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Dr. Anderson of  

St. Augustine, 1839–1880

If there is one sin I detest it is meanness.

—Andrew Anderson to his mother,  
December 28, 1863

The antique village of St. Augustine, Florida, was the birthplace of Andrew An-
derson. Returning there after spending the Civil War years in his father’s for-
mer home, New York City, he found circumstances much changed. He entered 
Florida by way of Jacksonville, the river-crossing town that had fairly prospered 
before the war. Now it lay half in ruins, having been deliberately burned alter-
nately by Secessionists and Union army forces as the town changed hands several 
times during the fighting. From there he took a steamer up the broad, placid St. 
Johns River to Picolata, the remote riverbank landing where the Spanish had 
once maintained a small blockhouse. Second Lieutenant W. T. Sherman had 
once been briefly stationed there in 1840, during what was then called the Florida 
War, now designated the Second Seminole War. The rustic stagecoach carrying 
passengers from Picolata to St. Augustine passed through an open landscape of 
wiregrass flatlands under a canopy of ancient longleaf pines where as a boy, not 
so many years earlier, Anderson had explored on his pony. At the San Sebastian 
River on the outskirts of St. Augustine the stage rolled onto a flatboat that served 
as a ferry to reach the east bank. A bridge had stood there before the war, but it 
had fallen casualty to the skirmishing.
 From that point on Anderson was home: the King Street causeway, lined with 
coquina stone seawalls on either side, carried him quickly across the San Sebas-
tian salt marshes. These mud flats, scattered with patches of marsh grass, had 
served as the town’s first line of defense in olden days, for their deep, sucking clay 
mud could not be crossed on foot by any living thing heavier than a marsh hen. 
Once over this barrier Anderson reached the front gate of his home, Markland.1
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 In contrast to the devastation Anderson had witnessed along his journey 
south, Markland looked more prosperous than he remembered it. The live oak 
trees planted along King Street by his mother years earlier had grown to over-
arch the sandy roadway. The orange grove, which in his boyhood had consisted 
of disease-stunted trees, had leafed into a green forest, abundant with golden 
orbs—both ornamental and, more important, profitable when shipped in win-
tertime to shivering Yankees up North. Four years before his birth, the Great 
Freeze of 1835 had blasted the trees down to their roots, and just as they started 
to recover, the orange coccus, a scale insect that sucked the life from citrus trees, 
withered the struggling shoots. But in recent years something marvelous had 
happened; some disease or predator bug had eradicated the coccus, and the trees 
erupted in celebration. In the midst of the grove stood Markland House, a mod-
est enough dwelling of two stories, with tall verandas all around, but imposing 
in its garden setting. Like so many of the older Spanish buildings in town—and 
Spain’s fortress, the castillo—it was constructed of local coquina stone, the shells 
of tiny beach mollusks compacted by time into a soft limestone.
 Anderson’s mother, Clarissa Fairbanks Anderson, welcomed her only child 
home with great joy. All his years away had been a torment to her, and she had 
expressed her concern, as mothers do, with a stream of letters admonishing him 
about his studies, his pipe smoking, his possible drinking of wine, his attendance 
at what she imagined must be rowdy parties, and his gradual escape from the re-
straints under which he had been raised. In her letters Mrs. Anderson expressed 
special concern for the state of Andrew’s immortal soul, for despite her repeated 
pleas, he had refused to stand up and profess his faith in Jesus as his savior. But 
now he was safely at home again, and Andrew could resume life with his doting 
mother.
 During his years away his mother had presided over the grove, supported by 
a small corps of servants, some of whom had been family slaves before the war. 
Clarissa Fairbanks had come to St. Augustine from Boston in 1837 to care for 
the children of the first Dr. Andrew Anderson, whose wife Mary had recently 
succumbed to tuberculosis. Like so many newcomers to St. Augustine, the An-
dersons had arrived from New York City in 1828 because of Mary’s invalidism, 
with the hope that mild winters and bracing salt air would work as a curative. 
Sometimes it did, and sometimes it did not. Mary’s death left her husband with 
three daughters: Hannah, Emily, and Mary. Just six months after Clarissa’s arrival 
to tend the girls, her status changed from governess to wife, and a year later in 
1839 the baby Andrew was born in a rented house on Hospital Street (now Aviles 
Street). “It was entirely a family party as to the patient, Doctor & nurses,” Dr. 
Anderson Sr. informed relatives up North.2
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 The first Dr. Andrew Anderson had been one of St. Augustine’s leading citi-
zens. As so often was the case in those days, Anderson found that doctoring did 
not pay as well as other enterprises. He purchased a schooner and engaged in 
direct trading with New York City, his brother Smith acting as his agent there. 
Growing and shipping oranges had been his most profitable business up until 
the 1835 freeze, and after that he got caught up in a craze for propagating mul-
berry trees to supply a prospective silk industry in the South. This hysteria soon 
crashed, as did all Dr. Anderson’s other ventures into coastal shipping, banking, 
canal digging, and a railroad proposition that died due to lack of investment 
capital.
 Yet he stood as one of the town’s leading citizens, justice of the peace, pillar of 
the Presbyterian Church, and president of the temperance society. (He wrote to 
his brother Smith regarding St. Augustine’s citizenry: “If they would only banish 
Rum in all its forms, I believe they would all die of old age or starvation, for we 
are the laziest pack in Christendom.”)3 Then Florida’s great inexplicable natural 
curse, yellow fever, overwhelmed the community in 1840 and carried Dr. Ander-
