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Sweet Water, Dirty Water

In the 1980s, Miami had a reputation as a glittering, cosmopolitan city. Its 
sizzling style and casual violence were celebrated in a trendsetting TV show 
called Miami Vice as well as a bloody gangster movie called Scarface.
 As both the TV show and movie implied, Miami’s booming economy got 
a big boost from the multimillion-dollar cocaine trade. The drug dealers de-
pended on souped-up speedboats smuggling in contraband from South Amer-
ica, with law enforcement officers sometimes being paid to turn a blind eye.
 People around the world saw those images. They could see Miami was a 
place where garish opulence existed side by side with heartbreaking poverty. 
They could see it had a polyglot populace that was not so much a melting pot 
as a bubbling cauldron of political, racial, and religious tension. And yet, de-
spite those obvious drawbacks, millions of them wanted to live there too. After 
all, Miami was the city on the edge of the future, the new Casablanca, Magic 
City.
 It was also a remarkably young city. A century before Miami Vice, Miami 
didn’t exist.
 In fact, in the 1880s there wasn’t even much of a settlement there, just a 
handful of hardy souls who had carved out a spot among the thick tropical 
hammocks along the Miami River. The river, which one pioneer described as 
“a beautiful clear-water stream,” got its name from a Seminole Indian word that 
meant “sweet water.”



10     •      Manatee Insanity

 On the south side of the river, where it flowed into Biscayne Bay, lived a 
storekeeper named William Brickell who told wild stories about his past. He 
claimed to have practiced law in California. He boasted that he had tried his 
hand at mining in Australia. He claimed to have served as an adviser to the 
Mikado in Japan. Now he was eking out a living in an American jungle. Brick-
ell had built a two-story house among the wild palms for his wife and seven 
children, and then turned one room into a trading post.
 Among Brickell’s best customers were the Seminoles. They paddled up to 
his wharf in cypress canoes bringing venison, alligator hides, sweet potatoes, 
and egret plumes to trade. Sometimes they also brought one of their favorite 
delicacies, manatee meat. In exchange, they wanted flour and other recently 
discovered necessities, such as alarm clocks and hand-powered sewing ma-
chines.
 On the north side of the river stood Fort Dallas. The fort been a busy spot 
during the war with the Seminoles, but now it was abandoned. Soon it would 
become the home of an ambitious widow from Cleveland named Julia Tuttle.
 Back then, one early settler wrote, “this country was an absolute wilderness, 
with the nearest railroad 400 miles away, and in the whole country . . . there 
was no road, no horse, no wagon, and only 11 voters. Our nearest town was Key 
West 150 miles away and our only transportation was by boat.”
 But that was all about to change. The 1880s marked the first influx of what 
Floridians today call “snowbirds.” The settlers called them “swells” because 
they seemed to wash ashore with every tide. The swells were drawn to South 
Florida by the warm winters, as well as the chance to catch tarpon and kingfish, 
to enjoy sailing on the bay, or to hunt the vast array of wild game.
 “Panthers were still to be found, wild turkeys were plentiful, deer numerous, 
alligators and crocodiles of huge size filled every river and lagoon, green turtle 
swarmed on the southern beaches and shoal-water feeding grounds, and the 
cumbersome manatee was common,” one settler wrote.
 While the tourists might shoot the wildlife for sport, the pioneers saw it all 
as food—especially manatee, which they could capture using nets, or kill with 
a harpoon or a gun. One veteran of the Seminole Wars who had sampled some 
sea cow described it as quite a taste sensation: “The fattest, juiciest Tennessee 
beef is by no means equal to it and I doubt if there is anything in the animal 
kingdom that is so utterly delicious.”
 Those pioneers knew how to stretch a prime cut of meat for as long as pos-
sible. When the women cooked dinner—usually outdoors, over an open fire—
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they might whip up some “Gypsy Stew,” which one settler described as made 
from “whatever was at hand. The meat base was usually wild hog, gopher (tor-
toise) or manatee.”
 In late 1884, a swell named Frederick Streeter Morse stepped off the boat 
at Brickell’s wharf for a winter visit. Morse, twenty-four, hailed from Boston, 
then widely regarded as a hub of urbane sophistication. At the time, Boston 
held more people than all of Florida. Morse’s ancestors had put down roots in 
Boston in 1630, and in the two centuries since, the family had prospered. But 
Morse’s father, a well-to-do merchant, died when Morse was just three, leaving 
the boy to be raised by his mother.
 Despite Morse’s wealth and breeding, the slender young man with the bushy 
mustache had a friendly manner and a quick wit. He was, a later acquaintance 
said, “a great boy for the blarney.” Another described him as “a bright, talkative 
young fellow, full of jest.”
 Morse had traveled to Florida because he suffered from some unspecified 
ailment, possibly tuberculosis, which led doctors to advise him to avoid Bos-
ton’s brutal winters. Florida was warm all right, but as Morse stood on the dock 
he faced what was surely the most forbidding environment he had ever seen. 
Another visitor a decade later described landing at the same spot and finding 
only “a fair-sized clearing with a few flowers and fruit trees and, of course, the 
coconuts (palms). Beyond that was dense jungle, merging further back into 
pine forest almost as wild.” Add to that the swarms of bloodthirsty mosquitoes, 
not to mention sharks, gators, and other predators waiting to chomp on the 
unwary traveler, and you’ve got a landscape as different from Boston as can be.
 Still, the area had its attractions. Biscayne Bay itself amazed visitors accus-
tomed to the opacity of northern seawater. Wrote another swell of that era: 
“No sea-lover could look unmoved on the blue rollers of the Gulf Stream and 
crystal clear waters of the reef, of every delicate shade of blue and green, and 
tinged with every color of the spectrum from the fantastically rich growths on 
the bottom.” Anyone sailing along “feels himself afloat on a sort of liquid light, 
rather than water, so limpid and brilliant it is.” And in contrast to the industrial 
North, “the air had never a smudge of man’s making.”
 Morse lodged at Brickell’s trading post that winter. It was a good place to 
meet the locals and learn the lay of the land. He breathed in the clean air and 
looked at the limpid sea and decided he liked it. He spent a second winter 
there, and when he went back North in the spring of 1886, he bought a boat and 
sailed south to stay. The swell had become a settler.


