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INTRODUCTION

The North Fork of the New River is a remnant section of the eastern Everglades. It extends through the Northwest section of the City of Ft. Lauderdale and a portion of unincorporated Broward County.   Like the river’s South Fork, the North Fork of the New River was once a tributary of the historic Everglades.

With the advent of increasing population growth and the resulting demands for flood control and improved navigation on and near the river, the South Fork was dredged and developed into what is now known throughout the boating world as the “Marina Mile.”  But unlike the South Fork, the North Fork’s shallow, meandering shores were, for many years, left undeveloped — except for the historically African American neighborhoods where people settled along river’s banks.  

Today, the Broward Boulevard Bridge divides both the river and the different communities typical of the north and south forks. It was constructed with only a four-foot clearance that effectively restricts large boats as well as marine development within these primarily African American neighborhoods.  In its undeveloped state, the North Fork provides the last “natural looking” section of the New River.  A variety of native plants and animals still survive there, and picturesque river vistas can still be enjoyed.  Although portions of this river remain undeveloped, its environmental integrity is still at risk. Why? 

The North Fork’s major environmental problems include low water flow and poor water quality — meaning high phosphorus, low oxygen, and high levels of fecal coliform.  There are also high levels of contaminated sediments in this part of the river.  Exotic/non-native vegetation, trash and debris are adding to the degradation of native habitats.  Because this section of the river bisects an economically depressed urban area, restoration and revitalization initiatives are especially important — for the native and urban communities within the basin.

In pursuit of restoration and revitalization, the South Florida Water Management District, Broward County, and the City of Ft. Lauderdale have all been working on water quality improvement efforts and pollution prevention programs.  But science and engineering can only solve part of the North Fork’s challenges.  Involving and inspiring river neighborhoods and communities in the restoration effort are critical to successfully revitalizing these natural and human communities.

This North Fork Environmental History represents a comprehensive outreach effort designed to help residents recognize and appreciate this unique natural resource.  Without this type of acknowledgement and community participation, preservation efforts will inevitably fail.

The first North Fork Environmental History Project started in 2000, when staff from the South Florida Water Management District’s Broward Service Center wrote a proposal to the Florida Department of State, and was awarded a Historical Resources Matching Grant.  This uncommon partnership between a state agency dedicated to preserving cultural resources, the Florida Department of State’s Division of Historical Resources; and a regional environmental regulatory agency, the South Florida Water Management District represents a natural and cultural partnership and the beginning of a new, collaborative approach to preservation.
The Department of State Historic Resources Grant matched funding with a grant from the South Florida Water Management District.  Broward Urban River Trails (BURT) served as the community organization administering the grant, while the contracted services of a professional research team coordinated by Florida Atlantic University completed the project’s research.  The research team of faculty and community sub-contractors spent a full year investigating, inventorying and documenting the natural and cultural resources of the North Fork of the New River.

To complete the environmental history, a first-of-its-kind inventory of natural and cultural resources was catalogued.  This inventory identifies the significant environmental features and resources along the river and within its basin; and is a valuable contribution to the State of Florida’s Black Heritage Trail.  This information also provides enlightening and educational insights into the significant roles played by African Americans in South Florida’s uncommon history.  

This is an important first step.  Broward’s expected build-out date is less than ten years away.  And with infilling initiatives such as “Eastward Ho!” gaining momentum, there is an obvious need for the documentation of what needs to be restored and protected — not to mention what we may in fact have lost.

Before this comprehensive inventory of the river’s natural or cultural resources was completed, no single agency or historical group had access to the “big picture” background information about the relevance of the resource — for example: how the river formed, who settled on what part of the river, when, and for what reason.  

Government staff and representatives from community organizations also needed objective and carefully researched history about these resources to appropriately define, describe, and talk about the river’s segregated history — not to mention all of the other political, cultural and social events, and traditions that have influenced the environmental health of the river.

The North Fork’s cultural significance is directly related to its environmental significance, and as you will see throughout the investigated, documented, and verified research presented in this document, the history of the New River’s North Fork must be shared.  Broward residents who have spent years and decades around this river have been intrigued by small anecdotes here or special recollections there: from friends, relatives and colleagues.  

It is our hope that this cultural information — and the process of collecting this information — will shed new light on the North Fork for everyone involved.  

Staff from government agencies and resource managers from cultural and environmental organizations cannot get this type of information without involving the community.  The long-term residents are sometimes the only source for answers to many historic questions about the North Fork’s “big picture.”  Their recollections, memories, and remembrances reveal cultural patterns, traditions and political movements that had a dramatic impact on the natural environment of the North Fork.  And, understanding the North Fork’s past is the key to restoring the North Fork’s future.    

While government agencies and preservation groups may have had some difficulty inspiring environmental interest in the North Fork’s African American neighborhoods, this project does prove that the community is interested in being a part of the documentation of their own cultural history.  It also proves that the natural and cultural histories of the North Fork are intrinsically linked.  

This project represents a new kind of environmental outreach.  Instead of preservation groups talking to residents, residents will be talking to preservation groups about what they know  — and remember — about their lives on this river.

Instead of implementing just another environmental outreach program, this is a comprehensive environmental education project with historical and cultural significance.  The effort is designed to inspire grandparents to work with school children; encourage established organizations to collaborate with new institutions; and motivate local industries to collaborate with small businesses.

Everyone involved is hoping that this cultural information will shed new light on Broward County’s uncommon environmental resources.  We are also hopeful that the Environmental History Project will help residents celebrate the natural and cultural significance of their neighborhoods.  And with the information collected from these residents, we are confident the collected information will captivate the interest of local and international eco-tourists as well. We hope that an appreciation of the river and its significance to the people, creatures, and culture of the community, will lead to its care and restoration.
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Ft. Lauderdale’s        New River

GEOLOGY & HYDROLOGY
The original source of the New River was the eastern Everglades, where freshwater from the historic River of Grass pushed west, forming two rivers — a north and south fork.  Several miles east of the Glades, the two forks joined to form one major river.  This “New River” continued meandering east toward the Atlantic Ocean through saltwater marshes and mangrove swamps — before turning sharply in a southerly direction and draining into the New River Sound.  The New River Sound ran parallel to the Atlantic Ocean for six miles before spilling into the New River Inlet, near the site of present day Sheridan Street in Hollywood.
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The New River was once very deep compared to its narrow width, and there are many theories of how the river was formed.   The Seminole Indians, who settled in the area long after the Native Tequesta Indians, tell a story of a giant earthquake that caused the river to form overnight.  But geologists explain that the City of Ft. Lauderdale rests upon a coastal ridge, an oolite limestone bluff that runs north and south in the eastern part of Dade and Broward Counties.  The high ground of this coastal ridge created a natural barrier between the freshwater environments of the Everglades and the marine environments of the coast of the Atlantic Ocean.  Perhaps it was during an especially wet season, or just after a major hurricane, when high waters in the Everglades pushed through the limestone ridge and created a waterway that made its way into the Atlantic Ocean.  

The sediment deposition (soils built up at the bottom of a water body) of the original river’s path indicates this happened approximately 2,500 years ago, when the submerged channel of the original river cut an inlet through the beach near what is today Lauderdale-By-The-Sea.  Over the centuries, the river has migrated considerably to the south, but since Native Americans were living in south Florida at the time, the formation of the New River may have indeed sounded like an earthquake!

NEW RIVER PEOPLE: THE FIRST PEOPLE
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The prehistoric Tequesta (tuh-KES-tuh), one of six aboriginal Indian tribes in Florida, were the first people to inhabit southeast Florida, from approximately 3000 BC through 1500 AD.  Archeologists and historians researching the Miami Circle estimate that over 300 Tequesta Indians lived at the mouth of the Miami River — the Tequesta’s main village — while others were scattered throughout the Everglades, the coast, and offshore barrier islands.  As many as 20,000 Indians may have lived in South Florida, from Key West to Boca Raton, before the Spanish arrived on the peninsula.  Less than two centuries later, the Native Tequesta Indians of southeast Florida had become extinct.  
The New River probably gained its first European name in 1641, when Rio Nuevo first started appearing on Spanish maps, but it may have been informally identified by explorers as early as 1513 — making it the first river to be charted in the New World.   

The earliest white settlers along the river were the Charles Lewis family, who probably came from the Bahamas as early as 1793.  Decades later, William Cooley’s family settled the river at Sailboat Bend — only to be massacred during the Seminole Wars.  As the American military made its way south, pushing the Seminole Indians further and further into the unknown reaches of the Everglades, the United States established a fort and military post on the New River and named it after the commanding officer, Major William Lauderdale.

