929 and the ensuing Depression came just as veterans were entering what were supposed to be their most productive years. Now, instead of building careers and raising families, hundreds of vets were sweating, swatting mosquitoes, drinking bootleg whiskey, and building a bridge in the remote Keys for a dollar a day plus food and housing—if the term “housing” could be applied to a 10-by-20-foot cabin with a canvas roof where four men slept.


  But they were on a payroll, and in that respect they were a lot better off than the millions who’d long ago lost hope of finding jobs. Federal officials in Washington regularly received letters from unemployed veterans who’d heard about the work program and would gladly have endured the discomfort and isolation of the Keys in exchange for a regular paycheck.


  By September 1935 the Depression was approaching the end of its sixth year. President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s many New Deal programs had rescued millions from the brink of ruination. Harry Hopkins, appointed director of the Federal Emergency Relief Administration by Roosevelt, was motivated by a simple but powerful objective. “I’m here to see that people don’t starve,” he said.


  But America’s economy was still in shambles. Fortune magazine estimated in 1932—when President Hoover was still in the White House—that 34 million Americans had no income. That was more than one-quarter of the nation’s population of 127 million. By 1935 almost 20 percent of the nation’s workforce was still unemployed, and many of those who had jobs were working in unhealthful or dangerous conditions for bare subsistence wages.


  Still, Americans mired in the middle of the Great Depression managed to find some distractions from the grimness of the times. In the summer of 1935, many people were enjoying the illusion of wealth and power by buying expensive real estate—with play money—and trying to bankrupt their opponents in a wildly popular new board game called Monopoly.


  Sports entered a new era when lights were erected at Cincinnati’s Crosley Field, and on May 24, 1935, the hometown Reds beat the visiting Philadelphia Phillies 2-1 in the first Major League Baseball game played at night. And in August a struggling bandleader named Benny Goodman electrified an audience in Los Angeles when he and his bored musicians suddenly cut loose with blaring brasses, wild improvisations, and throbbing drums while playing for a dance. The moment marked the birth of a new genre of popular music that came to be called Swing.


  Humorist Will Rogers kept Americans chuckling during the hard times with his bipartisan barbs at politicians of all stripes. “There is something about a Republican that you can only stand him just so long,” he once observed, “and on the other hand, there is something about a Democrat that you can’t stand him quite that long.”


  As the Labor Day weekend of 1935 approached, however, Americans were mourning the loss of Rogers’s homespun, incisive wit. He had been killed in a plane crash in Alaska on August 15. Millions of Americans learned details of Rogers’s death in the weekly newsreels that preceded feature films in theaters across the nation.


  Hollywood was cranking out a steady stream of movies intended to take America’s collective mind off the problems of the day, and they had a huge audience. There were around 17,000 movie theaters in the nation. More than half the nation’s population went to those theaters at least once a week. A frothy new comedy called Top Hat featuring Fred Astaire and Ginger Rogers had been released just in time for the Labor Day weekend of 1935.


  As audiences were lining up to watch Astaire and Rogers dance cheek to cheek on Saturday evening, August 31, the S.S. Dixie left its berth in New Orleans and set sail for New York. The liner carried 233 passengers who hadn’t been as troubled by the Depression as many other Americans. Aboard the liner were several doctors, a newly minted Yale University professor with a fondness for playing poker and the piano, a movie actress, a group of young women from Pennsylvania who had won a three-week trip across the United States and Mexico, a Catholic priest, honeymooners, and a young woman who was bored almost beyond endurance. As the ship sailed across the placid waters of the Gulf of Mexico, Charlotte Evans could find nothing better to do than write a letter to her mother in Philadelphia. “It’s the quietest crowd I ever saw,” Evans complained, “and there’s no excitement.”


  Captain Einar Sundstrom commanded the Dixie, and he hoped the voyage stayed boring. The Dixie was due in New York Harbor on Thursday, September 5, and Sundstrom looked forward to spending a few days with his wife and two daughters in his trim, two-story brick house in the Long Island village of Little Neck.


  As the sun came up Sunday morning, September 1, the Dixie was steaming southeast in the Gulf toward the tip of the Keys. Soon Sundstrom would take the ship around Key West and swing her northeast into the Straits of Florida and the Gulf Stream.


