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A Brief History

of the

Florida East Coast Railway

and Associated Enterprises

-

FLAGLER SYSTEM

1885-86 ... ... 1935-36

Dedicated to the early pioneers aof the Florida

East Coast. Many were their hardships and

privations. Great was their courage, vision
and faith in the future,




HENRY MORRISON FLAGLER
January 2, 1830—May 20, 1913

Builder of the Florida East Coast Railway,
Flagler System Hotels and associated enter-
prises. Pioneer of the East Coast of Florida.
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AILROADS are often called “Empire Builders’’. Sections
of our country owe their initial development to the first
railroads that penetrated them supplying that lifeblood
of transportation and ease of access essential to progress.
The builders of these first railroads gambled heavily on
the future. It required both vision and courage to back
that vision with capital. The pioneer settler and pioneer
railroad cast their lot together and endeavored, through
their joint efforts, to develop the country. As time

passed, and success crowned their efforts, competitors came in to share the fruits

of the development which the pioneers and their followers had created.

In the annals of “Empire Building”’ possibly no railroad brought as marked
and rapid development to any territory as did the Florida East Coast Railway to
the East Coast of Florida . . . On the lower East Coast of Florida only a small
settlement existed at Palm Beach, and a few families lived at Miami when the
Florida East Coast Railway reached them. Vast are the changes which the
building of the Railway has wrought.

CONDITIONS BEFORE THE RAILWAY CAME

In the early 80's when our story begins, the
East Coast of Florida was very sparsely inhab-
itated south of St. Augustine, Jacksonville
had around 15,000 inhabitants, but there was
no bridge across the St. Johns River connect-
ing it with points south. St. Augustine, set-
tled in 1565, remained a rather dilapidated,
sleepy little town of 2,600 with no particular
ambitions for the future. Daytona, also iso-
lated, possibly had a population of 200.

... Travel in those days is said to have
been very arduous. To reach even such a city
as Jacksonville, from the North and West,
involved many changes and delays due to the
different gauges of the railroads. From 75 to 90 hours were required to make the
trip by rail from New York. Today this same distance is covered in less than 21
hours over a continuous double track route.

Until 1883 no railway existed between Jacksonville and St. Augustine,
Adventurous travelers, who wanted to visit the Ancient City, took a boat down
the St. Johns River to Tocoi and there transferred to a little mule powered rail-
road that carried them to the outskirts of their destination.

Farther south travel was chiefly by sailboat on the bays and rivers, subject to
the uncertainties of wind and weather. The Halifax River, Indian River, Lake
Worth and Bay Biscayne provided the main thoroughfares. There were practically
no roads in this section except the sand road between St. Augustine and Daytona
which meant a two day journey.

... The life of these early pioneers was simple, devoid of luxuries and conven-
iences. They raised some fruit and vegetables for home consumption, but their
market for these perishable products was very limited due to lack of transporta-
tion facilities other than occasional slow and irregular sailboats and steamers.




Livestock did not figure much in their assets. Cows were almost unknown, and
as late as 1884, a pioneer states one could not buy a pint of milk at any price.
Fresh meat in the summertime was a rarity and the only way to get fresh fish
was to catch them.

THE FIRST RAILROADS

To aline known as the St. Johns Railway
belongs the distinction of being the first rail-
road built in present Florida East Coast Rail-
way territory. Chartered in 1858 and com-
pleted shortly before the Civil War, this raii-
road ran from the outskirts of St. Augustine
to Tocoi, an the St. Johns River, where it
connected with river steamers. |t was a crude
affair, consisting of strap iron laid on wooden gy
rails. Mules furnished the motive power and,
according to early patrons, had a habit of
lying down so that the trip of 15 miles re-
quired from 4 to b hours to negotiate,

In 1870 William Astor of New York pur- —— :
chased the St. Johns Railway, improved the roadbed and iater added a coffee mill
engine on wheels to supplant mule power.

In 1883, the isolation of St. Augustine was further broken by the completion
of another line into it, the Jacksonville, St. Augustine & Halifax River Railway,
running from South Jacksonville to the Ancient City, a distance of 36 miles.

