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Engineers: Hamilton Disston (1881-1896), State Drainage 
Commission (1905-1930), U.S. War Department and 
the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers (1930 to 
present) 

Fabricator: 

Present 

Furst-Clark Construction Company of Baltimore, 
Maryland, and Galveston, Texas, constructed the 
St. Lucie Canal from 1915 to 1926; St. Lucie Lock 
No.land No.2 from 1919 to 1926; the North New 
River Lock No.l; and the North and South New 
River, Miami, Hillsboro, and West Palm Beach 
canals. Macwilliams Construction Company was 
awarded the contract to dredge the Okeechobee 
Waterway in 1935. Spadaro Construction Company 
and Architect Edgar H. Latham Company of Miami, 
Florida, supervised the construction of Ortona 
and Moore Haven locks and dams. Latham is also 
credited for the design and construction of the 
Hurricane Gates Nos. 2, 3, 4, 5, and 6 that 
constitute sections of the Herbert Hoover Dike. 
Moore Haven Lock and Dam is technically known as 
Hurricane Gate No. 1. Cleary Brothers 
Construction Company supervised the renovation 
and modernization of East St. Lucie No. 2 from 
1937 to 1944. 

Owner: U.S. Army Corps of Engineers 

Present Use: Navigable Cross-State Intracoastal Waterway and 
locks, dams, and spillways for flood and drought 
control 

Significance: The construction of the Cross-State Canal was a 
milestone in Florida's commercial and 
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transportation history. It opened up the state's 
interior and created a navigable route across the 
peninsula that enabled commerce and settlement. 
It is equally significant for its historic role 
as a flood and drought control management tool. 
Its historic locks and dams at St. Lucie, Moore 
Haven, and Ortona are well-preserved examples of 
early twentieth-century lock and dam technology. 

Report 
Prepared by: David E. Port and Dena E. Hodes, New South 

Associates 

Date: December 2001 

PART 1. HISTORICAL INFORMATION 

A. CHRONOLOGY 

1845 

1847 

1850 

1851 

Florida became a state with 58,000 residents, most of 
whom lived in north Florida or Key West. 

The first proposal to drain the Everglades was made by 
Senator J.D. Westcott. 

Swamp and Overflowed Lands Act granted the state of 
Florida 20 million acres of inundated lands for drainage 
and reclamation projects. 

The Board of Trustees of the Internal Improvement Fund 
(I.I.F.) was founded to manage state 
swamplands and use the proceeds of land sales for 
internal improvements. 

1865-80 The I.I.F. neared bankruptcy because many railroad and 
canal companies defaulted. 

1879 U.S. Army Engineers and surveyors inspected the 
Caloosahatchee River at Fort Thompson and recommended 
dredging the river at federal expense from the mouth of 
Fort Myers to the cataract at Lake Flirt. 



1881 

1882 

1883 

1884 

1884 

1888 

1890 

1891 

1893 

1896 

1903 
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To reduce the debt of the I.I.F., Florida sold 4 million 
acres to Hamilton Disston for $200,000.00. Disston was 
guaranteed half of the any additional land that he 
reclaimed. 

Simultaneous dredging and reclamation activities begin 
on the Kissimmee and Caloosahatchee rivers in the 
attempt to join these bodies of water via Lake 
Okeechobee. 

Steamers traveled from the Gulf of Mexico to the early 
settlement of Kissimmee, and the exposure of the "liquid 
heart" within the Okeechobee wilderness was seen for the 
first time via the waterway routes. 

State Engineer H.S. Duval reported 2,182,412.27 acres 
had been drained. 

Land sales climbed from 25 cents an acre to $20.00 an 
acre. 

Traffic along the Caloosahatchee River was transporting 
$160,000.00 worth of goods out of the Okeechobee Basin 
and carried an equal amount in general merchandise and 
equipment back into the interior. 

First regular steamship freight lines are established on 
the Caloosahatchee and Kissimmee rivers. 

First U.S. Department of Agriculture sponsored 
experimental farm was opened, growing thirty varieties 
of sugar cane, most of which were indigenous to Cuba and 
Java, on forty acres of land donated by Disston. 

The Panic and Depression of 1893 halted most drainage 
efforts and maintenance of the waterways. 

Disston committed suicide. 

The State patented 2,862,280 acres in the Everglades 
from reclamation, bringing the state total to 3,076,904 
acres of reclaimed land to be sold. 



1905 

1905 

1910 

1912 

1912 
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Florida's legislature passed the first comprehensive 
drainage law that created the Board of Drainage 
Commissioners, which was counseled by former Governor 
Jennings, and the Board began dredging operations in 
1906. 

Everglades Drainage District was established. The 
District constituted an area encompassing the Lake 
Okeechobee Basin and the central and eastern parts of 
the Everglades in south Florida. The District had the 
power to build canals, establish other districts, and 
levy property taxes on reclaimed lands. 

Okeechobee Waterway, from the Gulf of Mexico via Lake 
Okeechobee to the Atlantic Ocean, was opened to shallow 
drift navigation. 

First steamship from Fort Lauderdale to Fort Myers 
traveled through Lake Okeechobee. 

Locks are built along the North and South New River and 
Miami Canals. 

1913 The Randolph Commission recommended continued drainage 
activities and canal maintenance that the Everglades 
Drainage District followed for the next fifteen years. 

1915-18 The Everglades Drainage District built three locks along 
the Caloosahatchee River for flood control and improved 
navigation. The first lock at Moore Haven was finished 
in 1918. 

1920-25 Continued reclamation activities lowered water tables 
and made navigation difficulty during periods of 
drought. Developed and reclaimed areas excessively 
flooded during the rainy seasons. 

1926 East St. Lucie (Lock No. 2) completed. 

1926 Devastating hurricane killed 300 in Moore Haven and the 
surrounding area. 



1928 

1929 
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Drainage activity was halted due to the Depression. The 
Okeechobee Flood Control District was formed to assume 
responsibilities of the Everglades Drainage District. 

1929 Corps' Chief Engineer recommended additional canals, 
locks, channels, and levees for the Okeechobee Waterway, 
setting the groundwork for the Corps' involvement. 

1930-45 Extensive flood control improvements installed by the 
federal government near Lake Okeechobee. Hoover Dike, 
flanking three-quarters of the lake, completed in 1938. 
Excessive dry periods during 1931-45 introduced new 
problems. 

1930 Rivers and Harbors Act provided federal projects for the 
Caloosahatchee and Lake Okeechobee drainage areas. 

1934 Everglades National Park was created. 

1935 

1935 

1936 

1937 

Dredging on the Caloosahatchee began. Construction 
began on Ortona and Moore Haven locks. 

Under the River and Harbors Act, the United States would 
maintain all the project works when completed and bear 
the cost of all drainage structures when constructed in 
connection with the project. Total cash contribution 
required of local interest and the state of Florida was 
reduced to $500,000. 

Federal Flood Control Act adopted by Congress. This Act 
provided that the Federal government should improve or 
participate in the improvement of navigable waters or 
their tributaries for flood control purposes if the 
benefits they might accrue were exceeded by the cost of 
lives and social security of people affected. 

Moore Haven and Ortona locks completed. Opening day 
celebration of the Cross-State Canal was March 19, 1937. 
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1937-44 St. Lucie Lock and Dam modernized with new lock chamber, 
spillway, and hydroturbine power plant. At the time, it 
was the most modern lock facility with "state of the 
art" innovations. 

1947 

1948 

Extensive flooding caused by two successive hurricanes 
left standing water covering as much as 5 million acres 
in South Florida. 

Comprehensive Plan of Flood Control for Central and 
Southern Florida submitted to Congress by the Corps and 
local and state agencies. 

1949 Florida Legislature created the Central and Southern 
Florida Flood Control District (FCD) vested in all 
functions and assets of the Okeechobee Flood Control 
District. The same legislature provided for liquidation 
of the Everglades Drainage District and transfer of all 
its facilities to Central and Southern Florida Flood 
Control District by 1955. 

1949 Okeechobee Flood Control District abolished. 

1950-71 Extensive flood control and water conservation 
structures built in FCD areas. Water Conservation Areas 
created in Everglades. Rapid population growth in South 
Florida stimulated interest in managing protective works 
to ensure a dependable water supply for agriculture, 
cities, and Everglades National Park. Conflict developed 
between Park Service and FCD over release of water to 
Everglades National Park. 

1961 Legislature created Southwest Florida Water Management 
District (SWFWMD) and granted authority to the district 
to work with the federal government to build flood 
control structures in the district. 

1969 Florida Air and Water Pollution Control Act enacted. 

1969 w. P. Franklin Lock located near Olga is completed. 
This lock is the control mechanism between fresh and 
salt water, replacing Ortona's original role. 



1971 

1973 

1976 

1977 

1978 
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The extreme drought of 1970-71 heightened awareness of 
water supply and environmental problems. The 1971 
Governor's Conference on Water Management in south 
Florida concluded that water quality was steadily 
deteriorating in practically all aquatic systems in 
southern Florida and that water quantity was not being 
managed to ensure a minimum adequate supply during dry 
season. 

Florida legislature created Special Project to prevent 
the Eutrophication of Lake Okeechobee following concerns 
that enhanced drainage in the Kissimmee River basin was 
allowing more nutrients to be transmitted into Lake 
Okeechobee, accelerating the aging process of the lake. 

South Florida Water Management District (SFWMD) created 
by Florida Water Resources Act of 1972. 

Port Mayacca Lock completed on Lake Okeechobee's 
entrance to the St. Lucie Canal. The lock is also the 
control mechanism between fresh and salt water on the 
east side of the Okeechobee Waterway. 

State Comprehensive Plan - Governor Askew's order 
directed all executive agencies to use the comprehensive 
plan as guidance in their planning decisions. The plan 
embodied the belief that reliance on natural systems is 
preferable to creation of engineering works. 

1980-98 Flood control had become a secondary objective to 
Floridians, who were placing major emphasis on 
preservation, restoration, and enhancement of the 
natural environment. Frequent water quality studies 
were performed by the SFWMD, environmental impact 
assessments completed, and local and area water 
management plans mandated. 
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The Okeechobee Intracoastal Waterway, completed in the 1930s by 
the U.S. Corps of Engineers and based on earlier improvements, 
connected the Gulf of Mexico to the Atlantic Ocean via the 
Caloosahatchee River, Lake Okeechobee, and the St. Lucie Canal. 
The Caloosahatchee River is the waterway's portal to the Gulf, 
eastbound river traffic empties into Lake Okeechobee which is 
the second largest freshwater lake completely within the United 
States, covering a total area of 730 square miles. The final 
connection is the St. Lucie Canal that connects Lake Okeechobee 
to the Atlantic Ocean. 

The waterway includes the navigation channel and five locks and 
dams, two on the St. Lucie Canal and three on the Caloosahatchee 
River. As noted, five locks and dams are positioned along the 
Okeechobee Waterway. Three of these locks and dams predate 
World War II and were instrumental in providing navigable 
passage across the lower interior of Florida. Ortona Lock and 
Dam (L&D) (1937) is the youngest of the pre-war locks since its 
construction coincided with early dredging activities in 1935. 
In contrast, the St. Lucie (1926) and Moore Haven (1935) locks 
and dams were built on foundations of locks and dams built 
between 1915 and 1926 and incorporated existing features and 
structures into their 1930s design. Since 1930, the War 
Department and later the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers (Corps) 
have dredged, maintained, constructed new locks and dams, and 
made modifications on the Okeechobee Waterway, formerly known as 
the Cross-State Canal. Currently known as the Navigable Cross
State Intracoastal Waterway and Locks, Dams, and Spillways, it 
is currently used for flood and drought control. 

C.HISTORICAL CONTEXT 

For centuries, Lake Okeechobee remained detached from the rest 
of Florida, unaware of three centuries of Spanish occupation, 
France's vain struggle for a foothold, and the British 
experiment during the two decades following the Revolutionary 
War. 1 Antebellum plantations developed far to the north of the 
lake after Florida became a part of the United States and 
consisted of citrus groves, sugar cane fields, and cotton 

1 Alfred Jackson Hanna and Kathryn Abbey Hanna, Lake Okeechobee: Wellspring 
of the Everglades (New York: The Bobbs-Merrill Company, 1948), 16. 
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tracts. To the Gulf Coast came the tourists and the railroads 
implemented by Henry P. Plant, and then to the Atlantic as Henry 
M. Flagler constructed the rail network from Jacksonville to 
Miami. Flagler's connecting rails encircled the northern, 
western, and southern edges of Lake Okeechobee at the towns of 
Okeechobee, Canal Point, Lake Harbor, and Moore Haven. In time, 
the region's two largest metropolitan centers, Miami to the 
southeast and Tampa to the northwest, were developed. Meanwhile, 
Lake Okeechobee remained almost isolated from the other four
fifths of Florida until its great water system was opened and 
its economic riches were tapped. 2 

The first explorers and navigators of the Okeechobee Basin were 
the prehistoric Calusa Native Americans who constructed hand-dug 
canals for their canoes and implemented intracoastal traffic 
throughout the lake's waterways and southward within the 
Everglades towards the Strait of Florida and the Florida Keys. 
The second important epoch in Lake Okeechobee's history was 
sixty years of survey and exploration beginning when Florida 
became a U.S. territory in 1821 and ending with the Disston 
Purchase of 1881. The 1880s marked the first dredging and 
reclamation efforts to manage the Okeechobee Wilderness and its 
watersheds consisting of the Caloosahatchee and Kissimmee Rivers 
as well as Lakes Flirt, Hicpochee, and Okeechobee. 

In the early 1880s, Hamilton Disston was contracted by the State 
of Florida to dredge a navigable waterway from Lake Okeechobee 
north to the Kissimmee Chain of Lakes and west to the Gulf of 
Mexico, thereby opening the waterways to steamboat traffic and 
draining large areas of the Everglades for agriculture. 
Following Disston's pioneering efforts, the State of Florida 
authorized the 1905 Everglades Drainage District which was to be 
supervised by the State Drainage Commission and which continued 
dredging and reclamation efforts mainly through the sale of 
reclaimed public land. 

The land speculation and booms that followed for the next 
twenty-one years marks the fourth historical period. In 1915, 
Flagler's railroad arrived to the lake, which advanced 
transportation but brought about the end of the steamboat era. 
By 1924, a $2 million highway penetrated the interior and 

2 Ibid., 17. 
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provided access from the east to the west coast. By 1927, four 
drainage canals, which included the length of the North New 
River, Hillsboro, Miami, and West Palm Beach Canals, along with 
the widening of the St. Lucie, were dug at a cost of nearly $15 
million to reclaim the Everglades. This venture undertaken by 
the State Drainage Commission and its result of reclaimed land 
was described as "the largest single body of highly productive 
organic soils in the entire world." 3 

Two devastating hurricanes in 1926 and 1928, the tremendous loss 
of life and property that resulted, and the bankruptcy of the 
State Drainage Commission, triggered federal action. The 1930 
Navigation Act authorized the War Department and the U.S. Army 
Corps of Engineers to enlarge the Caloosahatchee River and the 
St. Lucie Canal and to connect these two bodies of water with 
channels dug along the west, south, and east shores of the lake. 
Material dredged from these channels would be used to construct 
the first sections of an encompassing levee around the lake. 
Ten years later and at a cost of $18 million, the Corps 
completed the southern portion of the Herbert Hoover Dike, an 
85-mile levee along the lake's swollen southern shores to 
prevent further floods, hurricane damage, and storm destruction 
of human lives and property. The completed levee, which 
encompasses the entire 135 miles of shoreline and includes the 
raising of the original dike level to 34', was finished in the 
mid-1960s. 

The final chapter of the Okeechobee Waterway's history to be 
discussed is summary of the Corps' post-war operation and 
maintenance of the locks, dams, hurricane gates, levees, and 
watersheds that encompass not only the Okeechobee Waterway, but 
also the Upper St. Johns River Basin, the Kissimmee River, and 
the Everglades, covering some 16,000 square miles under the 
management of the Central and Southern Florida Flood Control 
District (FCD), which was authorized by Congress in 1949. 
Finally, this report and context attempts to provide a 
comprehensive narrative of Lake Okeechobee's history, the 
origins of the waterway, and the conceptualization of the 
intangible qualities of wilderness 

3 Ibid. 
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The story of Lake Okeechobee is peculiar to the characteristics 
of the 8 million acres linked to the lake by its vast water 
system consisting of canals, rivers, and drainages. However, 
the lake possesses only a slight relationship to coastal 
Florida's current affairs beyond its immense watershed used by 
the coastal cities and the environmental concerns raised by the 
reclamation and restoration of the Everglades coinciding with 
the lowering of the lake's level. Rather, the history of Lake 
Okeechobee has grown out of a distinctly different record 
consisting of lore and folk tales conditioned by its unique 
topography and remote surroundings. The often repeated 
anecdotes of Florida's history, which are largely part of the 
average person's acquaintance with the coastal recreation 
centers, are alien to the history of the lake's region. 4 

Unique geological formations and organic processes underlie the 
rich soils of the Lake Okeechobee area, which were rated in the 
1940s as one of the richest agricultural regions in the United 
States. Cattle, sugar cane, citrus orchards, and winter 
vegetables have generated several billions of dollars annually 
since the 1930s, giving the lake prominence among the more 
important lakes of America. The lake's basin is a formation of 
limestone and marl consisting of layers of sand, shell, and 
humus and constituting a shallow tropical sea 5 million years 
old. Exposed to the sun and air, the limestone hardened into a 
shapeless mass full of holes. Above the limestone stratum, a 
layer of marl stretches across the surface and has the effect of 
sealing the permeable rock against water seepage. 5 Centuries of 
decayed animal and vegetable substances lie on top of the marl 
and form deep levels of muck or highly organic peat. In some 
places, the muck can be twelve or more feet thick. As sea 
levels rose and fell during the Pleistocene Era until the 
present, the changing shorelines carved out the lake's shoreline 
as well as the Okeechobee Basin, which extends from the Upper 
Caloosahatchee River Valley and Incline to the north and the 
Immokalee Rise and surrounding Everglades to the south. 

The Okeechobee Basin's subtropical climatic pattern is defined 
as a "tropical savanna climate" with sharply alternating wet and 

4 Ibid. 
5 Ibid., 20 
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dry seasons in the southern watershed, while the northern extent 
is more moderately balanced and termed a "humid mesothermal 
climate." 6 The natural hydrologic patterns, which are self
regulating responses to the seasonal cycles of drought and 
flood, are generally influenced by interactions between climate 
and physiography. During the dry seasons, surface water levels 
drop and the stored water below the ground recharges the rivers 
and surrounding wetlands, while during the wet seasons, these 
reserves are recharged. In the months with abundant rainfall, a 
natural sheet-flow of shallow grassy water carries the excess 
waters slowly through the streams and across the low lands, 
descending southward to the Gulf of Mexico and renewing the 
aquifers underlying the watershed. 7 In addition, the Okeechobee 
Basin combines terrestrial, freshwater, and estuarine components 
within its watershed, supporting a diverse abundance of flora 
and fauna. From the interior outward to the coastal areas, 
several different plant communities exist such as pine flat 
woods and saw palmetto prairies, sand pine and xerophytic oak, 
hardwood swamp forests, prairie grasslands, mangrove swamps and 
coastal marshes. 8 

Lake Okeechobee was described by Isham Randolph, a prominent 
engineer of the 1910s, as "the great liquid heart of Florida 
[that is] at the focus of the greatest agricultural drainage 
problem in our country." 9 Consisting of 10,000 years of sediment 
and erosion, the geological matrix forming the lake's 
Pleistocene sea floor has caused the lake to remain relatively 
shallow with depths varying between 12' to 17'. Historically, 
lake depths were reported as deep as 22'. The variations are 
dependent upon rainfall, evaporation, overflow, and irrigation. 
Records reveal that as much as 50" to 55" of water, an amount 
equal in rainfall, are lost annually by evaporation alone. 10 The 
climate is of an insular rather than a continental nature 

6 C.A. Kimes and L.C. Crocker, "The Caloosahatchee River and Its Watershed: 
A Historical Overview," (Fort Myers, Florida: submitted to Florida Gulf Coast 
University Library Services and South Florida Water Management District under 
subcontract from Florida Center for Environmental Services, Agreement No. 
SR819, FAU DSR No. 96-127, revised September 1998), available from 
www. ces. fa.u. edu/ library/ caJ.oos-wa.tershed/ index. html; INTERNET. 

7 Ibid. 
8 Ibid. 
9 Hanna and Hanna, 17. 
10 Ibid. 
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because of the influences from the near-by Atlantic Ocean and 
the Gulf of Mexico's coastal weather patterns. 

Rainfall is the most bountiful source of replenishing water to 
Lake Okeechobee and the rainy season lasts from April to 
November. The primary source of the lake's replenishing water 
is the great Kissimmee watershed to the north. Originally as 
the Kissimmee drained into Lake Okeechobee, the overflow from 
the north would spill out to the southern shores, feeding the 
Everglades and the myriad rivers of saw grass and sedges. 
Before construction of the canals and dike and the subsequent 
reclamation policies, the overflow of Lake Okeechobee moved 
southward toward the Everglades, not in currents but almost 
imperceptibly as a mass, to fill the innumerable sluggish 
streams that crawled from the lake like "indolent serpents." 11 

Not all of these serpent-like tendrils drained into the Straight 
of Florida to the south. Some of them were hoarded in ponds and 
swamps to maintain nature's balance between extended wet and dry 
seasons, which man in his confusion upset, and is now 
desperately trying to re-create with water conservation areas 
and reserves. The last fifty years of the Everglades 
reclamation and water conservation policies have been exercises 
in recreating what was once a natural process. 

FRONTIER EXPLORATIONS 

The 1870s saw a resurgence of federal surveyors in the 20 
million acres of the Okeechobee wilderness. Surveys were 
largely halted during the Civil War. Once land was identified 
and appropriated, federal authorities patented it to the state, 
after which, it could be sold. Only a portion of the Okeechobee 
wilderness was officially surveyed, and most public land sales 
were from previously surveyed defaulted properties that had 
returned to the state. The increasing use of public lands for 
grazing and agriculture also fueled the necessity to identify 
and appropriate townships and ranges. 

Survey notes and accompanying plats made few references to 
settlements or inhabitants in the Okeechobee Basin. One of 
Captain F.A. Hendry's lesser-known roles was his peacekeeping 
efforts with the Seminoles during the post-Civil War period. In 

11 Ibid. , 2 0 . 



CROSS-STATE CANAL 
(Okeechobee Intracoastal Waterway) 

HAER NO. FL-21 
Page 14 

the 1870s, Hendry assisted Richard Henry Pratt in organizing a 
tribal leader's meeting in Fort Myers. 12 During this meeting, 
Pratt recorded information about several Seminole villages 
around Lake Okeechobee, two of which were west of the lake. One 
such village was "Tuscanugga" at Fort Center on Fisheating Creek 
while the other was "Old Chief" Tiger Tail's community in the 
vicinity west of the Everglades and south of Hendry's property. 

Hendry not only developed a thriving cattle business but he also 
continued to be involved in public service roles. He served as 
Polk County's State Senator, Lee County Commissioner, and mayor 
of Fort Myers before his death in 1919 at age 86. During his 
political career, Hendry was an ardent supporter of the 
Okeechobee Waterway. Hendry County, formed in 1923, received 
its name from this cattleman as well as the LaBelle along the 
Caloosahatchee River, which was coined from the union of his two 
daughters' names, Laura and Belle. 13 

Besides surveyors and cattlemen, other explorers in the 
Okeechobee Basin such as naturalists and sportsmen reported 
signs of settlements. In 1876, one visitor's account reported a 
Native American camp on the north side of the Caloosahatchee in 
a grove of huge live oaks about 600' from the river's bank. The 
same eyewitness also reported Seminoles living east of Lake 
Okeechobee and north of the Miami region who utilized campsites 
in the winter season. 14 Around the Fort Thompson area, Daniel 
Carlton, a cattleman with 900 heads of cattle and who held no 
land in Monroe County, employed Seminoles to watch after his 
herds in the free-range lands south of the Caloosahatchee 
River. 15 

In 1879, U.S. Army Engineers and surveyors inspected the 
Caloosahatchee River at Fort Thompson and recommended dredging 
the river at federal expense from the mouth of Fort Myers to the 

12 C.J. Clausen et al., Cultural Resource Survey of Portions of the Port La 
Belle Development Tract, Glades and Hendry Counties, Florida, Report 
submitted to General Development Corporation, Miami, Florida, by CCC 
Enterprises, Inc., North Port, Florida, Survey Project No. 107, July 1980, 
43. 

13 Ibid., 47. 
14 Charles Hallock, comp, Camplife in Florida (New York: Forest and Stream 

Publishing Company, 1876). 
15 Clausen et al., 44. 
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cataract at Lake Flirt. 16 This survey coincided with the 
completion of public land surveys and land patents, and the bulk 
of the public land was sold to corporate owners related to 
railroad or drainage operations. Fort Myers citizens and the 
meager population of 200 inhabitants along the Caloosahatchee 
River region were interested in the survey because of the 
frequent floods that engulfed the river valley. The year prior 
to the survey, rains were so heavy that the valley was submerged 
from February 6 to December 1, 1878. 17 Many of the settlers 
living along the river's edge had abandoned their homesteads for 
drier and higher grounds. 

Under the direction of Captain Andrew Damrell of the Corps' 
Mobile District, Assistant Engineer J.L. Meigs was chosen to 
conduct the survey of the Caloosahatchee River. Within three 
days, Meigs and his party had traveled from Fort Myers to the 
cataract at Lake Flirt. Another two days were spent crossing 
into Lake Hicpochee through the saw grass marsh, water lilies, 
and floating wild lettuce. By the end of the week, Lake 
Okeechobee could not be seen because of the endless dense and 
impenetrable saw grass in all directions. Instead of turning 
back, Meigs chose to burn a path through the saw grass. The 
river grew shallower as they proceeded eastward. As Meigs' 
procession was reduced to a crawl with the group having to carry 
their boats eastward in two feet of water, the engineer 
concluded that because there was no perceptible current within 
one-fourth mile of Lake Okeechobee, both Lakes Okeechobee and 
Hicpochee must be on the same elevation. On his return back to 
Fort Myers, the seasonal rains were restrained and drought 
conditions were evident. Crossing the cataract at Fort Thompson 
was possible by horse or wagon, and from this point eastward to 
Lake Okeechobee was shallow enough to wade. Meigs recommended 
that if dredging operations were to proceed, they must occur 
during the dry seasons or periods of drought. A canal 40' in 
width and 6' in depth would allow secure passage through this 
region. 18 In spite of the sparse population and small trade of 
the region, Meigs further fueled the interest in future dredging 
operations by reporting that: 

16 Ibid., 45. 
17 George E Buker, Sun, Sand, and Water: A History of the Jacksonville 

District U.S. Army Corps of Engineers (1821-1975) (Washington D.C.: United 
States Government Printing Office, ca. 1980), 95. 

18 Ibid., 97. 
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"the principal advantage, however, to be expected from 
this improvement would arise from the partial drainage 
of the wide margin of saw grass marsh bordering the 
shore of the Upper Caloosahatchee and the Lower 
Kissimmee, and surrounding Lakes Hicpochee and 
Okeechobee. The soil of these marshes is a rich black 
loam, 5 or 6 feet in depth, and deemed by experts 
admirably adapted to the growth of sugar cane. " 19 

In 1882, Hamilton Disston inspired Floridians and the nation to 
recognize the reality of reclamation and dredging operations 
that would be used to maintain and manage the Okeechobee 
Wilderness. Sketches and descriptions of Okeechobee's sub
tropical vast wildness were widely circulated. In the book Our 
Native Land (1882), hundreds of illustrations and descriptions 
were gathered from across the country. Florida, "The Land of 
the Orange-Groves," was included in this assorted compendium, 
and Lake Okeechobee, situated in the midst of the Everglades, 
was depicted and illustrated at length. Only the introduction 
of Lake Okeechobee is described below. 

Far down in the Everglades, the almost unknown 
interior of Florida, surrounded by nearly impenetrable 
swamp and gloomy forests, lies the mysterious lake of 
the South, the vast Okeechobee. The old Spanish 
Conquistadors, Ponce de Leon and Hernando DeSoto, both 
heard of this grand lake from the Indians, and sought 
to reach it, but without success. The early Indians 
of the interior looked on it as a symbol of the 
infinite, and with the sun it shared their worship. 
The veneration which all the Indians felt for this 
lake may account for the anxiety with which they 
always hid from the search of their white brethren. 
Its vastness filled the red-men with awe; and their 
imagination supplied what they could not discover. It 
was the paradise of the Indian, his happy hunting
ground on earth. Thus was the lake dotted with 
wondrously beautiful islands, and the far shores of 

19 Ibid. 
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white and glittering sand bordered a land of crystal 
fountains, beautiful birds, and flowers. 20 

RAILROADS AND DREDGING IN OKEECHOBEELAND 

With the advent of the Second Industrial Revolution in the 
1870s, many people who had made large fortunes were waiting for 
the right investment opportunity. South Florida was relatively 
underdeveloped, unsettled, and open for change. Developers and 
carpetbag government alike knew that the area needed new 
investments other than cattle, but south Floridians were not 
receptive to outsiders' exploitation of the area. Interest in 
public lands was still a matter for the 1855 Board of Trustees 
I.I.F., and "proceeds of their sale were directed by law toward 
the payment and interest on railroad bonds guaranteed by the 
state and issued during antebellum days. " 21 Of the railroads 
built prior to 1861, none were complete according to the terms 
of their charter. Many companies had defaulted, and the lands 
had returned to the I.I.F. to be sold again. From 1867 to 1876, 
much of the returned and original public lands were sold for 
less than value. Most of the public lands remained mortgaged, 
and the sale was often insufficient to pay the interest on the 
debt. 