  He knew rough weather had been reported around The Bahamas, and he knew the serious danger of entering the Straits of Florida when a hurricane was in the neighborhood. A ship in the Straits has only about 50 miles of maneuvering room—not nearly enough to avoid a hurricane. But Sundstrom had sidestepped many storms during his 34 years at sea and figured he could outwit this one. He’d been a sailor since he was a boy. He’d commanded tankers and freighters before being given command of the Dixie, and he’d brought many ships through storms and disasters at sea. He also had a reputation for never having failed during an emergency.


  But Sundstrom didn’t expect much trouble on this trip. According to the U.S. Weather Bureau, the storm was well to the south of him and moving in the opposite direction of his ship.


  Cuban army meteorologists also were following the storm and reported Sunday night that the center of the hurricane was about 180 miles east of Havana.


  Hurricane forecasters in Cuba had for some time been an annoyance to the U.S. Weather Bureau for a simple reason—their forecasts often were more accurate than the Weather Bureau’s. The tension between the Weather Bureau and Cuban meteorologists dated back 35 years, when the Weather Bureau had banned weather data from Cuba being transmitted to U.S. Weather Bureau offices. Shortly after the ban, the savage hurricane of September 8, 1900, ripped into unprepared Galveston, Texas, and killed nearly 10,000 people.


  Scorn and criticism were piled high on the Weather Bureau after the spectacular destruction and huge death toll in Galveston—so high that Willis Moore, director of the bureau, defended his agency by publishing distorted and false claims about the accuracy of the Weather Bureau’s forecasts.


  Cuban forecasters initially thought the storm that had just crossed The Bahamas on September 1, 1935, would strike Havana or stay just offshore from the Cuban capital as it moved into the Gulf of Mexico. But during the day Sunday, barometers in Havana started rising, an indication that the storm’s center was no longer headed in their direction. During the day Monday, forecasters at Cuba’s Belen Observatory determined that the hurricane was moving very slowly and had become an extremely powerful storm.


  As Cuban army forecasters studied the data and pondered how to interpret it, a transplanted American who was a favorite of the de facto ruler of Cuba was looking over their shoulders.


  Leonard James Povey—“Len” to his friends back in the United States—was known as “El Phenomena” to Colonel Fulgencio Batista, the strongman who was the real power behind a succession of puppet presidents in Cuba in the 1930s.


  Povey had made a colorful, if unlikely, journey to Havana.


  When he was a teenager, young Len Povey wanted more than anything to learn to fly. So he left his home in New Hampshire at the age of 15 and lied about his age to join the Canadian army air force. He was in pilot training for several weeks when his true age was discovered and he was kicked out.


  Determined to become a pilot, Povey went to Toronto, enlisted again, landed at the same training camp, was recognized and again kicked out.


  When he turned 18 in 1922, he enlisted in what was then known as the U.S. Army Air Service and finally fulfilled his dream of learning to fly. After his discharge he became a stunt pilot and earned a reputation as a true daredevil, living by his wits, his remarkable reflexes and hand-eye coordination, and the motto “God hates a coward.” Twice he’d avoided certain death, even bringing a biplane in for a miraculous landing after a midair collision with another plane sheared off about four feet of his plane’s upper wing.


  In 1934 Povey impulsively performed some of his most daring aerobatic stunts as he approached an airport in Miami. He knew such stunting was illegal so close to an airport, but it was a beautiful day and he was in a buoyant mood. When he landed he was met by a federal aviation inspector who’d seen his spectacular stunts.


  The inspector told Povey he’d violated federal regulations and had the choice of either paying a $500 fine or losing his pilot’s license for a month. Povey had only $50 to his name. After he handed over his license, the inspector complimented his aerobatics.


  But Povey had greatly impressed a Cuban army officer who also happened to witness his performance. The officer persuaded him to come to Cuba to train pilots for Colonel Batista.


  As Povey discussed the hurricane’s mysterious movements with Cuban forecasters, the architect of the programs that had given jobs in the Keys to the needy veterans finally escaped the withering heat of Washington. As the rising sun bathed the Hudson River Valley in its soft, elegant light, President Roosevelt’s special train pulled into the station at Highland, New York. FDR was helped into a waiting car for the short drive across the Hudson River to Springwood, his estate in Hyde Park.


  It had been a long and busy summer for the president. The first session of the 74th Congress had lasted 235 days, the longest since 1922. Congress had also spent a record $10.25 billion.


