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I first met Theodore Pratt in 1968 after
Judge James R. Knott had asked him to write the
Foreword for the manuscript I had edited of early
pioneer life in southeastern Florida written by
Charles Pierce. As Geoffrey Lynfield points out in
the following article, Pratt used the Foreword of
what became Pioneer Life in Southeast Florida
(University of Miami Press, 1970), to "recognize a
most excellent piece of Florida history," and to
"acknowledge a debt." The debt was the use of
the original Pierce manuscript, then called "On the
Wings of the Wind," in gathering material for his
best known Florida book, The Barefoot Mailman."”
Although we only talked a few times, usually in
the Theodore Pratt Room of the Florida Atlantic
Library, I quickly came to appreciate his serious
interest in Florida, and particularly, southeast
Florida, history. How he gained this interest and
came to write the "Florida Trilogy" is detailed in
Mr. Lynfield's article.

The two short articles by Professor Daniel F.
Austin of Florida Atlantic's Department of
Biological Sciences recount the story of two
natural "landmarks" in Palm Beach County.
Certainly this is the first time that I knew a
mountain existed in the county.

Donald W. Curl,
Editor



THEODORE PRATT (1901-1969)
A REASSESSMENT
by GEOFFREY LYNFIELD

Theodore Pratt lived in the Old Floresta
section of Boca Raton from 1946 to 1958 and then
another twelve years in Delray Beach. He was
the author of some thirty-five books of which
seventeen had a Florida setting. Tive of his books
were made into Hollywood movies. His most
famous contribution to local history is his trilogy:
The Barefoot Mailman (1943), The Flame Tree
(1950), and The Big Bubble (1951). As Pratt
based these novels on detailed research, they are
of great interest to the local historian.

Pratt also wrote a large number of articles
and short stories, many about Florida. At the time
of his death in 1969, Pratt was well known locally
and heralded as the "Literary Laureate" of Florida.
Four of his books are still in print today and
reassessment of his life and work is overdue.

Theodore Pratt was born in Minneapolis in
1901, the son of Thomas A. and Emma Pratt. His
father was French-Canadian and his mother Irish
and German. His family moved to New Rochelle,
New York, where Pratt attended high school. At
the age of sixteen he secured his first writing job
on The New Rochelle Daily Star producing a
column entitled "The Poor Fish." (A check through
the microfilm at the New Rochelle Library failed
to turn up any examples of "The Poor Fish" column

and it is possible that this was written for the
school paper.)

. Fz:om New Rochelle, Pratt went to Colgate
University for two years and to Columbia for

another two years but never received a degree.
Following college, his literary career started in
earnest and during his first working years he held
at the same time the jobs of play reader, staff
reader for a movie company, and columnist for The
New York Sun.

In 1929, Theodore Pratt married Belle
Jacqueline (Jackie) Jacques, having met on a blind
date. From his freelance magazine articles, which
started appearing in The New Yorker and other
national publications, he had saved some money
and the newlyweds left for Europe where they
remained for the next four years, Pratt serving as
European correspondent for The New York Sun.

In this way, he came to the Spanish island of
Majorca where he wrote notes for The Daily
Palma Post, published locally in the English
language. In 1933, Pratt wrote an outspoken
article which appeared in the July issue of H. L.
Mencken's American Mercury entitled "Paradise
Enjoys a Boom." In the story, Pratt accused the
Majorcans of unspeakable cruelty to animals,
dishonesty, ignorance, insular prejudice, and other
such delectable qualities:

Mallorcans are among the
cruelest people to animals extant in

the civilized world. They think nothing

of skinning a rabbit alive or plucking a

chicken before it has expired. They

kick harmless dogs to death and put

out the eyes of cats from pure

malicious sadism. . . . The natives of

the Isle of Light are nearly 70%

illiterate. . . . They will press their

noses to your bedroom window and
stare in for hours. . . . They make
inept servants,.and when not shirking
their work from pure laziness or
contrariness, they are stealing food to

take to their own homes. . . .

The issue of the magazine somehow found its
way to Majorca. The Pratt article was partially
translated and reproduced in a local rival Spanish
language paper La Ultima Hora.




Pratt's local popularity at this point took an
understandable slump. The Pratts were living in a
rented cottage in the small village of Puerto de
Pollensa where Ted was known as El Sadalio (The
Sandalled One.} The events which followed are
clearly set out in a letter dated July 22, 1933.
This letter and related documents were located in
the National Archives, Washington, General
Records of the Department of State (File 352.112).
Pratt's statement reads as follows:

an American friend, where we are now
residing.

The above actions against us are
clearly the result of an article of mine
called 'Paradise Enjoys a Boom,'
published in the July, 1933, issue of
The American Mercury, in New York,
N.Y.

I wrote to Mr., Dawson, our
Consul in Barcelona, on the 18th,

On July 16th 1933, in Puerto
Pollensa, Majorca, two members of the
Spanish National Guard appeared at the
residence of my wife and myself and
requested to see our joint passport, no.
48, issued at Seville about June, 1932.
The passport was found in order. It
was then stated that the "government"
in Palma wished to see the passport. I
gave it to the Guardias and they gave
me a receipt for it.