In spite of the lower price, many businesses still defaulted. 
The trustees began to offer land with a time frame on 
reclamation projects to large investors, and the I.I.F. Board 
was so desperate for reclamation and drainage to begin that 
public land was sold for 10 cents an acre instead of the $1.25 
it was worth. 22 This was the case in 1876 when the trustees sold 
1.1 million acres to the New York and Florida Lumber Company in 
exchange for the settlement and reclamation of the Okeechobee 
Basin. Creditors quickly stepped in to request receivership 
before too much money was lost. 

After the Civil War, few modifications improved conditions in 
transportation or opened the interior of the state. The 1880 
Census counted 269,000 inhabitants living largely in Tallahassee 
or within the coastal cities of Key West, Jacksonville and 

20 Our Native Land: Glances at American Scenery and Places with Sketches 
of Life and Adventure (New York: D. Appleton and Company, 1882), 427. 

21 Hanna and Hanna, 92. 
22 Ibid. 
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Tampa. With the exception of the few boats along the St. Johns 
and the Ocklawaha Rivers, limited attempts were made to settle 
the central and southern interiors of the peninsula. Railroads 
were the most sought after solution, and after numerous bankrupt 
rail lines, the State was facing bankruptcy itself as well as 
the loss of any possible source of credit to keep the state 
functioning. 

In 1877, the end of Reconstruction and carpetbag government 
brought the return of a Democratic and Florida-controlled State 
Legislation. Florida's most insistent problem was public land 
sales. With all of the defaulted land transactions mainly 
coming from proposed and bankrupt rail lines that were never 
built, it was necessary to sell land only for cash value, and $1 
million in cash was needed to help the state get out of debt. 
Samuel A. Swann was appointed by the trustees and authorized to 
sell 3 million acres at the minimum of 30 cents per acre. In 
1881, Swann found a rara avis buyer. Backed by the U.S. Circuit 
Court, the creditors decided to force the sale of all I.I.F. 
lands, which amounted to 14 million acres. Hamilton Disston 
became the savior to creditors and trustees alike. 23 

Born in 1844 in Pennsylvania, Hamilton Disston was the son of an 
Englishman. He quickly learned his father's business and moved 
from an apprentice to a sawmaker, eventually opening a business 
himself. The Keystone Saw Tool and Steel Works became one of 
the biggest factories of its kind in the nation. After he 
became president of the company, production increased three 
times. Disston was only 34-years old at the time. Described as 
a playboy-like Pennsylvanian Republican and a veritable 
workaholic, Disston was admired by his employees and supporters 
alike. 

In 1877, Disston made his first trip to Florida for a fishing 
vacation. South Florida's vast wilderness captured his 
imagination and he saw a chance to create and shape a primeval 
area. In 1881, he made a contract with Board of Trustees I.I.F. 
to "drain overflowed land adjacent to Lake Okeechobee in return 
for half the area reclaimed. " 24 This agreement meant that 
Disston would be able to purchase and drain huge tracts of land 
at a lower price before he would sell them to recover his 

23 Ibid., 93. 
24 Ibid., 95. 



CROSS-STATE CANAL 
(Okeechobee Intracoastal Waterway) 

HAER NO. FL-21 
Page 19 

reclamation expense. However, many investors and creditors 
would rather see public land being foreclosed or sold at 
auction, such as Francis Vose, an investor holding railroad 
bonds. Through the courts, Vose argued that state lands should 
be placed in receivership and required the consent of 
bondholders before more lands could be sold. In 1881, Vose and 
the courts blocked Disston's agreement with the I.I.F. unless 
Disston would exchange with the creditors a portion of the 
original 9 million acres that he wanted to drain. 

Although the land was still tied up in litigation with the U.S. 
Circuit Court and creditors, Governor William D. Bloxham 
intervened and encouraged Disston to purchase enough land to 
secure the drainage contract. Disston undoubtedly had a special 
reason for being willing to go to the expense of draining the 
Everglades. 25 Sugar sold for 10 cents a pound and there was a 
shortage from Cuba during this time. Disston boldly obtained 4 
million acres for 25 cents an acre, becoming the largest single 
landowner in the country. The Atlantic and Gulf Coast Canal 
(A&GCC) and Okeechobee Land Company of Florida were chartered 
through Disston to handle the drainage contract with the state 
and acquire the lands reclaimed through drainage. The deadline 
to begin drainage was moved to January 1, 1882, and once 
started, reclamation happened quickly. 

Disston's land holdings ranged from St. Johns County in the 
north to Lake Okeechobee and west along the Caloosahatchee 
River. As a part of the Disston Purchase, the initial 
allocation of $1 million worth of land depended on a payment of 
$200,000.00, and subsequent allocations were made as the 
installments came due. The tracts contained 10,000 acres each, 
except for the last 500,000. 26 This arrangement was modified in 
time to find sufficient available acreage, and more surveys were 
needed when the land was drained. Squatters could buy their 
houses if they wished, and the state continued to sell Disston's 
land at 70 cents an acre. In 1882, Disston protested because he 
had chartered A&GCC and Okeechobee Land Company to sell his 
land. In addition, he considered the price that the state was 
selling his land too low. 

25 Karl H. Grismer, The Story of Fort Myers (St. Petersburg, Florida: St. 
Petersburg Printing Company, 1982), 104. 

26 Hanna and Hanna, 97. 
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Prior to the end of 1882 when Disston's next payment was due to 
the I.I.F., land continued to be sold by the state. The six
member group of Disston's investors started their venture with a 
joint capital of $600,000.00, but Disston had already given the 
state one-third of it for the down payment and had used the 
remaining funds for initial start-up and drainage costs. 
Chances of meeting the next payment were slim. Just as the 
State of Florida had found an investor in the Pennsylvanian 
entrepreneur, Disston found an investor in his enterprise, Sir 
Edward Reed, who bought 2 million acres for $500,000.00 from the 
I.I.F. before the Disston Purchase was declared in default. 
Reed planned a railroad with other investors, the Transit 
Peninsula and Tropical Railroad. This venture lasted until 
1902. Reed's purchase meant that Disston had a more manageable 
2 million acres to drain rather than the initial 4 million. 
Several financiers started companies with Disston such as the 
Florida Land and Improvement Company and the Kissimmee Land 
Company to drain the lands. The A&GCC finally received legal 
recognition by the end of 1882 from the state legislature. 

Some critics of the sale thought that even though Disston did a 
service to the state, not all of the land was swampy and 
reclaimable. Squatters were reported on some land, and the 
purchased cost per acre was lower than Swann's minimum asking 
price of 30 cents an acre. These issues were contended and 
debated in the newspapers, and dissenters were adamantly vocally 
as late as 1896. Nearly every state legislature session began 
its new year with some sort of investigation of Disston's 
enterprise. 27 

Railroads were built and land sales increased by almost 200 
percent because of the Disston Purchase. His undertaking was 
one of the three largest in Florida. The other two ventures 
that attracted attention and coincided with Disston's drainage 
project were Henry M. Flagler's railroad on the east coast and 
Henry B. Plant's railroad on the west. In spite of Disston's 
untimely death in 1896, his venture was received as the first 
large-scale and successful attempt to begin intracoastal 
transportation across Florida's peninsula. 

27 Ibid., 97 
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Scattered settlements appeared in the St. Lucie region in the 
early 1870s with the communities of Gomez, Hobe Sound, Jensen 
Beach, and Stuart. Waveland, established in 1880, was the first 
community and postal center in the region. By 1890, there were 
forty-one inhabitants of the St. Lucie Inlet region, and by the 
turn of the century, the number had doubled. 28 

While the St. Johns and Indian rivers had gained attention for 
water transportation during Hamilton Disston's drainage and 
reclamation project, the hazardous and unpredictable water 
inlets such as St. Lucie and Jupiter remained a deterrent to 
navigation. In the 1880s, several plans were included to link 
the waterways together. By the early 1880s, the St. Lucie 
waterway was proposed as a flood control and navigation route. 
According to one tourist book, which was written before Disston 
had started drainage and reclamation activities, the St. Lucie 
River was already part of the Everglades reclamation plan. 

Twenty-five miles south the St. Lucie River, which is 
the principal outlet for the drainage of a vast 
territory lying east of Lake Okeechobee, is confluent 
with the Indian River; it has a wide and deep channel 
branching off into a north and south prong, and in 
constructing a drainage canal from Lake Okeechobee to 
the forks of the St. Lucie, opposite the mouth of the 
latter, it will be necessary to open an inlet 
connecting Indian River with the ocean. 29 

In reality, the St. Lucie passage would wait for another twenty
five years. The lack of interior roads and the advent of the 
southward bound Florida East Coast Railway factored into the 
delay over the completion of an interior waterway connecting the 
Gulf to the Atlantic. 

Operating simultaneously, four wood-burning dredges were used 
for Disston's reclamation of the Okeechobee Basin. Initially, 
only two were used in 1882, one on the Caloosahatchee and the 

28 Historic Architectural Survey of Martin County, Florida (St. Augustine, 
Florida: submitted to Growth Management Department, Comprehensive Planning 
Division of Martin County, Stuart, Florida, by Historic Property Associates, 
Inc., June 1997), 5. 

29 George M. Barbour, Florida for Tourists, Invalids, and Settlers (New 
York: D. Appleton and Company, 1882), 179. 
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other on the Kissirrunee River. Dredging along the Caloosahatchee 
River focused on expanding the headwaters and constructing 
canals from Lake Flirt through Lake Hicpochee to the Three-Mile 
Canal, which connected to Lake Okeechobee. Where Three-Mile 
Canal is today, there were originally two small lakes, Lettuce 
and Bonnet, which contained the remnants of a Native American 
canoe trail that joined Lakes Okeechobee and Hicpochee. 

Disston hired Captain J. Fred Menge and his brothers Joseph and 
Conrad of the New Orleans to operate his first dredge boat on 
the Caloosahatchee. 30 The New Orleans was built at Cedar Keys in 
1881 especially for Disston's reclamation project. The 20' 
wide, 80' long dredge used twenty-four elevator type buckets to 
collect and carry off the mud from lake and river's beds. The 
mud was dumped in a hopper and from there into a wooden chute 
into which a stream of water kept the mud from sliding out on 
the river's bank. This dredge could cut an average of 250 
lineal feet of soft silty muck, 24' wide and 6' deep, in ten 
hours. This type of dredge was invented by Anton Menge and 
patented as the Menge Dredge, although more corrunonly known as 
Dredge No. 1. 31 Disston's Dredge No. 2 was brought to Lake 
Tohopekaliga by railroad to work from the north heading 
southward and connecting the Kissirrunee Chain of Lakes to the 
Kissirrunee River, which leads into Lake Okeechobee. 32 

By the end of 1882, the first section along the Caloosahatchee 
was complete. A lone cypress tree at present day Moore Haven 
soon became the famous landmark that marked the entrance and 
confluence of the Three-Mile Canal and Lake Okeechobee. 33 Three
Mile Canal's dimensions were narrow, measuring 22' in width and 
5' in depth. Other canals were dredged through Observation 
Island on Lake Okeechobee as well as along the lake's north and 
western rims, from Okeechobee city to Bowlegs Landing, to 
provide faster access via the waterways and around the lake. 
"Wood canals" were constructed to isupply lumber for makeshift 
barges that towed the dredges by steamboats as well as the wood
burning boilers for the vessels. Lumber was also needed for 
makeshift camps such as the outpost on Observation Island and to 

3° Clausen et al. , 5 0. 
31 Conrad Menge, "Early Dredging in the Lake Okeechobee Region," oral 

history of author, 1947, Clewiston Museum, Clewiston, Florida, 127. 
32 Buker, 98. 
33 Menge, 128. 
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plot the course of a new canal. Planks of wood or "soundings" 
were used to plot the canal's path as well as to test the muck 
below for rocks and outcroppings that would damage the dredge. 34 

Two such "wood canals" are still in use and include the Nine
Mile Canal, also known as Industrial Canal, that extends from 
the southern bank of Lake Hicpochee to Lake Okeechobee where 
present day Clewiston is located, and Thirteen-Mile Canal, that 
later became the Miami Canal, which is located south and west of 
Lake Harbor. 

More canals were dredged between Lakes East Tohopekaliga, 
Tohopekaliga, Cypress and Hatchenha into Lake Kissimmee. By 
August 1884, State Engineer H.S. Duval reported 2,182,412.27 
acres had been drained. 35 Disston's master plan envisioned that 
canals from the St. Johns River all the way to the Gulf would 
create the reality of a trans-state waterway. Dredging 
continued from Lakes Hart and Mary Jane (Amanda) toward the St. 
Johns River. In fact, the Disston Canal extended from the 
northeastern shore of Lake Hart and connected to the 
Econlockhatchee River, which snakes its way north then east to 
join the St. Johns River south of Lake Harney in Seminole 
County. However, this final stretch of the waterway, which 
consisted of approximately 22 miles along the meandering river, 
remained the least navigable section. 

The New Orleans was "worn out" after completing the Nine-Mile 
Canal. The dredge was taken to the south shore of Lake 
Hicpochee where it had started, and then it was abandoned. A 
new dredge was then built at Kissimmee for further work along 
the Caloosahatchee River. Its hopper was equipped with tumbling 
wheels instead of sprockets, and the ship floated on two 
pontoons, one bolted to either side, for more stability. 
Dredges were dismantled during transportation and then 
reassembled in their working area. The first work done with the 
new dredge consisted of digging two cross canals north and south 
of the Caloosahatchee River between Fort Thompson and Lake 
Hicpochee. 

All of the previous canal work and dredging had not succeeded in 
lowering the lake level by 1886, and new canals were constructed 
to drain marshes on either side of the main canals, thereby 

34 Ibid. 
35 Hanna and Hanna, 9 9 • 
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further distributing and displacing the water level. 36 To 
confirm Disston's work, the Corps of Engineers surveyed the 
Caloosahatchee River in 1885. The Corps' annual report included 
descriptions of the area, noting the high banks from Fort 
Thompson to the mouth of the river. In addition, the Corps' 
survey confirmed that the waterway was navigable, and the Corps 
began planning additional work on the waterway such as clearing 
the banks from snags and widening its channel. The Corps also 
recommended as early as 1885 that wing-dams and submerged 
jetties directing the river's current should be constructed in 
addition to continued dredging operations. Later surveys 
evaluated the gradient between Lake Okeechobee's mean low-water 
level, which was 20'6" above sea level, and at LaBelle, which 
measured 1.5' above sea level. At the latter location, 
LaBelle's elevation was similar to the Gulf coastal datum at 
Punta Rassa. The fall from Lake Okeechobee to LaBelle was 
precipitous, especially over the cataracts west of Ortona. The 
shallow river below LaBelle was equally problematic because it 
accumulated the shoal or silt and sand from the frequent 
flooding carried downstream. The following excerpt is from the 
Corps' Annual Report (1901) of the 1885 survey. 

For 17 miles from its mouth, the [Caloosahatchee] 
river is broad and has a channel depth from 6 to 20 
feet, with the characteristics of an estuary. This 
portion of the river is obstructed by oyster bars. 
Great beds of snags obstruct the upper river. From 
Alva down the country is being settled rapidly for the 
culture of sugar-cane, pineapples, cocoa-nuts, 
oranges, limes, and lemons. Fine cattle ranges exist 
along the upper river. The works were not intended 
for the benefit of navigation, but they have 
incidentally opened a water route [with] the exception 
of the cut-offs, which on account of their bad 
location, are an injury to the river. 37 

Draining marshes also had the advantage of reclaiming rich 
fertile agricultural lands. During their work, the Menge 
brothers grew rice stalks that were so tall, over 5' in height, 
that the stalks would collapse under their own weight. 38 The 

36 Menge, 128. 
37 Kimes and Crocker. 
38 Menge, 128. 
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second dredge, Dredge No. 2, was responsible for the 
construction of the Thirteen-Mile Canal (or the first half of 
the Miami Canal), which was the last canal dug by the Menge 
brothers. The dredge was dismantled and towed by the steamboat 
Roseada back to Kissimmee. During the voyage across Lake 
Okeechobee, a storm rose suddenly and sank the barge carrying 
the dredge, never to be seen again. 39 

Three years after Disston had started his operations, engineers 
claimed that the frequent flooding seen in recent years was now 
a thing of the past because dredging operations and reclamation 
had lowered the water levels along the Kissimmee River and Lake 
Okeechobee. In the mid-1880s when the flooding cycles resumed, 
the thankful and laudable testaments that settlers had given 
became voices of dubious concern. In 1887, Corps District 
Engineer Captain William M. Black commented on these changing 
attitudes in his annual report, claiming that too much water 
from Lake Okeechobee descending westward was responsible for the 
flooding of cultivated fields. These voices of concern would 
reoccur for the next forty years, rising in pitch and fervor in 
proportion to the tragedies and losses of life and property. 

In the mid-1880s, Disston's engineers realized that their 
operations were not solely responsible for lowering the water 
levels, and dredging resumed over the next decade to construct 
new canals, widen existing ones, and maintain a navigable 
waterway from Kissimmee to the Gulf of Mexico via Lake 
Okeechobee. Another lesson to be learned and repeated in 
Disston's efforts was that the maintenance of the waterways, 
like the surrounding wilderness itself, could be managed for a 
time, but the Okeechobee watershed could never be continuously 
regulated and controlled. Nevertheless, with State Engineer 
H.S. Duval's endorsement of the reclamation project, the 
Trustees of the I.I.F. agreed that the dredging contract had 
achieved the goals of the Disston Purchase. 

In 1884, A&GCC and Okeechobee Land Company were deeded 
approximately 2 million acres with the privilege of buying 
additional reclaimed land at 25 cents per acre. Altogether, 
Disston's franchises had overspent $125,000.00 on reclamation 
and $55,000.00 on extra land. At the height of its 

39 Ibid., 129. 
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landholdings, A&GCC and Okeechobee Land Company included the 
entire shore of Lake Okeechobee and most of the Township's 
sections that lined the Caloosahatchee and Kissimmee rivers. In 
1894, as the drainage contract with the state was completed, the 
Disston Land Company came into direct ownership of all of the 
Okeechobee Basin. 40 

Between 1880 and 1910, there was a widespread pattern of land 
acquisition that involved either persons or corporations playing 
some role in the development of south Florida's state-acquired 
public land. 41 Some of the larger corporations besides A&GCC and 
Okeechobee Land Company included the Plant Investment Company, 
the Louisville and Nashville (L&N) Railroad Company, and the 
Wisner Land Company. The first two companies represented 
networks of land developers spreading throughout Florida and 
fueled by indirect aid of land grants from the I.I.F. as 
provided by law. 42 The Wisner Land Company invested in land for 
the resale or development of properties. In addition, as 
dredging continued and marshes were drained, more land was 
surveyed and made available. 

One such surveyor was John A. Henderson who investigated and 
documented much of the swamp and overflow land in south Florida. 
Henderson was compensated with over 98,000 acres of land, and 
after his death in 1904, his heirs, John w. Henderson, Jennie H. 
Murphree, and Flora A. Waldo, benefited with several tracts of 
land from Henderson's survey contract. 43 Many of the topographic 
quad maps of south Florida look like patchwork quilts made of 
Townships and Sections, a result of the original and then later 
surveys as reclaimed public land became available. Most of the 
land lining the Caloosahatchee River changed hands in the 1880s 
and 1890s and was sold to cattle ranchers and timber industries. 
Commercial and sport fishermen were also commonly seen taking 
advantage of the River and Lake beyond. 44 

40 Hanna and Hanna, 100. 
41 Ibid., 54. 
42 Ibid. 
43 Ibid. 
44 Ibid., 58. 
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From prehistoric civilizations to Disston's dream, the 
Caloosahatchee River has been the Gulf coastal entry to Lake 
Okeechobee and later, structurally, half of the Okeechobee 
Waterway. However, the river, like the wilderness itself, has 
always been an inadequate conduit for navigation and flood 
control, for it provided a torrent of water rushing downstream 
to fertilize its river valley. Before dredging operations, the 
river consisted of almost 200 bends and turns in the river. 
Similar to the Kissimmee River, the function of these turns was 
to slow the excess of water being carried out to the ocean, 
thereby saturating the wetlands and the below ground aquifers 
along the rivers' valleys. While dredging operations did 
straighten both rivers, adjacent drainage canals were needed to 
carry off the excess water, a function once provided by the 
natural turns in the river. A report in 1886 by Colonel James 
M. Kreamer, Chief Engineer of the Okeechobee Drainage Company 
and namesake for Kreamer Island in Lake Okeechobee stated: 

Further drainage through the Caloosahatchee is barred 
from the fact that the capacity of the upper 
Caloosahatchee River at Fort Thompson is fully taxed 
at present to carry the water reaching that point via 
the drainage canals already constructed; and the 
residents of that region are petitioning the Internal 
Improvement Board to provide relief during and 
subsequent to the rainy season by closing the canal at 
a point west of Lake Hicpochee. 45 

When the residents of what was then Lee County were not 
satisfied that their earnest pleas and requests to the I.I.F. 
Board were heard, they took matters into their hands and 
constructed earthen dams along the waterway at the headwaters of 
Lake Hicpochee. The dams were shortly dismantled, but clearly, 
the vigilantism and frustration from local residents were part 
of the mounting tensions that were proportional to the 
inadequate responses from the State Drainage Commission. 

During the 1880s, the towns of Alva and Olga were established 
along the Caloosahatchee River; Lee County was formed, 

45 Kimes and Crocker. 
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encompassing 2 million acres and the entire Caloosahatchee 
Region; Fort Myers became an incorporated town, and thousands of 
acres of new citrus farms were developed since the south Florida 
river region had survived the devastating North Florida Citrus 
Freeze of 1884. 46 Another survey conducted by the Corps' 
engineers in 1886 identified approximately sixty farms along the 
Caloosahatchee River. 47 By 1888, traffic along the 
Caloosahatchee River was transporting $160,000.00 worth of goods 
out of the Okeechobee Basin and carried an equal amount in 
general merchandise and equipment back into the interior. 48 

Disston's dredging did change the physical shape of the river. 
In the next fifty years, the river's natural channel would be 
altogether modified. Disston and the Corps' dredging of the 
Caloosahatchee, and later the creation of the St. Lucie Canal, 
would reveal the inadequacy of the enormously expensive, time
consuming, and complicated task of draining the Everglades and 
diverting the lake's excessive water. 49 

After Disston's dredging of the Caloosahatchee, Captain J. Fred 
Menge and his brothers later operated a steamboat, the Suwanee, 
which took tourists sightseeing from Fort Myers to Fort Thompson 
and later to Lake Okeechobee. The Suwanee, a two-deck stern 
wheel steamer about 75' in length, was originally called the 
Susie Band owned by the New Orleans' Times Democrat newspaper. 
In 1882, the Susie B's first expedition up the Caloosahatchee 
River brought journalists, tourists, and sightseers to record 
and watch the dredging operations. On a second expedition a 
year later, journalists visited with a Mr. Frazier who was uthe 
last inhabitant of the Caloosahatchee" and who lived near the 
river. It was during these expeditions that the Menge brothers 
decided to purchase the Susie B. 

W. Daniel Frazier had bought land from Hendry outside the 
Thompson community and was reported to be the postmaster of the 
post office of "Thompson. ,,so In 1883 in a letter to the editor 
of a Tampa newspaper, Fraser also described his house as being 
located 100 yards from the newly dredged channel in the 

46 Ibid. 
47 Ibid. 
48 Ibid. 
49 Ibid. 
so Clausen et al. , 51. 
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Caloosahatchee River. After the second expedition, Pager M. 
Baker, editor and manager of the Times Democrat, purchased land 
in 1884 along Coffee Mill Hammock, the area between the present 
day Ortona community and the Lock and Dam. Other Louisianans 
and associates of Baker followed suit, and Ortona's first 
inhabitants probably settled along the river's edge and 
surrounding area. 51 

In 1890, the Suwanee was outfitted with a hydraulic dredge with 
a suction hood for the Caloosahatchee River Improvement Project 
with partial funding and supervision in part by the Corps. The 
District Engineer, Captain William M. Black, was responsible for 
later dredging operations along the Caloosahatchee River for 
navigation and flood control purposes. Captain Black was also 
the architect for the hydraulic suction dredge that was 
installed on the Suwanee and his design influenced dredging 
operations and blueprints for the next fifty years. In July 
1894, the Menge brothers moved the Suwanee and another dredge 
they owned, the St. Lucie, to begin excavations along the 
Jupiter inlet and the Indian River, where the Lower St. Johns 
River empties into the Atlantic coastal waters. 

The Suwanee, like the St. Lucie, was described as a shallow
draft, square-bowed scow measuring 100' in length with a 24-foot 
beam. 52 Much of her top machinery had been removed and shipped 
by rail from Fort Myers, and eight days were spent re-outfitting 
the vessel. Both dredges were suited for their tasks having 
been equipped with dredging and snag equipment, and altogether 
performed well for general-purpose operations on smaller rivers. 
The Suwanee's suction dredge discharged slurry upon the banks 
through pipes swung perpendicular to her sides, while the 
vessel's derrick provided lifting power to raise rocks and snags 
from the river bed. 53 The Menge brothers also provided freight 
and passenger service along the Caloosahatchee River. Freight 
included fish, furs, alligator hides, and mail. For over thirty 
years, the Menges operated a boat line using the Flat Top 
Cypress or Lone Cypress Tree, surmounted with a flag and 
advertisement signs, at the site that would later become Moore 
Haven and its first lock. This landmark was the only navigation 

51 Ibid., 52. 
52 Buker, 118 • 
53 Ibid., 120. 
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guide on the lake to mark the entrance of Three-Mile Canal or 
the opening from Lake Okeechobee to the Caloosahatchee River. 

Tourists continued to visit the area including Thomas Edison, 
his wife, and their friends whom between 1905 and 1913, 
chartered the Suwanee every year for a few days during the 
fishing season. Since there was no railroad in Fort Myers, the 
town of Punta Gorda on the Gulf Coast was the location where 
most of the Suwanee's passengers boarded. The hurricane of 1926 
wrecked the Suwanee as well as most of the town of Moore Haven. 
The storm blew the boat ashore and later flooding buried it in 
the silt. In 1927, Henry Ford offered to rebuild the boat. 
Fred and Conrad Menge and Mr. Ford scavenged what was left of 
the ship outside of Moore Haven. The Menge brothers 
reconstructed the hull and shipped it to Dearborn, Michigan, 
where Ford was waiting with the original, but refurbished, 
boiler and engines. In 1929, the new Suwanee made its maiden 
voyage on a small river in Greenfield Village, Michigan. 54 

In one of the Corps survey reports dated 1918, the following 
summary was made of the upper Caloosahatchee River region that 
supported future dredging activities, if managed responsibly, 
along the water route. 

It is only natural that during heavy rainy seasons, 
overflow waters from Lake Okeechobee passed down the 
river will reach the so-called bottom of the hill near 
LaBelle where it spreads out over the entire 
community, drowning out the crops, killing the citrus 
trees, driving the inhabitants from their homes, and 
holding backward the development of one of the most 
fertile and productive portions of Florida. 

In the early years, south Florida in the vicinity of 
the Caloosahatchee River, although not thickly 
settled, was recognized for its adaptation to the 
growing of citrus fruits. Stimulated by the so-called 
big freeze in 1892, 1894-95, and 1899, the culture of 
the citrus fruits increased very rapidly in the 
Caloosahatchee River Valley, and all goods [were] 
necessarily transported by water. Extensive pasturage 

54 Menge, 131 • 
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existed throughout the valley, and cattle raising was 
one of the main industries. Very large catches of 
fish were brought down the river from Lake Okeechobee, 
and after the railroad reached Fort Myers in 1904, a 
large tourist trade developed. 

During the year 1913, the water level in Lake 
Okeechobee was so lowered by drainage operations from 
the State of Florida that navigation in the upper 
Caloosahatchee River was ruined and the settlers 
abandoned their homesteads and moved away. The State 
of Florida began dredging in 1915 a channel in Lake 
Okeechobee to LaBelle. The Caloosahatchee River has a 
brighter prospect now than at any time in its history. 
It is this upper river region that is the backbone of 
Lee County, which originates the shipments over the 
lower river. 55 

The Hendry's family interest in the Fort Thompson area remained 
throughout the changing years of the river valley and land 
proprieties. The Corps had first benchmarked this area in the 
1880s under Captain Black's surveys of the Caloosahatchee River. 
Corps' engineers plotted benchmark No. 4 on the south side of 
the river in an overflowed prairie. 56 Surveyors' notes record 
that in the 1880s, the flood state of the river was 21.1' above 
sea level in 1878 and 17' in 1886, which was between 10.5' to 
14.6' above normal grade. These early recordings certainly 
coincide with future flooding reports along the Caloosahatchee 
as well as previous ones during the Second Seminole War. 57 In 
the 1850s, naval officers reported that it was possible to moor 
their vessels alongside the palisade at Fort Thompson. 