  The marathon assembly was part of Democratic strategists’ careful preparation for the upcoming political season. An election year was only a few months away, and politicians were feeling the primal urge to begin that odd courtship ritual with voters known as campaigning. With that in mind, leaders of the overwhelmingly Democratic Congress kept lawmakers in the capital through the summer hoping to resolve all controversial legislation so Republicans would have less ammunition to use against Democratic candidates.


  They’d nearly succeeded in clearing the decks of potentially troublesome issues. They hit a snag in the last hours, however, when Senator Huey Long, the renegade Democrat who’d turned his home state of Louisiana into a personal fiefdom and been labeled a “madman” by a U.S. senator from his own party, began a filibuster against the last piece of New Deal legislation.


  Long didn’t think the bill provided enough funding for loans to cotton and wheat farmers and vowed to prevent the Senate from voting on it. His windy blustering blocked action on the bill that also would have provided funding for one of FDR’s New Deal centerpieces—Social Security. When the gavel fell to end the first session, Long dashed out a side door of the Senate chamber and boarded a train for New York. There he told a reporter that Congress was “a bunch of cowards” for knuckling under to FDR and boasted he’d be elected president in 1936 on a third-party ticket if the Republicans again nominated Hoover and Roosevelt was the choice of the Democrats.


  Roosevelt planned to spend several weeks at Hyde Park, but he wouldn’t be idle. He also had his eye on the 1936 election.


  The president hadn’t said whether he would seek a second term, but he was going to work on a series of speeches about the accomplishments of the New Deal that would lay the groundwork for that announcement. He intended to deliver the speeches in late September during a cross-country trip that would have the appearance and trappings of a fall campaign tour.


  More than 80 years after FDR’s smashing win in the 1936 election—he won 46 of 48 states—it seems absurd to question whether there was ever any doubt that he’d be reelected. But in the late summer of 1935, even his most ardent backers were a little uneasy.


  Roosevelt would need at least 266 electoral votes to win another term in the White House. As the election year approached, Roosevelt supporters and campaign strategists jotting down numbers and projections on scratch pads and the backs of envelopes were 30 or 40 votes shy of that total.


  FDR and his strategists knew they’d be facing opposition from both sides of the political spectrum. Some Americans—such as Long—were convinced that Roosevelt’s policies hadn’t done enough to pull the nation out of the Depression and wanted a more radical shift to the left. But many businessmen were weary of New Deal regulations on industry and wanted a conservative Republican president at the helm of American government. The Republican leadership also was desperate to avoid a repeat of the 1934 elections when Democrats nearly chased them out of Washington by winning about 70 percent of the combined total of seats in the U.S. Senate and House of Representatives.


  Roosevelt knew the political waters would soon be heating up. But as he joined his wife, Eleanor, and his mother, Sara, for breakfast at Springwood on Sunday morning, September 1, 1935, he had no idea that a potentially serious political problem was brewing for him 1,200 miles to the south in the warm waters of the Straits of Florida. And FDR’s legendary charm and political shrewdness would be powerless against the forces fueling this problem.


  CHAPTER ONE


  A Remote Paradise


  When Bernard Russell was a boy walking to school, he’d sometimes take off his shoes, tie the laces together, and toss them across his shoulder. Then he’d walk barefoot for about a mile down the sandy beach to the Matecumbe Graded School in the seaside village of Islamorada in the Florida Keys.


  Russell’s occasional choice of routes was part schoolboy whimsy and part convenience. In the 1930s much of the Keys was still covered with dense underbrush. Walking along the beach was easier, and he could also study the Atlantic Ocean, which laps at the shores of Upper Matecumbe Key. The turquoise waters often resemble a giant saltwater lake, thanks to the coral reefs that parallel the Keys and act as a breakwater, keeping the breakers four miles or so offshore.


  The Alligator Reef Lighthouse stands guard over the reefs. The 136-foot-tall lighthouse rises above the remains of the U.S.S. Alligator, which wrecked on the reef in November 1822. The lighthouse’s unique nighttime signal—five consecutive flashes of a white light and one flash of a red light at intervals of five seconds—had warned mariners of the reef since 1873.


  At high tide the Atlantic was only about 100 feet from the front door of the two-room schoolhouse that Russell attended. In June 1935 Russell was 16 years old and part of the largest graduating class that Matecumbe Graded School had ever produced. Nine students received diplomas for completing the nine grades the school offered. In the remote, sparsely populated Keys, parents who wanted their children to finish their secondary education had to send them to live with friends or relatives in Key West or Homestead to attend high school.