After the Seminole and American Civil Wars, the Seminole Indians who eluded military relocation withdrew into the Everglades wilderness.  The only known white inhabitant on the New River in 1876 was John J. “Pig” Brown, a hermit who raised pigs but somehow managed to get elected to the state legislature. 
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In 1893, a road connecting Lantana to the small community of Lemon City on the north end of Biscayne Bay was completed.  The 40 mile journey took close to thirteen hours to complete. Travelers had the option of staying at an overnight camp on the New River that also serviced a ferry.  The New River camp and ferry were operated by the road builder’s cousin, Frank Stranahan.

Tales of Frank Stranahan’s ferry and the first trading post on the river’s north bank in 1883 are the foundation of Ft. Lauderdale’s modern history.  Stranahan’s home along the New River eventually became the center of the community, and the building served as the town meeting hall, town bank, and post office — well into the twentieth century.  
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railroads & canals

The Great Freeze during the winter of 1894/95 virtually destroyed the citrus industry in the northern reaches of the state, prompting Henry Flagler to extend his Florida East Coast Railroad further south from Palm Beach.  The Florida East Coast (FEC) Railroad first arrived in Ft. Lauderdale in February of 1896 — two months before service was completed to Miami, and sixteen years before the railroad eventually reached Key West.  Many of the New River settlement’s first pioneer families were employed by the FEC railroad, while the region’s early farmers depended on the railroad to bring their crops to market.  

The state’s efforts to reclaim lands from shallow Everglades waters had its start on the New River where Governor Napoleon Bonaparte Broward launched the dipper dredge Everglades in 1906.  Leaving downtown Ft. Lauderdale, the state dredge pushed west, widening and improving the New River’s channel.  West of Pond Apple Slough, the dredge pushed into the river’s source, creating the North New River Canal.  Continuing west, the Everglades eventually met up with the dipper dredge Caloosahatchee that was simultaneously digging south from Lake Okeechobee.  Once connected, the two canals created a well-traveled thoroughfare between the agricultural lands south of Lake Okeechobee, and Flagler’s railroad on the east coast.  
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flood control                                            & population growth

The state’s rudimentary system of navigable canals connected the lower east coast with Lake Okeechobee. It was complimented by local secondary canal systems, which were constructed by developers and farmers to reclaim additional Everglades lands.  The state system was primitive, but it did open the way for the commerce and development that were to follow.  

Spurred by railroad promotions and the promise of newly reclaimed lands from the fertile Everglades, farmers from across the country began to settle the lower east coast  — establishing profitable vegetable crops such as tomatoes and beans.   By 1912, the New River was one of the largest vegetable shipping ports in the state, and it served as a vital component in the development of this stop on the FEC Railroad.

Pioneer life in South Florida’s semi-tropical environment of droughts and floods was challenging and complicated: but groves, ranches, and farms eventually prevailed.  By the 1940s the region became the number one vegetable provider in the country during the winter months, when the rest of the country’s fields were fallow.  While the widely promoted Everglades lands did not end up producing what initial claims had promised, the local residents who endured hurricanes, droughts, land crashes, and depressions still managed to earn a living in the region —with some even boasting a profit!
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After years of consecutive droughts in the 1930s and 1940s, the wet season of 1947 proved to be more than the state’s canal infrastructure could tolerate.  From April to November, the region experienced three tropical storms and two hurricanes — flooding reclaimed lands from Lake Okeechobee to Key Biscayne.  The City of Ft. Lauderdale was flooded (picture at right), but inland floods were worse: it would take months before flood waters had subsided enough for farmers and ranchers in Davie and central Broward County to return to work.
It was a consortium of farmers, ranchers, developers, and elected officials in Broward County who eventually convinced Congress to send the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers into the region to upgrade and complete the canal system the state had launched four decades earlier.  With the advent of the Central and Southern Florida (C&SF) Flood Control Project in 1948, the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers did re-plumb the system — creating 2,600 miles of canals and levees in 16 counties, and improving old state canals like the New River and North New River Canal by adding gates, water control structures, and dozens of pump stations.  The new system was essential to the region’s successful development — because it made it possible to move water from just south of Orlando all the way to Florida Bay — where it could be used for cities, farms, natural ecosystems, and to recharge drinking water well fields. 

Celebrated as the “World’s Largest Water Control System,” the C&SF is operated by both the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers and the South Florida Water Management District.  Its system of canals, levees, pump stations and water control structures, combined with state-of-the-art technology, provides flood protection from storm events ranging from afternoon thunderstorms to hurricanes. The C&SF canal network also connects to hundreds of smaller local and community drainage districts to effectively manage floodwaters.  
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The New River 

& its Forks       
Broward County’s “New River Basin” is a vital component of the Central and Southern Florida Flood Control Project (C&SF).  It is characterized by three distinct areas — the main New River, and its North and South Forks.  

main new river
The main section of the New River flows through the heart of Ft. Lauderdale, the Broward County seat, and a thriving downtown center of commerce.  Along its banks are high-rise office buildings and condominiums, retail stores, restaurants, a state-of-the-art performing arts center, art and science museums, and a host of government complexes.  Water Taxis, recreational boats, and international yachts chart its waters before connecting with the Intracoastal Waterway and Port Everglades — the highest revenue earning port in Florida, with annual cruise passengers expected to exceed seven million by 2020.
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A small tributary of the New River, the Tarpon River, is tidally connected to the main waterway.  Before reaching the Intracoastal Waterway, the river again traverses a bulkheaded residential area that includes an intricate canal system within a complex series of man-made finger islands known as the Las Olas Isles.  These isles lie between the New River and the Middle River basins and host large numbers of live-aboard boats and yachts.  
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south fork of the new river                                         [“North New River Canal”]
The New River’s two branches — the South and the North Forks — are only minutes apart, yet they have very different histories.  Most of the riverbanks along the New River and the South Fork have been developed into commercial ventures and pricey estates with well-groomed lawns, bulkheaded seawalls, and docked cabin cruisers.  An extensive commercial marine industry also exists throughout the South Fork — and further west where the fork becomes the “North New River Canal.”  This section of the river is also known locally as “the Marina Mile” and Marina Bay.  Boat traffic can be congestive at times, with crafts up to 100 feet long, although larger vessels do occasionally travel the waterway.

Although some eastern portions of the South Fork are tidally influenced, it receives freshwater primarily from the west or “upstream” North New River Canal.  The western canal portion of the South Fork is controlled by Everglades and stormwater releases through the historic Sewall Locks (G-54), in the canal west of State Road 7 (US 441), and parallel to Interstate I-595.  Along the South Fork west of the Secret Woods Nature Center, a remnant natural channel also interacts tidally with the Dania Cut-off Canal. Approximately 33 millions gallons of freshwater from the Florida Power and Light electrical plant’s cooling discharge lake system is released daily into the South Fork.
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the north fork                                        of the new river
The North Fork, on the other hand, is      a 3.5 mile long shallow tributary extending through the Northwest section of Fort Lauderdale.  In its natural state, before any regional drainage projects were constructed, the North Fork of the New River was really a cypress marsh — with just a hint of a natural waterway or channel working its way through it.  

Today, the connecting C-12 Canal rarely supplies freshwater flows to the North Fork through the S-33 control structure.  Due to the South Fork’s dynamic flow and the relatively low volume of C-12 discharges, the North Fork functions primarily as a tidal “pond,” with a restricted outflow to the main New River.  The New River’s main channel flows through downtown Fort Lauderdale and receives most of its western flow from the South Fork, and tidal brackish water from the Intracoastal Waterway and Atlantic Ocean.
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The land uses along the North Fork are divided by the Broward Boulevard Bridge, because north of the bridge, only small vessels can pass under its four foot clearance, even at high tide.  South of the Broward Boulevard Bridge, ocean access has encouraged large boats, bulkhead seawalls, and residential homes similar to those found on the South Fork. On the north side of the bridge, the land use and river banks look very different.

North of the Broward Boulevard Bridge, a majority of the shoreline has retained its natural state, with scenic areas of native pond apples, leather ferns, mangroves, and cypress stands.  But exotic and invasive species are also present, including Brazilian pepper, hygro and common reed.
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North Fork

Cultural Landscapes

the north fork of 

the new river         

in northwest fort lauderdale
Historically, the people who populated the communities of the North Fork were African American. Racial segregation and its concomitant poverty prevented the development of a thriving economy, affluent homes and estates, along the river or elsewhere. Poverty has persisted in many parts of North Fork communities even to the present day.  While it is true that racial segregation once had an inadvertent effect on preserving the natural landscape of the North Fork, modern-day gentrification and urban renewal programs now threaten these same segregated neighborhoods.

