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Responding to a request from the U.S. Senate, the Navy Commissioners’ 

Offi  ce addressed inquiries regarding the possible location of naval depots 

and fortifi cations in Florida. In summarizing the fi ndings of the commis-

sion, John Rodgers wrote to the secretary of the navy on April 15, 1824. “It 

is recommended that competent offi  cers of the Engineers be directed to 

ascertain the probable expense of erecting such fortifi cations as will render 

Th ompson’s Island [Key West], or the Dry Tortugas, a secure anchorage 

for vessels in time of war. Either of these places have a suffi  cient depth of 

water for vessels of the largest class; and if they can be rendered secure from 

attack, will form highly valuable positions, in conjunction with a depot at 

Pensacola, for the protection of our commerce, passing to and from the 

Mississippi, and other ports in the Gulf of Mexico.”

 One observer who was decidedly unimpressed with the Tortugas as the 

potential site of a naval depot was Commodore David Porter, who had vis-

ited the keys in December 1824 and January 1825. Porter wrote: “Th e islands 

consist of small sand Islands a little above the surface of the Ocean, on some 

of which is some low shrubbery, but all are liable to changes from gales of 

wind. Th eir insulated situation, and distance from the continent renders 

blockade easy; they have a good inner harbor for small craft and a toler-

able outer one for ships of war; but they have no fresh water, and furnish 

scarcely land enough to place a fortifi cation and it is doubtful if they have 

solidity enough to bear one.” Later subsidence of the walls of Fort Jeff erson 

indicated that Porter’s estimate of the load-bearing abilities of the Tortugas 

was quite accurate.

 Among the fi rst to suggest that the islands of the Dry Tortugas were 

a logical “anchor” for a chain of forts defending the coast of the United 

States from Maine to the mouth of the Mississippi was Lieutenant Josiah 

Tattnall. In 1829 Tattnall sailed aboard the U.S. sloop Florida and completed 
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a survey of the keys. His observations were later included in the proceedings 

of Congress. “A naval force, designed to control the navigation of the Gulf, 

could desire no better position than . . . the Tortugas. . . . And there can be 

no doubt that an adversary, in possession of large naval means, would, with 

great advantage, make these harbors his habitual resort. [Our occupation 

would] transfer to our own squadron, even should it be inferior, these most 

valuable positions; and it would aff ord a point of refuge to our navy and to 

our commerce at the very spot where it would be most necessary and use-

ful.” Memories of British naval assaults against ports of the United States 

during the War of 1812 were still quite fresh, and the successful defense 

of Baltimore by Fort McHenry had become a symbol of national pride. 

Tattnall’s highly favorable report was forwarded by Secretary of the Navy 

John Branch to President Andrew Jackson on March 25, 1830, but the navy 

soon lost interest in the Tortugas as work progressed on the new base es-

tablished at Pensacola, Florida.

 Th e small cluster of barren islands later christened Las Tortugas was fi rst 

seen by the Spanish explorer Juan Ponce de León on the summer solstice, 

June 21, 1513. On that longest day of the year, the sun’s blinding glare would 

have refl ected from the white coral sand. Th e larger islands were covered 

with low brush and a few mangroves and other small trees, twisted and 

stunted by the prevailing winds. Despite the uninviting look of the feature-

less bits of land, the waters teemed with marine life. Th e clear shallows 

revealed walls and fl oors of coral that harbored brilliantly colored fi sh, eels, 

and large sharks. Th e three small ships lay at anchor in the bay, where they 

made repairs and spent time ashore. Th e combination of heat and humidity 

would have been nearly intolerable. Almost three hundred and fi fty years 

later, one soldier stationed there remarked, “if there is a Hell . . . I don’t 

believe it is much hotter then Tortugas.”

 As night fell the Spaniards observed processions of huge turtles emerge 

from the sea and slowly crawl inland to scoop depressions in the sand to 

lay and bury their eggs. Th e turtles made a signifi cant contribution to the 

mariners’ supply of meat. “On Tuesday the 21st, they reached the rocky islets, 

which they named Las Tortugas, because in one short time in the night they 

took, in one of these islands, one hundred and sixty tortoises, and might 

have taken more if they had wanted them. Th ey took also fourteen seals, 

and there were killed many pelicans and other birds.” June was the height 

of the season when thousands of terns and other sea birds occupied nearly 

every square foot of sand in a noisy ritual of nesting and raising their young. 