Two descriptions of Hendry's house along the Caloosahatchee 
remain, although one of these images may be corroborated from 
historical photographs. Lawrence Will (1965) described the 
structure as a two-story settlement on a little mound near the 

55 U.S. House, "Examination of Caloosahatchee River, Florida, from Mouth to 
Fort Myers," 65th Congress, znct Session, Document No. 756, 1918, 6-11. 
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edge of a hammock, unfinished and unpartitioned. 58 The Hendry 
holdings, in addition to the lands of Daniel Carlton and W.D. 
Fraser, became the properties of E.E. Goodno in the early years 
of the twentieth century. 59 Goodno not only bought a house in 
the Fort Thompson area, but he also remodeled a building 
described as previously owned by the Hendry family. This latter 
structure was known as the Fort Thompson Park Hotel. The 
complex consisted of an icehouse 100' from the structure as well 
as river access 100' from the south bank of the Caloosahatchee. 
A wooden trestle carried tramcars loaded with ice from the 
icehouse to fishing boats docking for supplies. 60 Twice a day, 
steamers from Fort Myers would bring sportsmen and vacationers 
to the riverside hotel. However by the 1920s, steamboat traffic 
along the river was dwindling as the State's dredging effects 
combined with droughts lowered the water table and made 
navigation infrequent. Goodno later sold his holdings to Henry 
Ford in 1924 and moved southward to the present day community of 
Goodno where he hoped to capitalize on the presence of the 
Seaboard Coast Line railroad. Many cattle pens and chutes stood 
alongside the tracks, but the collapse of the Florida real 
estate land boom in 1926 brought an end to Goodno's 
expectations. 61 In 1938, fire destroyed the Fort Thompson Hotel 
as well as Hendry's original two-story ranch house. 

Mr. Jerome G. Attanasio, an immigrant born in the town of 
Ortona, Italy, first settled Ortona, Florida, then referred to 
as Chiaha from the 1920s Seaboard Atlantic Coast Line Railroad 
maps. Attanasio was originally interested in creating a 
vineyard, but the soil proved too wet for growing grapes. Like 
many farmers, he switched to citrus orchards. On June 6, 1925, 
Ortona was first recognized as a town. The community's actual 
name was Ortona Little Farms, but the clerks at the Glade County 
Courthouse reduced the town's identity for brevity to Ortona. 
Attanasio fabricated his own welcome sign for the fledgling 
village, reflecting his hopes, which read "Little Town - Watch 
It Grow. " 62 

58 Lawrence E. Will, A Pioneer Boatman Tells of Okeechobee Boats and 
Skippers (St. Petersburg, Florida: Great Outdoors Publishing Company, 1965), 
49. 

59 Clausen et al., 59. 
60 Will, Pioneer Boatman, 49. 
61 Clausen et al., 60. 
62 Larry Lucky (Glades County Tax Assessor), unrecorded interview with 

author, 13 April 2001. 
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VOGUE EXPLORATIONS AND THE KISSIMMEE FRONTIER 

As some of the links in Disston's complex waterway chain began 
to unravel, these weaknesses revealed the following fundamental 
lesson that would take another half-century to fully understand: 
that dredging and reclamation are continual projects and 
processes needed to maintain and manage the Okeechobee 
watershed. However, the repercussions from the combinations of 
droughts and constant dredging lowered the water tables and made 
navigation equally problematic. One effect of Disston's 
reclamation project was the two million acres of uninhabited and 
fertile land to be utilized and sold to prospective landowners 
and speculators. The other effect was the national and 
international interest generated in cheap rich soils, 
undeveloped lands, and access to a wilderness waiting to be 
tamed. 

If nothing else, Disston's unexpected progress fueled the 
interest and imaginations of thrill seekers, naturalists, 
journalists, and explorers, all of whom recognized that the 
dredging operations dissected a water route through the 
Okeechobee wilderness. The New Orleans' Times Democrat promoted 
three explorations of the Okeechobee interior during Disston's 
drainage and reclamation project. By directing public interest 
to the lake region, the Times Democrat inspired other newspapers 
to circulate the exciting narratives of "arduous undertakings" 
in the name of exploration amidst the "wild confusion" within 
the myriad marshlands. 63 Though all of the explorations were not 
steeped in heroic bravado, each contained a solemn awe and 
respect for the vast watery wilderness. As late as the 1920s, 
sightseeing expeditions were undertaken by steamboats to carry 
thrill seekers, newspaper reporters, and prospective landowners 

In 1887, Angelo Heilprin's scientific expedition into the 
Okeechobee Wilderness for Philadelphia's Wagner Free Institute 
of Science identified and documented the diverse flora and fauna 
of the Okeechobee Basin as well as the geological and 
paleontological attributes of this region. 

The region about the Caloosahatchee, and more 
particularly the interior tract which harbors the 

63 Hanna and Hanna, 110 • 
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headwaters of that stream, are so little known that we 
found it almost impossible to obtain any information 
that could prove of advantage to us in our intended 
exploration of the southern wilderness. The most that 
could be ascertained was that at certain intervals 
along the river we would come across settled hamlets 
or plantations, but the approximate distances at which 
these furthest outliers of civilization were to be met 
with were so vaguely stated, and differed so 
materially among themselves, that it was impossible to 
place any implicit reliance upon them. No scientific 
observations, other than those pertaining to pure 
topography and hydrology, had ever been made in this 
section of the State before, which fact, coupled with 
the hope that along this stream we might expect to 
find a more reliable clue to the true physical history 
of the State than along any other, provided a 
geological profile was offered, made us anxious to 
enter the terra incognita. The results obtained amply 
warranted our determination. 64 

Corporate information gathering, as before, also drove 
explorations. In 1892, J.E. Ingraham, President of the South 
Florida Railway, an affiliate of the Plant Investment Company, 
hired former employees from the experienced Disston drainage 
crew and organized the "Everglades Explorers". "Hoisting the 
flag of the Plant System, a Maltese cross with a P in the 
middle, at the bow of their flagship of their little fleet of 
skiffs and canoes, they entered the marshlands on March 21. " 65 

The popular images conveyed through newspaper accounts and 
illustrations made explorations of Florida's wilderness as 
unconquerable and unimaginable as Stanly and Livingston's "Dark 
Continent" of Africa in the 1840s. The Everglade Explorers' 
route began at "Shirt Tail Camp" on the Gulf Coast, south of 
Fort Myers, and proceeded northward against the current of the 
river of grass toward Lake Okeechobee. After fourteen days, 
food supplies were critic ally low and they had only moved 
approximately 24 miles into the everglades' interior. On April 
4, Ingraham abandoned the survey and persuaded a Native American 

64 Angelo Heilprin, Explorations on the West Coast of Florida and in the 
Okeechobee Wilderness (Philadelphia, Pennsylvania: The Wagner Free Institute 
of Science, 1887), 392. 
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guide to direct him toward Miami, which was only 25 miles from 
their stopping point. Only two of the twenty-two explorers were 
willing to return and complete the survey, and Ingraham was not 
among them. However, the chief virtue of Ingraham's experience 
was the coastal paradise found along the semi tropical tip of 
south Florida. Ingraham was deeply impressed with Miami's 
potential and soon after tried to convince Plant to extend his 
operations southward. When Plant declined, Ingraham entered 
into an association with Flagler. Four years later in 1896, 
Flagler' s Railroad connected with Miami and thus began the 
amazing growth of the beachfront metropolis southeast of Lake 
Okeechobee. 

In later years, the Menge brothers developed a freight and 
passenger service with a fleet of steamers in addition to the 
Suwanee such as the City of Athens, Gray Eagle, Ralph Baker, 
Anah C., Corona, Thomas A. Edison, Nyanza, and the Ada May. 66 

Captain J. Fred Menge settled in Fort Myers and married Virginia 
Lee Hendry. Other important ships of distinction include the 
following: Captain Hall's steamers the Bertha Lee (first 
steamboat up the Kissimmee Waterway), Schipman, and Naomi's I, 
I I, and I I I, and Captain Johnson's steamers: Mamie Lown 
(Schipman's twin), Cincinnati, Roseada, Lillie, and Osceola. 
Captain Johnson was the last captain who offered steamboat 
passenger service in the mid-1920s. Other boats include the 
Philadelphia, Rosalie (Disston's steamer), Colonist, Arbuckle, 
Spray, Leader, Mary Belle, Hamil ton Diss ton, Mary Diss ton, 
Waunita, and Astatula. Many of Disston's boats were built in 
Kissimmee. 

By the fall of 1883, steamers traveled from the Gulf of Mexico 
to the early settlement of Kissimmee, and the exposure of the 
"liquid heart" within the Okeechobee wilderness was seen for the 
first time via the waterway routes. Excitement was everywhere, 
as well as the realization that if Disston could maintain the 
Econlockhatchee River and connect to the St. Johns, the trans
state waterway would be the least expensive canal route 
connecting the Atlantic to the Gulf and vice versa. 67 

A year before, Captain F.A. Hendry had prophesied optimistically 
that by the winter of 1883, 

66 Ibid., 179. 
67 Ibid., 100. 
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"steamers built at Pittsburgh may descend the 
Mississippi, steam along our Gulf Coast, ascend the 
Caloosahatchee into Lake Okeechobee, and after 
traversing the region of the unknown and steaming up 
the Kissimmee, wake the echoes of Orange County as 
they greet the new Kissimmee City rising like magic in 
a wilderness of tropical verdure." 68 

The "magic" Kissimmee was a cattle camp when Disston first 
arrived. Disston looked for permanent settlers from northern 
cities and Europe to cultivate the reclaimed land. His first 
colony was on Lake Conway near Orlando and consisted of 250 
financially responsible families from New York who had enough 
money to sustain themselves for a year. Early settlers paid 
$1.25 to $5.00 an acre in 1881, the majority purchasing between 
twenty to eighty acres of farmland. Disston's profit was 
generous considering he paid twenty-five cents an acre. Though 
the area was extremely primitive, the opening of the waterway 
from Lake Okeechobee to the Gulf helped growth occur, as did 
Flagler's railroads to the North. In addition, Disston 
established a steamship line with four steamboats running a 36-
hour schedule between Fort Myers and Kissimmee, three decades 
before the rail lines would penetrate the Okeechobee interior. 69 

Disston's genius was that he thought in sustainable terms and 
tried to develop an infrastructure around Kissimmee. His 
idealistic vision can be seen in the agribusiness of sugar and 
rice that brought in potential land owners; the sugar refineries 
that attracted workers and other farmers from abroad; the banks 
bewitched by businesses and Disston's land offices and 
speculators; and his steamship operation, which not only opened 
trans-state transportation, but also built the wood-burning 
boilers and engines in the boatyards in Kissimmee. The Disston 
Works were not only turning out steamboats but also dredges to 
continue drainage and reclamation well after Disston had 
completed his contract with the state in 1884. In the 1910s, 
some of these sustainable ideas were later adapted by the 
Flagler system and within his enterprises consisting of the 

68 Ibid. , 101 . 
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Model Land Company, the Southern States Land and Timber Company, 
and the United Land Company. 

As the Menge brothers' experiment with rice stalks proved, 
reclaimed land was extremely fertile, and reports were 
widespread that "the land had only to be touched to give 
crops." 70 In 1884, land was sold as high as $20.00 an acre. 
Disston planted nearly 5,000 acres of rice and 20,000 acres of 
sugar cane and started the production of two sugar refineries, 
one in Kissimmee and the other on the shores of Lake Okeechobee. 
In 1891, the St. Cloud Sugar Plantation at the disposal of the 
U.S. Department of Agriculture (USDA) opened and experimented 
with growing thirty varieties of sugar cane, most of which were 
indigenous to Cuba and Java, on forty acres of land donated by 
Disston. 

Between 1884 to 1893, Disston continued dredging operations that 
converted hundreds of thousands of swampland into fertile soil; 
lowered the Kissimmee lake levels from 8' to 11'; opened up most 
of the farmland around Lake Okeechobee; dug the first eight 
miles of the Miami Canal; made possible the cities that ring the 
Lake and first proposed the St. Lucie Canal as evident on an 
1897 railroad map, long before the idea was authorized by the 
1905 State Drainage Commission. Lake Okeechobee's water level 
dropped over a foot. With all of the new lands opening, Disston 
was acquiring increasing amounts of real property to borrow 
capital for additional developments. Similarly, the I.I.F. was 
pursuing new railroad contracts with renewed interest, 
chartering 564 companies seeking land grants, and of these, 251 
were wholly or partially built, while 154 of these rail lines 
actually operated. 71 

However in 1893, an economic panic occurred in the U.S. followed 
by one of the worst depression the nation has ever seen. 
Disston mortgaged $2 million in holdings to revive his 
enterprises, including the Sugar Plantation as well as his land 
offices in Kissimmee. Within a few years, the dredges had 
stopped working and the steamboats quit running as Disston's 
wealth dwindled. On April 30, 1896, after attending a theatre 
in Philadelphia, Disston went home and filled the tub for a hot 

70 Hanna and Hanna, 101 • 
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bath, whereupon he sat down in the water and shot himself in the 
head. 72 

The Jacksonville Florida Times-Union reported on May 1, 1896, 
that Disston had "done more to develop the state than any other 
man or body of men in the United States. " 73 His heirs were 
apathetic of his vision, and most of the land was forfeited for 
taxes. In 1896, Disston's Land Company and vast empire was 
valued at $2.25 million, and Disston himself had hoped to one 
day receive as much as ten times this amount when the value of 
land and bonds matured. After liquidation by a court order to 
meet his debts, Disston's empire was sold for $70,000.00. 74 

THE EARLY TWENTIETH CENTURY 

By 1900, the State became involved in a politically motivated 
drainage project of the Everglades, including the reclamation of 
lands east and south of Lake Okeechobee. There was already 
abundant farmland and the Okeechobee area had been sufficiently 
surveyed and patented. However, vast tracts of available public 
land were eyed attractively by railroad companies, 
agriculturists, developers, and eager landholders. Governor 
William S. Jennings, cousin of William Jennings Bryan, decided 
that the remaining public trust lands from the I.I.F. should be 
saved for Floridians. In 1903, the Governor patented 2,862,280 
acres in the Everglades bringing the state total to 3,076,904 
acres. 75 

The railroads angered by the loss of possible land took their 
dispute before the Florida Supreme Court. After the Civil War, 
Florida was bankrupt and dispirited, and so in 1879, the State 
utilized its only available revenue-maker, the swamp and 
overflowed lands, and sold vast areas to railroad companies, 
which in turn exacted an "usurious rate of interest" for aiding 
to the growth and development of the northern and western 
portions of the state. 76 These sections of Florida benefited 
from the sacrifice of other areas, and south Florida remained an 
orphaned stepchild dependent upon corporate and state interest 
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for subsistence. Between 1879 and 1901, 15 million acres of 
swamp and overflowed lands were granted to the railroad 
companies, which consisted of the Florida East Coast (Flagler), 
the Atlantic Coast Line (Plant), and the Seaboard Air Line. 77 

The remaining 5 million acres out of the original 20 million 
acres of swamp and overflowed lands given to the state by the 
Federal Government in 1885 were largely in south Florida's 
undeveloped and uninhabited Okeechobee Basin and Everglades. In 
1912, Florida's Supreme Court decided that if any lands were 
left over from the expense of drainage, then railroad claims 
were to be settled first and individual claims second. 

Governor Jennings realized that owning land was political power. 
With political capital, property, and wealth, these components 
were interwoven into the goals of exploitation and profit from 
the railroad companies. Jennings also deduced what the 
inevitable outcome from land disputes and litigation would be. 
From 1901 to 1903, he pushed for state-controlled drainage 
projects as a logical way to deny land grants to railroad 
companies. Reclamation of the Everglades was viewed as being 
extremely lucrative because the cost of land at $50.00 an acre 
was far less than what it would yield later with fruit crops, 
which was estimated at $200.00 to $1,000.00 an acre. 78 Those who 
held ownership of the Everglades would also be able to influence 
future fortunes, land policies and reclamation, and political 
power. With Jennings' term ending, he looked for someone like 
him, someone who would support liberals and anti-corporationists 
by preserving public land for Floridians. 79 

Governor Jennings looked to Napoleon Bonaparte Broward, who not 
only had a colorful adventurous life, almost a living-legend 
with his smuggling exploits during the Spanish-American War, but 
who also appealed to a broad spectrum of ordinary and 
disenfranchised voters who felt that politics equated wealth, 
corruption, and public exploitation. Broward's platform stated 
that he wanted Florida to reach new heights of prosperity while 
safeguarding democracy and the people's best interest. The 
Everglades would become Broward's manna and gift to Floridians. 

77 Ibid. 
78 Ibid., 122. 
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Broward wanted to reclaim all of the Everglades and not just 
sections or portions at a time like what had been done around 
Lake Okeechobee with earlier dredging efforts and what was 
proposed by opportunists and developers. Without adequate 
knowledge of how such a project could be realized, he used the 
catchphrase "water will run downhill" to counter opponents and 
win support for his ideas. Humorously, the inexperienced yet 
vocal candidate once said that all that had to be done for 
reclamation was to "knock a hole in the wall of coral and let a 
body of water obey a natural law and seek the level of the 
sea. " 80 This example of the reclamation mentality and lack of 
science would inevitably cause Broward's drainage efforts to 
fail from its inception in 1904 until 1909. Seventeen years 
earlier, Angelo Heilprin observed and documented that there was 
no evidence of the coral theory of Florida's peninsula. 

On the contrary, all the facts point conclusively 
against such theory, and indicate that the progressive 
growth of the peninsula, at least as far as Lake 
Okeechobee, has been brought about through successive 
accessions of organic and inorganic materials in the 
normal methods of sedimentation and upheaval. 81 

Shortly before the 1904 election, the Okeechobee interior was 
under seasonal flooding at the time giving Broward's platform 
more credibility. He won the election by a narrow margin. The 
USDA also backed Broward knowing that rice, sugar, and tropical 
fruits that could not be grown elsewhere in the country could be 
harvested in the Everglades. Soon the governor's reclamation 
vision became policy in action. 

Broward inspected the region by boat and then advised the 
legislature in a special meeting that a canal was needed from 
Lake Okeechobee to the St. Lucie River, a distance of 22 miles, 
which was to be followed by another canal that would meet up 
with the St. Johns River. This new waterway, together with the 
Caloosahatchee, would create the intracoastal passage that 
Disston had dreamed about. With 740 miles of inland waterway, 
some 6 million acres would be reclaimed for cultivation and 
transportation. 82 Broward expected that this operation would 
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also prevent flooding around Lake Okeechobee because the lake 
level would be lowered 4' to 6' from dredging and reclamation 
operations. 83 The project was earmarked for $250,000.00 and 
dredging was scheduled for eighteen months. 84 

The Board of Trustees of the I.I.F. expected to start at once, 
but Broward was cautious, knowing that the trustees had abused 
their responsibility in the past by lavishing public lands on 
railroad companies. The Governor preferred to have a joint 
resolution for a constitutional amendment or a statute creating 
a drainage district empowered to oversee reclamation. To his 
surprise, Broward received both statute and amendment so that 
the drainage operation would proceed responsibly. In 1905, 
Florida's legislature passed the first comprehensive drainage 
law that created the Board of Drainage Commissioners, which was 
counseled by former Governor Jennings, and the Board began 
dredging operations in 1906. 85 The Board also had the power to 
build canals, establish additional drainage districts, and 
accommodate the need to move water out of the Everglades into 
Lake Okeechobee and to discharge through the Caloosahatchee 
River. The Board of Drainage Commissioners consisted of the 
same personnel as the Trustees of the I.I.F., though their 
official powers and duties were entirely separate and distinct. 

By 1907, the Caloosahatchee River region's population exceeded 
7,000 inhabitants and all freight and passenger traffic was 
still moved through Fort Myers. 86 Coupled with continued 
flooding of the river, dredging activities continued by the 
Corps and the newly established Everglades Drainage District, 
which constituted an area encompassing the Lake Okeechobee Basin 
and the central and eastern parts of the Everglades in south 
Florida. From this large District, several smaller districts 
were created in later years as the business of land speculation 
and development was closely intertwined with reclaimed land. 
Both the Moore Haven and West Palm Beach Drainage Districts were 
established in the 1920s from the Everglades Drainage District. 
Some twenty reclamation districts were created between Duval and 
Dade Counties and extended westward to encompass large areas of 

83 Charlton w. Tebeau, A History of Florida (Coral Gables, Florida: 
University of Miami Press, 1971), 349. 
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Glades and Hendry Counties. Technically, the area was generally 
known as the Everglades Drainage District, and smaller districts 
were linked to settlements such as Moore Haven and West Palm 
Beach. These fledgling settlements with district status then in 
turn funneled funds from the State's Board of Drainage 
Commission to subsidize improvement projects within their 
districts for continued dredging and for the construction of 
bridges, roads, canals, locks, and dikes. In the early years 
from 1905 to the 1920s, the Everglades Drainage District oversaw 
all of these improvements during the dredging and reclamation of 
state-owned unsurveyed lands. Essentially, the State's 
responsibility was to collect the proceeds from land sales and 
taxes, and the District was to distribute the funds. 

As agreements were reached on the draining of the Everglades, 
arguments arose over how much money should be generated for this 
project. Broward had estimated the land value between $5 
million to $60 million. 87 The Board attempted to levy a yearly 
tax of 10 cents an acre on swamp and overflowed lands for the 
entire state and later five cents an acre in the Everglades. In 
1906, voters turned down the Drainage Act, and the U.S. Supreme 
Court later deemed the Board's authority to levy taxes was 
unconstitutional. 88 In 1907, the legislature amended the act to 
specifically create the State Drainage Commission, which 
replaced the Board of Drainage Commissioners. This amendment 
gave the legislature the power to define the Everglade's 
boundaries, to levy an annual tax of five cents an acre upon the 
lands in the District, and to authorize the use of this tax for 
drainage and reclamation projects. 89 

Broward then changed his plans. He moved the location of the 
drainage canal to the New River instead of the proposed St. 
Lucie River because large quantities of state-owned unsurveyed 
lands were located south of Lake Okeechobee. Many protested 
this move, including railroads and timber companies who were 
competing for the dredging contracts and subsequent reclaimed 
lands. The North New River Canal began in 1906 and moved slowly 
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from the North New River, through the Everglades, and into Lake 
Okeechobee. Two dipper dredges, the Okeechobee and the 
Everglades, were the first vessels to commence work on this 
project. 90 

In all of the excitement to watch water run down hill, neither 
Broward nor the State Drainage Commission ever had a qualified 
drainage engineer or hydrologic study examine the reclamation 
project. It was not until 1909 after Broward's reelection 
defeat that the District employed the first qualified engineer. 
When engineers arrived to the Okeechobee Basin to inspect the 
work, they were confronted with the most basic, yet complex of 
problems that persist to this day. The only way to control the 
level of water in the Everglades is to control Lake Okeechobee 
because overflow from the lake runs south. Inversely, only so 
much overflow can run south, so east and west discharge routes 
are needed to regulate the lake's water level, which in turn 
affects the underground aquifers and the Everglades' water 
reserves. Understanding the precise combination of these 
factors has been an ongoing lesson in the Okeechobee Basin's 
watershed and hydrologic dynamics. 

Reclamation consumed more money than anticipated. During the 
Democratic National Convention in 1908, Broward solicited 
Richard J. Bolles to purchase 500,000 acres of state-owned swamp 
and overflowed lands in the Okeechobee Basin at $1 million. A 
few days before Broward relinquished his governorship, the 
I.I.F. and Bolles signed a contract for overflowed state land to 
be used "solely and exclusively for drainage and reclamation 
purposes." 91 Bolles was interested in land speculation and 
exploitation and "was destined to exert a new and unwelcomed 
influence on the history of Lake Okeechobee. " 92 Broward 
ultimately had been too optimistic in a state-controlled 
reclamation project, and by 1909, the North New River Canal had 
progressed only 15 miles at a cost of $377,642.00, well above 
the predicted budget. 93 

A survey by the supervising engineer, James O. Wright of the 
USDA, suggested eight canals south out of Lake Okeechobee and a 

90 Buker, 100. 
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reconditioning of the Caloosahatchee River would make 
reclamation feasible and possible. These plans nearly coincided 
with ones already underway so the trustees and the state 
legislature fully endorsed Wright's recommendations. However in 
the years following Wright's recommendations and the scandalous 
aftermath, Wright did acknowledge that landowners downstream 
from the lake would be in perilous harm without the structural 
features of locks and dams to mitigate the lake's water levels 
and potential damage during discharge: 

There is grave apprehension that any enlargement of 
the upper portion of the Caloosahatchee will cause it 
to overflow its banks along its lower course and 
damage the citrus groves. Such will not be the case 
when Lake Okeechobee is lowered and the discharge 
brought under control. There will not be as much 
water brought down this channel as is now carried by 
it in time of high water. 94 

Albert Gilchrist followed Broward as governor in 1909. In 1910, 
politicians critical of the drainage idea and citing that a 
great scandal was occurring gained enough support to launch an 
investigation into the reclamation project and Wright's report. 
It was believed but never proven that the USDA, the Florida East 
Coast Railway, the Board of Trustees of the I.I.F., and other 
Florida land companies were conspiring for lucrative reasons. 
Fearing the scandalous repercussions, Congressman Frank Clark 
from the Lake Okeechobee area wanted to show that he did not 
obstruct the inquiry. Excerpts from Wright's survey were 
originally manipulated by Governor Gilchrist, but Wright's 
report later went through three revisions (Report Nos. 1, 2, and 
3) within the USDA. The last report had drifted far from the 
original survey. Critics thought that Wright's Report No. 3 
made recommendations favorable for drainage because Wright had 
become the chief drainage engineer of the Everglades Drainage 
District. The USDA later printed a different version of his 
report because it said the first one was incomplete and too 
favorable. Hearings were held to examine whether there was any 
collusion between federal agencies or between companies that 
misrepresented the Everglades drainage project. 

94 Kimes and Crocker. 
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When Dr. Thomas E. Will, who was associated with the Everglades 
Land Company, finally printed Report No. 3 as Senate Document 
No. 89, this official document became proof that reclamation was 
financially feasible and profitable for developers. The report 
was then popularized and distributed by eager land opportunists. 
It was also proof that indeed many pockets were being lined, and 
Wright had been predestined to be the scapegoat. When the first 
printing of Document No. 89 was exhausted, Senator Nathan Bryan 
secured the printing of 4,800 additional copies. After these 
hearings, Wright resigned, citing political reasons. Excerpts 
from his report were widely circulated, and both State and 
private agencies used extracts to promote land speculation. 95 

After Broward's defeat in 1909 and his death in 1910, 
reclamation no longer remained a state-controlled policy. 
Private companies with proven records and competent engineers 
were solicited and awarded contracts for dredging operations by 
the State Drainage Commission. In 1910, the Furst-Clark 
Construction Company of Baltimore, Maryland, and Galveston, 
Texas, was awarded the contract to resume work and bought four 
dredges from the state (the Everglades, Okeechobee, 
Caloosahatchee, and Miami) to continue construction on the North 
New River Canal. The Furst-Clark Construction Company had a 
secure reputation for dredging operations having a year before 
been awarded the Cape Cod Canal project in Massachusetts. 96 The 
Company was equipped with a fleet of hydraulic suction dredges, 
vessels like the Suwanee in design, but altogether sturdier and 
larger. In addition, Furst-Clark had a host of steam-powered 
land excavators or drag-lines that were transported by rail as 
well as towing craft for the dredges. Fuel oil was also 
transported by rail from Galveston, Texas. While little 
information is known of the specific North New River dredging 
operation, the Cape Cod Canal experience provides an account of 
Furst-Clark's excavation procedures. The four dipper dredges 
were much like the ones used initially in Disston's reclamation 
project, and they provided steady, reliable results. Hydraulic 
suction dredges were also probably used since they were 
prevalent at the time and in the area. 

95 Tebeau, 349. 
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Dredging technology circa 1910 also employed land excavators 
that were ungainly 110-ton contraptions equipped with 100-foot 
booms that swung eight-ton buckets and they were capable of 
moving 800 cubic yards a day. Unfortunately, their immense 
weight severely limited their mobility, and in the process, a 
considerable amount of rounded logs were needed to roll these 
machines over the swampy and soft ground. Hydraulic dredges 
normally kept their discharge lines or pipes out to stern, 
pumping sand into the marshes and over the new canal's bank. 
These dredges were also equipped with a cutter blade that 
occasionally clogged on stumps, rocks, and even dinosaur and 
prehistoric mammal bones. In 1937 during the dredging and 
straightening of the Caloosahatchee River, a massive mastodon 
graveyard was excavated in the Caloosahatchee riverbed west of 
Ortona L&D. Another type of dredge probably used on the North 
New River was a ball dredge. These vessels were equipped with a 
one cubic yard bucket fashioned like a steel hollow ball with 
fingers. The ball was suspended from a long boom that dropped 
the orb into the shallow water, opening upon impact below the 
water's surface. The ball engulfed the rocks and materials. 
The boom was then raised and turned away from the canal to 
deposit the debris and muck. 

In 1910, the State Drainage Commission authorized intensive 
canal construction, and the basic design and form of the 
Okeechobee Waterway as it is known today was finished later that 
year. Shallow drift navigation via the Caloosahatchee River, 
Lake Okeechobee, and the St. Lucie Canal was made available, and 
no locks or darns had been installed along the waterway. The St. 
Lucie Canal functioned as a floodway and irrigation channel in 
these early years. 97 The North New River Canal was known to be 
rocky and therefore shallower, which was one of the main reasons 
why dredging operations continued on the St. Lucie Canal during 
the time. 