  That summer Russell had become friends with schoolmate Laurette Pinder, who was 17 and lived at the other end of the island. There was something a little special about this friendship, and both teenagers realized it.


  The 48-star American flag that snapped in the sea breeze in front of the Matecumbe Graded School identified Islamorada as part of the United States. But in many ways Islamorada was much farther removed from the mainland—and mainstream America—than the 40 miles or so of coral and saltwater that separated the village from the tip of the Florida peninsula. Automobiles, telephones, and a few other early twentieth-century technological advances had found their way to Islamorada by the summer of 1935. But the people on the islands between Key West and the peninsula still lived much as their grandparents had in the previous century.


  Key West, 75 miles to the south over land and water, had a population of about 12,000, but fewer than 1,000 residents inhabited the islands between Key West and the mainland. Two small electric plants—one at Tavernier north of Islamorada and the other at Marathon to the south—provided electricity for the few residents in those villages, but the other communities outside Key West were without power. At nightfall, Islamorada residents lit their kerosene lanterns.


  Islamorada and the other tiny communities on the string of coral islands that make up the Keys did have a link of solid steel connecting them to the mainland and the modern world—the Key West Extension of the Florida East Coast Railway (FEC). In 1935 the daily arrival of the southbound passenger train from Miami to Key West—the southernmost island in the 130-mile chain—was a major event in Islamorada. When the snorting, smoking, steam-powered locomotive chuffed to a stop around 9:30 a.m. at the Islamorada station, village residents gathered to greet passengers, pick up packages, board the train, or just watch the commotion.


  On most mornings a few residents were likely to be coming and going at the post office, where Bernard’s father, John Russell, was postmaster. The building housing the post office was literally a stone’s throw from the train station. After checking their mail they might step around to the small store that John Russell and his brother Clifton owned in the rear of the same building. They could buy a soft drink for a nickel and sip it as they stood on the post office porch, shaded from the tropical sun by an overhang supported by three columns. It had been built in 1928 of native coral salvaged from the tailings left behind after the island’s first road had been graded. Bernard Russell, 10 years old at the time, had driven a Model T dump truck slowly along the road while others picked up chunks of coral and tossed them onto the back of the truck.


  When the daily train arrived, the post office idlers often stepped off the porch and strolled up unpaved DeLeon Street to join the other onlookers at the depot.


  A passenger gazing out the coach window during the brief stop at Islamorada might have wondered why anyone would want to live there. Even with the railroad and the highway linking the Upper Keys to the mainland, the remoteness of the islands was unsettling to many outsiders. The slender, sun-drenched outcroppings that divide the Atlantic Ocean and Florida Bay are so unlike any other place on Earth that first-time visitors a century ago often found the Keys eerie and foreboding. In 1908 writer Ralph Paine described the islands as “worthless, chaotic fragments of coral reef, limestone and mangrove swamp . . . aptly called the sweepings and debris which the Creator hurled out to sea after He finished shaping the Florida peninsula.”


  For the most part, the rest of the world ignored the Keys. “There were never enough people on those Keys to really make big news, or anything like that, and a lot of it has never had any attention paid to it,” said William Johns, a reporter for the Miami Daily News who was based in Homestead in 1935.


  The nearest doctors and dentists—and other securities and advantages of civilization—were many miles away. Other than the train, the only way to get to Key West was to drive onto a ferry at Lower Matecumbe Key, seven miles south of Islamorada, for a four-hour boat ride to No Name Key. From there it was a 45-mile drive to Key West. Or you could go by sailboat. If luck and the wind were on your side, you could sail to Key West in a few days. If the wind was against you or the weather suddenly turned bad, the trip could take much longer.


  The railroad right-of-way had been hacked through a dense tropical jungle, and much of Upper Matecumbe and the other Keys were still covered by a thick tangle of ferns, buttonwood, mangrove, poisonwood, and palm trees. Over the years Islamorada residents had worn a series of foot trails through the underbrush, but in 1935 there still were places on the island where you couldn’t see the sun.


  The train passenger might have noticed the outdoor privies in Islamorada. In 1935 the number of outhouses far exceeded the number of telephones on Upper Matecumbe Key. Indoor toilets wouldn’t have been of much use anyway because a plentiful supply of fresh water was required to flush them. Fresh water doesn’t occur naturally on the Keys, and rainwater for drinking was collected in large cisterns. Every drop was far too precious to be used for indoor plumbing.