The roadbed and equipment of this railroad were also somewhat crude. The
rails weighed 30 pounds to the yard, as compared with the 90 pound rail in use
today. They were laid narrow gauge, 3 feet apart, instead of 4 feet 8% inches,
later adopted by the railroads as standard gauge. The locomotives were wood
burners and had large bell shaped stacks, with a screen over the top known as the
"spark arrester’’. All equipment had link and pin couplers and hand brakes. The
fare charged for the 36 - mile ride between Jacksonville and St. Augustine was
$1.50 one way, $2.50 round-trip.

THE EMPIRE BUILDER ARRIVES

Such were the transportation conditions previous to and at the time a man
named Henry M. Flagler made his first visit to Florida, coming to St. Augustine
in the winter of 1883-84. He was b3 years old and had made millions as one of
the founders of the Standard Oil Company.

. At Republic, Chio, he obtained work in a country store for $5.00 a
month and board. To quote his own words he worked hard and saved money.
After accumulating a little capital, he moved to Bellevue, Ohio, where he
entered the grain commission business, His business in Bellevue prospered .

. While at Bellevue, Flagler had shipped many a carload of grain to another
young man in Cleveland, named John D. Rockefeller. John D. and William
Rockefeller, and Samue! Andrews, subsequently started an oil refinery in Cleve-
land. When they built a second refinery in 1867 Stephen Harkness backed him
in a partnership with Rockefeller and his associates. The business developed

rapidly and in 1870 the partnership was closed and the Standard Qil Company
organized. This proved the foundation of the Flagler fortune.

BUILDING OF THE PONCE DE LEON

Such was the background of the man whom fate had destirfed to bring to St.
Augustine in the winter 1883-84. He was immensely wealthy and old enough to
retire. Little did he dream as he entered the Ancient City that the work, for
which he is today best remembered, lay before him. His role as an ‘Emp;re
Builder’ was just beginning.

. Before leaving St. Augustine that winter Flagler’s thoughts had crystallized
into plans for the erection of a magnificent hotel, to be suitably christeded the
“ponce de Leon’’, in honor of the discoverer of Florida. For this purpose he
commissioned a comparatively unknown firm of young New York architects,
Carrere and Hastings, to prepare plans. They immediately left for Spain to gather
ideas.

Work on the building of the Ponce de Leon began in 1885. Before it was com-
pleted, the Alcazar began to go up on the aother side of the street. St. Augustine
bustled with activity and was experiencing the greatest era of improvement in its
history.

THE BEGINNING OF RAILWAY DEVELOPMENT

With a small fortune invested in these St. Augustine enterprises, Flagler found
the narrow gauge rail line into St. Augustine inadequate for the transportation of
the immense quantities of building materials for his new hotels and the class of
guests he hoped to attract by them. Negotiations with the owners of the Jack-
sonville, St. Augustine & Halifax River Railway failed to convince them that they
should modernize and improve its facilities. Accordingly on December 31, 1885,
Henry M. Flagler purchased the stocks and bonds of this Company. This event,
of fifty years ago, launched his career as an "'Empire Builder'’ and marked the
beginning of what is now the Florida East Coast Railway.

TWO IMPORTANT EVENTS OF 1888

. In 1888 two events of great importance in the resort and railway history of
the Florida East Coast took place. In January of that year, the magnificent
Ponce de Leon Hotel at St, Augustine officially opened its doors, and the first
through all-Pullman vestibule train was operated between New York and Florida.

Up until 1888 the gauge of the southern railroads, meaning the distance be-
tween the rails, was not uniform. This occasioned many delays and transfers
because the cars of one railroad could not, in most instances, be operated through
over the rails of another. In 1886, however, the Southern railroads began the
work of relaying their tracks to standard gauge, that is, with the rails 4 feet and
8% inches apart. This work was completed in 1888. On Januury 10, 1888, the
first through all-Pullman vestibule train was operated from Jersey City to Jack-
sonville. It made the run in 29 hours and 50 minutes. People stared wide-eyed
at this transportation marvel. The cars had closed vestibules and one could walk
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