A great deal of the New River’s history is well-documented and archived.  But the storytelling follows only one of the forks of this river.  Far less well-known, or well-documented are the stories of the North Fork that meanders its way through Northwest Fort Lauderdale, the city’s historically black community. The African American history of these neighborhoods and the people who distinguished themselves was neglected by white historians.
The history of Fort Lauderdale — and of the settlement along the New River — will not be complete until the story of the only remaining natural waterway in Broward County, the North Fork of the New River, is included. While it is evident that the North Fork was spared the harsher scars of development, we can’t understand its history without the stories and studies of those who lived there. 

native americans & early pioneers
Southeast Florida’s native Tequesta Indians were hunters, fishermen, and gatherers; and unlike the Native tribes of North Florida, did not develop agrarian lifestyles.  They gathered palmetto berries, huckleberries, sea grapes, coco plum, prickly pears, plant roots, and gourds.  From the Everglades, the Atlantic, and the New River Sound, they harvested fish, turtles, clams, oysters, crayfish, shrimp, and conch.  Traveling throughout both the coastal and interior regions, they also hunted deer, bear, and other animals.  

Archeological sites indicate there were Tequesta hunting camps along the New River where sharks, manatee, and Right Whales were butchered as early as 1450 BC, but little is known about the cultural traditions of the Tequesta who were all but extinct by the time of the American Revolution.  

The first non-native residents in the region were white pioneers from the British Bahamas.  The Lewis and Robbins families settled the south bank of the New River near the mouth of the Tarpon River in the 1780s.  

The Seminole Indians probably did not arrive in the New River region until the early 1830s — almost a hundred years after the first bands of Creek Indians and runaway slaves began to settle the peninsula’s panhandle and Alachua Prairie in north-central Florida.  After Florida was purchased by the United States, American settlers in the Florida Territory battled these diverse bands of Native Americans for control of valuable pastureland and hunting grounds in north Florida.  Late in 1835, the expected Second Seminole War broke out, pushing the Seminoles further and further south on the peninsula and eventually into the Everglades.  

After the British Bahamian settlers, American pioneers began to settle the New River region.  West of today’s Broward Performing Arts Center and Seventh Avenue Bridge was the site of William Cooley’s Plantation.  Originally from Maryland, Cooley first settled on the St. Mary’s River in northeast Florida in 1813, and later avoided Spanish governance by settling in the far reaches of Spanish Florida in the New River wilderness.  Believing the United States would eventually claim the region, Cooley began “squatting” on the New River in 1824.  And, using a technique of the Seminoles to process the region’s native coontie plant into an arrowroot starch, Cooley’s New River Plantation became the first manufacturing operation on the river.  

After the United State purchased the Florida Territory from Spain in 1821, Colonel James Gadsden conducted the first survey of what is today Broward County.  Gadsden noted two settlers on the New River — the David Williams and William Cooley families.  Cooley apparently enjoyed good relations with the Seminole Indians in the region until 1835.  But it was during that year, while Cooley was serving as the justice of the peace, that his relations with the local Indians took a turn for the worse.  After a white man murdered the Seminole chief Alibama, the Seminole Indians believed that Cooley suppressed evidence that would have convicted the white man.  While Cooley was away salvaging the wreck of the Spanish brigantine Gil Blas at Hillsboro Inlet in January of 1836, the Seminoles took revenge by killing Cooley’s wife, three children, and the children’s tutor.  
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The Cooley Massacre ended the white settlement of the New River, but it also helped to spur United States military retaliation.  Two years after the massacre, the American military constructed a 30-square-foot fort and military post just north of the New River’s fork, on the north bank.  As was the custom during the Seminole Wars in Florida, the fort was named after the commanding officer, Major William Lauderdale.  Built by both Tennessee Volunteers and service men from the Third US Artillery, the fort of the North Fork was the first of three forts in the New River region.  It was located at what is now Southwest Ninth Avenue and Fourth Court.

By the close of the Seminole Wars and the onset of the American Civil War, most of the Native Americans living on the Florida peninsula had been forced to relocate in the U.S. Western territories.  Only a few hundred Seminole Indians escaped forced relocation, and remained “hiding” in southeast Florida and the interior Everglades.  Many returned to their seasonal camps in Everglades islands in central Broward County, and along the banks of the North Fork.  For close to fifty years, the Seminole Indians were the only year-round inhabitants in what is today Broward County, and little is known about their adjustment period in South Florida.  

The Seminole style of constructing open chickee homes emerged during the tribe’s withdrawal phase — which lasted from the 1870s until the tribe’s modern crystallization phase eventually evolved in the early 20th century.  Seminole chickees are unique to Florida and were constructed several feet above ground using cypress trunks for posts, and rafters that supported overhanging roofs made from overlapping cabbage palm fronds.  Seminole families traditionally built chickees in a cluster — with sleeping, dining and working chickees surrounding a cooking chickee in the center.  A central fire was established in the center of the kitchen chickee where alligator, manatee, and fish were prepared.  Corn, sugar cane, sweet potatoes, beans, and melons were cultivated in nearby fields using simple hoe farming, while pigs served as the tribe’s primary choice of livestock.

Much as the native Tequesta Indians had once hunted and fished the region; Seminole families seasonally moved from their New River camps to the interior waters of the Everglades and Big Cypress Swamp.  After the summer wet season, inland water levels in the Everglades were high enough to facilitate canoe travel.  It was during the dry, cooler months that the Seminoles would camp on a cluster of islands including Long Key and Pine Island in what is today central Broward County.  When the water out west subsided, the Seminoles would return to their camps along the New River.  

Seminole families traveled the river in groups, with usually one family to a canoe.  Settlers describe their travels as “parades” — noting their processions in long canoes “dug out” from cypress tree trunks.  

Their distinctive clothing included full shirts worn long by the men that appeared both breezy and functional.  Despite the tropical heat and humidity, the women adorned their necks with countless strands of colorful beads and fashioned long heavy skirts and elaborate shirtsleeves.  All of the Seminole clothing was made from different colored cotton strips stitched together in distinctive patterns.  With the lush landscape and verdant undertones of the south Florida wilderness, the Seminoles in their bright colors must have made a memorable impression — especially while traveling back and forth to trade at Frank Stranahan’s Store on the north bank of the New River, just west of Tarpon Bend.  Starting in the 1890s, the Seminoles began trading cotton fabric and other necessary goods from the white world in exchange for animal skins, meat, and even baby alligators that were later sold to tourists.   

In 1901, the Tommie family settled on the North Fork.  Daughter Annie Jumper Tommie grew up to be an important “medicine woman” and established a camp where North Fork Elementary is now located.  In 1926, the Tommies became the first family to move to the Seminole Reservation in Dania.

white pioneer history
According to Seminole history, a Seminole known as “Old Tommy” lived on a 40-acre tract of land between the North and South Forks of the New River at the turn of the last century. Old Tommy reported that his home on the river “was taken possession of by a white man named Bryan,” while he was away on a hunt.  The accused was Philemon Bryan, who settled on the river in 1895 while supervising some 400 men constructing the grade and laying the Florida East Coast Railroad tracks that made its first stop in Ft. Lauderdale in February of 1896.
A decade later his son, Reed Bryan, began supervising the construction of Governor Broward’s Everglades Drainage Project, which was first launched on the New River in 1906.  Reed, his brother Tom, and their father Philemon Bryan all lived in river houses constructed by another pioneer, Ed King.  Today, the brother’s two homes now collectively serve as The River House restaurant, located just west of Philemon Bryan’s own home, which eventually evolved into the New River Inn.  Today, the Ft. Lauderdale’s Historical Society’s Museum is located in the New River Inn. 

[Patsy West refers to Old Tommy’s land between the forks--but then the Reed homes were further east on the river? – I have no idea what this should be.]
West of Stranahan’s Store, the Reed homes, and the site of the first Fort Lauderdale, Northwest Eleventh Avenue crosses the North Fork using the Snow-Reed Swing Bridge.  The bridge was named for Ft. Lauderdale Mayor R.G. Snow, who was the mayor when construction of the bridge began in 1922, and Mayor Will Reed, who was the mayor when construction was completed in 1925.  The Snow-Reed Bridge is the only remaining “swing bridge” in operation in Broward County.  Instead of opening vertically as a drawbridge, the historic bridge “opens” for passing boats by swinging to the side, and rotating on a huge horizontal wheel.  

Where Southwest Seventh Avenue meets the north bank of the New River, the city’s first white working class village was established in 1924.  “Sailboat Bend” extends from Southwest Seventh Avenue to Southwest Eleventh Avenue; and from Southwest Second Street to the river.   Sailboat Bend was designated as the city’s first historic district and includes 75 historic buildings designed and constructed by many of the city’s white pioneer families.  

Most of the frame structures in the New River village were constructed using Dade County Pine, which was once prevalent in the region.  The pine proved to be impervious to termites, but was also quite flammable.  Some of the sturdy homes and buildings built from 1924 to 1928 that have survived fires, hurricanes, floods, and redevelopment are currently undergoing restoration, and are frequently featured in historic home tours.

black pioneer history

Local history is less well known after the New River forks, upstream of the Broward Boulevard Bridge.  Built with less than a four-foot clearance at high tide, the Broward Boulevard Bridge prevents the passage of most boats.  It is here, on the other side of the virtually impassable Broward Boulevard Bridge, where Ft. Lauderdale’s black history begins.