By the end of June 1513 the fl eet departed, taking with them no impressions 
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likely to tempt other Europeans to repeat their visit, except perhaps for 

meat. Later, the position of the islands was recognized as a sheltered an-

chorage on the primary sea lane leading from the Gulf of Mexico through 

the Straits of Florida to the open Atlantic Ocean. For that reason it was a 

favored location for privateers lying in wait for the Spanish treasure ships 

loaded with bullion from the mines of Mexico and Peru.

 Th e fi rst permanent settlement on the Tortugas came six years after the 

United States acquired Florida as a result of negotiations between Secretary 

of State John Q. Adams and the Spanish minister Luis de Onis in 1819. A 

lighthouse was constructed on Bush Key, later known as Garden Key, in 

April 1826, to warn ships away from the dangerous shoals and reefs sur-

rounding the most westerly of the Florida Keys. Th e Adams-Onis treaty 

and the purchase of Florida had several important consequences, one of 

which was the creation of a continuous national coastline from Maine to 

the port city of New Orleans. Th e defense of that coastline would emerge 

as a strategic goal of the United States second only to the fortifi cation of 

the western frontier.

 Th e fi rst evidence of action to plan construction on what was to be the 

nation’s most heavily armed coastal defense fort dates from November 1844, 

when Captain John G. Barnard of the Corps of Engineers made a detailed 

reconnaissance of Key West and the Tortugas. He concluded that if the 

$50,000 appropriated by Congress that year had to be committed immedi-

ately, it should be expended on Key West, since the requirement for fortifi -

cation of the Tortugas would be far more complex and extensive.

 Reports described Garden Key as a roughly oval island slightly less than 

a thousand feet in length. At no point did Garden Key exceed three feet 

above sea level. Th e limited foliage consisted of mangroves, cactus, button-

wood trees, and trailing vines. A brackish, stagnant pond had earlier marked 

the island’s center but had been fi lled in as a result of complaints by the 

lighthouse keeper that it was “malodorous” and bred mosquitoes.

 Following the inauguration of President James K. Polk on March 4, 1845, 

events rapidly fell in step with the drumbeat of expansion and the calls 

for the nation to realize its Manifest Destiny. Th e Territory of Florida had 

gained statehood on March 3, 1845, and its legislature yielded strategic off -

shore lands to the federal government in July. Th e Dry Tortugas became a 

national military reservation by executive order on September 17, 1845. Th e 

next month voters in Texas supported annexation and ratifi ed a new con-

stitution, which quickly gained approval in Congress. President Polk signed 

the act granting Texas statehood on December 29, 1845. Earlier, Polk had 
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sent Senator John Slidell of Louisiana to Mexico to negotiate a diplomatic 

solution to questions concerning the borders of Texas as well as to off er to 

purchase Mexican territories in the West. By March 1846 it became clear 

that Slidell’s mission was a failure. Polk then ordered U.S. forces in Texas 

commanded by General Zachary Taylor to cross the Nueces River into 

disputed territory and take up positions on the Rio Grande, the action that 

triggered the Mexican War.

 On November 6, 1845, one year after Barnard’s exploratory visit to the 

Tortugas, Congress received an update from the army. “We learn from the 

report of Colonel Abert, that the Corps of Topographical Engineers ‘con-

sists of forty-three offi  cers, several of whom are brevet second lieutenants.’ 

Of this small force, there were, at the date of the report . . . six on the survey 

of the Dry Tortugas, and the reefs of Florida.” Th e squad of engineers 

found the inhabitants of Garden Key to be the lighthouse keeper, John 

Th ompson, his family, and a shifting collection of fi shermen and unsavory 

salvage crews known as “wreckers.” Th e wreckers’ livelihood depended on 

the frequent groundings and shipwrecks caused by the keys’ numerous reefs 

and shoals. Th e engineers surveyed and mapped the islands and examined 

borings of the coral sand subsoil in order to determine its load-bearing 

strength. Th e only permanent structure other than the lighthouse was a 

small cottage with a wide veranda shaded by coconut palms and surrounded 

by black and red mangrove trees. Th e island and picturesque cottage had 

been used by author James Fenimore Cooper as the setting for his novel 

Jack Tiers.