son away along with the unlucky among his patients.
 Left without a husband and far from her family in Boston, Clarissa Ander-
son put her Yankee virtues to work and bustled to make a life for herself in her 
adopted home. Her husband’s will provided that his estate be divided equally 
among his four children, but she would have free use of the property until her 
death. She finished construction of Markland House, which had just commenced 
when her husband died, but the house was built to only half the size originally 
envisioned. This house would be linked to the fortunes of the Anderson family 
for three generations, partly because Clarissa fiercely tied her life to this home 
and its surrounding grove.
 To make ends meet she resorted to various stratagems, the most important of 
which was turning Markland into a boarding house for northern visitors during 
the winter season. She also began selling off some of the slaves she had inher-
ited when her husband died, and sometimes she hired out one or two of her 
remaining slaves to anyone who needed temporary help. Her northern relatives 
expressed disapproval of her ownership of slaves but could offer no solution for 
her predicament other than that she act on Christian principles. Like so many 
southern owners, Clarissa sometimes adopted euphemisms when referring to 
her slaves, calling them “our colored friends”; and as also often happened, she 
developed close personal ties to a few of her servants. Her chief house servant 
Aunt Matilda assumed major responsibilities around the premises and became 
chief caretaker when Mrs. Anderson was away during summers.
 Another source of income for the Andersons was a trust fund set up by 
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Andrew’s grandfather James, who had established himself as a shoemaker on 
Broadway just after the American Revolution. Like one of his neighbors, John 
Jacob Astor, James Anderson had had the foresight—and perhaps luck—to pur-
chase a fair amount of Manhattan Island real estate that became very valuable 
as the city’s population mushroomed. This small flow of money represented a 
tangible link between the Andersons in St. Augustine and New York City—an 
important New York connection shared by other St. Augustinians.
 By the 1850s the young Andrew’s three half-sisters had moved away from 
home to pursue married lives, leaving Andrew alone with his mother. In 1854 
mother and son set off for a two-year tour of Europe as part of Andrew’s edu-
cation. In letters home to America, Clarissa expressed disapproval of Europe’s 
scandalous theaters, drinking of wine and (in Germany) beer, dancing, Popish 
religion, and desecrations of the Sabbath. Yet she admired the parks, museums, 
and boulevards of Paris—and at the same time judged it a “wicked city.”
 Upon their return Andrew Anderson was enrolled at Princeton College, which 
had a reputation as being a “safe” school for gentlemen from the South whose 
families did not want to risk exposing them to the radical ideas they feared to be 
circulating at Harvard or Yale. By this time Andrew had grown into a handsome 
young man: solidly built, with thick dark hair, brown eyes, and a complexion so 
swarthy that people sometimes mistook him for one of Florida’s Spaniards. At 
Princeton he cultivated a luxuriant moustache that would become one of his 
most distinguishing features for the remainder of his life.
 Into his busy life as a scholar dropped a bolt from the clear sky that changed 
Anderson’s outlook on life forever: a letter arrived from home in the spring of 
1859 bringing the totally unexpected news that “sweet and lovely” Nellie Baldwin, 
Anderson’s secret fiancée, had died suddenly of typhoid fever. Staggered by the 
news, Anderson wrote to tell his mother that he would drop out of Prince ton 
and return to Europe. His mother replied that he should remain in school, and 
she admonished him that Nellie’s death sent a warning for him to turn his eyes 
toward God. Andrew replied softly but bitterly: “How can it seem otherwise than 
cruel?” He continued, “I feel as if, were it possible, I would never fix my affec-
tions upon any-one, for the end thereof is pain and sorrow.” 4 After a short time 
Anderson resumed his normal routine and continued with his life, but evidently 
this loss deeply scarred his personality. He seemed destined to remain forever a 
bachelor.
 In the fateful year of 1860 the states of the North elected Abraham Lincoln 
president (without a single recorded vote for Lincoln from any citizen of Flor-
ida). In the uncertainty of the moment, many observers wondered whether St. 
Augustine, with its strong social and economic connections to the North and 
foreign Minorcan immigrant inhabitants, might be able to resist secession mania. 
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Surprisingly, it turned out to be no contest: St. Augustine enthusiastically en-
listed in the independence movement. Young Andrew joined with his fellow 
young townsmen in a local militia unit but then thought better of it and quietly 
slipped out of town, headed for personal neutrality in the North. He almost failed 
to make it out of the state, blundering into a Federal raiding party sent to burn 
docks and warehouses at the port of Cedar Key on the Gulf Coast. However, the 
small schooner on which Andrew sailed ducked into the mangrove marshes and 
escaped to Cuba and then New York City, where Anderson enrolled in the Col-
lege of Physicians and Surgeons to train for the medical profession.
 Left alone in St. Augustine, Clarissa Anderson kept to herself on her farm 
and remained unmolested despite her well-known Union opinions. Indeed, 
she counted among her friends Frances Smith, mother of Confederate general 
Edmund Kirby Smith, who, like her son Andrew, had been born in a house on 
Hospital Street, a decade and a half before Andrew. In March 1862 Federal troops 
landed from black-hulled United States Navy warships and would occupy the 
town for the rest of the war. Now it became time for rebel sympathizers to stay 
home and keep to themselves. As secessionist Hannah Jencks noted, “We are be-
ginning the game of rise Ladies and change your places, and between two stools 
your humble servant is coming to the ground.” 5