Tom and Annie T. Reed were some of the North Fork’s first pioneers.  They joined the handful of black families settling in the New River Village in 1902.  Tom was a handyman and Annie worked as a cook for Frank and Ivy Stranahan at their river front store.  Known as “Mother Reed” to her neighbors, Reed is recognized for her role in convincing the Stranahan’s to donate some of their land for a colored school in 1924.  North Fork families also remember the stories of Annie paddling a canoe from her North Fork community downriver to her job at Stranahan’s.
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Further north along the river, black philanthropist Harry Gladstone Sweeting moved from Miami in 1941 to his nine acres of waterfront wilderness on the North Fork.  A world-traveler and self-styled “healer,” the Bahamian was an ordained minister in the International Constitutional Temple before investing in south Florida real estate and operating a store on the corner of Northwest Second Street and Fifth Avenue.  He believed his lush estate, known for its luxuriant vegetation, art, and jewel-toned peacocks were beneficial to spiritual rejuvenation. 

Tucked away at Northwest Fourth Street and Twenty-First Terrace, Sweeting’s river estate was known as the “Garden of Allah” and the setting for countless community Easter sunrise services, Christmas parades, and sorority teas.  Beloved for his generosity, Sweeting was the primary benefactor for local youth organizations, and created a foundation to provide college scholarships for black students.  Sweeting was also one of the first contributors to the Sistrunk Historical Festival.  

Close by, the lantern-lit juke joint The Two Spot hosted a good number of community celebrations on the North Fork during the 1950s.  Frank Peterman, a local attorney who served as President of the Broward Audubon Society in the 1990s, remembered the nightclub nestled along the river’s cypress and pond apples trees and spanned by old wooden bridges.  Although he was not old enough to enter the popular tavern, Peterman often waited outside while his father Frank was inside paying the Davie orange pickers who would congregate there on Saturday afternoons.  

segregation
Many of these recollections evoke joyful memories from some of the North Fork’s earliest settlers, but memories of this era of racial segregation and legal discrimination also evoke anger and sorrow.  Both the natural and cultural history of the North Fork in the twentieth century are intrinsically tied to its segregated past. This history provides a unique perspective on the effects race relations have on natural and cultural communities.  

Because many of South Florida’s personalities were early developers, businesses, philanthropists, and visitors from the North and Midwest, residents may not remember that the lower east coast of Florida was settled primarily as an agricultural community.  Despite its charm as a sunny tourist destination, Ft. Lauderdale and its surrounding communities were also an integral part of the segregated agricultural south.  

Because of these northern and mid-western influences, the City of Ft. Lauderdale did not start out as a segregated city.  In 1902, there were fewer than 25 black men and women living throughout the new town. Black residents and newcomers voluntarily tended to concentrate in the Northwest section of town near family, friends, and community centers.  Over the years, a steady migration of black workers poured in from north Florida, Georgia and the Bahamas —many to work on white-owned farms and groves.  

It was not uncommon throughout the South for white cities to share their border with what was referred to as “colored town”  — the part of the community where the majority of blacks lived and owned businesses.  By 1911, when the town’s 143 residents incorporated their settlement, most of the city’s black residents lived along the North Fork west of Flagler’s railroad tracts.  The North Fork community included a grocer, barbershop, shoemaker, restaurant, and tailor.  There were black churches and a school for black children.  And, although the clear majority of black residents lived on one side of the railroad tracts, black residents were permitted to own homes and businesses throughout the New River settlement.

The segregation of the races did not formalize in Ft. Lauderdale until 1927, when the city implemented a new gridiron plan that identified Broward Boulevard as the city’s north-south boundary, and Andrews Avenue along the FEC Railroad tracks as the city’s east and west coordinate.  This quadrant system, designed by City Planner Richard J. Schermerhorn, was used to segregate the city, restricting black homes and businesses to the Northwest quadrant.  Black residents who owned homes or businesses east of the railroad along Andrews Avenue were forced to sell — some at below market value.

Sectioned off from the rest of the city, the black community continued to grow.  Soon blacks were patronizing Pays Furniture and the Benton Clothing Store; and soliciting the services of a black-owned employment agency, taxicab company, and ice plant.  Modern neighborhoods like Dorsey-Riverbend, Franklin Park, St. George, and Washington Park formed through cultural traditions shared at community centers such as Piney Grove Baptist and Mount Hermon AME Churches, and the Colored School that would become known as the Dillard School.  Organizations such as the Elks and the Eastern Stars open doors along unpaved roads.  Black residents visited strips of segregated beaches in Fort Lauderdale and Dania, and fished and crabbed along the river.

early north fork community life
In 1919 Marie H. Little moved to Northwest Ft. Lauderdale from the Town of Archer just outside Gainesville, Florida.  She was eight years old when her family first lived on Northwest Second Street near the railroad tracks, and at 90 years of age she reflected on the close-knit black community: 

“It was nothing but a little wooded town.  We didn’t have streets, it was roads.  A gang would get together and play ball out there every evening. Sometimes the women, too.  There was an old ice plant there.  And a little barbecue stand right by there.  And, Mount Hermon Church was right around the corner, on [Northwest] Third [Avenue].  There was a lady by the name of Sylvia Alridge.  She would get jobs for people.”  

Little remembers children catching truck rides to the fields further west to pick beans on Saturdays and, depending on the growing season, many times on school days.  They lived in plain family homes, made of wood — one bedroom, maybe two, depending on how many children there were.  “We had three bedrooms in our house,” Little recalled.  “That was large, oh yeah.  If you had a three-bedroom house, and especially painted?  Well!” 

Little and her family’s home survived the 1926 Hurricane that devastated most of Fort Lauderdale.  “Mother used to pray and all, and thank God and all,” Little reflected.  “We got plenty water in the house, though.”  She remembered after the storm, several homes in the community set up tables of soup to help neighbors who had been wiped out.  “People would give whatever they had to give them — soup, beans, whatever they could scrap up.”   

Little also recalled the strip of businesses on Northwest Fifth Avenue —  with restaurants, night clubs, and Harris Hall on one corner, and the Victory Theater on the other: 

“The Harris Hall I was telling you about? That’s where, when we grew up, that’s where the orchestras played, all black orchestras - Walter Bonds, Count Basie.  When them big bands would come from up north, we was right there, shake, rattle and roll.  Those were the hot spots, honey.  Them was the good days, honey.” 

More than likely, the Little family benefited from the care of Dr. Henry H. Green, the first black doctor in Ft. Lauderdale.  After Dr. Green moved his practice to Miami, Dr. James Franklin Sistrunk opened his practice in Ft. Lauderdale in 1922.  Dr. Von D. Mizell, the eldest of fourteen children from another black pioneer family in Broward County, later joined Sistrunk’s practice.  And in 1938, Dentist James Lynnwood Bass also began serving the city’s black communities.   

All three doctors attended Meharry Medical College in Nashville, and helped found Provident Hospital — Broward’s first hospital for black patients.  Dr. Sistrunk was chief of staff, while Dr. Mizell was appointed medical director and later chief of surgical services.  Sistrunk was fondly remembered for his house calls to black families throughout the county and for delivering some 5,000 babies during his 44 years of practice — while Mizell is remembered for his participation in the civil rights movement, and as founder of the local chapter of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP).

The first black school for Ft. Lauderdale residents was established in 1906, in a one-room building donated by Tom Bryan on Northwest Third Avenue, between Broward Boulevard and Northwest Second Street.  The school hosted ten students when it first opened its doors and served as the only Black Church for residents.

Until the 1930s, schools for black children were only available for three and four months out of the year, usually because agricultural schedules did not warrant their work in the fields.  And most of the schools did not teach beyond the eighth grade, until the Dillard School began offering high school classes in the 1930s.

The name Dillard is synonymous with many of the North Fork community resources. Many historic residents still refer to the North Fork of the New River as the “Dillard Canal,” or the “Dillard River.”  The Broward Boulevard Bridge was also referred to as the “Dillard Bridge.”  The “Dillard” origins of all the Dillard place names throughout Northwest Florida refer to Dr. James Hardy Dillard, a white philanthropist from Virginia who was dedicated to improving rural schools for black students.  