On the night of July 17th, a
demonstration was made outside my
house by a well-organized mob of about
three hundred people, natives, from
Puerto Pollensa and the Town of
Pollensa. In the morning friends of
ours brought us food, saying that they
had heard there was to be a boycott
against us not to sell us food. On the
house I found a sign stating: 'Indecent
spy, paid by the National Board of
Tourism of the U.S.A.' Later that day
we were informed by the Guard that we
could not leave Pollensa without their
permission. This was changed still
later and we were given a chance to
go to another part of the Island for the
sake of safety. We chose the capital,
Palma, and a single Guard officer
accompanied us at the Hotel Palma and
were then given to understand that we
would no longer be welcome there and
that we could stay at no other Palma
hotel. We then moved to the home of

explaining what had happened,
requesting the return of my passport
and expressing my wish to leave Spain
immediately. On the 20th I
interviewed Mr. Dawson in Palma and
he said that he had not received my
letter before leaving Barcelona. I gave
him a copy of the letter. He at first
stated that he could not aid me
without consulting the Embassy in
Madrid. He stated that in a talk with
the Governor of Mallorca, my name had
been brought up in connection with a
possible action to be taken by unknown
persons against The Daily Palma Post
which it is alleged had been attacking
Mr. Dawson.
Claude Dawson, the American Consul General in
Barcelona, filed his own report in which Mrs.
Pratt comes out rather well as keeping her "cool"
in a difficult situation.

Pratt agreed after leaving Spain "not to
write any untruth or any libelous attack against
Mallorca or Spain." Their passport was returned
and on July 29, the Pratts were allowed to leave
the island on the steamship Exochorda bound for
Boston.

While the Pratts had been overseas, the
depression in the United States had deepened.
Many writers and artists were out of work. The
Pratts first went to stay briefly with Ted Pratt's
parents in New Rochelle and then proceeded to
Florida in their Ford car, which Mrs. Pratt recalls




had a rumble seat at the back. From 1934 to 1946
the Pratts lived in the City of Lake Worth, first at
1428 North Lakeside Drive and later at 313 Third
Avenue, South.

His first novel Spring from Downward came
out in 1933 followed two years later by Not
Without the Wedding. The novel Big Blow
(1936) was dramatized and a play under the same
title opened in New York on October 2, 1938 under
the WPA Federal Theater Project. Mrs. Pratt
remembers a near-~hurricane hitting New York that
night.

The play was well received by the New
York Times' theatre critic ". . . a lusty
melodrama, of life in the Florida crackerland, were
the wind is wont to blow with a terrifying howl . .
. If Tobacco Road accepts the Georgia cracker
for what he is, Mr. Pratt is no less considerate of
such kinfolk as destiny chanced to place further
south." The play ran for six months and firmly
established Pratt as a literary figure. In June,
1950 Big Blow, as many of his other books later,
was reissued in pocket book edition and was
renamed My Bride in the Storm.

Theodore Pratt came to love his adopted
state and made a point of leaving the tourist coast
to travel inland. He relates in Florida
Roundabout (1959) how he attended every
Cracker Holy Roller meeting he could find, every
cockfight,and old-time medicine show. He went on
fishing trips with the Conch people of the Florida
Keys and snuff-gobbed on the steps of country
stores. He journeyed to the mangrove coast, juke
joint on a "high" night, he attended the back
country barbecue and any other manifestation of
native Florida to which he could gain entrance.
When he wrote Mercy Island (1941) he lived in

the Keys in order to truly depict the life of the
island dwellers.

I—Ils many writings and frequent appearances
on television and radio did not go unnoticed and a

commentator in The Miami Herald wrote in
January, 1951: "Most amazing thing about Mr.
Pratt, from the viewpoint of native Floridians . . .
is how this comparative newcomer (he's just been
here since 1935) has managed to catch the real
spirit of Florida."

During his exploration of Florida, Theodore
Pratt--as he liked to recall when interviewed by
newspaper men--had several near brushes with
death. On one occasion, he was on a trip
exploring the Everglades by boat with members of
the Audubon Society when the boat carrying the
party ran out of gas and was stranded for a day
and a half in the mosquito-laden wilderness of the
Glades infested with alligators and water
mocassins (The Miami Herald May 28, 1967).
Much of the material for Escape to Eden(1953)
was gathered on this trip through the Lost Man
and Shark River Country, which is now the
Everglades National Park:

Writing candidly about the rural life in
magazines and books, Pratt received many letters
of protest. Pratt's article, "Land of the Jook," in
the April 26, 1941 Saturday Evening Post told of
the incredibly dreadful housing conditions and
cheap skin~game gambling joints of the itinerant
laborers of the winter vegetable-growing section
around the south-east shore of Lake Okeechobee.
"Many of the migrants, white and black, continue
to live in indescribable squalor in ramshackle
camps, boardinghouses, tin and burlap shacks,
brokendown trailers, trucks, old automobiles-~and
the screaming jooks." The people of that section
were so incensed that Pratt was warned to stay
away to avoid trouble. The Belle Grade people
eventually forgave Pratt after the story had been
made into a movie but it was some years before
Pratt dared to revisit the area. Pratt
characteristically embroidered this story and goes
as far as saying that there was "wild but seriously
meant talk of coming in and lynching me" (Florida
Roundabout, p. 7).