Based upon Cape Cod Canal's procedures and corroborated through 
the Stuart newspaper, Furst-Clark operated two dredges in tandem 
with the sturdier and larger dipper dredge excavating a deep 
initial depth which was then followed by the suction dredge that 
leveled the canal to an even below sea level elevation, widening 

97 Kimes and Crocker. 
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and deepening the 25 mile cut. 98 According to statements 
collected from the Stuart News from 1915: 

The work of digging the huge St. Lucie-Okeechobee 
drainage and shipping canal is progressing nicely and 
is being hurried along with night and day shifts. Two 
dredges are employed in the work, each operating from 
the Okeechobee end. The small dredge, which precedes 
the larger, [has done more or less preliminary work 
for almost the total distance and] is now about two 
and one-half miles from the lake and is advancing at 
the rate of about 600 feet a day. The smaller dredge 
does the work of pulling stumps and blocking-out work 
in addition to piling up rock and earth to a height of 
10 or 12 feet along the dredge spoil lining the 
canal's banks. 

The larger dredge [R.P. Clark], which completes the 
actual work of digging the huge ditch [and has the 
advantage of its suction pumps], has reached a point 
of about one and one-half miles from the Okeechobee 
end and is excavating dirt at about 10,000 cubic yards 
daily. [This indicates that there will be a wall of 
earth and rock 20 to 30 feet high along both sides 
when the canal is completed through the pine lands]. 
If this rate could be maintained constantly, work 
would be finished in a year. Actual digging 
operations on the canal have been in progress for 
about five weeks. It is probable that the Furst-Clark 
Construction Company, the contractors, will also put a 
dredge at the St. Lucie end of the canal so as to 
expedite the work, although no definite announcement 
to this effect has been made. 99 

In June 1916, the Stuart News noted that the dredge San Diego 
had begun cutting through the St. Lucie Inlet while on the lake 
side, the canal had been completed to a point about 5 miles 
eastward of lake Okeechobee. Apparently, optimism fueled 
exaggeration and expectation as noted in the following 
statement: 

98 Farson, 40. 
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The St. Lucie Canal will be the main control canal of 
the immense Everglades drainage system, the largest 
drainage project in the world. The huge ditch will be 
twenty-five miles in length, 200 feet wide at the top, 
160 feet at the bottom, with a minimum depth of twelve 
feet-Indications are that digging operations will now 
go steadily forward until the completion of the canal 
and that no further hitch-up will result, as the 
Internal Improvement Board of Florida and the United 
States War Department have come to a thorough 
understanding. 100 

Another common operating procedure was the purchasing and 
selling of equipment as Furst-Clark had done by acquiring the 
four dipper dredges from the State Drainage Commission to begin 
the North New River operation. The Suwanee was in use in 
various general-purpose tasks such as dredging, freight, and 
passenger service for forty-four years before her demise in the 
hurricane of September 1926, and most vessels in a dredging area 
were worth more because of their location and accessibility. 
Similarly, when Furst-Clark abandoned the Cape Cod Canal project 
in October 1914, they turned over their dredges and other 
equipment to the Massachusetts-based Canal Construction Company 
to recoup their losses . 101 After completing the North New River 
Canal in 1912, Furst-Clark continued dredging operations along 
the West Palm Beach and then widened and enlarged the St. Lucie 
Canal from 1915 until 1926. By this time however, three new 
dredges, the R.P. Clark, the San Diego, and the Caloosahatchee, 
were used for the second phase of St. Lucie's canal excavation. 

In 1913, Congress appropriated $100,000.00 for the initial 
dredging of the St. Lucie Inlet, and the contract was awarded to 
the Standard American Dredging Company. Undetected coquina 
formations, rocks in the channel, and limited State funds 
hampered progress. In 1916, the Bowers-Southern Dredging 
Company was also used along the St. Lucie Canal, and it is 
uncertain if they replaced the Furst-Clark Company or if they 
were subcontracted to do further excavation of the canal. As 
World War I began and oil became scarce because of the war 
effort, the dredges were converted to wood burners. Logging 

100 Ibid. 
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crews nearly deforested central Martin County finding fuel for 
the machines. Bowers-Southern Company went bankrupt and the 
canal's construction again lurched onward, dependent upon 
funding supplied by the Board of the Everglades Drainage 
District. Reclamation was a state-owned business dependent upon 
land speculation and profits. In times of land booms and fervid 
speculation, the State had the funds to distribute to the 
District proceeds for drainage and reclamation, thereby opening 
more land to developers and investors which meant more money 
back into the hands of the State. 

During construction of the North New River Canal in 1910, Wright 
was made Chief Engineer for the remainder of this project as 
well as for all drainage operations in the Everglades Drainage 
District. The District allowed him to "fix his own salary."102 

In addition, the Furst-Clark Company obtained an amendment to 
their contract in 1911 for the placing of "permanent locks in 
said canals" that they were constructing. 103 The Furst-Clark 
Company built five locks that permitted access into the lake, 
and these locks were located at the lakeshore entrances of Moore 
Haven (Caloosahatchee Lock No. 1), the St. Lucie Canal (West St. 
Lucie Lock No. 1), and at the North New River, Miami and West 
Palm Beach Canals. The Furst-Clark Construction Company built 
the last three locks in 1912, 1913, and 1917, and they were 
responsible for the dredging of these canals as well as the 
Hillsboro. The Everglades Drainage District built two other 
locks near Ortona around 1915 (Caloosahatchee Locks No. 2 and 
No. 3 at Citrus Center and Lake Flirt), although little 
information is known about their exact location and who 
constructed the locks or their attendant's houses. 104 

In preparation for the new town site of Moore Haven, the U.S. 
Sarasota suction dredge, cleared the Caloosahatchee River in 
1915 from LaBelle to Citrus Center, and the Everglades Drainage 
District constructed new locks. One was located at Citrus 
Center (Caloosahatchee Lock No. 2) and the other (Caloosahatchee 
Lock No. 3) on the west end of Lake Flirt, and both were 
constructed after 1915. The new locks assisted in the 

102 Hanna and Hanna, 132. 
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navigation over the Lake Flirt basin, which was known to be 
shallow during seasons of droughts and swollen during floods. 
Caloosahatchee Lock No. 1 was planned to be located near Moore 
Haven, and the actual construction of the lock began in 1917, 
although some accounts claim the lock was actually built as 
early as 1913 . 105 The Furst-Clark Company also excavated and 
constructed the South New River Canal and Lock, which thereby 
connected Lake Okeechobee via the North and South New Rivers to 
Fort Lauderdale and the Atlantic Ocean. 

The North New River Lock No. 1 became operational in March 1912. 
The opening of the lock led to increased agricultural 
exploitation of the newly drained land along the New River 
Canal. Produce grown in the Okeechobee Basin was brought down 
the canal to the railroad at Fort Lauderdale. Similarly, 
settlements were established around the lake end of the North 
New River, Miami, and West Palm Beach Canals. Boats traversed 
the distance between Lake Okeechobee and Ft. Lauderdale in 
flotillas. This action made the trip go faster because more 
than one boat could use the lock concurrently, making its use 
more efficient. Rows of fish houses, lining the channel's 
length near the up-lake entrance, were constructed overhanging 
the North New River Canal. Catfish was an equally important 
cargo. Flat, shallow, small launches transported the fish in 
box-like cabins constructed on these vessels to awaiting 
railroad freight cars downstream. 106 

The locks along the North and South New River, Miami and West 
Palm Beach Canals were similar in design to the locks built at 
both of the St. Lucie facilities in the 1920s. These locks were 
located at or near the head of tidewaters, usually 1,000' from 
the lake's shoreline. The 1912 to 1920s locks replaced the 
existing muck, earth, and stone dams that had been constructed 
by Disston to release overflow. While the dimensions vary 
between lock chambers, the earlier structures consisted of a 
single lock approximately 150' in length and 25' in width with a 
wing-dam extending up-lake and connected to a large movable 
sluice gate. Earthen cofferdams were constructed in front of 
the lock facilities to protect them from damage from upstream 

105 Nelson Manfred Blake, Land Into Water-Water Into Land: A History of 
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water pressure and high water. The locks were constructed of 
parallel poured concrete walls with a depth in the chamber of 
14' from top to foundation, measuring 6' thick at the foundation 
of the wall and tapering to 3' at the top. On the outside of 
the chamber, a small wing-dam of poured concrete was located. 
This auxiliary dam functioned as a reservoir to retain the water 
between the unfilled areas between the lock chambers' walls and 
the canals' banks. Essentially, these early locks appeared as 
floating locks or island-like structures in the midst of the 
canals that connected to Lake Okeechobee because they emerged as 
wide inlets approximately 1,000' south of Lake Okeechobee's 
shoreline. The upstream main wing-dam facade extended 
approximately 40' across and was also constructed from poured 
concrete. A wooden catwalk and a metal handrail extended across 
the top of this structure providing access along the wing-dam to 
the lock gates. 

Paired wooden gates at either end regulated the water level 
while also controlling the entrance to the lock chambers. The 
gates closed to form an interior angle of 142° and pointed 
upstream. Horizontal 1' x 1' timbers, spaced at each end with 
1' x 1' blocks, were spiked together using 3-1/2" x 3/8" iron 
straps to form the main gate structures. The gates were 
sheathed on the upstream side with vertical 2" x 8" boards 
nailed in a butt joint forming a watertight seal. At the base 
of each gate was a hand-operated butterfly valve that was used 
to control the water level in the lock when a boat was raised or 
lowered. The gates were operated through a miter-geared rack 
and pinion mechanism. In 1977 at North New River Lock No. 1, 
this old lock was intact and recommended as a National Eligible 
property. At the time of recordation, the manual operating 
mechanism was documented as operational. 107 

Adjacent to these locks, there were auxiliary structures that 
influenced how future lock facilities were to be designed and 
operated. At the North New River Lock, a small poured concrete 
radio and U.S.G.S. recording station was built in October 1912 
and remained in use until 1977. Another common feature found at 
the majority of the lock facilities was the lock tender's 
quarters. These residences also functioned as office space, and 
their floor plan typically consisted of a three-room wood frame 

107 Ibid. , 2. 
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bungalow with a simple low gable roof supported by eave 
brackets. Built in July 1912, the bungalow at North New River 
Lock had its shed roof porch extending to the west of the house. 
The original plans for the house still exist today at the Land 
Records Section - Bureau of State Lands in Tallahassee, Florida. 
The three post-1930s lock and dam facilities at Ortona, Moore 
Haven, and St. Lucie were all designed with Lock Masters' Houses 
and Lock Assistants' Quarters. 

Most observers, Okeechobee residents, engineers, and politicians 
considered the dredging of the St. Lucie Canal to be the panacea 
for controlling the lake's water level. The dredges utilized 
for the 1915 excavations were similar to hydraulic suction 
vessels like the Suwanee. The suction dredge discharged slurry 
upon the banks through pipes swung perpendicular to her sides, 
while the vessel's derrick provided lifting power to raise rocks 
and snags from the riverbed. Violent accidents were common 
during dredging operations. Workers were often sucked into the 
pipe after falling overboard; the protective dike that held the 
lake's water level back would break and 10' walls of water would 
engulf workers and equipment; and dynamite used to blow up 
stumps and rocks would unwittingly explode when the people lit 
the fuses. In the estuary region of the St. Lucie, shark 
attacks were common, as were alligator attacks further inland. 

EARLY INTRACOASTAL TRAFFIC AND LOCKS 

Situated on the Atlantic end of the St. Lucie Canal, Stuart was 
like most places in south Florida, a booming frontier town of 
700 residents. In 1910, nine million pounds of fish were sent 
by rail from Stuart. But even with the advent of railroad and 
the decline of steamboat traffic that transported the fish to 
markets, shallow draft traffic allowed the passage of many small 
ships and vessels to get to the railroad hubs. The canals and 
waterways "represented the most tangible sign that the frontier 
was being bent by the will of man. ,,ioa 

On August 25, 1912, the North and South New River Canals were 
completed, and the first steamship, owned by Bolles' and 
christened the Queen of the Everglades, made its maiden voyage 
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with prospective land speculators and financial backers. The 
journey from Fort Myers to Fort Lauderdale took two days with 
passengers stopping overnight at Bolles' hotel at Lake Harbor 
and marveling at Bolles' lush vegetable garden, grown in fertile 
reclaimed soils. 109 Regularly scheduled steamers to Lake 
Okeechobee and across the waterway included the Suwanee, Lily, 
and Passing Thru carrying freight, mail, and passengers. Toll 
receipts were kept at North New River and identified as early as 
September 1913. The projected revenue received from lock 
traffic was the basis of maintaining and managing the locks.no 

In 1913 and in the following years, the Everglades District 
increased drainage and reclamation activities in proportion to 
land sales and speculation. However, this increased effort also 
intensified flooding problems along the upper regions of the 
Caloosahatchee River. Excessive drainage activities and heavy 
rains in 1912 had caused the river to flow upstream from LaBelle 
to Lake Okeechobee. When met with downstream discharges from 
the Lake, the river would swell and overflow its banks. The 
Caloosahatchee had a higher elevation than the water level at 
the lake, and the river's waters crested 8' above the 12-foot 
banks at LaBelle. 111 Landowners along the river and floodplains 
called for an end to the drainage and discharge into the 
Caloosahatchee. A loose compromise was reached and the District 
agreed to build three locks along the river. 

The Florida legislature passed acts modifying reclamation tax 
rates from a single rate to a gradual set of rates in terms of 
these proposed structures, maintenance, and anticipated 
benefits. 112 Three facilities were constructed along the 
Caloosahatchee River at Lake Flirt, Citrus Center and Moore 
Haven in addition to the four canal locks along the lake end at 
the North New River, Miami, and West Palm Beach Canals and the 
west St. Lucie Canal (No. 1), which was completed in 1923 near 
present day Port Mayaca. East St. Lucie Lock (No. 2) was 
constructed between 1919 and 1926, and the St. Lucie Canal was 
partly operational in 1923 and then completed in 1926. LaBelle 
remained an important intermediate town along the river and 
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catered to the steamer and freight traffic with its deep harbor 
basins. 

The lock facility at Citrus Center (Caloosahatchee No. 2) east 
of Lake Flirt was presumably constructed after 1915, while 
another (Caloosahatchee No. 3) was built at the west end of Lake 
Flirt around the Fort Thompson area near the ford. 
Caloosahatchee No. 1 at Moore Haven was built in 1917. 113 Present 
day Ortona L&D is situated between the historic east and west 
ends of Lake Flirt. From the 1880s to the 1920s, this lake with 
its dredged navigable canal was regarded either as a muddy hole 
or a swollen river that could not regulate Lake Okeechobee's 
discharge. The Citrus Center facility was described in 
historical accounts and photographs show the facility flooded in 
1922. Informant interviews describe the lock at Lake Flirt 
along the falls at Fort Thompson. Reedy Canal was located 
adjacent to the Lake Flirt's lock, and barges brought cement in 
from the new town of Moore Haven to build these locks along the 
river. 114 Historic accounts also describe Lake Flirt overflowing 
its banks during rainy seasons from excessive floodwaters, and 
these two lock facilities along the Caloosahatchee were known to 
divert the discharged swollen water eastward and back upstream 
toward Lake Okeechobee in the mid-1910s. The lock facilities' 
exact locations are unknown since they were both dismantled in 
1937 during the Corps widening and straightening of the upper 
Caloosahatchee River. 

The 1927-28 Everglades Drainage District Commission's Annual 
Report states that their original 1915 report recommended "the 
St. Lucie Canal [will] be constructed as a combined control 
drainage, navigation and power canal with a single combined 
lock, dam and power house." However, their 1927-28 report also 
says that "As finally planned and constructed, the power feature 
was abandoned, and two control locks and dams were provided, No. 
1 at Lake Okeechobee and No. 2 at one and two-thirds miles from 
the outlet into the St. Lucie River. A dredge pass and dry dock 
were added as part of control lock and dam No. 2." 115 The 
original St. Lucie Lock No. 2 included an eight-gate spillway, 
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dredge pass, and lock that was completed by 1926. The original 
lock was abandoned in 1941 and replaced by a larger electrically 
operated lock chamber that was built into the expanded south 
bank of the canal. The old lock chamber was filled in 1978 
though it does retain some of its original and structural 
integrity. The new lock facility followed the Corps' 
recommendations of flood control responsibilities in south 
Florida in 1937. The new facility also featured a hydroelectric 
powerhouse, and five resident houses were erected for the lock 
tenders thereby creating a self-contained and operational 
community modeled after Ortona and Moore Haven lock facilities. 116 

Between the late 1910s and early 1920s, the Everglades Drainage 
District constructed a series of canals and levees resulting in 
the eventual disappearance of Lake Flirt. During this time, 
construction of a control work began near the 1915 Citrus Center 
lock east of present day Ortona. There is limited information 
of the Caloosahatchee locks prior to the 1937 Ortona L&D in this 
region of the Caloosahatchee River, and their locations were 
presumably on the dredged Caloosahatchee River prior to the 
Corps' excavation of a new, straighter river channel in the mid-
1930s. The Caloosahatchee Canal replaced the natural course of 
the upper river channel. When the Okeechobee Waterway opened in 
1937, the Corps dismantled the older locks along the 
Caloosahatchee River as well as West St. Lucie Lock No. 1, which 
was replaced with a weir. However, as early as 1915, the Citrus 
Center Lock was reported to "reorganize the topography there, 
although not as extensively as its 1937 Corps replacement." 117 

After the locks at Lake Flirt and Citrus Center in 1915 and 
Moore Haven in 1917 were operational, the Caloosahatchee River 
remained turbulent. Lake Okeechobee's discharge sent its 
overflow rushing down the channel and canal networks inundating 
the croplands downstream. The river valley's residents 
considered their interests to be at odds with the State Drainage 
Commission's efforts that valued dredging operations for 
navigational purposes over flood control. 118 With Federal 

116 Gary D. Ellis and John J. Ellis, An Intensive Cultural Resources Survey: 
St. Lucie Lock and Dam Recreation Area, Martin County, Florida, Report 
submitted to U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, Jacksonville District, by Ellis 
Archaeology, Lecanto, Florida, Contract No. DACW-92-M-0634, March 1992, 25. 
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government intervention through the Corps and War Department, 
conflicts between landowners and agencies developed over 
drainage solutions and the intent behind these strategies. Each 
side envisioned a different solution for the management of the 
lake's discharge and the river. In an effort to bring together 
these different perspectives, the Florida State Legislature 
created the Caloosahatchee Improvement District in August 1925 
for the purpose of providing drainage, flood control prevention, 
irrigation, and navigation west of the Everglades Drainage 
District, specifically to the Caloosahatchee River Valley. The 
Caloosahatchee Improvement District's borders were enlarged to 
encompass the area from Fort Thompson westward to Fort Myers, 45 
miles in length, 12 miles in width, and 332,746 acres of land in 
Lee, Hendry, and Glades Counties. 119 

The Caloosahatchee Improvement District attempted to discharge 
overflow eastward toward the uplake side of the river before it 
would reach LaBelle and the lower river valley, thereby 
attempting to alleviate some of the prevalent flooding in the 
region. Both the Everglades Drainage District and newly formed 
Caloosahatchee District placed the financial responsibilities 
for these improvements with the Corps of Engineers, while the 
Corps assumed the Districts were responsible for all 
improvements that it took upon itself. The George B. Hills 
Company recommended that an improvement tax should be levied for 
the proposed benefits to the residents of the river valley to 
compensate for cost incurred. 120 Unfortunately, land sales were 
retarded in the river valley because of the financial 
responsibility dispute, which in turn affected the 
Caloosahatchee District's revenue source and continued dredging 
operations. The Caloosahatchee Improvement District was 
dissolved in 1927 because of inadequate funding. 

CIVILIZATION AND MITIGATION COMES TO THE WILDERNESS 

I have bought land by the acre, I have bought land by the 
foot; but by God, I have never bought land by the gallon. 121 

Land booms reverberated throughout the Okeechobee Basin. With 
popular media sensationalism echoing from the 1880s and 

119 Ibid. 
120 Ibid. 
121 Hanna and Hanna, 134. 



CROSS-STATE CANAL 
(Okeechobee Intracoastal Waterway) 

HAER NO. FL-21 
Page 57 

consolidated landholdings from A&GCC, land was a fashionable 
commodity. In the early 1900s, land was still relatively cheap, 
especially to the unsuspecting buyer. Advice was widely given 
that instead of growing crops on potential reclaimed land, one 
ought to try harvesting the fish. Another widespread joke at 
the time depicted a farmer behind a plow, which was attached not 
to a horse but a flatboat. 122 Thousands of landowners were 
disillusioned by what they had actually bought in the Okeechobee 
interior, and stories began to circulate widely. In newspapers, 
land speculators and developers were synonymous with blood
sucking mosquitoes and were as equally disrespected. In 1900, 
Florida's population had grown to 500,000 citizens. However, 
the Okeechobee region was still sparsely populated, averaging 
two inhabitants per square mile. Large tracts of land began to 
be sold to developers from companies, mostly from lumber and 
turpentine industries, which had already depleted the timber 
resources of the area and spoiled the landscape. Speculators 
then sold this land to people as sight unseen, and the purchases 
were often called "land by the gallon. " 123 

During the 1900s, steamboats had been used on the lake and the 
canals, making regular runs to Kissimmee. Some were used to 
transport materials to build the locks and dams, but the 
majority of the traffic carried tourists, sport fishermen, 
potential landowners, and fish, the most profitable "crop" of 
the Okeechobee interior. Icehouses and factories were equally 
as lucrative since steamships and railcars both needed ice to 
keep the fish fresh. Travel was slow with steamboats, and 
Flagler's railroads, which penetrated three-quarters of the 
coast of Lake Okeechobee, quickly replaced and efficiently 
eliminated the need for the steamboats. 

By 1915, the Florida East Coast Railroad ran through the 
Okeechobee area around the lake with depots at Port Mayaca, 
Canal Point, Chosen and Lake Harbor. Another railroad, the 
Seaboard Air Line Railway extended from west central Florida 
through Okeechobee city and into West Palm Beach, while the 
Atlantic Coastline, part of the Plant system, reached Moore 
Haven in 1918 and Clewiston in 1922. These distribution areas 
replaced the steamboats that transported fish to the Gulf 
Coastal markets. More importantly, railroads improved 
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transportation and allowed easier and more rapid travel into the 
Okeechobee Basin for potential landowners and developers wishing 
to stake their claims. Interestingly enough, the Everglades 
District made improving navigation along the Caloosahatchee 
River and Lake Okeechobee its primary concern. Yet, dredging 
operations coupled with droughts during the first twenty years 
of the twentieth century dropped the water table in Lake 
Okeechobee and the Caloosahatchee so drastically that the 
blossoming riverboat navigation on the river was terminated in 
the 192 Os. 124 Historically, the Lake Okeechobee region was the 
last of its kind to witness the death of the steamboat era. 

Flagler had one of the three largest land corporations, which 
consisted of the Flagler system or Model Land Company, the 
Southern States Land and Timber Company, and the United Land 
Company, the successor to Diss ton's interests. 125 The Flagler 
system sold land to new settlers with the provision that the 
company would provide assistance during cultivation and bad 
frosts. Though settlers were often disillusioned that the land 
promised was not what was guaranteed, Flagler's assistance was 
both offered and proven to be genuine. The Flagler system 
employed experts in agriculture, cattle raising, and fruit 
growing while enabling farmers to transport crops more quickly 
to market than by steamboat. The U.S. Department of Justice 
filed charges on some of these companies for false advertising 
and fraud, and many were often found guilty. However, the 
abuses of these companies paled in comparison when Bolles began 
to sell off his land. 

The Florida Fruit Lands Company was the first of Bolles' 
companies to be organized with the intent of selling and 
developing large tracts of land. Its 180,000 acres in Dade and 
Palm Beach Counties were divided into 20,000 farms, varying in 
size from ten to 640 acres . 126 A planned community named 
Progresso was designated to be the center of the town site. The 
entire infrastructure surrounding the community was planned and 
included schools, parks, public buildings, churches, and 
factories. Each landowner would own a farm and a town lot, and 
12,000 contracts were put on sale at $240. 00 a piece. 127 Another 

124 Clausen et al., 90. 
125 Hanna and Hanna, 13 5 . 
126 Ibid., 139. 
127 Ibid. 



CROSS-STATE CANAL 
(Okeechobee Intracoastal Waterway) 

HAER NO. FL-21 
Page 59 

of Bolles' sister land companies followed a similar approach. 
The Okeechobee Fruit Lands Company offered 428,000 acres of land 
on the southern shore of Lake Okeechobee. Capitalizing on the 
well-paying business of land speculation, other companies 
entered the Okeechobee interior with the intent of making a 
profit on people's dreams. Some of these companies were not 
located in Florida such as the Florida Everglades Land Company 
of Chicago or the Everglades Land Sales Company and the Chambers 
Land Company of Kansas City. Other companies recycled their 
real estate literature and sales pitch such as Bryant and 
Greenwood whose policy was to sell a tract and then, under a new 
name, begin another promotion. By 1911, fifty real-estate 
agencies from Chicago were selling land in the Everglades. 128 

Other developers capitalized on the Federal endorsement of 
Senate Document No. 89 such as the Florida Everglades Reclaimed 
Land Company of Pittsburgh or the Everglades Plantation Company. 
Bolles had perfected the easy grifting of selling dreams via 
land, and once that art was perfected and widely circulated, 
"lantern slide lectures and a display of Florida products three 
times a week" were seen in strategic markets across the country 
and played out like dinner theatres. 129 Tracts of land were being 
sold for as much as $50.00 an acre, yet according to Dr. John 
Gifford of Miami, an ardent supporter of reclamation, the cost 
of drainage was estimated at $1. 00 per acre. 130 

While many companies were brought to court, Bolles' conviction 
was relatively mild. He was given the provision mandating that 
the Florida Fruit Lands Company could collect no more money 
"until the State of Florida had completed its contract to drain 
and survey the Everglades . 131 The planned community of Progresso 
was never developed, and Bolles death in 1917 prevented further 
lawsuits. 

Coinciding with the Wright hearings and aftermath in 1912, a 
conference was held in New York and attended by Everglades' 
landowners and Governor Gilchrist to determine how to continue 
the funding for drainage. Large landowners initially refused to 
pay back taxes for they were anticipating the profits from the 
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eventual drainage. However, a compromise was reached when the 
owners agreed to pay back property taxes and the District agreed 
to spend the money for 200 additional miles of canals in future 
dredging operations. The trustees decided to issue new bonds to 
cover the cost. Gilchrist estimated $6 million would be 
sufficient. The new Governor, Park Trammel, put a plan before 
the state legislature, which included the bond idea for 
additional revenue. He also "advocated local drainage districts 
to cooperate with the state by working out lateral canals and 
one or two experimental farms to aid in solving agricultural 
problems. " 132 

The idea was put forth that the Federal Government should help 
create a navigable cross-state waterway through Okeechobee. In 
addition to maintaining the Caloosahatchee River and Fort Myers' 
harbor, the War Department had taken jurisdiction of the lake to 
regulate its depth, so the idea was extremely feasible and 
practical. When reports on the canals' progress came in 1913, a 
total of 142 miles had been dug at a cost $2,152,770.00. The 
state legislature rezoned the Everglades Drainage District, 
taxed accordingly to how close the canals were to property 
owners, and authorized the bonding of land. This was the first 
state-attempt since Broward's term to re-examine and reorganize 
future reclamation projects. 

Farmers, land owners and developers, cattle herders, and boat 
operators all had a vested interest in Lake Okeechobee's water. 
While farmers, ranchers, and developers saw the high waters and 
frequent destructive floods as a threat, boat operators knew 
that low water levels limited navigation. Since Disston's 
dredging and reclamation projects, the prevailing attitudes 
favored the farmers and landowners' position, knowing that 
without inhabitants and settlements, there would not be a need 
for continued maintenance of the waterway and lake level. As 
settlements grew around the Okeechobee interior, the lake's 
level was regulated downward to balance the agricultural economy 
and communities. Developed areas were also more prone to 
frequent and destructive flooding. When the lake's outlets and 
discharge became critically low during extended dry seasons, the 
Corps entered the debate to protect the navigable sections of 
the waterway for the public domain. 133 
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When Lake Okeechobee overflowed its banks, its waters generally 
rose 20' above mean sea level (AMSL). Normally, the lake's 
level averages between 11' to 14'. In 1912, the trustees of the 
I.I.F. applied for a permit from the War Department to connect 
its three main Everglades canals (North New River, Miami, and 
West Palm Beach) to Lake Okeechobee. The Corps stipulated that 
the lake's level should not be allowed to drop below 14.56' 
AMSL. In 1917, the lake's water had achieved this level. 
Though the continued dredging and construction of the St. Lucie 
Canal were largely credited for this drop, the Okeechobee Basin 
was in fact in another prolonged drought. 134 

In 1912, the War Department filed a permit to continue dredging 
navigable sections of the waterway. At the same time as the 
permit was being filed, the Everglades Land Sales Company 
submitted a report more damaging than the aftermath of the 
Wright scandal. Their report recommended that drainage and 
control of the floodwaters should be two separate projects. 
Future development was dependent on accepting two conclusions. 
One, reclamation was too expensive and impractical for the 
resulting small farms that were formed; and two, the completed 
and projected canals would not drain the Okeechobee interior 
unless the costs of reclamation practices were supplemented by 
private land owners and if these practices were continued on a 
steady schedule. For the first time, the threat of grass fires 
was mentioned and that too much drainage would cause these fires 
as well as the loss of the muck soil. This report refuted all 
of Wright's claims. Although made to a private company, the 
importance of this report was so great that it was distributed 
to several land companies and eventual found its way to the 
I.I.F. The trustees decided to send a reputable engineer to 
survey the land so the public would buy bonds in better faith. 