While visiting Ft. Lauderdale, Dr. Dillard greatly inspired the Principal of the Colored School, Dr. Joseph A. Ely.  In 1930, Ely requested that the name of his school be officially changed to “The Dillard School.”  Starting in the mid 1930s, The Dillard School became a high school that only offered courses up to the tenth grade.  Earning a high school diploma required Dillard students to travel to Dade or Palm Beach counties, where there were black high schools that included eleventh and twelfth grade. 
Like the rest of the American south, Fort Lauderdale did keep to the strictly segregated Jim Crow laws.  Black and white residents shared different doctors, schools, churches, stores, and waterfronts, yet there was a perverse kind of intimacy between the races that Little reports:

“They had some brothers here, the sheriffs, by the name of Walter Clark and Bob Clark.  And I used to hear that they beat up on the blacks. I remember Sully Blakely — that was my daughter’s first husband, he went to college in Tallahassee, then he went in to the service, then he taught school.  He was quite a taleteller, and would keep everybody laughing.  He said once they was coming from Tallahassee — this is before he and my daughter married, this is back in the early days, too.  He and some more boys from Dania, the Mizell boys, they would all be together, they all went to college together. They were coming home and the one driving was, I guess, speeding.  And this Bob Clark policeman came up behind them and stopped them.  Sully’s father used to take care of the theaters downtown, three or four theaters, he say his father cleaned the theaters and everybody knew him.  This Bob Clark said ‘who are you?’  Each one would tell who they was.   He got to [my son-in-law], flashed the light in his face, and said, ‘What’s your name?’ He said, ‘My name is Sully Blakely.’   ‘Oh,’ Clark told the other policeman.  ‘Let them go.  That’s a good nigger there.  I know his daddy.’ ”

Afterward, they laughed about the absurdity and the irony of the remark. Little remembered that they had all told Blakely, “By you being a ‘good nigger,’ they let us go.” 

north fork architecture styles
As pioneer Marie Little indicated, many of the homes in Ft. Lauderdale’s black community were wooden bungalows, “shotgun” houses, Bahamian conch, or Mission styles.  Like the architecture of the Seminoles and white pioneers, homes in North Fork neighborhoods were built above the ground and usually included overhangs that provided additional shade beyond the structure’s interior.  

None of the pioneer homes in Northwest Ft. Lauderdale remain, and only a few of the historic homes and buildings have survived decades of tropical storms, unprecedented population growth, and redevelopment.  Like Sailboat Bend, all of the remaining historic buildings in communities along the North Fork are wood frame vernacular.  

Since architects were not necessary to construct rudimentary pioneer structures, the city’s first buildings were usually plain, but functional.  Most of the region’s black and white pioneers were laymen and self-taught craftsmen, who were forced to develop a construction style based on the wood or rock found in their local environment.  This type of practical architecture is referred to as “frame vernacular.” 

Frame vernacular is the most common architectural style found throughout the United States because prior to the Civil War, vernacular designs were local in nature — meaning the method of construction was learned by demonstration and word of mouth.  Builders also had to rely heavily on native building materials.  It wasn’t until after the American Industrial Revolution that vernacular design gave way to homes constructed using manufactured equipment and materials imported into the region on the railroad.  

In most cases, vernacular buildings are balloon frame structural systems constructed from trees grown in the vicinity.  In South Florida, the slash pine (known locally as Dade County Pine) was the primary choice for building materials.  The dense wood proved to be both strong and resistant to termites.  To circulate air under the structure while protecting it from seasonal flooding, vernacular buildings were usually established on brick pier foundations, or cut tree stumps.  

Known as “shot gun” houses because it was possible to shoot a gun through the home without hitting a wall, this form of construction followed function by maximizing cross-ventilation.  Although some structures featured L-shaped floor plans, the majority of homes were rectangular and divided by breezeway halls that helped to keep the home cool in the hot, humid climate.  Gable or hip roofs were favored, with pitches steep enough to accommodate attic space or one-half floor.  These steep gabled structures are sometimes called a “story and a jump.”  

The most common exterior wall surfaces were made from horizontal drop siding, weatherboards, or a combination of both — although most of the historic structures in Northwest neighborhoods have now been stuccoed with a cement mixture or plaster.  The roofs on shotgun homes were usually metal, wood, composite shingles, or in some cases, tar paper.  

The main facade, or building front, was often placed on the gable end of the roof.  This gable end of the roof — the triangle part — made the height of the facade greater than the width.  Front porches, side porches and wrap around porches were also common to shot gun homes, and depending on the season, served as an additional living room or sleeping quarters.
The fenestration in vernacular architecture — or, the design and position of windows — is usually symmetrical.  Windows are typically double-hung sash with multi-pane glazing, and doors contained recessed wood panels.  

Architectural decoration is consistent with the cultural expressions, but was historically sparse in North Fork communities.  Where it does exist, the architectural features are similar to those found in New Orleans and throughout the Caribbean.  They feature limited ornamental woodwork like patterned shingles and truss-work in the gables; turned balustrades and porch columns; or porch brackets under the eaves.  And although traditional vernacular homes were constructed relatively simply and could be added on to as the family had need for additional space, very few North Fork structures featured second floors like the bungalow, mission and Bahamian conch homes found in the region’s more affluent neighborhoods.  

The vernacular architecture found in the North Fork’s black communities is similar to the structures found in Sailboat Bend, but the structures were usually painted different colors than the shades used in white communities.  In the African tradition, some of the North Fork homes were painted blue to represent the sky, spiritual sanctity, and peacefulness.  Homes that were painted green signified planting, harvest, prosperity, rejuvenation, and spiritual abundance.  These colorful values are inherent in African culture, and this tradition of painting homes in bright, pastel colors still prevails on some of the newer homes in the North Fork communities.

In addition to the traditional vernacular homes, North Fork communities also featured modern urban architectural influences.  The Dixie Court, a public housing complex built during the Great Depression in 1938, was a modern complex for its day.   Made of cinder block stucco instead of wood, the kitchens in the complex came with refrigerators instead of iceboxes, and featured gas stoves and indoor plumbing.

historic homes along the north fork
Most of the historic homes in the black communities along the North Fork are gone.  The home of Dr. Sistrunk has also been demolished and is now the site of a commercial bus company.  Dr. Sweeting’s “Garden of Allah” has been developed; its garden fountain, statues and tropical landscaping removed.  Even the original Porter House, the home of the first family to settle the western stretch of the North Fork, has been replaced by a new family home.  

Today, only four historic homes remain along the North Fork riverbank.  Each has experienced renovations or additions, and all have applied stucco and other treatments to their wood framed exteriors. 

Address: (more info here)

Dr. Merrick Brown’s two-story wood frame vernacular home was built in 1949.  There is also a two-story guesthouse on the grounds.  A carport was added in recent years, and the building has been stuccoed, except for a brick veneer siding that has been applied to the front façade.  The windows are metal awning type and most are framed by a decorative detail. The floor plan is L-shaped, which appears to accommodate an addition, and the roof is gabled with a combination of asphalt shingles and tar roll paper.  

637 Northwest 24th Avenue 

Perhaps the most modest of the remaining historic homes, this shotgun house was built around 1938.  Its gable roof is covered with tar roll paper and its front entrance is located on the gable end.  The wood siding has also been replaced with stucco.  A flat roof addition was added to the side that extends the front façade, and creates an L-shaped floor plan.  Little else remains to reveal its original character. 

2124 Northwest 4th Street

The Meeks House is adjacent to the Sweeting Estate.  It is a two-story wood frame vernacular structure that has also been stuccoed.  The windows are all metal awning, the roof is flat and there are no architectural details or embellishment.  The front door and entrance is without any cover except for a side entrance through a carport.  A one-story addition with a composite gable roof is attached to the rear of the home. 

Address: (more info here)

Although not directly on the banks of the North Fork, the historic home of Marie Little’s pioneer family was built in 1951, when there were no houses around it, and certainly not on the river in front of it.  Stuccoed in the tradition of this community, this one-story wood frame vernacular has been upgraded considerably with a garage, circular driveway, decorative stone veneer siding, and an enclosed front entrance.  A decorative iron railing and security grill enclose this entrance addition.  The building has a hip roof with a composite roofing material.  It appears in very good condition and blends in well with the surrounding contemporary homes. 

MODERN DEMOGRAPHICS:
According to 2000 U.S. Census Data used for Broward County redistricting, the North Fork area in Northwest Fort Lauderdale known as the Sistrunk Corridor has a population of about 11,000 people.

Of the four North Fork communities, only Dorsey-Riverbend has been incorporated into the City of Ft. Lauderdale.  Franklin Park, St. George, and Washington Park remain unincorporated communities with a 97 percent African American population.  Within those three unincorporated neighborhoods, nearly 50 percent of the residents do not have a high school diploma.  Poverty levels are high — with more than 40 percent of the residents in Franklin Park and Washington Park living below poverty levels.  In the St. George neighborhood, poverty levels are significantly lower, at 21 percent, but still almost twice as high as for the County average. 