 Although there would be no fighting in the town, tiny, isolated St. Augustine 
suffered grievously from the war. Many of its men marched off to confront Gen-
eral U. S. Grant’s invading army at Shiloh, Tennessee, in April 1862, and some 
were still in the ranks at Appomattox three years later. Many never came home, 
and those who did found St. Augustine turned upside down. Slavery, of course, 
had ended—in St. Augustine long before most places in the South. Rebel prop-
erty had been confiscated for nonpayment of taxes. Most of the trees, fences, 
and many old frame houses had been chopped into firewood by Federal occupa-
tion troops, who seldom dared leave the confines of town for fear of Rebel bush-
whackers lurking in the surrounding countryside. The Presbyterian Church was 
stripped of its wooden pews—which were not needed anyway since there were 
no services during the war.
 To this scene of desolation Andrew Anderson returned after the war. At the 
age of twenty-six—now Dr. Anderson—he assumed the role of leading citizen 
once held by his father. He thought of himself primarily as an orange grove man-
ager, but he did some doctoring and looked for other ways to wring money out 
of an isolated region with no industry, no mining, and no extensive agricultural 
hinterland beyond town. In 1869 Anderson built a substantial frame house front-
ing on King Street, just east of Markland House. During the winter season he and 
his mother would live in this house and rent the more spacious and attractive 
Markland to northern visitors. The new house, called Anderson Cottage, stood 
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just on the edge of the marshes of Maria Sanchez Creek, which formed the west-
ern boundary of old colonial St. Augustine. In the 1820s a narrow causeway and 
coquina stone bridge had been constructed across the marsh, and at high tide 
water flowed under King Street and up to an earthen berm Anderson had built 
to keep salt water out of his grove. The Andersons and others who lived west of 
Maria Sanchez, including the black residents of Lincolnville, considered them-
selves as living “in the country” even though a country boy could throw a rock 
all the way across the marsh.
 Renting rooms to invalid northern “strangers” during the winter season had 
long been one of the primary ways of infusing outside money into the rickety St. 
Augustine economy. The town had two old hotels, the Magnolia and the Florida 
House, and smaller boarding houses opened their doors on just about every one 
of the narrow unpaved streets. (According to a local joke, the Spanish should 
have named the town “Sand Augustine.”) In February 1869 the St. Augustine Ex-
aminer published a clarion call for construction of a new, modern hotel to attract 
visitors to town. The editor declared that passengers journeying on steamboats 
along the St. Johns were being told to bypass St. Augustine because it lacked 
proper accommodations. In response Frank H. Palmer raised the St. Augustine 
Hotel on one of the town’s prime parcels of real estate, with its front on the bay, 
its sunny southern porches overlooking the Plaza, and its back to the old Catholic 
church.6 The four-story building made no gesture toward architectural elegance, 
save for upcurving finials on the corners of its roof that gave it a vaguely Oriental 
pagoda aspect.
 Palmer must have run into financial difficulties because the next summer he 
brought Anderson and Edward E. Vaill in as partners, with each investing $11,000 
and agreeing to share equally in any profits. Anderson soon converted his one-
third of the partnership into a mortgage, and Vaill, a former ship captain with a 
marvelous gift for profanity, became sole proprietor of the hotel.7

 This brush with the hotel business must have given Anderson some insights 
that would prove beneficial when another investor came to town with a proposal 
to build a hotel.
 Anderson felt a strong sense of civic responsibility for the curious little city 
of his birth, and so it was only natural that among the first things he did upon 
his return after the war was to accept a position as one of the five trustees of the 
Presbyterian Church, assuming a responsibility once carried by his father. He 
joined his mother in the frustrating toil of attempting to keep a small congrega-
tion together under what amounted to frontier conditions. Clarissa Anderson 
and a small cadre of stalwart matrons had labored for many long years to main-
tain the simple coquina stone church building on South St. George Street, where 