In 1913, Isham Randolph of Chicago was chosen as head engineer. 
His assignments were to create the Florida Everglades 
Engineering Commission, to complete a comprehensive survey of 
the Everglades Drainage District, and to submit a competent 
drainage plan with recommendations. 135 Two other men, Marshall 
Leighton and Edmund Perkins, were also on the Commission. 
Because of the problems with Wright's report, the information 
gathered could not be shown to anyone until it was completed and 
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confirmed. The budget for this survey was set at $135,000.00. 
In October 1913, the Randolph Report, otherwise known as Senate 
Document No. 89, was completed, accompanied by a wealth of 
detail such as maps, rainfall charts, tidal flows, benchmarks, 
photographs, and a bibliography. The report stated the work 
completed so far would have been done better if it had been 
orderly and if it had been done in accordance with demand. It 
also reported that land holdings were widely scattered because 
of haphazard land sales from previous years. The recommendation 
was to keep draining "in one continuous project and with the 
greatest expedition possible." 136 

Other recommendations that followed were influenced during the 
initial construction of the early canals. The North and South 
New River and the Miami Canals were completed while the West 
Palm Beach Canal was nearly finished. Based on these events, 
Randolph proposed three additional canals and their locations 
would be between the existing four. Lake Okeechobee's flood 
control required "a new waterway with locks and power plant" on 
the St. Lucie River. This proposed canal, which was the 
original route chosen by Broward and surveyed as early as 1898 
for flood control and navigation, ran from Stuart to Port Mayaca 
and was estimated to cost $2. 5 million. 137 Shallow dredging had 
already been enacted on the water route in 1910, but the actual 
construction began on the widening of the St. Lucie Canal in 
1915 by the Furst-Clark Construction Company. For future 
consideration, canals on the southwest shore of the lake were 
suggested to possibly drain this region adjacent to the 
Everglades. The total price for reclamation and drainage was 
expected to be around $22.5 million. 

Like Disston's dredging and reclamation project, the Randolph 
Report failed to consider that 1913, the year the survey was 
completed, was a drought year. Although the recommendations 
made were carried out, the cost estimates were too low and 
reclamation still continued slowly after the Randolph Report due 
to the lack of funds. Farmers on these lands struggled and were 
angered at the unnoticeable progress with reclamation. They 
formed a "Back to Broward League." Another drainage supporter 
was the Everglades Drainage League formed in 1915 by W.H. 
Marshall, who later became a legislator. This organization was 
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based in Ft. Lauderdale and its goal was "justice for 20,000 men 
and women in the U.S. who [had] bought Everglades land." 138 The 
League filed lawsuits against the I.I.F. in the Florida Supreme 
Court, and when that was denied, the same suit was filed in the 
Federal District Court of Florida. The goal was to forfeit the 
state's rights to the Everglades because of its failure to drain 
them and because of "illegal" drainage taxes used to secure 
bonds. 139 Although the case failed, the fact that it was filed 
shows the desperation and disappointment of south Floridians. 

In the mid-1910s, the lands east of Lake Okeechobee were 
regarded as the evergreen Garden of Eden. The West Palm Beach 
Canal had opened extensive tracts of reclaimed land, and the 
dredging of the St. Lucie Canal was watched with great 
anticipation and forecasted to not only lower the lake's level 
but also provide additional fertile agricultural tracts. Stuart 
was already being groomed as Fort Myers' sister port city on the 
Atlantic coast, and the town enjoyed the recognition and 
notoriety of being the gateway to St. Lucie's excavation. On 
the other side of the canal, Port Mayaca emerged in the 1910s as 
the entrance to Lake Okeechobee. 

Unfortunately in 1915, the Furst-Clark Company's dredges hit a 
shelf of rock slowing the project's progression and supplies had 
to be brought in by wagon trails. The lack of accessible roads 
was another factor, and landowners around Stuart met on May 1, 
1919, to discuss forming a new county in order to expedite 
roadwork. 140 It was 194 7 before paved roads were seen in 
Indiantown and along the canal's banks. 

In 1917, the new Florida Governor, Sidney J. Catts, wanted to 
sell all 1.5 million acres of state-owned swamp and overflowed 
lands at $5.00 to $8.00 an acre to pay off the reclamation debt, 
again privatizing drainage . 141 Fortunately, Spitzer, Rorick, and 
Company from Ohio bought bonds worth $3.5 million before this 
could happen. New canals were then started and old ones were 
improved with references to the Randolph report. Construction 
continued on the St. Lucie Canal from Port Mayaca to Stuart and 
also began on the Indian Prairie Canal on the west shore of Lake 
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Okeechobee. Within eight years, bond sales totaled $10.25 
million. While drainage taxes had increased, there was still a 
lack of funding, meaning that not all of the projects undertaken 
could be financed. Contracts were either honored intermittently 
or closed to save money. Undependable revenue sources and the 
inevitability of war were two reasons why the construction of 
the St. Lucie Canal took a decade to complete, three times 
longer than the time needed to complete the North New River. 

However, the decade from 1917 to 1927, gave witness to the most 
reclamation activity in the history of the Okeechobee Basin, 
with the exception of the 1948 Central and Southern Florida 
Flood Control District. During this period, more than half the 
excavation of the Everglades occurred in addition to 453 miles 
of canals, 54 miles of levees, and fourteen canal locks. 
Construction began on the following locks during this time, and 
in most cases, the facilities were finished within a year or 
two: the old Lake Flirt (ca. 1915), Citrus Center (ca. 1915), 
Moore Haven (1917), and St. Lucie No. 1 (1921) and St. Lucie No. 
2 (1919). St. Lucie Lock No. 2 was completed by 1926 and took 
seven years to finish due to insufficient funding. All of these 
reclamation activities coincided with increased population, new 
rail lines and the first interior highway along the lake's 
shore, land values quadrupling, and acreage under cultivation 
tripling. 142 

In 1919, with the end of World War I, work resumed methodically. 
On January 19, 1922, the St. Lucie Canal was officially 
dedicated. During dry seasons, the lake's level dropped by 
nearly six feet, which in turn made navigation difficult without 
continued maintenance and dredging of the waterways. During wet 
seasons, thousands of small farms would be inundated. The 
biggest impact of the St. Lucie Canal was that it did have the 
same effect of the opening of the West Palm Beach Canal, which 
provided accessibility, irrigation, and potential development to 
all of the fertile reclaimed land. 143 Citrus and agricultural 
company's flocked the banks of the canal, especially in light of 
the 1917 frost that harmed all the citrus crops in north 
Florida, yet the orchards were spared in the Okeechobee Basin. 
Although the state had authorized and sold over $10 million in 
bonds by 1925, the collapse of the Florida land boom in 1926 
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brought an end to state-controlled waterway maintenance and 
reclamation projects. The State Drainage Commission had 
exceeded its credit, and the state had exhausted its financial 
responsibility having been involved for the most part with 
reclamation since the Swamp and Overflowed Land Grant Act of 
1850. From 1913 to 1926, total expenditures for the District 
were approximately $18 million. 144 In 1926, maintenance on the 
North New River, Miami, and West Palm Beach Canals, which had 
provided extensive waterway traffic and toll revenue for over a 
decade, was abandoned. The droughts of the early 1920s and the 
lowered water tables in the Okeechobee Basin caused the decline 
of intracoastal traffic along the waterway. The canals had been 
shoaled from lack of dredging and navigation was no longer 
practical. Railroads and highways had replaced canals as the 
primary transportation artery to and from the lake. In 1926, 
the locks along these three canals were permanently closed and 
allowed to deteriorate. 145 Investors, pioneers, developers, 
businesses, and landowners whom in good faith had settled the 
Okeechobee Basin and resided around the lake were not to be 
ignored and silenced because the funding for reclamation 
stopped. Because of its history and the time invested, the need 
for continuing drainage projects and flood control management 
was loudly and dramatically heard with a series of natural 
disasters. 

THE TOWN OF MOORE HAVEN 

In 1913, in midst of saturated land speculation of the 
Everglades real estate market, L.A. Holland became a business 
associate of Richard J. Bolles. With tracts of land being sold 
as high as $50.00 an acre and the cost of drainage estimated at 
a dollar per acre, numerous land developers and companies found 
a profit in the selling of dreams with cheap reclaimed land 
attached. Holland started his own land business by buying and 
subdividing a block of land along the Hillsboro Canal. 
Holland's firm enticed the energetic entrepreneur James A. Moore 
of Seattle to investigate the profitable market of land 
speculation in the Everglades. Moore a resourceful real estate 
agent in Washington made his fortune building hotels and 
business districts in the San Francisco Bay area. Consequently, 
he lost most of his fortune in an attempt to build a steel 
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industry on the West Coast. With the few thousands he salvaged, 
Moore bought some of Holland's dry land on the Hillsboro Canal. 
Wanting a larger tract, Moore purchased 100,000 acres for $8.50 
per acre west and south of the Lone Cypress Tree, which was 
known as the "John A. Henderson heirs" tract. 146 

Moore was magnanimous with enthusiasm. After acquiring the 
initial tract and investment, Moore organized the South Florida 
Farms Land Company, became its president, and sent dozens of 
salesmen to Kansas, Nebraska, and the Dakotas to recruit farmers 
who dreamed of owning cheap, fertile land. In preparation for a 
new town site, the U.S. suction dredge, Sarasota, cleared the 
river from LaBelle to Citrus Center, and the State of Florida 
constructed two new locks. One was located at Citrus Center 
(Caloosahatchee Lock No. 2) and the other (Caloosahatchee Lock 
No. 3) on the west end of Lake Flirt, and both were constructed 
after 1913. The new locks assisted in navigation over the Lake 
Flirt basin, which was known to be shallow during drought 
seasons and swollen during floods. Caloosahatchee Lock No. 1 
was planned to be located near Moore Haven, but the actual 
construction of the lock began in 1917. 

In late summer 1915, Moore sent Jack L. Taylor to lay out what 
would become the Moore Haven town site on a section of Moore's 
land at the confluence of Three-Mile Canal and the entrance to 
Lake Okeechobee where the Lone Cypress Tree stood. Under 
Taylor's direction, the land was cleared, drained, and 
landscaped with green corn, water oaks, and poincianas. Taylor 
also supervised the construction of a boat dock, the Moore Haven 
Hotel, and several buildings to welcome new arrivals. The first 
settlers were W.E. and Rinda Daniels from Kentucky. Mrs. 
Daniels became the town's first postmistress. As salesmen 
continued advertising the town's promise of growth and 
prosperity, incoming residents were being housed temporarily in 
tents and tarpaper shacks. Moore enlisted the support of other 
influential individuals who were eager to witness the first 
settlement in the Everglades. 

One of Moore's contacts was Judge Alton B. Parker, the 
Democratic candidate who ran against Theodore Roosevelt for 
presidency in 1904. Moore and Parker collaborated in 1915 to 

146 Hanna and Hanna, 245. 
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secure the financing of a rail line and train depot for Moore 
Haven, and Plant and Flagler's competing rail lines were 
projected to encircle three-quarters of Lake Okeechobee's 
shoreline. Completed in 1918, the Atlantic Coast Railroad Line, 
part of the Plant system, extended from Palmdale to Moore Haven 
and established the town as the center of the catfish industry 
for Lake Okeechobee. Rail spurs were located adjacent to the 
docks and fish houses that lined the canal, and these same lines 
were also utilized with the construction of the Herbert Hoover 
Dike and the 1935 Moore Haven L&D. In 1920, the rail line was 
extended to Clewiston and was frequently called the "Hinky Oink" 
because of the slow and bumpy ride. This rail line was the 
first one built on dredged Everglade muck. 

Parker also purchased 1,000 acres at the cost of $10.00 an acre 
in the area west of Moore Haven and encouraged his brother Fred 
to start a dairy farm in the rich reclaimed fields. Another 
pioneer whom Moore attracted was Will H. Stevens, a newspaperman 
from Stuart. With an assembled newspaper plant, Stuart made his 
passage from Fort Lauderdale aboard a flat-bottom paddle wheeler 
and began the town's first publication: the Moore Haven Times. 
William Jennings Bryan, the noted orator of the early twentieth 
century, lent his talents to promote "Everglades Muck" and 
encouragingly purchased two town lots and a forty-acre tract. 
Governor Sydney Catts also purchased 320 acres in these early 
speculation years as did Alonzo C. Clewis, the financial 
developer of Clewiston. 

Moore Haven became the first organized settlement in the 
Everglades that warranted the title of a town while also serving 
as a way station on the early Cross-State Waterway from Fort 
Myers to Fort Lauderdale. Throughout the history of 
Okeechobee's waterway, Observation Island, which lies east of 
Moore Haven at the entrance to Lake Okeechobee, was also used as 
a rnoo.ring area tu rest and gather supplies. With the promise of 
the near-completion of the St. Lucie Canal, the town of Moore 
Haven would serve the purpose of being one of the few locales 
where navigational travelers could rest and replenish supplies 
within the Okeechobee interior. The years from 1915 to 1917 
were considered the Moore Years in Moore Haven. In this short 
time, hundreds had purchased land from Moore; the town had drawn 
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397 men and three women; and over a dozen wood-framed business 
buildings were constructed. 147 

In 1916, despite his promise of a farmer's paradise, James Moore 
began to experience financial difficulties. These prompted him 
to sell his interests in the land company to Charles M. Busch, 
the developer of Ventnor in Atlantic City and Vice President of 
the Fidelity Bank and Trust Company, and John J. O'Brien, a 
former city editor of the Philadelphia Public Ledger. O'Brien's 
favorable opinion of the Moore Haven area and its fertile black 
soils and abundant yields encouraged him to further promote land 
sales in the region. A disagreement between Busch and O'Brien 
ended their relationship, and O'Brien took his shares of the 
land company to form a new one, the DeSoto Stock Farms Company. 
Enlisting a partnership with George Q. Horwitz, a prominent 
Philadelphia lawyer, O'Brien and Horwitz surveyed their 
company's holding which amounted to 3,600 acres west of Moore 
Haven. Before their firm's operations were underway, Horowitz 
died and left his interest to his widow, Marian Newhall Horwitz. 
Mrs. Horwitz, a daughter of a vice president of the Pennsylvania 
Railroad and sister of a J.P. Morgan partner, was well versed in 
"her stewardship of wealth, position, time and ability to civic 
and philanthropic organizations. " 148 

Mrs. Horwitz first visited Moore Haven on February 13, 1917, to 
inspect her husband's financial holdings. The widow immediately 
became active in the town's development and welfare of its 
citizens and involved in promoting the community as whole. As 
partners, Mrs. Horwitz and O'Brien built and operated a general 
store, formed a vegetable exchange, organized the First Bank of 
Moore Haven, planted large farm tracts, and promoted various 
civic and cultural projects for the town. Mrs. Horwitz oversaw 
most of these new ventures and jointly managed the land 
development company. Just a year before Horwitz's business 
operations, the town of Moore Haven had only three women 
citizens. Before the passing of the Nineteenth Amendment 
granting women the right to vote, Moore Haven was organized on 
an equal suffrage basis and Marian Horwitz became one of the 
first woman mayors in the country. Shortly afterwards, she was 
appointed to the staff of Governor Sydney J. Catts. Before her 
partner was inducted into military service in World War One, 

147 Ibid. 
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Marian married O'Brien and carried on her civic and business 
careers in his absence. Such was her acceptance that Mrs. 
Horwitz was hailed as the "Duchess of Moore Haven" and a column 
in the Saturday Evening Post (1918) featured her in "Who's Who
and Why." 149 In the 1920s, the O'Briens are also credited for the 
founding of the towns of Newhall, Sand Point, and with A.C. 
Clewis' financial banking, the town of Clewiston, laid out and 
designed for the cost of $10,000 by John Nolen, a pioneer in the 
American city planning movement. 

During these early years of Moore Haven's development, the town 
flourished and crops were bountiful. In 1917, the year's 
harvest yielded over 100,000 bushels of potatoes and 500,000 
acres of land sales. On June 8, 1917, the town of Moore Haven 
was incorporated, and the promise of a farmer's paradise was 
realized with the occurrence of year-round harvests. Moore 
Haven's streets had been paved with marl-hard surfacing; the 
bungalow craftsmen houses were new and quaint in appearance and 
construction; and the Eden-like growth of trees, shrubs, front 
lawns, and flowers created a pleasant surrounding in the midst 
of the Okeechobee wilderness . 150 The main thoroughfare bordering 
the canal was turned into an open square surrounded with 
businesses and lined with Royal Poincianas whose falling 
blossoms created a crimson carpet for pedestrians. With the 
arrival of the railroad in 1918, visitors and settlers could 
reach Moore Haven either by rail or water. 151 

The advent of the railroad did not bring an immediate end to the 
riverboat traffic although it did start the inevitable decline 
in river navigation eventually replacing it as the main form of 
transportation. As early as 1915, mail was brought three times 
a week by boat from Fort Lauderdale, and the number of visits 
increased until the arrival of the railroad. By 1918, four 
passenger boats and three freight vessels were traveling three 
times a week between Moore Haven and either Fort Myers or West 
Palm Beach. However after 1918, riverboat traffic was 
decreasing now that the rail lines and roads could ship goods 
more expediently than the steamboat paddle wheelers. By 1916, 
at least a dozen trucks were in use at Moore Haven hauling 
vegetables and freight. These trucks were the first ones used 

149 Ibid. 
150 Ibid. 
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in the Everglades, and the South Florida Farms Land Company 
originally constructed and maintained the shell, rock, and marl
hardened streets. Civic responsibilities after 1919 maintained 
the roads following the formation of the Road and Bridge 
District serving Moore Haven and Palmdale, and streets were 
temporarily repaired although unpaved until late 1947. In 1924, 
road works were combined with flood prevention discussions, and 
an application was made to form a drainage district benefiting 
Moore Haven and the surrounding area. In cooperation with the 
State Drainage Commission representatives, a 22-foot earthen 
muck dike was constructed to protect the town against the 
overflow of the lake's water during flooding seasons. 

In 1917, the town operated a 1-cylinder, 60-horsepower diesel 
engine housed in a warehouse building located next to the canal 
and built by the South Florida Land Company. In the same 
structure, an icehouse was installed catering to both the needs 
of area fish houses, rail lines and steamboats to keep their 
freight of fish fresh while also providing ice for the citizens. 
Electricity was available daily from 6 a.m. until 10 p.m. until 
1924 when 24-hour service became available. In the same year, 
the First Bank of Moore Haven was opened and financed by the 
O'Briens in the commercial center of town. During subsequent 
years, two more banks were opened, a testimonial to the rapid 
growth of Moore Haven in the late 1910s. However within four 
years, all of the banks failed: First Bank went into 
receivership in 1922, Everglades State Bank in 1923, and the 
Bank of Moore Haven in 1926. 

Moore Haven's first lock was completed in 1918 and consisted of 
a simple cofferdam measuring 100'-x-25'. The construction of 
the lock aided in navigation and encouraged visitor's to dock 
and depart from their vessels thereby promoting interest in 
Moore Haven's civic square overlooking the canal. Several 
commercial fishermen also lived on houseboats on the shores of 
Lake Okeechobee and would take advantage of the lock's 
convenient location. Fishing guides were also widely available. 

A series of events would begin in 1921 that would forever change 
the course of Moore Haven's future. The first notable event was 
the redistribution of DeSoto County into five new counties, one 
being Glades County with Moore Haven as its seat. Construction 
of the present County Courthouse began in 1926. The second 
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important event in 1921 was the construction of a hand-operated 
swing bridge built by the architect and resident Frederick 
Valdemer Gram. Prior to the construction of the bridge, 
ferryboats would take vehicles across and wagons could navigate 
some of the shallower waters of the Three-Mile Canal. 

On April 26, 1921, a devastating fire consumed the middle of the 
main block of Moore Haven's town center, destroying twenty-two 
businesses and six residences. The destroyed buildings were 
never rebuilt. In the following year, another fire consumed the 
Moore Haven Times building and thereby destroying the town's 
records and documentation of its early history. Later in 1922, 
floods inundated the town and heavy rains deluged the area from 
May until December. Dredging activity continued under the 
supervision of the State Drainage Commission to further improve 
navigation and flood prevention along the upper Caloosahatchee 
River and Three-Mile Canal. As the dredging was near 
completion, a pump was installed in mid-1925 near Newhall that 
would also serve the outlying Moore Haven area. The leveling 
and terracing of Moore Haven's canal banks continued until 1927. 

While some pioneering residents evacuated with the fires and 
floods, amazingly so many chose to stay. From 1922 to 1923, 
forty-two new building permits were issued, establishing a two
year record of growth and development for the city. Increased 
building projects continued until 1926 with commercial growth 
constituting a full range of services to the community in spite 
of the fire and floods. Another diesel engine was added to the 
power plant; the city's first water filtration system was 
installed; the Inter County Telephone Company from Naples took 
over and expanded phone service; and the first Moore Haven 
public schools were built. These facilities remain as the only 
public elementary, middle, and high schools that serve Glades 
County. 

In 19 2 3, a new town charter was drawn up and adopted. The 
town's population continued to increase and by 1926 
approximately 1,000 citizens were claiming Moore Haven as home. 
Yet in this year, the town suffered a fatal misfortune that 
would alter its history and future. The town's physical lay 
out, population, and economic growth would never fully recover 
following the hurricane of September 18, 1926. 
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NATURE'S DEVASTATION AND GOVERNMENT INTERVENTION 

The outbreak of World War One halted most major reclamation 
projects, yet drainage continued at a leisurely pace. In the 
shadow of the Lone Cypress Tree, Moore Haven's first lock, 
completed in 1918, consisted of a simple chamber 25' in width by 
100' in length. This lock, like the earlier ones built by the 
Everglades Drainage District, featured a manually operated 
single structural steel miter gate with paired wooden gates at 
either end, which in turn also regulated the water level and 
controlled the entrance to the lock chambers. Before this time 
at the confluence of the Three-Mile Canal and Lake Okeechobee, 
navigating the shallow water was difficult and prolonged. 
Steamers and boaters who had endured frequent delays in the 
shallow narrow channel welcomed Moore Haven's locks. However, 
the locks provided little protection from the lake's flooding, 
and citizens of Moore Haven had constructed a low muck-filled 
levee collected from past dredging excavations to prevent 
frequent flooding, even though the early 1920s were relatively 
dry seasons. 

The old Moore Haven locks were operated by hand, and a lock 
tender's house (non-extant) was located nearby and designated as 
the State House. In 1918, Fred A. Flanders was one of the 
earliest lock tenders at Moore Haven, and eventually became the 
official Lock Master at Moore Haven L&D in 1935. After the 
locks at Moore Haven, Lake Flirt, Citrus Center, and St. Lucie, 
as well as the North New River, Miami, and West Palm Beach 
Canals were added to the waterway, Lake Okeechobee's discharge 
via the system of locks and canal networks still proved to be 
unable to distribute excessive floodwaters. Downstream regions 
were inundated, paralyzing croplands and livestock. The battle 
line over drainage efforts was still drawn between the merits of 
navigation versus flood control. 

By the 1920s, reclamation of some lands was becoming evident. 
In 1921, the USDA developed an experimental sugarcane station at 
Canal Point while the Florida legislature established a similar 
agricultural station at Belle Glade to study soil related 
issues. Muck land soils, while extremely fertile, lacked some 
of the basic minerals needed to grow crops and sustain 
grasslands for livestock. Once that mystery was solved, crops 
such as sugarcane, tomatoes, beans, peas, peppers, and potatoes 



CROSS-STATE CANAL 
(Okeechobee Intracoastal Waterway) 

HAER NO. FL-21 
Page 73 

were grown conunercially. 152 By 1921, two thousand inhabitants 
resided in the Okeechobee Basin and sixteen settlements dotted 
the lakeshore. 153 Prosperity was relative during the numerous wet 
years when these settlements were flooded out, and abundant 
during the dry spells with exception to the threat of muck or 
peat fires. The early 1920s railroads, boats, and highways 
provided more access to the interior of south Florida, and the 
first highway to penetrate Lake Okeechobee's shoreline was 
constructed in 1924. 

William J. "Fingy" Conners came to West Palm Beach from New York 
in 1917. After witnessing the opening of the West Palm Beach 
Canal to Lake Okeechobee, Conners saw the potential for various 
large-scale agricultural pursuits. After purchasing 4,000 acres 
of land east of Canal Point, Conners attempted farming but with 
little luck. His next investment was the Southern States Land 
Company's experimental farm, where he planned a stock farm and 
named the area Connersville. Purebred cattle did not thrive 
well in the Okeechobee Basin and Conner's hog raising pursuits 
were flooded out. Yet Conners continued to buy land including 
the town site of Okeechobee and tracts between Okeechobee and 
Canal Point. From his initial purchase, Conners owned 
approximately 12,000 acres. To provide access to his land, 
Conners was authorized by the state to construct a 77-mile toll 
road from Palm Beach County to the town of Okeechobee, which 
included a scenic vista along a section of the shoreline. 154 Sand 
and muck saturated with oil and lined with crushed lime rock 
obtained from the dredging of the St. Lucie Canal constituted 
the road's materials. On July 4, 1924, Conners collected his 
first tolls and began to sell the land he had amassed. A year 
later, Conners died, and after abolishing the tolls, the state 
maintained the road. 155 

The St. Lucie Canal was partly operational by 1923 following the 
completion of the west St. Lucie Lock No. 1 where Port Mayaca 
was developing as a potentially large citrus conununity 
engineered and termed as "scientific agriculture by water 
control." The canal from Lake Okeechobee eastward was utilized 
for drainage and irrigation purposes with increasing navigation, 

152 Dail, 6. 
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and construction continued through 1924 to repair damages 
following a hurricane of that year. The 1924 storm was the 
first of three that would substantially alter the interior of 
south Florida. Although construction continued intermittently 
through early 1926, the canal was estimated to be 70 percent 
operational by the year's end. East St. Lucie Lock No. 2 was 
technically finished a year before, and the facility included an 
eight gate spillway, dredge pass, and lock chamber. The gates 
of the lock chamber were operated manually. Little development 
occurred at Port Mayaca, and even today, the region is 
relatively barren of buildings. 

Originally, the sons of Henry Phipps, former partner of Andrew 
Carnegie, acquired 6,000 acres north and south of Port Mayaca 
and were promoting the land as the new Coral Gables • 156 As 
millions of dollars were set aside for this project, the land 
boom collapsed in 1926 and with it, the future city of Port 
Mayaca. Yet a year before, large-scale agricultural companies 
such as Bessemer Properties and the Port Mayaca Company began 
planting sugar cane, oranges, and winter vegetables and were 
showing the profitability of agribusiness. Port Mayaca survived 
as a name place for the region and as the entrance to Lake 
Okeechobee from the St. Lucie Canal. Reclamation activities 
assisted with the construction of roads and irrigation ditches, 
and forty-acre farm tracts were made available to investors and 
potential farmers. According to the Stuart News, 

First tangible result of the canal for large-scale 
agriculture was the pioneering efforts of the Port 
Mayaca development back around 1925, created by 
Bessemer Properties Inc., a Phipps company, which saw 
the opportunities for agriculture through scientific 
water control by tapping on to St. Lucie Canal with 
pumps to provide irrigation in dry spells. At the 
same time, a series of canals discharged excess water 
into the canal during wet spells. 

The Port Mayaca Valencia orange groves today represent the 
first big-scale successful planting of citrus in Martin 
County. Port Mayaca could well be said to be the test plot 
on which millions were spent to prove, by trial and error, 

156 Hanna and Hanna, 2 3 0 • 
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with the best possible scientific agricultural advice, what 
could be done by enlisting the aid of the man-made 
waterway. Port Mayaca was an outstanding "first" because 
it squarely faced up to the fact that the problems of 
drainage and water control must be solved if agriculture 
was to be successful in Martin County. 157 

During the early 1920s, the Charter President of the Gulf, 
Okeechobee, and Atlantic Waterway Association was Walter P. 
Franklin, the namesake of the W.P. Franklin L&D which was built 
in 1966, over 20 miles west of Ortona. Franklin was an owner of 
a hardware store in Fort Myers and served as the city Mayor in 
1917 and 1918. In the 1920s, the organization had requested and 
received funding for dredging and levee work to continue with 
the cross-state waterway. Following the two hurricanes of 1926 
and 1928, Franklin appealed directly to President-Elect Herbert 
Hoover to have the Federal Government shore up the sections of 
levees around the lake. 

In 1922, heavy rains flooded the Everglades, even though the 
previous years were dry. During times of high water levels, the 
canals could not carry off the excess quick enough, yet during 
droughts water was steadily drained, which was detrimental to 
the reserves below ground. Many grass and muck fires burned 
over the glades, which brought up the fact again that having a 
lower water table was not necessarily a better solution. In 
addition, excessive droughts and numerous fires destroyed the 
organic topsoil, leaving the sterile subsoils exposed. 158 

Following successive wet seasons, the lake's water level in 1924 
swelled to 19' AMSL. 