The St. George community has a home ownership rate of nearly 87 percent, which is significantly higher than the Broward County average.  Washington Park’s home ownership is slightly below the 69.5 percent County average, while less than 10 percent of  residents own their homes in the transient neighborhood of Franklin Park. 
SAILBOAT BEND ARCHITECTURE

Most of the homes in Sailboat Bend — the white, working class village established on the north bank of the North Fork — were also built in the wood frame vernacular tradition on the brick piers common to this style.  But there are also a variety of other architectural styles within the village, including:  

The Foster Home is reminiscent of a New England style cottage.  It is a two-story wood frame construction supported by both wooden and concrete piers.  There is a combination of redwood stained shingles on the first story, and painted shingles on the upper story.  The hip roof is covered with shingles.  It also includes a yellow brick chimney.  Dade County pine in tongue and groove design is utilized for the ceilings of the portico.  On the pediment at the center is a carved wooden ornament in the shape of a star.  Original brass door handle and glass are notable features of the house. 

The house at 1110 Waverly Road features a chimney and a roof detail known as a “jerk-in-head.”  This detail is located at the end of the roof and formed into a shape intermediate between a gable and a hip.  The wood windows of the home are original and 6/1. Raised on piers, the entrance is approached by four steps to the front porch. 

The home at 930 Southwest Fourth Street features a metal roof.  The house is wood frame vernacular and utilizes a T-shaped floor plan. The entrance is sheltered by an overhand supported with brackets.  And, the windows have wood shutters that appear to be original. 

The Bellanda House, located at 912 Southwest Fourth Street, is also a frame vernacular.  The gable roof is unique in that it conceals what appears to be the second floor.  High enough and containing a dormer designed as a horizontal string skylight, the eaves of the skylight dormer are decorated with an elaborate gingerbread detail.  Windows are double-hung sash 1/1 lights, and the house also features wood drop siding and an exterior chimney. 

Also featuring the “jerk-in-head” roof detail is the home at 409 Southwest Ninth Avenue.  This two-story wood frame vernacular structure now has vinyl siding.  The house has two chimneys located in the interior of the building, and there are also two dormers one on opposite sides of the roof.  The gable end also features a large window with metal awning frames.

THE SEPARATE but EQUAL DOCTRINE
The first segregation law, or “Jim Crow Law,” was enacted by the Tennessee state legislature in 1875.  The law required the separation of black and white passengers on railway cars, wharves, and depots.  In the same year, Mississippi and Florida became the first states to enact laws requiring whites and blacks to be separated on all public carriers.  In 1888, the Mississippi Railroad Commission mandated separate terminal waiting rooms for whites and blacks, and other southern states soon extended the rule to terminal restaurants and other public facilities. 

After the failed attempts of Southern Reconstruction ended in 1890, all elected and appointed federal and state government officials were white.  So were the state militia, the National Guard, sheriff’s office, police department, and state highway patrols.  All of the South’s newspapers, magazines, and radio stations were owned and operated by whites — as were banks and most retail establishments.  

In 1896, the United States Supreme Court, in Plessy v. Ferguson, upheld the constitutionality of a statute requiring the separation of white and black passengers on railroad trains — so long as the separate facilities were equal.  

This Supreme Court decision established what was called the doctrine of “separate but equal” facilities that was eventually applied to all modes of public transportation with black passengers being directed to sit in the rear of the bus or trolley.  On trains, black passengers were required to travel in separate cars, and all southern bus terminals maintained separate waiting rooms.  These transportation terminals, retail stores and government building even featured pairs of water fountains — one labeled “white,” the other identified as “colored” or “Negro.”

The separate but equal doctrine was also used to enforce the segregation of all schools and public accommodations throughout the southern United States.  One of the most conspicuous characteristics of the era of racial segregation by law was the absolute separation of black and white school children in public, parochial and private schools.  It was not unusual for both black and white children to grow up without ever having a single childhood friend of the opposite race.  

Prior to 1964, white hotels, motels and restaurants also prohibited black patrons.  Occasionally, a restaurant might sell black travelers a brown bag lunch through a side window, but restroom facilities were unavailable to blacks.  As a result, black travelers were forced to pack box lunches, drinking water, flashlights, and rolls of toilet paper in preparation for stops along deserted highways. 

Movie theaters often had a separate side street ticket office and entrance for black customers.  From there, blacks were only permitted to patronize seats in the rear of the theater, or in the balcony.  Parks, playgrounds, ball fields and beaches were also segregated. 

The facilities for black residents were generally sub-standard, and there were seldom any swimming pools available to black residents.  Hospitals, if they admitted black patients at all, had segregated wards.  Even the American military maintained separate white and black camps.

North Fork 

Pollution & Water Quality Threats
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In 1966, the late Mildred C. Keeve, recognized as the “grande dame of Broward's black arts community,” the unofficial poet laureate of the County library system, and the author of Black Ain’t No Kiver, moved to South Florida and settled for a time near the North Fork.  Even as late as the 1960s, she was awed by the alligators, the birds, the otters, the leaping and splashing mullet, and the manatee floating by.  

“Not long ago, I went back to my spot on the river,” she said in a 1997 interview.  “The poor river looked not at all like it used to.  As I remember it, it used to be laughing, bubbling.  Now it seemed to be crying, weeping.”

What happened to the North Fork’s 

natural communities?
Based on historical photos and the plants that dominate the North Fork today, the North Fork of the New River was originally a Cypress and Pond Apple tree marsh.  There was just a hint of a channel of Everglades water working its way east through the North Fork and onto the main New River channel flowing east through downtown Ft. Lauderdale.  
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The water in today’s North Fork is referred to as “brackish,” indicating a mixture of freshwater from the Everglades and salt water from the ocean.  But prior to the large-scale land altering changes of the twentieth century, brackish water was probably limited to sections of the New River system further east of the historic North Fork.  

Prior to the environmental changes, the New River’s original Atlantic inlet was relatively narrow and shallow.  But the dredging of Port Everglades in 1927 dramatically changed the salt water content of eastern Broward County’s surface waters by creating a deep, wide, and consistent source of Atlantic Ocean water.  

Starting in 1948, the Central & Southern Florida Control Project (C&SF) once again altered water flow in southeast Florida and eventually cut the North Fork off from its primary freshwater source  —  the Everglades.  By altering the natural flow of the New River, C&SF pumps and water control structures subsequently changed the salinity levels in the North Fork’s once primarily freshwaters.  With less than fifty percent of the historic Everglades functioning naturally, there was less fresh water pressure pushing east from the Everglades.  This head loss allowed salt water from the Atlantic to push its way further and further west, and up the river where it had never reached before.   

While the North Fork became the city’s waterway with the least amount of flow, the City of Fort Lauderdale also began dumping treated sewage from its highest volume wastewater plant into the North Fork.   Starting in 1962, Wastewater Treatment Plant A dumped between five and six million gallons of treated sewage into the North Fork every day.  The treatment plant’s outfall at 1901 Northwest Second Street and Northwest 20th Avenue did not stop pumping until June of 1983.  Along with Wastewater Treatment A, several other wastewater treatment plants also discharged into the C-12 Canal — the C&SF headwaters of the North Fork.  Fortunately, the practice of discharging treated sewage into Broward County surface waters ended in 1988, but during the 1970s, it was not unusual for more than half the flow in the North Fork to be treated sewage.  

Despite South Florida’s popularity after World War II as a popular tourist and snowbird destination, Ft. Lauderdale was still an agricultural community in the segregated south.  Beyond the wastewater treatment plant, minority communities like those along the North Fork bore many environmental injustices, including the Wingate Road Incinerator and Dump.  Burning about 48 tons of garbage a day, the incinerator operated in the Northwest section on the city from 1955 until 1978.  
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The U.S. Environmental Protection Agency identified the Wingate Site as a Super-Fund site,  and the site was capped in 1999, but this decision was surrounded in controversy.  The local community still maintains that the higher than normal cancer rates in the nearby neighborhoods are directly related to the Wingate facility.

The construction of Interstate 95 began in the 1960s, and was routed through poor and minority communities along the east coast.  Besides dividing the minority communities, the interstate also contributed a significant amount of trash and debris into the North Fork, and increased the level of sediments in the river.  

And, as Fort Lauderdale and Broward County’s population continued to grow, more and more neighborhood stormwater drainage systems were designed to discharge into the North Fork.  Almost all of these systems were developed before there were laws requiring pre-treatment (or “pre-cleaning”) of the stormwater before it reached the river.  As a result, decades of accumulated street runoff left a toxic layer of sediment and sludge on the river bottom.  Fortunately, several state and local governmental dredging projects were performed from the mid 1990s until 2003 to help remove sediments — but many of the stormwater systems still need to be upgraded to prevent present and future contamination of the waterway. 

With the water quality degradation, other pollution followed.  Automobile engines and major appliances like refrigerators were dumped into the North Fork.  Beer bottles, Styrofoam cups, rubber tires, and rubbish also lined the shoreline.  And, like the rest of the Everglades, exotic plants, such as the Brazilian pepper and Australian pine, began crowding out the native plants and trees along the river’s banks.