 Legends suggest that the Dry Tortugas had been a frequent destination 

of pirates and buccaneers of the West Indies for several hundred years. Cap-

tain Benner, a later lighthouse keeper, spent his leisure time searching for 

treasure and pirate antiquities. He reportedly recovered more than a thou-

sand dollars in silver from nearby East Key as well as brass and iron cannon 

barrels from the reefs. In practical terms, it would be diffi  cult to draw 

any clear line between the pirates and the transient population of wreckers 

who made the Tortugas their occasional base of operations. Subsequent 

commanders of Fort Jeff erson found the wreckers troublesome in that they 

often frequented ports such as Havana, where yellow fever was endemic, 

and defi ed all eff orts at quarantine. Th e transient boatmen also carried on a 

trade in illicit liquor, which later often found its way to construction work-

ers.

 Congress declared war on Mexico on May 13, 1846. By September, Gen-

eral Zachary Taylor had occupied Monterrey and General Winfi eld Scott’s 
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larger army was preparing to sail into the Gulf of Mexico. Work on the 

fortress on Garden Key began in December 1846 under the supervision of 

Second Lieutenant Horatio Gouverneur Wright, an engineer and 1841 U.S. 

Military Academy graduate. Th e mission fell to Wright when the more 

senior Captain William Fraser was diverted from the task by the chief of 

engineers in July 1846 to join the invasion force of Brigadier General John 

Wool then being staged at San Antonio, Texas. By November 1846 all 

plans for the fort’s structures had been completed. Th ey were approved by 

Secretary of War William Marcy the same month.

 Th e plans for the fort, drawn by engineer Lieutenant Montgomery 

Meigs based on a design by Joseph Totten, called for a hexagon-shaped 

outline with two sides shortened to conform to the shape of Garden Key 

(fi g. 1). Th e two short walls, or curtains, measured 325 feet and the remain-

ing four walls 477 feet, enclosing a parade or open space of nearly thirteen 

acres or 63,000 square yards. Each of two tiers of gunrooms or casemates 

would accommodate 150 cannons, shielded by masonry walls between fi ve 

and eight feet thick. An additional 150 guns could be mounted on top of the 

structure, nearly fi fty feet above the parade. At each corner of the fort there 

was to be a bastion containing gunrooms, magazines, and a circular granite 

staircase. Six detached larger magazines, a headquarters, hospital, and three 

large barracks and offi  cer quarters would be located on the parade. An early 

cost estimate for completion was $1.2 million. 

 Two of the civilian contractors who arrived with Wright aboard the 

engineer supply schooner Activa were Jeremiah Peabody, a carpenter, and 

George Phillips, a master mason. Th e schooner had sailed from New York 

on December 1, 1846, and arrived on December 15. Th e ship was manned by 

the captain and a crew of fi ve. Once ashore, Peabody supervised the con-

struction of a rough shelter while Wright and Phillips staked out locations 

for workers’ quarters, the construction offi  ce, and sheds for materials. A total 

of nine civilian workers was reported assigned to the project in November, 

and ten were present on Garden Key in December. Th e additional worker 

listed in December may indicate that Wright hired the lighthouse keeper’s 

slave.

 One of Lieutenant Wright’s concerns was possible damage done to the 

site by a major hurricane in early October. Th e lighthouse keeper reported 

that on October 11–12, “the surf swept over the entire key except for a small 

sand ridge on the western end. One of the wharves was wrecked, several 

small buildings were fl attened and all the vessels in the harbor were dam-

aged.” Once he arrived at Garden Key, Wright did a thorough survey of 



Figure 1. Plan for the completion of Fort Jefferson as approved by the Fortifications 

Board in 1877. Courtesy National Archives, Records Group 77 (Chief of Engineers), 

Drawer 74, Sheet 1.