In September 1926, unusually heavy rainfalls were followed by 
the Labor Day Hurricane "that signaled the end of the land boom 
in places like Miami" and that swept the water out of the 
southwestern part of Lake Okeechobee . 159 Wind, rain, and rising 
waters merged into a massive strike concentrated upon the lake's 

157 The Stuart News, 9 January 1964. 
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southwestern shore. The lake-driven tidal wave was propelled by 
135 mile per hour winds and crashed against the 22' earthen 
dike. Three miles of levee crumbled. The raging floodwaters 
engulfed the towns of Moore Haven and Clewiston, injuring and 
killing over 300 people in the Okeechobee Basin. 160 

Few individuals from this generation are alive today, and those 
that are distinctly recall the hurricane's destruction and 
flooding that inundated their residences (Appendix A: Ray 
Thielan oral history). Governor John w. Martin declared that 
the failure to fund reclamation projects and maintain its steady 
progression was the cause for this tragedy. He therefore 
proposed a $20 million bond issue. As the Corps' Jacksonville 
District held public hearings at Pahokee and Moore Haven to 
gather local information, Governor Martin appealed to the 
Secretary of War to request that Congress provide Federal Aid 
for flood control of the Okeechobee area. Other agencies were 
also earnestly requesting intervention and direction from 
engineers and drainage authorities. It was clearly apparent 
that since Disston's dredging and the piecemeal reclamation 
efforts of the past forty years, the watershed's dynamics had 
never been thoroughly understood. 

Following the 1926 hurricane, the State called upon the Corps to 
widen and deepen the St. Lucie and Caloosahatchee waterways in 
order to increase runoff during excessive lake levels. 
Lieutenant Colonel Mark Brooke recommended that the channels 
should be straightened and dredged to a width of 80' and a depth 
of 6' as a preventive measure for future flooding. However, the 
Corps District Engineer qualified this by stressing that the 
state must construct and maintain similar channels from the 
western to the eastern boundaries of the Everglades Drainage 
District and must include additional locks and dams along the 
waterway. 161 

Soliciting a second opinion in 1927, the State Drainage 
Commission appointed three engineers, which constituted the 
Engineering Board of Review, to examine what was previously done 
in the Everglades Drainage District. Fred C. Elliot was 
Florida's Chief Drainage Engineer and supervised the review 
process. Based on the survey's findings, an engineering 
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proposal recommended more east and west canals, pumping 
stations, a revision of the St. Lucie Canal, and a 27' levee on 
the southern shore of the lake. All of this work was to be done 
by units or teams assigned to a specific task. 162 The survey also 
found that the actual land under cultivation following twenty
two years of reclamation and drainage was comparatively small. 163 

Elliot was one of the first engineers to think in terms of 
units, or more precisely, a unit approach to a multifaceted 
problem that consisted of navigation, flood control, irrigation, 
construction of new facilities and maintenance of existing 
levees and locks along the waterway, and continued dredging and 
reclamation operations. 

Elliot's proposal included material similar to the 1913 Randolph 
Report recommendations, but it was modified and adapted to 
account for wet and dry seasons and the ever-growing complex 
interrelationship between the lake's water and reclaimed land. 
Elliot estimated the cost for this undertaking between $20 and 
$25 million. Litigation prevented the sale of the bonds, which 
meant a lack of funding. None of the projects undertaken or 
proposed were finished or financed following the aftermath of 
the storm and its wake of controversy. Other individuals and 
agencies transpired to promote their own agendas, which 
inevitably lead to clogged litigation in the courts and the 
state legislature. Drainage operations were closely tied to the 
politics in Tallahassee and far removed from the realities and 
individuals around Lake Okeechobee. 164 Reclamation taxation had 
reached a breaking point for the landowners never had a clear 
idea of what they were paying since they had no part in 
determining expenditures of the District. Larger landowners 
faced excessive taxes and possible confiscation for proposed 
benefits such as Elliot's engineering program. These benefits 
were far in the future and represented long-term investments in 
an environment that was proven to be volatile and uncertain. In 
addition, the proposed recommendations earmarked for $20 million 
outweighed the State Drainage Commission's total expenses of 
$18 million from 1913 to 1926. The District remained 
impoverished, subject to intense scrutiny in the wake of the 
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devastating storms, and eventually defaulted on its bond 
payments on January 1, 1931. 165 

In 1927, Congressional Representative Herbert J. Drane 
introduced a bill that authorized the Secretary of War to survey 
the Caloosahatchee River, Lake Okeechobee, and their drainage 
areas to determine what control works were necessary for 
navigation in association with flood control. The bill became 
law in February 1927, and Congress authorized Drane's report in 
April 1928. 166 Coinciding with Drane's report in 1928, the U.S. 
House of Representatives assigned areas of jurisdiction and 
financial obligations to both the Corps of Engineers and the 
State Drainage Commission following the aftermath of the 
dissolved Caloosahatchee Improvement District and the hurricane 
of 1926. 167 

THE PALM BEACH HURRICANE, SEPTEMBER 1928 

In loss of life the Okeechobee hurricane ranks among 
the greatest of American disasters. The largest loss, 
of course, was in the tragic hurricane of 1900, which 
wiped out the island metropolis of Galveston, Texas, 
and in which it has been estimated that from 5,000 to 
6,000 persons perished. Ranking next was the bursting 
of the mountain dam at Johnstown, Pennsylvania, which 
destroyed 2,000 to 2,200 people in the valley below. 
The only other catastrophe in the country which 
closely approaches the loss of Okeechobee was the 
raging forest fire of Peshtigo, Wisconsin, which 
occurred simultaneously with the great fire of 
Chicago, and which is said to have claimed 1,152. Our 
hurricane [of 1928] even outranks those great marine 
disasters in which 1,198 went down with the Lusitania 
and 1,157 in the Titanic. 168 

In September 1928, the Palm Beach Hurricane moved inland to Lake 
Okeechobee, toppled an 8' dike, and with destructive flooding, 
swept away an estimated 2,400 lives and hundreds of homes and 
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businesses in a single night. The Okeechobee Basin had been 
inundated with a month of heavy rains, and wind speeds reached 
160 mile per hour. The barometer dropped to a point lower than 
any previously known and recorded pressure-mark in the United 
States and only exceeded in a few instances in other parts of 
the world. 169 In addition to this loss of life and property, 
wildlife suffered immensely. Hundreds of alligators and 
thousands of fish were washed over the banks and left to die as 
the water receded. Livestock from many farms and ranches were 
completely destroyed. Most tragically, many families never knew 
what became of loved ones as "the curtain of oblivion dropped 
forever." 170 With damage to the rail lines and with only two 
highways (the Conners and Palm Beach Road) leading to the 
southern shore of Lake Okeechobee, traffic into the interior was 
reduced to a crawl particularly in some areas where it took 
thirty to forty days for the lake's water to recede to permit 
passage. 171 The eeriest scenes and eyewitness accounts made the 
front pages and horrific images were transmitted to the nation. 
These selected vignettes accompany the following descriptions. 

Hundreds of empty coffins were in public display because there 
was no dry land in the vicinity for immediate interment and 
little could be done to transport the volume of deceased. Mass 
burials were assembled in a common grave excavated made by a 
dredging vessel's drag-line, which was working on the lake end 
of the St. Lucie Canal at the time. Finally, with the fear of 
cholera and other diseases encroaching, funeral pyres accounted 
for hundreds of unidentified bodies at several locations dotting 
the lake's shore. Reports indicate that the bodies burned like 
cord wood and that after three days of decomposition and having 
been stained with dark slurry and swamp muck, determining 
ethnicity for these bloated bodies was impossible: all of the 
unburied bodies were blackened with rot. The largest mass grave 
consisting of 1600 early settlers was excavated at Port Mayaca 
near the south bank of the St. Lucie Canal. The first major 
citrus grower in western Martin County, Bessemer Properties, 
donated five acres of land for this interment. Today, a 
slightly raised mound formed in an arc corresponds with the 
outline of the mass grave. A marble plaque marks the burial 
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ground of the victims. The simple inscription on the stone 
reads: 

IN MEMORIAM 

TO THE 1600 PIONEERS IN THIS MASS BURIAL WHO GAVE THEIR 
LIVES IN THE 1928 HURRICANE SO THAT THE GLADES MIGHT BE AS WE 

KNOW IT TODAY172 

For years afterwards, as the cultivation of the soil continued 
in the fertile lands, it was not uncommon to till over or come 
across a forgotten sun bleached skeleton. Engulfing the 
Okeechobee Basin for more than forty years and existing through 
fair-weathered and disappointing State-supported drainage works 
booming only in times of prosperity and newly issued bonds, land 
speculation fever was both stopped and extinguished by this 
hurricane's destruction of life and property. 
Knowing this tragedy could have been prevented, there were few 
words for this catastrophe; there were only images captured by 
photographs and recorded by gripping survivors' stories. Fierce 
outcries demanded swift and immediate action. Once again, 
Federal participation was requested. Having been made a 
scapegoat for this disaster, Elliot, the District's Chief 
Engineer, was most vocal during this time. Elliot called 
attention to the fact that technically the State was not 
draining the Everglades from its coffers since, aside from land 
sales and drainage taxes on state-owned lands, Floridians had 
never paid for reclamation. The State was the largest landowner 
in Florida, and drainage operations were self-sustained revenues 
proportionally related to land booms and newly issued bonds. 
Elliot explained further that it was Florida's own financial 
contribution that needed to be reexamined as well as the inept 
State Drainage Commission and the Board of Trustees of the 
I.I.F. in Tallahassee. 

"No money has ever been appropriated by the State for 
drainage, no general State tax is imposed for such 
purpose, the bonds issued for carrying on the work are 
not an obligation of the State, and no law authorizes 
the State, itself, to take part or have in hand in 
this drainage enterprise-[yet the] highest public 
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officials direct the work. In its broad, economic 
sense, the State views the drainage of the Everglades 
as the means of developing a tremendous potential 
asset within its domain. " 173 

In December 1928, House and Senate Committees called for a 
review of Drane's report, which had been pending since its 
submission in April. At the end of the year, Congress allocated 
almost $18 million for expenditures of navigation, drainage, and 
flood control measures. Following the aftermath of the 1928 
hurricane, President-Elect Herbert Hoover, on his return from 
Brazil, stopped in Miami to personally view the destruction. As 
one of his first official acts of office, President Hoover 
instructed Congress to authorize the Corps' involvement and to 
come to the aid of the State. Until this point, the Corps could 
only provide recommendations, and had been recommending the same 
proposals the 1913 Randolph Report addressed as well as what 
Elliot had planned. During the proceedings of the House Flood 
Control Committee, Fred Davis, Florida's Attorney General, 
reverberated Elliot's sentiments but from the Tallahassee or 
northern Florida perspective. 

In January 1929, Davis claimed that most of the Everglades 
residents were from other states and it was difficult to get 
people in other parts of Florida "interested in whether they 
perish or not. " 174 When questioned, Davis reiterated that people 
should be kept out of the Everglades altogether and seasonal 
Yankee tourists had essentially settled south Florida. 
Controversy over Davis and Elliot's statements reverberated 
loudly throughout the country, and it was apparent the State of 
Florida was in the business of land reclamation, not flood 
control. A full year was spent recovering from Davis' 
statements, repairing its harmful implications, and redirecting 
legislation back onto what was the most important issue of the 
time: that 2,400 lives perished because of political, economic, 
and legal impediments. 

By December 1929, legislation was introduced calling for Federal 
cooperation, and the Okeechobee Flood Control District was 
created by the state legislation to cooperate with the Federal 
Government in a plan to provide flood protection to south 
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Florida. Unfortunately, the Great Depression completely halted 
drainage activities until legislation authorized further action 
and funds were allocated. The State of Florida was initially 
charged with the responsibility of straightening the 
Caloosahatchee River, maintaining the necessary locks and dams 
from the western to eastern boundary of the Everglades Drainage 
District, providing pertinent information to the Secretary of 
War, and ensuing that rights-of-way, free passage, and 
additional improvements were provided along the Caloosahatchee 
River. 175 These primary responsibilities were assumed under the 
Okeechobee Flood Control District. 

The Navigation Act was passed in Congress and signed by 
President Hoover in July 1930. Originally, the bill had been 
sent to the House Flood Control Committee in 1929 where it had 
been withdrawn because of Davis' statements and congressional 
concerns fearing that it would extend the Corps' flood control 
programs beyond the Mississippi and Sacramento Rivers. 176 The 
next reincarnation of the bill went before the House Rivers and 
Harbors Committee where it was then passed to the Senate 
Committee of Commerce. The bill proposed that the State should 
shoulder 62.5 percent for the cost of improvements as well as 
for all land purchases. 177 The Senate called for further review 
of the plans to determine if modifications could be made to the 
bill which would allow for "a reasonable and necessary measure 
of safety within a practical limit of expenditure with a view 
arriving at an equitable and feasible proportion of cost" 
between the Federal government and the State . 178 

The 1930 Rivers and Harbors Act also known as the Navigation Act 
authorized the Corps to provide deeper and wider channels on the 
Caloosahatchee and St. Lucie Rivers and to control and manage 
Lake Okeechobee and the waterways associated with the Everglades 
Drainage District. The discrepancies between the original 
bill's names reflect the division between the merits of 
navigation versus flood prevention as well as the life span of 
the bill's journey through House and Senate committees. This 
act standardized the policy the Federal government would take 
regarding all flood control matters, which was to be under the 
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jurisdiction of the Secretary of War, who in turn supervised the 
Corps. In the absence of a sound and successful drainage and 
reclamation history, special dispensation was made to Florida to 
allocate federal funding more expeditiously. 179 

After a year of volleying between the House and Senate, the bill 
made the provisions that the original height of the levee was to 
be reduced as well as the amount the State would have to invest 
and provide for this project. A cost of $2 million was proposed 
for State land acquisitions and rights-of-way for the waterway. 180 

Packaged within this navigation legislation, the act made 
provisions for a navigable channel 6' deep and 80' wide as well 
as for the construction of a levee that flanked three-quarters 
of the lake. 

Already in place, the Corps had proposals coinciding with 
previous surveys and reconunendations for future work along the 
Okeechobee Basin. The project began at LaBelle on December 10, 
1930, and the Corps proceeded to dredge and align the river to 
make the passage navigable and wider for the larger equipment 
needed. Born from the collection of proposals and studies in 
the Okeechobee Basin and watershed, many of these construction 
plans, which were awaiting development, were adapted. Materials 
dredged from Lake Okeechobee's rim or belt-canal and the rivers 
were used to construct the Herbert Hoover Dike, a 140-mile long 
34' high levee that surrounds the shoreline of Lake Okeechobee. 
The height of the levee varied, from 34 to 38', which is 20' or 
more above normal lake level. In later years, additions to the 
height of the levee were made. The levee's height is also 5' 
above the highest known point the lake has ever reached. 

Within the protective series of levees, the southern half of the 
lake was bound like a swinuning pool while the northern half 
contained a V-shaped levee protecting the town of Okeechobee and 
the entrance to Taylor Creek. There were also four flood way 
channels (Indian Prairie and Harney Pond Canals, Kissinunee River 
and Fisheating Creek), that were maintained to regulate excess 
water in addition to sixteen drainage spillways along the St. 
Lucie Canal. The levees were extended to completely 
circumference the lake's shore after these initial sections were 
constructed. Detached from the round bowl-like Dike that holds 
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the lake's water, additional side levees function as flanges, 
paralleling the entrances at Fisheating Creek and the Kissimmee 
River. Finally, unlike previous construction plans that had 
recommended canals through the center of the lake, the Corps 
proposed using the rim or belt-canal. This route made 
construction and repair of the Dike more efficient, and the 
perimeter canals would be advantageous to maintaining the 
lakeshore channels as well as repairing the levee in the 
future. 181 The 194 7 hurricane and great flood demonstrated the 
levee's worth by its minimization of the loss of life. 182 

On June 26, 1934, the Permanent Appropriation Repeal Act 
authorized the Corps to operate and manage the locks and dams 
along the Okeechobee Waterway. Funding for this endeavor was 
provided from the House Rivers and Harbors Committee. In 1936, 
the Corps was granted congressional authority for all of the 
national flood control projects. The 1936 Federal Flood Control 
Act provided that the Federal Government should improve or 
participate in the improvement of navigable waters and their 
tributaries for flood control purposes if the benefit accrued 
might prevent the loss of lives and social security of the 
people affected. 183 In this year, the Corps officially assumed 
responsibility for the Okeechobee Waterway and its watershed. 

CONSTRUCTING THE CROSS-STATE CANAL 

Prior to 1930, the War Department had only been engaged in the 
improvement of navigation and spent approximately $4.5 million 
on the upkeep of the rivers and harbors in the Okeechobee 
Basin. 184 After the Okeechobee Flood Control District was 
authorized in 1929, the Federal Government assumed an active 
responsibility with the first of many management plans. The 
Corps adapted Chief Engineer Elliot's 1927 proposal recommending 
the construction of floodway channels, control gates and major 
levees along the lake's southern and northern shores. The 
Okeechobee Flood Control District was required to furnish all 
lands, maintain the works and contribute $2 million toward the 
construction costs. During the Depression, the Permanent 
Appropriation Repeal Act of 1934 reduced Florida's contribution 
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to $500,000.00 and made the Corps responsible for operations and 
maintenance, thus relieving the Okeechobee Flood Control 
District of continuing responsibilities in the Okeechobee Basin. 
Government intervention was critical of Florida's history of 
reluctance to manage a continuous reclamation project. 
Considering the diversity and demographics of Florida, the 
hesitancy of the people of the state to shoulder flood control 
and reclamation from general tax revenue was understandable. 
Nevertheless, Elliot reminded Floridians that technically they 
had paid nothing toward reclamation efforts thus far. Their 
history of intermittent interest in dredging operations lead to 
the collapse of the State Drainage Commission's control over the 
Everglades Drainage District as well as the failure to maintain 
and manage Lake Okeechobee's watershed. 

Elliot estimated land values around the lake in 1905 were 
speculated at $5,391,000.00. After the $18 million spent by the 
State Drainage Commission on reclamation projects in the 
District in the last twenty years, Elliot believed that these 
same land values had risen to $300 million. 185 The cost was 
earmarked initially at $6,663,000.00 for the Okeechobee 
Intracoastal Waterway project, then known as the Cross-State 
Canal, yet by the time it was finished for intracoastal traffic 
in 1937, the price had exceeded $19 million. 186 After completion 
of St. Lucie's new Lock and Dam and continued work on the 
levees, the total cost was projected at $24 million in 1943. 
Construction on the Herbert Hoover Dike began in 1932, and 
raising the Dike level continued until 1961 when the Dike was 
officially considered finished. The levee was officially 
dedicated to the former president at Clewiston on January 21, 
1961. In 1967, sections of the Dike along the southern shore 
were raised again. The total construction cost of the Herbert 
Hoover Dike over three decades has been estimated at $60 
million. 187 The present controversy however is the seepage that 
occurs along the Dike's southern levee, and repairs and 
maintenance to the Dike have been ongoing throughout its 
seventy-year history. 

During the first two years of the Okeechobee Waterway project, 
Corps' engineers spent the majority of their time conducting 
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surveys and verifying or disproving previous data. The Corps' 
Jacksonville District was faced with correcting past mistakes 
while providing contemporary construction and at the same time, 
plan for future management and maintenance of the waterway. 188 

The level of detail that the Corps extracted in the Okeechobee 
Basin was meticulous. Utilizing data from the Corps' original 
surveys in the 1880s, engineers also accounted for the history 
of floods and hurricane damage, hyacinth removal, high and low 
lake levels, pumping stations, and water conservation areas. 
Together, this data was assimilated and converted into 
management plans for future maintenance of the waterway. The 
Corps also worked locally with residents, something that the 
State Drainage Commission in the Everglades District and the 
Trustees of the I.I.F. had not been previously successful in 
accomplishing. The Corps employed both Fred A. Flanders, the 
lock tender at Moore Haven, and Fred C. Elliot, the State's 
Chief Drainage Engineer, during this project and after its 
completion. In addition, the Corps utilized Spadaro 
Construction Company for the construction of Moore Haven and 
Ortona Locks and Dams. Antonio Spadaro lived in Citrus Center 
and owned the company, and subcontracted electrical and plumbing 
jobs locally. The Corps also employed Macwilliams Construction 
Company in 1935 to handle the majority of the dredging 
operations. Up until this time, the Corps had relied on their 
pipeline dredges, the U.S. Congaree and the U.S. Sarasota, in 
addition to a flotilla of hopper dredges, tugs, and survey 
boats. 

During the Great Depression, the Corps hired locally and abroad, 
thereby maximizing a labor force for this monumental project. 
In the early years of the New Deal, construction increased under 
impetus from President Franklin D. Roosevelt's Public Works 
Administration, which spent $4.1 million for the Okeechobee 
Waterway. Corps and State funds brought this total to over $5.8 
million. 189 As construction reached its height in 1937, the 
Corps' major source of construction funds came directly from 
Washington in the form of unemployment relief. In the fiscal 
year of 1938, funds for the project were scaled back. Ortona's 
lock logs record the bare necessities of expenditures between 
1937 when it first opened and 1938 when it had to make do with 
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less. However by this time, the Okeechobee Waterway was over 90 
percent complete. 190 

Between surveys, construction began immediately on the southern 
levee between Moore Haven and Clewiston in January 1932. This 
was followed by a 12-mile levee along the eastern shore as well 
as another levee on the western bank between Moore Haven and 
Fisheating Creek, where Nicodemus Slough is today. Looking at 
Moore Haven's topographic quad maps, the 1935 Moore Haven L&D as 
well as the Herbert Hoover Dike are not contained within a 
surveyed or patented township or section. It is speculated that 
the Dike and the Lock that was constructed shortly afterward 
were actually not on the lake's original shoreline. Based on 
photographs of the time and knowing that the lake's rim canal 
followed the southern shoreline, sections of the Dike were built 
between the shallow interior of the shoreline and upon the old 
state levee constructed of muck. The Corps' big dredge, the 
U.S. Congaree, first excavated the Caloosahatchee River to 
facilitate moving heavy equipment into the lake and thereby 
further altering the river's original channel, especially around 
the Ortona area. Work on the construction of the levee was 
under six separate contractors or units like Elliot had 
recommended, while a dozen more contractors, most importantly 
the Edgar H. Latham Company, built the hurricane gates, locks, 
culverts, and other control structures. Construction peaked from 
1935 to 1937. 191 

As originally constructed, the Herbert Hoover Dike bordered only 
the southern half of the lake and contained a short section to 
the north, overlapping known flooded areas from the aftermath of 
the 1928 hurricane. From past flooding and hurricane histories, 
the lake's water level, in principle, was believed to act like 
sloshing waves in a tilted pot of water. Winds from the 1928 
hurricane were estimated to be over 160 miles per hour, and the 
convection force of the hurricane winds further added to the 
intensity. The lake level was also swollen from recent rains 
and reached 16' AMSL, with an additional 10" of rain brought 
about by the hurricane. Sections of the lake's old southern 
levee varied between 22' to 28' above sea level. As wind and 
water were propelled southward during the storm, surging and 
overflowing the lake's levee, the pressure against the 
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protective barrier was so tremendous that many portions of the 
levee were cut down to two to three feet, and in some places, 
carried away all together. This meant that a tidal wall of 
water 22' high with winds clocked at 160 mile per hour propelled 
the tidal wall forward, and this force is what extinguished the 
lives and structures behind the southern levee. As the 
hurricane winds turned from a northerly to southerly direction, 
the imaginary pot tilted in the opposite direction. The north 
side of the lake, which had been virtually dry for miles, 
suddenly became inundated as the tidal force and kinetic energy 
that was built-up expounded northward, covering a third of the 
area that was flooded on the southern side as well as a third of 
the damage. 192 

As contractors rebuilt the original southern levee that had been 
constructed of sand and muck, the above-ground part of the new 
Dike was of hard, rockier material and contained a ten-foot deep 
"toe" in front and back of the lake's shoreline. 193 The Dike is 
250' or more in thickness at its base, and tapers upward to a 
crown of ten feet. Over the years, the height has been increased 
along the southern levee to a height of 43', and raising the 
Dike's height resumed again in 1967. The surface elevation 
along the southern shore is approximately 15' AMSL; along the 
north shore it is 21' AMSL. The Dike rises 25' above surface 
level in these areas, which matches the anticipated and recorded 
lake level during severe storms . 194 To protect from erosion, the 
levee was seeded with grass and the barrier islands along the 
lake's southern and western shores were planted with Australian 
pines and bamboo. In the event that another hurricane as 
equally damaging as the 1928 storm would threaten the Okeechobee 
Basin and the lake's levees, the tall stately Australian pines 
would obstruct most of the wind and water damage. In addition, 
much of the dike's top was asphalted with roads and later 
maintained as part of Florida's National Scenic Trail. 

The most important features of the Dike are the six hurricane 
gates situated at the main canals with Moore Haven Lock being 
technically referred to as Hurricane Gate No. 1. The other five 
gates are also assigned a numerical classification and are 
located at Clewiston (the Nine-Mile Canal and where Hartog 
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docked for the night), Lake Harbor (Miami Canal and Gate No. 3), 
Belle Glade (at the confluence of the North New River and 
Hillsboro Canals, Gate No. 4), Canal Point (West Palm Beach 
Canal, Gate No. 5), and Taylor Creek (Gate No. 6). 
Interestingly enough, the entrance to West St. Lucie Lock No. 1 
from the lake at Port Mayaca remained in use until the old lock 
was removed in 1936 thereby giving unimpeded discharge from the 
lake. Similarly, the old locks at Citrus Center and Lake Flirt 
on either side of the new facility at Ortona were dismantled in 
the following year. From 1936 until 1977, the entrance to the 
St. Lucie Canal did not have a hurricane gate or lock until Port 
Mayaca's lock and spillway were built in 1977. Environmental 
concerns such as saltwater intrusion from the St. Lucie Canal 
during droughts and pollutants brought down to the lake from the 
Kissimmee watershed that continued into the canal were some of 
the reasons for the new lock's construction at Port Mayaca. 

The six hurricane gates are all sector gates with each section 
or half being pivoted on a vertical cylinder. Each gate 
averages 34' in height, almost 2' higher than the Dike itself. 
When they are closed, they form a continuous part of the levee. 
Although no relief valves are required, Moore Haven did install 
a spillway in the mid-1960s. These hurricane gates can be 
opened and closed against any headwaters thereby greatly 
reducing the time of operation. Each gate is also equipped with 
manual miter cranks for use in case of emergency. The design of 
these gates was perfected in Switzerland and Germany. 195 In 1937, 
there were four locks that permitted access into the lake in 
addition to the hurricane gates, however only the Moore Haven 
lock was operational. The older locks at the entrance of the 
North New River, Miami and West Palm Beach Canals were 
dismantled or by-passed with the enlargement of the canals. 
West St. Lucie's Lock No. 1 was dismantled in 1936 and the 
Citrus Center (Caloosahatchee Lock No. 2) and Lake Flirt 
(Caloosahatchee No. 3) locks were removed in 1937. Furst-Clark 
Construction Company built the North New River, Miami and West 
Palm Beach locks in 1912, 1913, and 1917, and the new hurricane 
gates were located along the levee's wall in front of the older 
existing locks. Each hurricane gate was equipped with radio and 
meteorological instruments, and together, they were in 
communication with each other and the Corps' Clewiston South 
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Florida District Operation Office. 196 As the Okeechobee project 
grew in physical size, maintenance costs rather than 
construction costs became the greater expenditure. By 1940, 
maintenance costs were $1.7 million compared to the $600,000.00 
allocated for new construction. 197 

Moore Haven's new lock was completed in 1935, two years before 
the waterway was officially opened. The lock was substantially 
larger and was used as the blueprint for Ortona and St. Lucie's 
new lock chambers and site facilities. The chamber was 250' x 
50', and two lock tender's houses were built at the facility. 
Fred Flanders, the former lockmaster of the old lock, occupied 
one of the lock houses located on the edge of the chamber and 
played an instrumental role in consulting with the Corps during 
the new lock's construction. His lock tender house also served 
as a temporary City Hall during the late 1930s. Other buildings 
at the facility included the control house, warehouse, an 
emergency generator house, and a boathouse with dock. The rail 
lines behind the fish houses west of the boathouse were utilized 
during the lock's construction. 

Newspaper accounts from the Glades County Democrat report that 
the opening celebration and formal dedication of the Cross-State 
Canal was made on March 19, 1937. A flotilla of dignitaries 
journeyed from Stuart to Fort Myers, Florida, along the Cross
State Canal, making an overnight stop in Clewiston. These 
representatives included U.S. Secretary of Commerce Daniel C. 
Roper who represented President Roosevelt's behalf, Florida 
State Senator Claude Pepper, W.P. Franklin, and members of the 
Okeechobee Flood Control District such as Attorney General Cary 
Landis, Commissioner of Agriculture Nathan Mayo, and State 
Treasurer w.v. Knott. Within the first three months of the 
waterway's opening, over 3,000 vessels passed through the Cross
State Canal. W.P. Franklin, the veteran waterway leader, gave 
this keynote address to the gathered honoraries in Clewiston. 

The Cross-State Canal was the greatest achievement in 
Florida's history and one of the biggest small things that 
has happened in the entire United States. This canal, 
connecting Stuart to Fort Myers, was suggested by Jefferson 
Davis in 1856, when he was Secretary of War. He 
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recommended to Congress that this was the most logical 
place for a canal from the Atlantic to the Gulf, and less 
than a hundred years later we are realizing his predicting. 
Parts of the existing canal will be used; large locks will 
be built. Again I tell you, the younger men must take up 
the burden and complete this as a ship canal of major 
importance, as we planned it when we started work on it a 
quarter of a century ago. 198 

The waterway and its locks were officially completed on August 
6, 1937, thereby saving 255 miles from the more traditional 
route of journeying around Cape Sable in the Florida Keys to 
connect the Gulf to the Atlantic. Construction began in the 
early 1940s on the new lock chamber, spillway, hydroelectric 
power plant, and facilities at East St. Lucie Lock No. 2, and 
these modifications were proposed as early as 1915. 