Even in the new millennium, septic tanks are prevalent in the basin where the North and South Forks meet the main channel of the New River, as well as in some portions of the Tarpon River.  Poorly maintained septic tanks can cause pollution by leaching chemicals and bacteria into the river.  Of particular concern are chemicals leached from septic tanks like nitrogen and phosphorus nutrients.   These nutrients are also found in lawn fertilizers and are harmful when added to the river in quantities that are high enough to cultivate too many microscopic plants and the overgrowth of larger aquatic plants.  Although approximately one-third of the City of Ft. Lauderdale remains on septic tank systems, the City of Ft. Lauderdale is currently implementing a program to switch these areas to city sewer systems by 2011.
The North Fork that was once a source of food, recreation, and transportation for area residents has changed dramatically.  And, it is no coincidence that as the river began dying, so did the vibrant cultural connections within the community.  The hydrology of the river; the varied sources of pollution; and, the results of water quality monitoring, are key to understanding the long term decline of the North Fork as a community resource.
how water flows 

Hydrology is the study of water, including water flow and distribution.  Before humans altered the natural flow of the “River of Grass,” the semi-tropical region’s bountiful supplies of rainwater flowed through the Everglades sawgrass prairies in a vast sheet of shallow water, from Lake Okeechobee to Florida Bay.  Some of the water from the Everglades flowed eastward through cuts in the Atlantic Coastal Ridge, and emptied into the Atlantic Ocean.

Overall, the New River Basin’s remnant rivers and canals are estuarine because they are greatly influenced by both oceanic tides and western inputs of freshwater.  

An estuary is a partly enclosed coastal body of water where saltwater from the ocean mixes with freshwater from inland water bodies.  When fresh and salt waters meet, they do not always readily mix.  In some instances, freshwater flowing in from the tributaries is relatively light and overrides the wedge of more dense, salty water that is moving in from the ocean.  This difference in density often causes layering of the water that significantly affects both water circulation and water quality.   Other estuarine conditions include well-mixed shallow systems that often occur in the New River because of its relatively shallow depth coupled with its abundant boat traffic.  Stormwater drainage from western areas in Broward County can also cause the whole New River system to be entirely full of freshwater — particularly during the rainy/wet season from June until October.

The state’s initial Everglades reclamation and drainage effort was completed in 1928 on the southeast coast and around Lake Okeechobee, with three of the eight primary drainage canals constructed in Broward County — the Hillsboro, the North New River, and South New River (C-11) Canals.  Along with these primary canal basins, some estuarine canal basins also existed, including the C-10 Canal in the City of Hollywood.  
These major canals, along with secondary canals, were designed to collectively drain Everglades lands by diverting the historical flow of water from Lake Okeechobee to the Atlantic Ocean by way of Broward’s urban corridor.   
These initial state efforts were expanded and enhanced decades later by the U.S. Army Corps of Engineer’s completion of the Central & Southern Florida Flood Control Project.  Both of these large-scale drainage efforts dramatically changed the hydrology of Broward County.  Surface waters are now controlled by a series of water control structures and levees that have significantly altered the natural timing and flow of water in the south Florida watershed. 

In terms of modern water management, canal basins in southeast Florida are typically found west of water control structures.  [See Map on Page 14]  Surface waters in Broward’s New River Basin include canals that are east of water control structures and are therefore influenced by ocean tides.  

Along with smaller secondary and tertiary canals that eventually drain to the ocean, there are three primary freshwater canals that discharge into the New River, including South New River Canal, North New River Canal, and the C-12 Canal.  The North New River Canal and South New River Canal contribute to the freshwater inputs of the South Fork of the New River.  In addition, discharges by the Florida Power and Light facility contribute significant flow into the South Fork.  
As a result, water in the South Fork is much more dynamic in its flow regime than the North Fork of the New River.

The North Fork of the New River is part of the C-12 Canal basin, but because it is influenced by the New River basin, it is considered tidal.  This is because of a water control structure located in the C-12 Canal that parallels Sunrise Boulevard between Martin Luther King Boulevard Avenue and State Road 7.  This structure, known as the S-33 Water Control Structure, serves as a salinity barrier.  

In terms of the river’s hydrology, it’s important to remember that east of the S-33, the river is known as the North Fork of the New River.  West of the S-33 the river becomes a canal known as the C-12 Canal.  
Most of the 19 square-mile C-12 Canal Basin lies within unincorporated Broward County, but the basin also includes most of western Fort Lauderdale, Lauderdale Lakes, southern Lauderhill, and eastern Plantation.  And the C-12 Canal Basin is unique among the county’s other major basins, because water does not flow from the Everglades in western Broward to the east coast.  

Although groundwater can also be an important contributor to surface waters in Broward County, most of the freshwater the North Fork receives is from stormwater following storm events.  This is because the S-33 rarely discharges water downstream to the North Fork, and stormwater run-off from all of the neighborhoods within the basin were historically designed to discharge into the North Fork.  Although estuarine, the North Fork is the furthest point away from the Port Everglades ocean inlet.  Because of this distance, the North Fork usually maintains its freshwater characteristics for most of the year  — with occasional exceptions during the dry season, which is between November and May.

In 2002, Broward County’s Environmental Protection Department (EPD) began working with the South Florida Water Management District to test the effects of increasing freshwater flows into the North Fork through the S-33 Water Control Structure.  By increasing the amount of freshwater flowing through the C-12, water quality scientists are hoping to improve water quality by re-establishing an artificial connection to the Everglades and its historic source of freshwater.
pollution sources 

Pollution enters surface waters by way of point and non-point sources.  Point source water pollution stems from a specific location or point of entry, such as a pipe from an industrial plant or agricultural operation.  Because the source of the pollution is easily determined, point source pollution is usually regulated.  

Non-point source pollution is delivered to surface waters from all over the watershed —there is no fixed point to regulate or control.  Non-point source water pollution arrives in surface waters by way of stormwater runoff, air pollution, or ground water seepage, just to name a few.

The major form of non-point pollution in Broward County is stormwater runoff.  Stormwater runoff is rainwater that accumulates and “runs off” land surfaces like streets, parking lots, construction sites, and urban landscapes.  It can carry sediment, oils, metals, fertilizers, pesticides, toxins, pathogens, and other pollutants into nearby storm drains, or directly into water bodies.  Once this polluted runoff enters the stormwater system, it is discharged into lakes, canals, the Everglades, and the coast.  

Stormwater runoff contaminates surface waters — local waters that sustain natural communities, provide recreational opportunities, and enhance urban drinking water supplies.  And, because the rate of stormwater discharge increases as the percentage of roads, parking lots, and other paved areas increases, stormwater runoff is both an environmental and public health threat in highly urbanized areas like southeast Florida.  

Since most of the development in the entire New River Basin happened early in the last century and prior to stormwater management regulatory requirements, little or no treatment of “first flush” pollutants occurs before polluted stormwater enters estuarine surface waters.  

Although residential land use dominates this basin, the number and type of roads within the basin also impacts the amount of pollution in the stormwater.  Sunrise Boulevard runs parallel to the C-12 canal for the entire length, and drains at several points directly to the waterway.  Interstate 95 crosses over both the North and South Forks, and Interstate 595 and State Road 7 also cross over the South Fork and North New River Canal, respectively.  Other major roads that have bridges over some portion of the New River include Broward Boulevard, Davie Boulevard, 11th Avenue, 7th Avenue, Andrews Avenue, and 3rd Avenue.  A number of finger canals also exist in the area with associated street ends and stormwater outfalls.  

An abundance of stormwater outfalls exist in the basin — especially in the North Fork where a three-mile stretch of the river contains approximately 35 outfalls of various sizes that drain from a number of areas.

monitoring water quality 

Over the last century, changes in Broward County’s hydrology, ecology, and environmental regulations have had significant impacts on water quality — but monitoring to assess the quality of these waters only began in the early 1970s.  

In 1972, Broward County’s EPD (then named the Environmental Quality Control Board) began monitoring the water quality of the county’s primary water bodies and drainage canals.  Initially, the county’s main objective was to monitor surface waters impacted by the sewage discharges from wastewater treatment plants.  But when federal environmental regulations forced sewage treatment plants to stop the practice of discharging into surface waters, the county was encouraged to focus water quality monitoring in all of the county’s surface waters.

The chemical, biological, and physical characteristics of a water body are studied to determine water quality.  Many factors help paint a picture of whether a water body is healthy, such as the balance of nutrients, oxygen, bacteria, salinity, and temperature.  Stressed waters often have a combination of excess nutrients, bacteria and sediments —and may also demonstrate a lack of oxygen and clarity.  Chemical pollutants, heavy metals, petroleum by-products, and debris also contribute to poor water quality.