  The islanders kept a close watch on their cisterns. Pools of fresh water inevitably became a hatchery for mosquitoes. Avoiding the stinging insects was all but impossible. They were everywhere, especially during the summer rainy season. Many residents kept a small pot of pyrethrum burning near their doors. The fumes—a natural insecticide—discouraged mosquitoes from coming into their houses. Anyone venturing outside—especially after dark during the summer—would be surrounded within seconds by a cloud of the buzzing bloodsuckers. The islanders slept with mosquito netting around their beds, and when they went outside they often wore hats with fine mesh netting that covered their faces. They also wore clothing that nearly covered their bodies despite the heat. Men typically wore denim overalls over a long-sleeved shirt. Women often wore long-sleeved dresses and an old-fashioned sunbonnet.


  Living in the middle of the Atlantic meant constantly watching the weather—especially from August to November, when hurricanes were often forming somewhere beyond the horizon. The U.S. Weather Bureau tried to monitor hurricanes and issue reasonably accurate advisories and warnings, but keeping track of a hurricane in 1935 was a tricky job. Meteorologists relied heavily on information about weather conditions from ships at sea and trained weather observers stationed along the coast who sent information several times a day about wind speed, barometric pressure readings, and other details to the U.S. Weather Bureau. Forecasters did the best they could with the tools and information they had, but sometimes they were just wrong about where a hurricane was and where it was heading.


  Island residents knew the only storm warning they could really count on was their barometers and their own knowledge of the natural indicators that told them when a hurricane was heading their way.


  “My dad lived by the barometer,” Bernard Russell said. “He read that every day, like he did his Bible.”


  Despite the isolation and inherent dangers, life on the isolated Keys offered some benefits not known elsewhere. Crime was almost nonexistent, and many residents of the close-knit Keys communities didn’t bother locking their doors when they left their homes. And while millions of Americans in other parts of the country struggled to put food on their tables during the 1930s, the Keys were surrounded by a sort of saltwater pantry that helped mitigate the cruelest effect of the Depression—hunger.


  Lobster—which the locals called crawfish—was abundant on the Atlantic side of the islands, and queen conchs were plentiful farther south. Pompano, tuna, grouper, and snapper could be reeled in farther offshore. The deeper waters teemed with big game fish, such as sailfish, swordfish, tarpon, and amberjack, and many islanders augmented their seafood diets with small produce gardens.


  Of the fewer than 1,000 people who lived on the Keys outside Key West, most lived in the Upper Keys, the segment of islands stretching southward from Key Largo to Long Key. Tomato gardens and key lime groves dotted the interior of the Upper Keys. Some residents used the railroad to ship their produce to markets on the mainland. Others made a living by plucking sponges from the surrounding waters and selling them in Key West.


  The Middle Keys—the islands between Conch Key and Pigeon Key—and the Lower Keys, which encompassed the southernmost islands outside Key West, were virtually uninhabited in 1935.


  Islamorada’s only church—Matecumbe Methodist—stood next to the oceanfront school. In the summer of 1935, Reverend Robert Carlson, 39, and his wife, Maude, 35, were newcomers to Islamorada. The couple had come to the Keys in June from LaBelle, a small town on the peninsula about halfway between Fort Meyers and the western shore of Lake Okeechobee, and they were still getting to know their new congregation. The couple lived in a one-story wood-frame house near the church.


  Many of the pioneers who settled the Keys in the mid-nineteenth century rested in a small cemetery next to the Methodist church. The most prominent grave was that of Etta Pinder, a 14-year-old girl who drowned in 1914. Her grief-stricken parents stationed a marble angel at the head of their daughter’s grave to watch over her eternal slumber.


  Life moved mostly to the rhythms and whims of the sea. Islamorada residents lived on or near the beach, but their modest houses bore no resemblance to the oceanfront mansions that line much of Florida’s coast today. In 1935 air-conditioning was decades away from being commonplace. In Islamorada, homes, the school, and the church were built on the beach to take advantage of the cool breezes blowing off the ocean.


  Sometimes in the summer, those cooling winds come in the form of a sudden storm. The oppressive heat cooks up a squall that sweeps across the islands from the Atlantic
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