Since the lake was meant to be a storage basin for Kissimmee's 
watershed and other streams, it was necessary to regulate 
discharges and maintain an approved and appropriate lake water 
level during rainy and dry seasons. Only the District Engineer 
in Jacksonville had the authority to determine the height of the 
lake's water level when Moore Haven and Ortona Locks and Dams 
were open, and this responsibility passed to the Area Engineer 
at Clewiston's South Florida District Office in the 1950s. With 
this understanding, the Caloosahatchee River and St. Lucie Canal 
were enlarged considerably and constructed with lock and 
spillway facilities to maintain and manage the distribution of 
water. Under this design, the Ortona L&D was able to discharge 
under flood conditions up to 9,000 cubic feet per second while 
St. Lucie could distribute 10,000' if and when the lake's level 
reached a critical mass of 17. 5' . 199 The desired minimum of the 
lake's level was kept between 15' to 16.5', and over time, this 
level has been lowered to 14'. Coinciding with the late 1990s 
Everglades Restoration Project, the proposed lake's level may be 
reduced to 12' above sea level. 

One of the major differences between the Caloosahatchee River 
and all of the other drainage and navigable canals that 
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constitute the Okeechobee watershed and the St. Lucie waterway 
is the fact that the St. Lucie Canal was never properly dredged. 
The walls of this canal are at right angles to the water level, 
whereas the river and other canals have been landscaped to allow 
for some curvature along the waterway's banks. The linear walls 
of St. Lucie's Canal precipitate the erosion process. During the 
early 1930s while the work was underway, discharges from the 
lake through the spillways at the St. Lucie facility concerned 
many along the Atlantic coastal areas. The dark water from the 
lake and canal stained the St. Lucie River and it could be seen 
5 miles out to sea. Sand and silt from the lake and canal's 
bottom were carried downstream, especially during the torrent 
discharges resulting from excessive water levels in times of 
hurricanes and floods. The dark murky, slurry waters smothered 
marine life, disrupted the estuary's natural balance between 
brackish salt and fresh waters, and created shoals where the St. 
Lucie River had once been deep and clear. 200 The discharges did 
not kill the estuary and marine life overnight, but was the 
beginning of a long period of decline for the St. Lucie River. 
These incidents were ignored during the 1930s Depression years, 
but they were soon remembered and often revisited as growing 
environmental concerns were weighed against effective flood 
control management strategies. In the 1940s, the Corps 
recognized the inherent danger and responded with the 
construction of sixteen drainage spillways and ditches running 
along the St. Lucie Canal. 

By the mid-1940s, the Corps maintained progress reports of the 
Okeechobee Intracoastal Waterway Project. As additional work 
was appended to the project with the inclusion of tributary 
channels and the construction of needed culverts, pumps, and 
spillways, the original design grew in proportion to the work 
that was necessitated and the maintenance required to manage 
what had been done. Although the waterway itself was over 90 
percent completed, the total project as a flood control and 
navigation endeavor was 83 percent finished. The following 
table, compiled from the 1947 Corps' As-Built of the Okeechobee 
Waterway and Tributary Channel, summarizes both the work 
completed to date and the work remaining: 

200 Weber, Jr., 1977. 
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A channel 8 feet deep from Fort Myers to the Intracoastal 
Waterway, Tributary Channel, St. Johns River to Miami, Fla., near 
Stuart, with widths of 90 feet from Fort Myers to Moore Haven, 
56.5 miles, thence 80 feet along south shore of Lake Okeechobee to 
hurricane gate (No. 2) at Clewiston, 13 miles, thence 100 feet 
across lake and in St. Lucie Canal to St. Lucie Lock, 49.9 miles, 
and thence 80 feet to the St. Johns River - Miami waterway near 
Stuart, 15.1 miles; A side channel 8 X 100 feet from project 
turning basin to municipal yacht basin at Fort Myers; Replace old 
locks Nos. 1 and 2 in St. Lucie Canal with a single new lock; A 
(deep harbor) basin 8 X 200 X 400 feet at Stuart. 
Maintenance of features completed under previous projects as 
follows: Clewiston to St. Lucie Canal, 36.7 miles; Under 
maintenance, the operating and care of St. Lucie Lock; Operating 
and care of Moore Haven and Ortona Locks; A channel 6 X 60 feet 
in Taylor Creek from town of Okeechobee to lake, 4 miles. 

INCLUDES MAINTENANCE UNTIL 1 JULY 1950, WHICH THEN WILL BE 
MAINTAINED UNDER THE CENTRAL AND SOUTHERN FLORIDA (C & S FLA.) PROJECT: 

A levee along south shore of lake, 67.8 miles long, and a north 
shore levee 15.7 miles long (levees to be improved and enlarged 
under C & S FLA. Project); 4 auxiliary floodway channels; 
collection and evaluation of meteorological data; and operating 
and care of spillways at St. Lucie and Ortona Locks, 5 hurricane 
gates, 20 drainage culverts around the lake, 16 drainage spillways 
along St. Lucie Canal, and a radio-telephone network of 8 
stations. 

MEAN TIDAL 1. 7 feet at Punta Rassa, 0.7 foot at Fort Myers, perceptible at 
RANGE: Ortona and St. Lucie Locks, and 2.6 feet at St. Lucie Inlet 
PROGRESS: 83 percent complete. Work remaining to be done: Dredge side 

channel at Fort Myers; deepen waterway to 8 feet from Fort Myers 
to Moore Haven; dredge Clewiston approach channel 8 X 100 feet; 
dredge basin at Stuart; and under existing contracts, install 7 
steel Taintor gates in spillway at St. Lucie lock and an auxiliary 
lock gate, and complete dredging to deepen St. Lucie Canal and 
approach channel to 8 feet, plus over depth, from a point in the 
lake about 4,000 feet west at Port Mayaca to St. Lucie Lock. 

AUTHORIZATION FOR EXISTING PROJECTS 
ACTS WORK AUTHORIZED DOCUMENTS 
26 June 1934: Operation and care of locks and darns Specified in Act 
Permanent provided for with funds from 
Appropriation appropriations for rivers and harbors 
Repeal Act 
26 August 1937 New lock and weir structure in St. Rivers and Harbor 

Lucie Canal Commission Doc. 
28/75/1 

2 March 1945 Deepening to 8 feet from Fort Myers to Harbor Doc. 
St. Johns River - Miami Waterway near 696/76/3 
Stuart via channel across lake from 
Clewiston 

2 March 1945 Channel to yacht basin at Fort Myers Harbor Doc. 
and a basin at Stuart 736/79/2 

Source: U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, As-Built of the Okeechobee Waterway and 
Tributary Channel, 1947. 
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Between the 1930s and 1940s, floods and droughts recurred as the 
Corps continued dredging operations and widening the waterway's 
channels. The droughts of the early 1940s became critical as 
saltwater began to seep into several municipal systems. As the 
lake's level was lowered by as much as 5', the underground 
aquifers were reduced by as much as seven feet and allowed for 
saltwater intrusion especially in the dry seasons. During this 
drought, regulating the water flow was strictly curtailed, later 
causing harmful effects as toxins and salinity levels rose. 
With heavy rains in 1946 and 1947, controlling the rate of 
discharge seemed to repair the salinity damage that had been 
done. Actually, the damage was simply carried further 
downstream. The hurricane and great flood of September 17, 
1947, almost twenty-one years to the day of the 1926 hurricane, 
inundated more than 5 million acres, and damages were estimated 
at $60 million. 201 As the black and red, square hurricane flags 
were raised, Lake Okeechobee was at its highest recorded lake 
level, over 20 feet above sea level. However, the Herbert 
Hoover Dike withstood the tremendous pressure, and damage to the 
levee and locks was negligible. Two years later in August 1949, 
another hurricane pelted the lake with the eye of the storm 
passing directly over the Okeechobee Basin. The Corps reported 
that the storm had "operated against the $24 million levee for a 
period three times as long as any previous storm and with 
greater intensities. " 202 Enduring winds ranging from 7 5 to 12 0 
miles per hour for a period of seven hours, the Dike once again 
held with only minor damages estimated at $300,000.00 to the 
locks and levee. Considering the expense of the locks and 
levees, the damage prevented had proven to officials that the 
Dike and locks were a worthy investment. 

Though discharge was regulated and damage was minimal to Lake 
Okeechobee, the detrimental effects of relieving excess water 
were seen downstream of the St. Lucie Canal as well as the 
Caloosahatchee River. The spillways at St. Lucie were thrown 
open for most of the year in 1947 to relieve the swelling, and 
the reported 5 million acres of flooded lands and $60 million in 
property loss were mostly impacted on the livestock and 
agricultural lands that were flooded east of St. Lucie's 

201 Dail, 7. 
202 Will, Okeechobee Hurricane, 190. 
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spillway. Similarly, while the Caloosahatchee River has always 
been a conduit for carrying freshwater runoff to the estuary, 
the man-made alterations along the waterway has changed the 
freshwater and saltwater gradient in the lower reaches of the 
river valley. Before dredging activities, freshwater traveled 
slowly, remaining in the estuary for longer periods of time, and 
allowed for a gradual mixing thereby sustaining a balance 
between ecosystems. As the river's channel was made deeper and 
run-off was faster, the greater quantities of freshwater 
entering the estuary disturbed the natural balance. 203 Pollution 
was also a major source of concern as floodwaters permeated and 
stretched along the swollen St. Lucie River. Bank erosion and 
salinity levels were also impacted by the torrent of excess 
waters released from St. Lucie's lock and spillway. 

In light of the 1947 flood damage, a more efficient water 
management system was proposed. The difference between the 1947 
and the 1949 hurricanes was that the lake level had not been 
maintained at a safe elevation and subsequent flooding occurred. 
In addition, the Corps was also concerned with rising toxins and 
salinity levels during severe droughts, which meant that the 
management system and flood control plan must account for more 
than draining excess water. Fresh water had to be kept in 
sufficient volume to provide a barrier in the underground 
aquifers from the intruding seawater. Florida's first 
comprehensive water management program was initiated in 1948 
when the Federal Government authorized the South and Central 
Florida Flood Control Project. Designed to remove excess water 
rapidly throughout the drainage area, the project also stores 
excess water in large conservation pools. Water is also pumped 
in and out of Lake Okeechobee during the dry and wet seasons. 

The following year, Florida's legislature created the Central 
and Southern Florida Flood Control District (FCD), an agency 
responsible for monitoring and collaborating on all non-federal 
cooperative operations along the peninsula. The FCD was "the 
most far-reaching water program ever undertaken" in Florida 
until the 1990s Everglades Restoration projects were initiated. 204 

The FCD is now in charge of the Dike as well as of water control 
in the Everglades and the Upper St. Johns and the Kissimmee 
River Basins, while the Corps maintains and operates the locks 

203 Kimes and Crocker. 
204 Dail, 8. 
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and dams along the Okeechobee Waterway. Most importantly, the 
FCD assimilated the territory, operations, and responsibilities 
of the Everglades Drainage District and the Okeechobee Flood 
Control District. 

The FCD's objectives were broad and encompassing. From its 
inception, the Corps and the FCD have built a management system 
to provide not only flood damage prevention, but also water 
conservation, maintaining ground water levels, salinity 
abatement, navigation, preservation and enhancement of fish and 
wildlife, and public recreation. 205 The FCD is essentially an 
elaborate network of canals, locks, dikes, and levees designed 
to drain and conserve water levels. The new system was all
inclusive as it planned to protect farms already developed, add 
reclamation lands that were suitable for agriculture, and set 
aside lands that would remain in their natural state in addition 
to protecting wildlife and improving navigation. 206 

Authorized by Congress by the Flood Control Act of 1948, the 
first phase of the Central and Southern Florida Project called 
for the protection from floods and water conservation practices 
of the agricultural lands south of Okeechobee as well as the 
highly developed urban centers on the lower east coast of the 
peninsula. 207 Additional levees encircled the Everglades 
agricultural areas and rural settlements; four more pumping 
stations were added to the lake; the Dike was enlarged; and many 
lesser works expanding canals and placing spillways in key 
locations were performed. Much of these secondary works were 
directed toward establishing water conservation structures and 
areas. 

The Central and Southern Florida Flood Control District (FCD) 
was established in 1949 by the state legislation to responsibly 
manage the Federal conditions that had been established by the 
Flood Control Act and the Corps' management plans. 208 These 
responsibilities include providing rights-of-way intervention, 
relocating bridges, roads, and public utilities, and to act as 
the intermediary agency between Federal agencies and the State 
or other non-Federal organizations, thereby relieving some of 

205 Ibid. 
206 Buker, 105. 
207 Ibid. 
208 Ibid., 106. 
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the responsibilities from the Corps and the Federal government. 
As the vast dynamics of the Kissimmee and Okeechobee watersheds 
were being grasped, not to mention how these management plans 
impacted the Everglades, contiguous watersheds were brought into 
the second phase of the Central and Southern Flood Control 
Project and under the jurisdiction of the FCD. In 1954, 
Congress added the Upper St. Johns and the Kissimmee River 
Basins as part of the second phase of the new program and 
management plan. 

Between the late 1950s and 1960s, the FCD added water 
conservation areas and natural reserves to maintain the balance 
between regulated and environmental processes. The flood 
control umbrella includes Glades, Martin, Hendry and Dade 
Counties for the Okeechobee Basin. Agricultural and 
conservation areas as well as natural reserves include 64 square 
miles in Hendry County, 39 square miles at Nicodemus Slough in 
Glades County as well as several key locations in Martin and in 
southern Dade Counties. 209 The flood control umbrella was tested 
with heavy wet seasons in 1960 and 1961, which was followed by 
the driest years on record. The FCD began to examine 
evaporation's effect on the lake level as well as its discharge. 
As 400,000 acres of farmland were irrigated by water drawn from 
the lake, large sections of the Everglades withered and wildlife 
was endangered. Three water conservation areas consisting of 
1,350 square miles were proposed to be completed by 1960 for 
water storage areas, but lack of funds and rapid growth and 
development in south Florida delayed completion of the FCD's 
comprehensive management plan. 210 

The drought was broken in the fall of 1965 when heavy rains had 
an adverse effect, inundating the withholding and storage 
regions as they quickly exceeded the desired levels of water. 
Wildlife was again threatened because deer and other birds and 
animals could not forage for food in the flooded conservation 
areas. 211 The FCD began to work in cooperation with new agencies 
such as the U.S. Fish and Wildlife Service and Florida's Game 
and Fresh Water Fish Commission. Consulting in tandem with the 
Corps' Jacksonville District engineers, a long-range study was 
conducted to examine the multitude of complex problems. In 

209 Ibid., 107. 
210 Ibid., 108. 
211 Ibid. 
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1967, a new plan was submitted to Congress recommending refining 
many operating procedures that had been done in the past. In 
addition, navigational canals were deepened, more pumping 
stations were built, secondary canals and levees were 
constructed, and the height of the Herbert Hoover Dike was 
raised again so that the lake's level could sustain 21' of water 
above sea level in times of need. Salinity control structures 
were added to all canals leading to the ocean to prevent 
saltwater intrusion. Coinciding with these structures, the 
freshwater levels in the interior were kept at least 2' above 
that of the sea water. 212 

By 1975, the new plan was 39 percent complete. Since its 
involvement with the Okeechobee Waterway, the Corps had 
constructed a grand total of 917 miles of levees, 950 miles of 
canals, 30 pumping stations, 192 floodway control and diversion 
structures, 57 railroad bridge and two highway bridge 
relocations. 213 In addition, between the years of 1963 and 1973, 
the waterway, which serves both commercial barges and 
recreational vessels, averaged 472,000 tons that locked through 
as well as 14,000 passengers per year. 214 As the lake and 
waterway have been maintained, regulated, and managed for the 
last seventy years through Corps supervision, the latest complex 
problem has been the Everglades Restoration Project coinciding 
with the lowering of the lake's level. This same paradox has 
been around since Disston's time: how to manage the lake level, 
which directly impacts the surrounding area during times of 
drought and seasonal flooding. The questions are essentially 
how do you maintain the balance and at what cost. Conserving 
water for farm use, the Everglades water conservation reserves, 
underground aquifers, balancing salinity levels, south Florida's 
consumption, recreation, navigation, and wildlife are all 
complicated by flood control prevention and managing the lake's 
level. 

Over recent years, the St. Lucie Canal has brought the St. Lucie 
Inlet and its river various pollution problems including farm 
chemicals, oil residue from highways and bridges, and 
phosphorous from livestock. Housing developments, golf courses, 
and continued land development compound these adverse effects. 

212 Tebeau, 357. 
213 Buker, 108. 
214 Ibid., 125. 
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Fishermen's glorious stories of award-winning and record catches 
are disappearing, as are the wildlife and fresh water fish, as 
are the fishermen themselves with lowered lake levels. The small 
five to ten acre farms and the health and productivity of the 
rancher's livestock are also jeopardized, as are the natural 
balance of Lake Okeechobee's watershed, its waterways, and the 
Everglades if the water levels are not regulated and negotiated 
with environmental scrutiny and scientific impunity. 

The Everglades Restoration Project, like Disston's dredging 
operations that began over a century ago, has a sequential past 
that is also linked to Okeechobee waterway's history. Designed 
to supply water to urban areas, drain and reclaim fertile 
agriculture lands, and control floods, the Everglades drainage 
project was initiated in 1905. By 1917, there were four major 
canals crossing the Everglades from Lake Okeechobee to the 
Atlantic Ocean and a low State-built sand and muck levee 
surrounding a few populated sections of Lake Okeechobee. In 
turn, these early events drastically reduced the amount of water 
that flowed into the Everglades via the Kissimmee River and 
increased the vulnerability of the Everglades to drought, sea 
level rises, and destructive storms. 

In 1947, the Everglades National Park was created to attempt to 
preserve and protect existing areas of the Everglades. In 1954, 
approximately 1,100 square miles of swamp and marsh were 
enclosed to control the overflow from Lake Okeechobee and to 
make the land useful for agriculture as part of the FCD's 
watershed conservation management plan. However, rapid 
population growth in south Florida conflicted with the interest 
in the management of protective watersheds to ensure a 
dependable water supply for agriculture, cities, and the 
Everglades National Park. If the FCD controlled the release of 
water to the Everglades, then this agency also determined the 
Park Service's role in water management as well as the 
Everglades' ecosystem and ecological future. In 1960, heavy 
rainfalls followed by pollutants from the lake's overflow and 
discharge destroyed approximately 120 square miles of the 
mangrove swamp. After a hurricane in 1992, 70,000 acres of the 
Everglades were destroyed. Muck and grass fires also threaten 
the Everglades during droughts. 
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The Everglades watershed once covered almost a third of Florida. 
Two hundred years ago in the Everglades, the curvature of the 
landscape, blended with gravity and slopes, was so gradual that 
water moved slowly and formed no channels. Instead, a wide, 
shallow sheet of water about 110 miles wide conducted the flow. 
The natural process would take almost a year for Lake 
Okeechobee's water to flow south to Florida's Bay. The heart of 
the "river of grass" was an interconnected array of sloughs, wet 
prairies, cypress swamps, mangrove swamps, freshwater lakes, 
streams, and lagoons covering approximately 10,700 square miles. 
The contiguous watersheds of the Upper St. Johns and Kissimmee 
River and Lake Okeechobee Basins all flow southward along the 
central and southern interior of Florida's peninsula. Managing 
and maintaining these basins with flood control policies 
obviously has a cumulative effect on the trickle down natural 
process. 

In the late nineteenth century, the natural processes of the 
Okeechobee watershed were interrupted by Disston's 2 million 
acres of reclaimed land and his system containing over 700 miles 
of canals and levees that were built to improve navigation, 
prevent flooding, and promote agricultural development. These 
events had a significant impact on the Everglades. Though the 
1890s dredging efforts failed, by the 1930s, an additional 400 
miles of drainage canals had been built. According to 
Protecting Everglades National Park (1988) distributed by the 
National Parks and Conservation Association, it is estimated 
that the original Everglades ecosystem has shrunk to less than 
50 percent of its original size. While the Everglades can 
absorb almost an unlimited amount in the summer, excess water in 
late winter and early spring has seriously impacted the nesting 
and feeding grounds of several waterfowl species. Wading bird 
populations, which are indicators of ecological health, have 
decreased by more than 90 percent, from 90,000 in 1931 to 9,000 
in 1994. In addition, the water is polluted with high levels of 
mercury and phosphorous and other excess nutrients from 
fertilizers used in agricultural areas. This runoff stimulates 
the growth of cattails, which have overrun the natural saw grass 
vegetation and disrupted the natural food web. Factors in the 
equation of how to manage the Okeechobee Waterway and how to 
balance wildlife and modernization are the central foci behind 
the Everglades Restoration Project. 
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In 1961, State legislation created the Southwest Florida Water 
Management District (SWFWMD) and granted authority to the 
district to work with the federal government and other agencies 
to build new flood control structures in the district. This 
became the first of five water districts that soon encompassed 
all of Florida by 1977. The Florida Air and Water Pollution 
Control Act of 1969, The Florida Water Resources Act of 1972, 
and the South Florida Water Management District of 1976 were all 
part of a growing consciousness and embodied belief that natural 
systems are preferable to the creation of new engineering works. 
By the 1980s, flood control had become a secondary objective. 
More emphasis has been placed on preservation, restoration, and 
enhancement of the natural environment. With the completion of 
Lake Okeechobee's environmental impact assessments and a greater 
willingness to diffuse knowledge between local and district 
agencies, water management plans are mandated with greater ease 
and willingness. 215 The Everglades Restoration Project and the 
lowering of Lake Okeechobee's water level coincide with these 
recent comprehensive approaches. 

The Okeechobee Waterway, as a Federal navigation project, was 
first authorized under The Rivers and Harbors Act of 1930, also 
known as The Navigation Act since at this time flood control 
projects were discouraged in Congress. Later the waterway was 
authorized under Federal management with The Permanent 
Appropriation Repeal Act of June 26, 1934, when the U.S. Corps 
of Engineers became the official stewards of the Okeechobee 
Basin. This waterway evolved from the War Department's dredging 
of the rivers and lake in the 1910s, the construction of the St. 
Lucie Canal in 1915 and its first lock in 1919, the first Moore 
Haven Lock in 1917, and the Herbert Hoover Dike around Lake 
Okeechobee in the 1930s. 

215 Kimes and Crocker. 
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PART II. LOCK AND DAM DESCRIPTION 

A. General Statement 

The three historic properties investigated are integral parts of 
the Okeechobee Waterway, a contiguous 155-mile intracoastal 
navigation system across the Florida peninsula. The waterway 
includes the navigation channel and five locks and dams, two on 
the St. Lucie Canal and three on the Caloosahatchee River. The 
three locks and dam facilities include concrete locks and dams 
and ancillary structures such as control house, lock tender's 
houses. 

The history of the waterway dates back to 1881 when Hamilton 
Disston began dredging the Caloosahatchee River and the 
Kissimmee Chain of Lakes in an effort to drain large areas of 
the Everglades for agricultural and transportation purposes. By 
1883, boats could travel from Lake Kissimmee, the Kissimmee 
River, Lake Okeechobee, and the Caloosahatchee River. 

The Okeechobee Waterway, as a Federal navigation project, was 
first authorized under The Rivers and Harbors Act of 1930, also 
known as The Navigation Act since at this time flood control 
projects were discouraged in Congress. Later the waterway was 
authorized under Federal management with The Permanent 
Appropriation Repeal Act of June 26, 1934, when the Corps became 
the official stewards of the Okeechobee Basin. This waterway 
evolved from the War Department's dredging of the rivers and 
lake in the 1910s. 

B. Physical Description 

The most important structures at these lock facilities included 
the lock chamber, spillway, sector and vertical gates, 
associated electrical equipment and motors, control houses, 
machinery rooms, and the lock tender and assistant's houses. 
Each is individually described in the following documentation. 
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PART III. SOURCES OF INFORMATION 

A. Engineering Drawings and Plans 

The U.S. Army Corps of Engineers South Florida Operations 
Office, Clewiston District, maintains a complete collection of 
plans for the three locks and dam complexes with "as-built" 
drawings and also the Operational Manual for each of the lock 
facilities. The "as-built" plans have been electronically 
scanned and preserved on compact disks. The collection of plans 
for each lock and dam has been placed on deposit at the 
following Florida repositories where they are publicly 
accessible: the University of Florida Library, Gainesville; the 
State of Florida Library, Tallahassee; and Florida State 
University Library, Tallahassee, Florida. 

B. Early Views and Historical Data 

The data used in preparation of the historical context came from 
many sources. Previous surveys done by Historical and 
Architectural Research Services and Ellis Archaeology 
established some background history of the locks and dams and 
gave an inventory of the town of Moore Haven and the buildings 
at St. Lucie Lock. 

Research was carried out at the Master Site Files in 
Tallahassee, Florida, for previous surveys and reports. The 
libraries in Clewiston, Miami, and Stuart, Florida, had many 
invaluable books used for background and history of Glades, 
Martin, and Hendry Counties, Lake Okeechobee, the Everglades, 
and the settlement of south Florida. Sun, Sand and Water-A 
History of the Jacksonville District U.S. Army Corps of 
Engineers 1821-1975 by George E. Buker (ca. 1980) contained 
excellent information on the Corps involvement in the Lake 
Okeechobee Basin from the 1870s until the late 1940s following 
the formation of the Central and Southern Florida Flood Control 
District. 

The Clewiston Museum's archives contained newspaper articles of 
the locks and dams construction period, which gave insight into 
the construction and the views on these federal projects voiced 
by the local townspeople. Other newspapers were explored 
including The Miami Herald, The Stewart Daily News, Glades 
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County Democrat, and The Atlanta Journal - Constitution. The 
Clewiston News contained a collection of articles written by 
Twila Valentine called Lake Okeechobee-Lady of Mystery that 
detailed the history of Lake Okeechobee and past and present 
issues. St. Lucie's Visitor Center contained other information 
on St. Lucie's lock and its history. Photographic and archival 
research was also conducted at the Florida State Archives, South 
Florida Flood Control District Office, Historic Museum of South 
Florida, Glades County Courthouse, Martin County Courthouse, 
Historical Society of Martin County, and the Kissimmee 
Historical Society/Pioneer Museum. Finally, Mr. Ray Thielan 
graciously gave an informal interview on all three of the locks, 
his position at each, and the history of the town of Moore 
Haven. 

Another source that was also used, primarily for the timeline 
and the history of the Caloosahatchee River, was a web site 
created by the Florida Center for Environmental Services, which 
was prepared in association with the Florida Gulf Coast 
University Library Services and South Florida Water Management 
District (www.ces.fau.edu/library/caloos-watershed/index.html). 

The maps and historic views follow on pages 120-131. 

C. Interviews 

Lucky, Larry (Glades County Tax Assessor). Unrecorded 
interview with author. 13 April 2001. 

Menge, Conrad. "Early Dredging in the Lake Okeechobee 
Region." Oral history of author. 1947. On file at the 
Clewiston Museum, Clewiston, Florida. 

Thielen, Ray. Interview by author. Moore Haven, Florida, 
June 2000. New South Associates. 

Mr. Ray Thielan, former lockmaster of Moore Haven, was 
interviewed on two occasions in June 2000 at his home in the 
town of Moore Haven. Mr. Thielan is the last lockmaster who not 
only remembers the actual construction of the Ortona and Moore 
Haven facilities, but who also worked on the construction of the 
Herbert Hoover Dike during the Depression. Mr. Thielan retired 
in 1980 from the Moore Haven facility. 
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Transcripts of the interviews with Conrad Menge and Ray Thielen 
are included in Appendix A. 
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The U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, Jacksonville District, 
proposed to make structural changes to Ortona and Moore Haven 
L&Ds that would substantially alter the structures. The Corps' 
Lake Okeechobee and Okeechobee Waterway Historic Properties 
Management Plan (HPMP) (1997) had identified these two lock and 
dam facilities as National Register eligible properties. Level 
II HAER documentation was proposed to mitigate adverse effects 
of the construction activities. A Memorandum of Agreement was 
executed between the US Army Corps of Engineers, Jacksonville 
District and the Florida State Historic Preservation Office that 
stipulated that the St. Lucie L&D, listed in the National 
Register of Historic Places in 1997, and the Ortona and Moore 
Haven locks and dams would be the subject of Level II HAER 
documentation. 

New South Associates was contracted by the U.S. Army Corps to 
undertake this project in May 2000. Work completed for this 
historic properties' investigation was conducted in compliance 
with the National Historic Preservation Act of 1966, as amended 
through 1992 (PL 89-665 and PL 102-575); Executive Order 11593; 
the Advisory Council on Historic Preservation revised 36 CFR 
Part 800 Regulations; and the Memorandum of Agreement between 
the U.S. Army Corps, the Florida State Historic Preservation 
Office, and the Advisory Council on Historic Preservation. 
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Photograph of Caloosahatchee Lock No. 1, looking west 
toward Three-Mile Canal, 1919. 

Source: Florida State Archives, Florida Photographic 
Collection [PR07181]. 
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Photograph of the Culebra Dredge in the St. Lucie Canal, 
1921. 

Source: Florida State Archives, Florida Photographic 
Collection [PR02948]. 
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Photograph of dredging maintenance at Herbert Hoover Dike, 
1964. 

Source: Central and Southern Florida Flood Control District 
Office (West Palm Beach, Florida). 
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EARLY DREDGING IN THE LAKE OKEECHOBEE REGION: ORAL HISTORY OF 
CONRAD MENGE, 1947 

Obtained from the Clewiston Museum, Clewiston, Florida 

In about 1880, the Hamilton Disston Company (also known as 
the Atlantic Gulf Coast Land Company) purchased four million 
acres of land located throughout the southern part of the State 
of Florida. The purchase price was approximately one million 
dollars. It was the plan of the Disston Company to reclaim the 
marsh lands surrounding Lake Okeechobee and some of the lake 
bottom itself so that this land could be used for general 
farming. In order to reclaim the land, it was necessary to lower 
the level of the lake by about 4-feet. All of the dredging 
carried out during the decade between 1880 and 1890 was 
undertaken with the purpose of draining the marshes and lowering 
the water level in Lake Okeechobee. 

The first dredge used on this project was built in 1882 or 
1883 by my two brothers, Joseph Menge and J. Fred Menge. This 
dredge was constructed at Cedar Keys. This dredge was 20-feet 
wide, 80-feet long, and was of the elevator type with 24 
buckets. The mud was dumped in a hopper and from there [it was 
delivered] into a wooden chute into which was pumped a stream of 
water to keep the mud [from] sliding out on the bank. This 
dredge was able to cut an average of 250 lineal feet, 24-feet 
wide and 6-feet deep in ten hours in soft muck. This type of 
dredge was invented by my father, Anton Menge, and was known as 
the Menge Patented Dredge. 

After the dredge was delivered to Fort Myers, J. Fred Menge 
stayed to take charge of the dredging operations for the Disston 
Company. He took the dredge to Fort Thompson Falls under its 
own power, using a stern paddle wheel operated by a chain belt 
from the main engine. 

Beginning at Fort Thompson, a few spots were dredged out in 
the river from there to Lake Flirt. A channel was then cut 
through Lake Flirt and following the narrow stream bed on to the 
north end of Bonnet Lake. It was necessary to cut a channel in 
both of these lakes since in some places water was not deep 
enough to float the dredge. The main idea in this preliminary 
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dredging was to get the dredge to the point where it could begin 
digging a canal from Bonnet Lake to Lake Hicpochee. 

The first real canal was the one that connected Bonnet Lake 
and Lake Hicpochee. This work was begun sometime in 1884, the 
canal was cut in two widths, that is, 48-feet wide. After the 
cut into Lake Hicpochee was completed, the dredge was moved over 
to the east side of the lake and the second canal was started 
which would connect Lake Hicpochee and Lake Okeechobee. This 
second canal became known as the Three-Mile Canal. A lone 
cypress tree on the edge of the canal near Lake Okeechobee was 
named the Flat Top Cypress and soon became famous as a landmark. 
It carried a flag on top of it as a beacon so that anyone in the 
region could easily locate Three-Mile Canal. This canal was 
completed in late 1884 or early 1885. 

After the Three-Mile Canal was finished, the dredge was 
taken back to Fort Thompson to cut off some of the short bends 
in the river. All of these first phrases of dredging were 
completed by the latter part of 1886. 

As it turned out, the canals from Okeechobee to Hicpochee, 
from Hicpochee to Bonnet Lake, and the channels throughout 
Bonnet Lake, Lake Flirt, and on to the Caloosahatchee Valley, 
did not succeed in lowering the lake level by the desired 
amounts. The project then continued with the building of a wood 
canal. 

As soon as the wood canal was finished, we moved the dredge 
to the east side of Hicpochee and begun cutting a canal from 
there toward Sand Point. This canal called Nine-Mile Canal was 
started in about March 1887. The only purpose of this canal was 
to provide a waterway for hauling wood from Wood Canal to the 
new location at Ritta River where the next drainage canal was to 
be dug. Otherwise it would have been necessary to haul all of 
the wood up and across Hicpochee and through Three-Mile Canal, 
then down and across Okeechobee to Ritta River. 

By the time we finished digging Nine-Mile Canal, the dredge 
was worn out. We took it to the south side of Lake Hicpochee 
and abandoned it there. Perhaps today you would still see some 
of the old hull resting on the bottom. 
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The Disston Company then built a new dredge at Kissimmee. 
It was similar to the Menge Dredge, using a hopper and chute for 
depositing mud on the bank. It was equipped with tumbling 
wheels, however, instead of sprockets, and it had two pontoons, 
one bolted on each side to make it more stable. The new dredge 
was dismantled and shipped on barges from Kissimmee down the 
Kissimmee River to Lake Hicpochee where it was again set up. 

The first work done with the new dredge was to dig two 
cross canals a short distance from where the canal west of Lake 
Hicpochee entered the lake, that is, between Coffee Mill Hammock 
and Lake Hicpochee. These were experimental canals, their 
purpose being to drain the marshes on either side of the main 
canal to find out whether the soil would grow rice. Some rice 
was sown and it grew so tall on account of the rich soil that 
the stalks fell over of their own weight before the heads 
matures. These rice stalks grew up over 5-feet tall. After 
this experience we gave up the idea of growing rice. 

After digging the two cross canals, the dredge was 
dismantled again and towed down to Ritta River by a little stern 
wheel steamboat called The Rosalie. 

Before beginning on the new canal, which was to go from 
Ritta River south toward Shark River, it was decided to take 
sounding for rock in order to determine the exact course the 
canal should take. We sent out two different parties to make 
this sounding and they both returned to the dredge at the end of 
a couple of days, reporting that they could not get through the 
swamp and saw grass. My brother and I and our cook, John 
Weatherford, then decided that we would make the sounding 
ourselves. We took one canoe and a sneak boat. Our equipment 
consisted of three woolen blankets, three rubber blankets, and 
three 16-inch boards, each 7-feet long. These boards were 
placed along the canoe and sneak boat at night as a bed. This 
was during the dry season and there was practically no water in 
the marshes in the Everglades. We had to drag our boats 
practically all the way. In spite of the dry weather, the 
mosquitoes were so bad that we had to go to bed as soon as the 
sun went down to have the protection of the mosquito bar, which 
was suspended over our board bed. 
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For 17 days we traveled making soundings as we went along. 
By this time our provisions were getting so low that we had to 
turn toward the pine timber and back toward the dredge to get 
more supplies. Our food supply gave out completely two days and 
a night before we reached the dredge, and I ate buds to stave 
off hunger. (They tasted pretty good). We finally reached the 
dredge and secured an additional supply of provisions and were 
ready to start out again and complete the sounding. Fortunately 
heavy rains set in and we were able to finish the soundings by 
beat. 

We started digging the canal from Ritta River south during 
the latter part of 1888. After dredging about 12 or 13 miles, 
we ran into a rock ledge and the canal was abandoned. This 
canal became known as the Thirteen-Mile Canal. 

This was the last canal dug by the Menge brothers in this 
region. The dredge was dismantled and put on barges for 
shipment to Kissimmee. During the trip across Lake Okeechobee, 
a storm came up suddenly and the dredge broke loose from the tow 
boat. It sank in Lake Okeechobee and was never located again. 
This ended the early dredging done in the region. 

My brother and I dug all the canals in the vicinity of Lake 
Okeechobee. We did not work on any of the canal projects that 
went to the east coast from the Everglades region and we were 
not connected with the St. Cloud operations on the Kissimmee 
River. 

It was quite a problem to move the dredge across the lake 
to a new location. The dredge wasn't very seaworthy and 
couldn't be handled by the tow boat at all in even a moderate 
breeze. Towing was always done at night because there was very 
little wind on the lake between sundown and sunrise. The 
dredges were towed to location by small steamboats. We used 
three of these during the course of our work as tenders for 
towing wood barges and for hauling supplies as well as for 
towing the dredge. 

The names of all the boats and dredges used on the original job 
were: 
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(a) Menge Patented Dredge. This was the first dredge used. It 
was worn out on the job and abandoned in Lake Hicpochee in 1888. 

(b) The Gopher. This small stern wheel steamer about 25-feet 
long was used to haul wood to get supplies for the dredge. It 
was the first tender used on the job and was out of commission 
in 1886. 

(c) Mamie. This was a small steamboat (propeller drive) about 
25-feet long. It was the second of three tenders used on the 
job. 

(d) New Dredge Built in Kissimmee. This dredge was built by the 
Disston Company in 1888. It did not have a name. It sank in 
Lake Okeechobee in 1890. 

(e) Rosalie. This was a small stern wheel steamboat about 45-
feet long, the largest of three tenders we had on the job. The 
boat, named after Captain Rose's daughter, was brought down from 
Kissimmee. Captain Rose was the general manager for the Disston 
Company. It was the boat we used to tow the dredge to Ritta 
Island after two small side canals were dug across the main 
canal of Lake Hicpochee. 

(f) Hamilton Disston. This was a two-deck stern wheel steamer 
about 75-feet long. Its home port was Kissimmee and it was used 
to bring officials of the company down to look over the progress 
of the work. 

Kreamer Island in Lake Okeechobee was named after James M. 
Kreamer, engineer for the Disston Company. I do not know how 
Observation, Ritta, and Terry Islands got their names. 

I do not know how Fort Thompson got its name originally. I 
remember someone telling me that a person found an old rusty 
coffee mill on the high ground of the hammock east of Fort 
Thompson and that this is the way Coffee Mill Hammock got its 
name. This place was known as Coffee Mill Hammock long before I 
came to Florida in 1886. 

I first met Captain Clay Johnson in Fort Myers some years 
after we had abandoned the dredging operations. Captain Johnson 
and I became great friends when we were both in the steamboat 
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business. His home was in Kissimmee. He owned and operates 
three boats which I knew well: the Roseada, the Lilly, and the 
Osceola. These were passenger and freight steamers which 
operated on the Kissimmee River during the summer. During the 
winter season Captain Johnson often made trips down through the 
lake to Fort Myers carrying tourists on sightseeing and fishing 
trips. The Lilly was the largest of the three boats and was the 
one most frequently used in making these trips. 

The Suwanee was purchased from Captain Myers by the Menge 
Brothers Steamboat Line in about 1905. This was a two-deck 
stern steamer about 75-feet long. It was designed for carrying 
passengers and freight. The boat had quite a history having 
once belonged to the newspaper Times Democrat of New Orleans, 
Louisiana. At that times it was named the Susie B. I am not 
sure where Captain Price bought the boat but at any rate he 
brought it to Fort Myers from the Withlacoochee River. He used 
the boat mainly to take parties fishing. After purchasing the 
Suwanee from Captain Prince, we also used it quite frequently 
for that purpose. Winter visitors from the north would charter 
the boat for several days or perhaps for a week or two to make 
trips up to Lake Okeechobee or out into the Gulf on fishing 
trips. Mr. Edison took more trips on the Suwanee than on any 
other boat between 1905 and 1913. Mr. and Mrs. Edison, usually 
accompanied by a party of friends, would charter the Suwanee for 
two or three days or a week. They made these trips every season 
for a number of years. Sometimes they would make several trips 
during the season. Mr. Edison was very fond of fishing and 
liked to go both up the river and down the river to the Gulf. 

The Suwanee was also chartered each season to parties from 
New York and other large cities in the east. These people often 
came to Punta Gorda in their private railroad cars. Since there 
was no railroad to Fort Myers at that time, the Suwanee would 
pick them up at Punta Gorda for trips up the river and along the 
Gulf Coast. I am sorry that I can not remember the names of any 
of these parties now. 

The Suwanee was wrecked in a hurricane in the fall of 1926. 
The storm blew the boat ashore on the south side of Lake 
Okeechobee near Moore Haven. 
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When Mr. Ford came to Fort Myers in 1927, he inquired about 
the Suwanee and stated that he wanted to build a replica of the 
boat to be placed in his museum in Dearborn, Michigan. He was 
interested in the Suwanee mainly because Mr. Edison had spent so 
many happy days on it. 

Mr. Ford, Fred Myers, and I drove to Moore Haven in the 
winter of 1927 to see if we could find some parts of the old 
boat which could be used in the Suwanee which was to be rebuilt. 
We easily located the boiler on the south shore of the lake 
where the boat was wrecked. We could not find any of the 
original hull or super structure. One of the engines was 
sticking out of the ground near the boiler and after digging 
around in the sand and mud, Mr. Ford found the second engine. 

I was employed by Mr. Ford to build a replica of the old 
boat. The hull was constructed on the old Menge brothers' ways 
on the Orange River and was shipped to Dearborn on flat cars 
along with the boiler and engines and two engines which had been 
salvaged from the lake shore near Moore Haven. I went to 
Dearborn shortly after the hull was shipped there in 1929 to 
finish building the boat and to install the boiler and the 
engines which had been reconditioned and put in perfect running 
order. The "new" Suwanee powered by the original boiler and 
engines is now in Greenfield Village, Dearborn, Michigan. During 
the summer months the boat carries passengers on a small river 
in the Village. 

It is hard to name any particular place in the Lake 
Okeechobee region where the black bass fishing was especially 
good. It was good everywhere! When I was working on the 
dredge, one of my favorite pastimes on Sunday was to sit with a 
cane pole, using a piece of bacon rind for bait and catch bass 
as fast as I could pull them in. I used to catch them on one 
side of the barge, unhook them, and throw them in on the other 
side. I recall that I used to catch many fish in Bonnet Lake, 
in Nine-Mile Canal, quite near Lake Hicpochee, between Lake 
Flirt and Bonnet Lake, and in Lake Hicpochee near the south 
shore. A friend of mine told me that he caught a 16 pound bass 
in Fish Eating Creek (this was in 1888). I didn't actually see 
the fish so I don't know whether it was that large or not. 
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There is one experience with black bass that I do remember 
very well. We were digging Nine-Mile Canal and had cut through 
a small pond. After the canal had been cut through this place, 
the water was still 8 or 10 inches deep on each side of the cut. 
One of the men on the dredge told me one day that he wanted to 
show me where he had found a great many bass. We got in a small 
skiff and rowed back to the pond, paddling the boat over the 
side of the canal and up near the edge of the saw grass, a few 
feet away where the water was only 8 inches deep. At this 
point, the pond narrowed down so that turning the boat sideways 
we could block the opening into the canal. Both of us then sat 
on the same side of the boat so that it touched the bottom and 
at the same time, we hit the surface of the water with our oars. 
As soon as our first oar hit the water, the bass started coming 
out of the saw grass where they had apparently been feeding and 
tried to get into the canal. They couldn't get by the boat and 
began jumping. About 25 or 30 fair sized bass, weighing from a 
pound and a half to four pounds, jumped into the boat. Bass 
were hitting me in the chest, legs, and arms. I remember 
yelling to my companion that we had better get out of that place 
fast or they would sink us! I do not remember ever doing any 
bass fishing in Lake Okeechobee so I cannot say whether there 
were many fish in the big lake in those days or not. 

I do not know where the Disston Company secured funds to 
buy the land and start the dredging. It may have been a stock 
company or it might have been a private fortune that was used. 
The Disston Company had general offices in Jacksonville. The 
two officials who often visited the dredging locations were E.R. 
Rose, general manager, and James M. Kreamer, engineer. 

Date: Sept. 28, 1947 

Signed: 
Conrad Menge 
22550 Gregory 
Dearborn, Michigan 
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ORAL HISTORY OF RAY THIELEN, JUNE 2000 

RAY THIELAN - RETIRED LOCKMASTER 

Introduction: Ray Thielan is the last living lockrnaster who 
remembers the early days of Moore Haven and Ortona's 
construction and who worked during the post-war years. Ray was 
born in December 1926 and started working at the lock facilities 
and for the Corps as a civilian lock assistant in 1946. Ray 
retired in 1981. The two interviews with Ray were conducted 
informally at his residence in Moore Haven. After consent was 
given to conduct the interview, Ray's conversation with us was 
recorded using a voice-activated tape recorder, microphone, and 
note pads. After the first interview, a follow-up meeting was 
made a week later. Because of the informal nature of the 
interview process, the following transcript indexes and 
highlights pertinent information about Ray's life and the Moore 
Haven and Ortona lock facilities. 

Tape 1: Side 1: June 18, 2000 

• Machines (land excavators) ran on railroad track to build 
Ortona. Likewise, Moore Haven has an old railroad track on 
its north down lakeside, and that track was used to build this 
facility. It was a big deal for the men to sit on the old 
levee looking to the new Moore Haven facility. They knocked 
out the old spillway and added more gates (photos from Larry 
Lucky show old spillway at Moore Haven and explain why Moore 
Haven didn't have another spillway until the 1960s). 

• Ray worked 2 years at Ortona, 1 year at St. Lucie and 4 years 
maintenance at Clewiston (worked here first) and 1969-1981 
Moore Haven lock master, retired 1981. 

• 1950-1 at Ortona lock-Korean War was going on so he was a 
guard there. 

• 1941 guards stared at Ortona and they had their own books 
(Both Lock Log Journals and Guard Journals at Ortona). 

• 12 AM to 8AM his guard shift. Guards worked 24 hrs/day, and 
there were 3 to 4 guards sent by the Corps. 

• Ray went back to Moore Haven because lockrnaster there liked 
his work. In 1954, he was in Kissimmee and before that Pine 
Castle. 
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Ray worked Clewiston to Ortona to St. Lucie. At St. Lucie, 
there was a reduction in force so then Pine Castle and last 
Moore Haven 
Ortona duties: mowed, painted, lock man and guard in disguise, 
if needed on lock wall then he was called in. Ray watched his 
5 kids when outside working on the lock. 
The lock facilities had rifles for the guards who worried 
about sabotage and WW2 German subs off the coast of Fl. on the 
Atlantic side 
The guards ended in 1952 to 1953 when the Korean War ended . 
Ray is from Moore Haven and his family was there in the 1926 
hurricane. The Thielans moved to Sebring after it and he was 
born there on 12/2/26. His family had 10 kids total. 
Ray's parents are from Kansas and left with 5 kids and drove 
to Fl. in 3 cars with other relatives. His mom was from South 
Dakota and grandfather was a German timber man. 
Ray's dad got to Moore Haven in 1919 and the whole family by 
1921. 
Ray's photos are from the War Dept. The Dept burnt old 
documents by orders like old timesheets to make room for 
pertinent paperwork. 
Ray saved the photos we have because he recognized them and he 
knew the guy's name on the envelope. 
Fred Flanders was the former lockmaster of Ray's, and he was 
the first lockmaster at both the old (1917) and new (1935) 
Moore Haven lock facilities after it was built. In 1937, 
Flanders helped at St. Lucie too. 
Ray's dad helped build the levee on Moore Haven, and it was 
done by 1934. They didn't work full days (because of 
depression) . 
Lots of people worked on the locks and around 15 people helped 
to paint or landscape the grounds. 
Four people worked at Moore Haven when he was there and they 
may have had 5 before Ray left. 
He had sick and annual leave for 2 weeks a year. The lock was 
open 7 days a week 6AM to 10PM, and he had dedicated people 
there. 
There were lots of small boats 
locals. There were more boats 
the boat depot and city docks. 
owners to fill out then. They 
know where he/she was from and 
weren't local. 

at Moore Haven because of 
than at other locks because of 

They had short forms for boat 
needed to know owner's name and 
where they were going if they 
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Ray lived at Ortona, paid rent, and paid for lawn mowing or he 
did it himself. They went to half hr. shifts if the weather 
was severe at the locks (half hr. readings were recorded in 
logbooks and when they let the water out of gates). They 
worked during the hurricanes, and people would come to watch 
the waves on the lake. Ray would haul them around with the 
trees blowing down around them. The hurricanes did minor 
damage to the locks, trees and shrubbery. 

Tape 1: Side 2 
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The boats would leave the coast to move inland during a storm 
for shelter. Shrimp boats came in when there should not be 
any shrimp boats because of the freshwater lake. 
During one year at St. Lucie, they had reduced the force there 
so Ray became the dispatcher at Pine Castle, and he also was a 
carpenter at St. Lucie. His maintenance work at Clewiston 
consisted of maintaining the levees, painting, pruning 
shrubberies, plumbing, and generally electrical work on the 
auxiliary structures surrounding the levees and around the 
locks. 
Ray worked under Jack O'Day at St. Lucie, and Jack was sent 
from Moore Haven when the turbines were put in at St. Lucie 
(1940s). Jack was later made the lockmaster there, and it 
upset some people because Jack was considered an outsider. It 
was a big thing then. 
In 1966, the spillway was put in at Moore Haven. After that, 
most of the machinery that opened the spillway and lock gates 
were converted from electrical to hydraulics in the late 1960s 
or early 1970s, thereby replacing some of the earlier 1930s 
machinery. 
The lockmaster/tender houses at Moore Haven were built in 
1935. Ray lived in both houses when he later worked there. 
Ray's graduating class (elementary) at Moore Haven witnessed 
the lock's opening 
Ortona's equipment is fairly new. The facility had 2 big 
generators in warehouse building to operate the lock gates. 
Ortona's swastika? Ray was unfamiliar with that story or the 
rumor of German made machinery. The early generators and 
machines that opened the locks were GE. The wires run from 
control house to control house to the generator and 
switchboard. Lock personnel pushed buttons and told him what 
to do. Ray's boss told you what to do with no questions. 
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Ray hurt his back at Ortona. He was also working at Moore 
Haven at the time and had to drive his own car back and forth 
but he was not suppose to have to drive his vehicle. Ray went 
to the Clewiston office and Broadfoot (Chief Engineer of 
Clewiston District) put the Ortona lockmaster on the carpet 
for making Ray do that. They took Ray to the Doctors and got 
the lockmaster in trouble because of his hurt back and using 
personal car. Bosses got away with more then. 
They used red lead under silver paint at locks and they moved 
nuclear material through Moore Haven to Cape Canaveral. The 
vessels were covered up on Army or Navy boats when building 
Cape Canaveral. 
A German guy died while pulling up anchor with a cigarette in 
his mouth. They found him in a ghost ship, so to speak, and 
had to pull him in while Ray was the lockmaster at Moore 
Haven. Ray had a photo of the German guy as well. 
The Corps are killing the trees surrounding the lake because 
the trees are taking it over. The Australian Pines are 
interspersed with bamboo for erosion control and flood 
prevention/hurricane damage, but they also drain too much 
water. The pine however is good wood. 
The maintenance/groundskeepers kept the island (between the 
lock chamber and spillway) at Moore Haven mowed down, but they 
were made to stop doing it because of the birds that grazed, 
snakes and the environment. The island at Ortona is also left 
somewhat wild. Both facilities plan to make these islands 
into small wildlife and nature reserves. 
The water hyacinths, they had a time with them. Another 
problem was the algae blooms that turned the water bluish. 
With the great flood in 1947-8 and hurricanes after, the Army 
Corps came back to look at how the locks and levees survived. 
The Clewiston office opened in the 1930s . 
The old Moore Haven lock was approximately 100 ft by 25 ft and 
stood by the Lone Cypress. The left part of its chamber wall 
was left for mooring and docking - it is still there today. 
Moore Haven used to discharge up to 10,000ft cubic feet per 
second (CFS), and now it does maybe 5,000 CFS or less, depends 
upon droughts and rainy seasons. One day of evaporation on 
the lake is equivalent to 30 days of normal evaporation 
elsewhere because of the large shallow surface area. There is 
more water discharge from the lake during drought because of 
the threat of muck fires. 
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Moore Haven lock and the levee were built for personal reasons 
such as the loss of life and property, but now there are 
industries such as cows and sugar cane. Sugar cane was the 
biggest industry, now maybe its cows and oranges. Moore 
Haven's houses were built before the streets so the streets in 
town are not straight; neither are the property lines. The 
waterway made a better life for Moore Haven. The private 
docks made money for people because they lured in nice yachts. 
Moore Haven's city had a dock but did not spend money on it. 
Ray lives in Moore Haven because there is no chance of quick 
development. The cattlemen, sugar men and US Sugar Corp. own 
everything. They own approximately 85% of the land, but the 
cattle make less money now. Family run businesses don't hire 
out much especially if it's associated with the waterway. 
There are no handouts too. 
The locks used to be close during lunch hours. Buck Johnson, 
a lockrnaster at Ortona, was put on the carpet because he did 
not lock government officials through during his lunch hour. 

Tape 2: Side 1 
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Buck then joined the Navy and came back to get his old job 
because of his seniority. 
They tore down the fine boathouse at Moore Haven in the 1980s . 
They also threw out the full-length built-in cabinets in 
lockrnaster house. Ray has them now. 
They used to change the padlocks on the lock gates ever 10 
years. They would lock and chain every gate into the 
facility, but people would cut them off and cut the chain too. 
Ray has his old oak desk that says U.S.E.D. on it. The 
original paint on the buildings at the lock had green trim. 
They were redone a lot. The new storm shutters are metal and 
are not as strong as the old wooden ones with metal awnings. 
The old shutters lasted at Moore Haven until the 1960s. They 
are still at Ortona. The shutters still worked then but they 
put on the new ones because they wanted to. The newer ones 
close faster in bad weather. At Moore Haven, they didn't put 
the shutters down when they said a hurricane was corning. When 
they hollered hurricane on TV or the radio, the wind was 35 to 
40-rnph. They needed people who could work in wind and rain 
when the storms came, and it could rain 2-3 days in hurricane 
seasons. 
The man who got the telegram about the 1926 hurricane told the 
women's club in Moore Haven and went home. By the next 
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morning, it was too late. There was lots of water and they 
had to haul people out in cars and trucks to trains. The old 
dike held 9 ft of water back and then it was washed out. The 
water came in from the south end of the lake, and 2 miles 
away, you could hit dry high land. 
In the 1950s, there were lots of tourists at the locks then 
and Ray would show them around. Ray would try to keep the 
public happy, and they would give you well wishes along the 
way as they locked through. The lake was a hidden body of 
water before fisherman found it. Ray was an avid fisherman 
and was interviewed by Life magazine in the 1950s as one of 
the leading sport fishermen who would take tourists and 
recreationalists out. Ray told no one about his fishing holes 
when he found them a hole. Ray used to guide the best 
fisherman around. 
The summer storms would come up and the water would chop 
really quick, short waves. In the summer, there was bad 
weather every day. Hurricane Donna did the worst storm damage 
to the locks in 1962. It had winds up to 90-rnph. The storm 
moved in from the coast so it tears down trees as it weakens 
inland. The highest lake has been when Ray was the lockrnaster 
was 21-ft. Some of the lake's level may have been high 
because of the wind action, but water sloshed over the top of 
the hurricane gate (at 32-feet high). The lake was down to 
8.2-ft one year in the early 1950s. The lake was 13-ft then 
when the rain was corning, so he discharged the water 
downstream. 
They dug a trench by the lake and dumped granite in it to form 
the riprap when the spillway was installed. 

Tape 2: Side 2: June 25, 2000 

• Corps could never get money appropriated, so if the Corps got 
it, then it was used. In 1948, appropriations were made for 
more Kissimmee canals. In later years, there were too many 
nutrients in the Kissimmee River being drained into the lake 
because of Disneyworld, development in Orlando, etc. going 
into the lake. More canals were built on the Kissimmee to 
drain and reclaim lands around Orlando. The developers didn't 
plan for the river pollution. The river itself, which was 
self-cleaning in its natural state, needed more canals after 
it was modified in the 1950s to filter out the pollution 
before it got to Okeechobee. 
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The County Commissioners would get their hands on the Corps 
money but used it differently. Sometimes they would buy off 
engineers with it. Some engineers tried to buy off Ray. He 
saved contractors money by sandblasting at locks, a practice 
which started in the 1950s, when the locks were repainted. At 
Ortona, they had to drain the locks with pumps because the 
seals were shot. The pumps had to always be on. Ray's 
maintenance crew used to do the sandblasting, and Ray was 
small enough to go under the float tanks at the gates to 
sandblast the interior surfaces. The float tanks of the gates 
keep the locks fairly weightless and easy to move, even by 
hand. At Moore Haven, they would build a little dike around 
the sheet piling when they drained the locks. Moore Haven 
locks have pipes with water running through the chamber to 
release pressure so the lock gates don't blow up under a 
closed chamber. 
The original lock tender's house was later used as machine 
shop at Moore Haven. This was the house built in 1917 for the 
first lockmaster at Moore Haven, and it was also known as the 
State House where Fred Flanders lived. It made Ray sick 
because the people who lived in it earlier would keep it 
immaculate. They had pride in it and kept it well. Ray lived 
in the newer lockmaster's house (built in 1935) from 1969-
Sland he also lived in the lock tender's house at Moore Haven 
before moving into the lockmaster's house (present day 
Office). Ray also wasn't happy with the 1970s renovations of 
both lock houses where they removed much of the original 
architectural features like the arches, cabinets, French 
doors, etc. 
The lockmaster had to be there to make decisions. Since he 
couldn't be there 24/7, they built the lock tender's house as 
a second in charge. But one of them had to be on at all times 
so they would schedule it like that. Now days, it is more 
lenient. Someone in Clewiston is over all the lock people, 
but back then, Ray was the boss man and he had his helpers. 
Back then, you could take off only if you called and made 
arrangements. He's glad it is different now and that the 
general maintenance like mowing and painting and sandblasting 
is done by others. 
The lock tender's house was privatized in later years and 
people did not want to pay rent, so it came out of their 
paychecks. The yard care too was also deducted when that 
service was privatized. The Moore Haven facility has a 
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generator to make its own power if the city power went out. 
They don't pay electric if they used the generator, but they 
did have to go to City Hall to pay for electricity then. The 
Corps would pay 1/lOth of the lock power bill and the lock 
personnel paid the rest. Ray went to Clewiston to complain 
and was told that he was a troublemaker, and he always brought 
trouble. Ray then told his personnel to start paying for own 
power at City Hall and not to go through the Corps' deduction 
process. 
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