In February 2001, the Broward Department of Planning and Environmental Protection — now known as The Broward County Environmental Protection Department (EPD)​ — published a comprehensive study of the water quality monitoring performed by the county from 1972 -1997.  The Historical Water Quality Atlas of Broward County, Florida highlighted the surface water quality of Broward’s twelve drainage basins over the 25-year period.  

Measuring progress, however, is not an exact science.  Words like “good,” “fair,” or “poor,” do not tell the complete story.   The bottom line, according to the Historical Water Quality Atlas of Broward County, Florida, is that the surface waters of Broward County are cleaner today than 25 years ago.  But this improvement is primarily because the practice of dumping treated sewage into the surface waters has ceased.

The four major parameters of the study focused on total nitrogen, total phosphorus, fecal coliform, and dissolved oxygen.  [see boxed inset] For most parameters, levels should be “below the standard” to indicate good water quality —  except for dissolved oxygen.  High levels of dissolved oxygen indicate good water quality.  At 41 sampling sites throughout the county, water quality parameters were rated “good” if they met county water quality standards.  Those that did not meet county standards were rated “poor;” and those that were border-line were rated “fair.”   Similar to past scientific research and water quality observations such as those documented in the June 1991 – January 1993 New River Study, the North Fork New River still exhibited the poorest water quality for any water body in the entire county for these four parameters.

water quality in the 

north fork of the new river 

~ The Path to Cleaner Water 

The good news from the Historical Water Quality Atlas was that pollution levels in the North Fork were generally better than in previous decades — especially after the wastewater treatment plant closed in 1983.  Annual phosphorus levels decreased tenfold, while nitrogen levels decreased by more than 50 percent.  Dissolved oxygen levels, though variable, were at least near or above the county standard after the closing of the wastewater treatment plants.  

But the Historical Water Quality Atlas and the New River Study also revealed elevated levels of nitrogen and phosphorus in the water, most frequently entering the water through storm water runoff instead of the old wastewater plant’s outfall.  Even without discharges from the wastewater plant, river sediments can contribute to nutrient concentrations in the surface water when they are re-suspended, or mixed up toward the surface.

The findings from the Historical Water Quality Atlas, which indicated that despite improvements, the North Fork New River still contained the poorest water quality in the county were not surprising  —  especially when also considering the results of The New River Study that began in the early 1990s.  Broward County evaluated more than 300 water samples along the North Fork, finding consistently high bacteria counts that could be attributed to septic tanks, seepage from sanitary sewer lines, and the illegal direct discharge of raw sewage into the river.  

In the late 1990s, The University of Miami (UM) performed special sampling for a City of Ft. Lauderdale Blue Ribbon Committee chaired by Ft. Lauderdale Mayor James Naugle.  UM researchers concluded that septic tanks may not be the largest contributor of pollutants to North Fork waters.  The Blue Ribbon Committee did, however, determine that the North Fork was  being “inoculated” with bacteria — particularly during storm events — and that these bacteria may actually be re-growing along the shoreline in certain “hotspots.”  


The possible sources of water pollution in the North Fork currently under investigation include stormwater, septic tanks, live-aboard boats, homeless populations, wildlife, and regenerative bacteria found in the soil and water.   The exact source of this bacteria identified at the hot spots is still unknown.  But water quality science has improved immensely over the last ten years, and water quality experts believe that genetic technology may help solve the North Fork’s bacteria mystery.

Through the County’s monitoring efforts in the 1990s, water managers were able to determine that the water quality of the North Fork had not improved — despite many efforts to meet state standards established by the Florida Department of Environmental Protection (DEP).  As a result of not meeting the state’s water quality standards, in 2005, the Florida DEP declared the North Fork an ‘impaired waterway,’ requiring local water quality efforts to enter a new chapter governed by federal laws developed as a result of the Clean Water Act.  

Through the federal procedure, the overall amount of pollution going into the North Fork will be calculated, and solutions will then be derived to decrease the calculated inputs of pollutants.  Water managers call these calculations “pollution loads.”  Once the pollution load is calculated, water managers will begin a state process known as “Total Maximum Daily Loads” (TMDL), which will help determine how much pollution a particular surface water can receive and still remain healthy.  It will take several years to complete, but the TMDL process should result in a much healthier North Fork.


The main strategies used to accomplish the goals of the Clean Water Act in the North Fork include cleaning the stormwater that currently drains into the river.  This stormwater cleanup will be accomplished by applying today’s technology to yesterday’s system — using additional state and federal grant funding to make it all happen.  
North Fork residents will also be called upon to reduce stormwater pollution by using urban Best Management Practices (BMPs) to reduce inappropriate use of fertilizers and pesticides collecting in stormwater, improving neighborhood catchment basins and swales, and participating in frequent river clean-ups.  
nitrogen & phosphorus are nutrients that are necessary components of the food chain in waters. Nutrients support the growth of plants, which in turn support fish and other wildlife that feed on these organisms.  Still, excess nutrients in the water cause an imbalance that results in the rapid reproduction of microscopic algae and algae blooms, or larger plants such as duckweed, spatterdock, Hygroophilis or Hydrilla.  

Overgrowth of this type of vegetation harms surface waters in several ways.  They cloud water and block sunlight, stressing other underwater vegetation.  When the excess algae and plants die, they sink to the bottom and are decomposed by bacteria that deplete oxygen in the surrounding area — a problem that can lead to fish kills.

Some causes of excessive nitrogen and phosphorus are agricultural and urban use of fertilizers and detergents; livestock manure and domestic pet wastes; effluence from wastewater treatment plants; septic tank seepage; gray water dumping from boats; plant decomposition; and organic runoff from soil and rain.

One common indicator of domestic sewage and terrestrial runoff in a body of water is fecal coliform bacteria.  Sources of fecal coliform bacteria include raw sewage, septic tank seepage, animal waste, holding tanks of sanitation devices on boats, and stormwater runoff.  And high concentrations of this type of bacteria suggest the presence of fecal contamination from humans, or other warm-blooded animals.  The identification of fecal coliform bacteria also suggests the presence of other harmful disease-causing bacteria and viruses.  


In water systems, oxygen is present as dissolved oxygen (DO), and must be at acceptable levels to support fish and wildlife.  Dissolved oxygen is necessary for aerobic respiration, and to allow certain chemical reactions to take place.  During the day, dissolved oxygen levels increase as photosynthesis takes place.  At night, photosynthesis stops and respiration continues, causing dissolve oxygen to decrease.  The death and decomposition of algae blooms by oxygen-consuming bacteria have been shown to deplete dissolved oxygen concentrations.  Depending upon other related factors such as water temperature and weather conditions, depletions of dissolve oxygen adversely effects many animal populations, and can cause fish kills.

Restoring the North Fork

STEPS ALREADY TAKEN 

Beyond the goals of the Clean Water Act, many efforts have been made to restore the overall health of the North Fork.  Much of the effort started in 1994 with the completion of the New River Restoration Plan.   This Broward County Plan was marked the first comprehensive attempt to not just test the water — but to actually improve water quality; enhance the river systems’ biological diversity; and, to create a more pristine environment through dredging projects, regulatory actions, community involvement, and clean-up campaigns.  

Broward County, along with the South Florida Water Management District, secured three state appropriations from 1994 to 1997 totaling $637,000.  The first priority of the county’s restoration plan was to improve the river’s circulation and flow.  A flow modeling study helped to evaluate the river’s circulation problems — as well as the opportunities generated by increasing freshwater flows in the North Fork by way of the S-33 water control structure.  The plan also included developing a design for shoreline revegetation that would remove exotic plants species and replace them with native vegetation.  The native vegetation was reintroduced to help filter stormwater runoff and improve the North Fork’s wildlife habitat. 

Presentations made to the South Florida Ecosystem Restoration Task Force Working Group and the Governor’s Commission for a Sustainable South Florida to receive federal money for additional restoration work on the North Fork resulted in the nomination and ranking of the North Fork Restoration for consideration as a “Critical Project” within the larger Comprehensive Everglades Restoration Plan (CERP).

Although the North Fork did not make the final listing of Critical Projects included in the Comprehensive Everglades Restoration Plan (CERP), the South Florida Water Management District became an active participant in the overall restoration of the North Fork.  

Between 1995 and 1998, the collaborative efforts of Broward County, the City of Ft. Lauderdale, and a host of government agencies and community organizations included:
· Increasing water flow, after a water quality study showed water in the C-12 basin would improve water quality in the North Fork.

· Removing contaminated and shoaled sediments. Spot dredging also helped increase water flow in the North Fork.

· Developing a shoreline re-vegetation plan. The North Fork has a substantial natural shoreline despite the urban development around it.  But exotic vegetation dominated this shoreline, and erosion has caused steep slopes that make parts of the river impossible for the public to reach.  The plan included a revegetation pilot program completed at Franklin Park.

· Reducing pollution. The specific sources of contamination (fecal coliform bacteria) continue to elude identification. The County continues to develop analytical tools to help determine pollution sources.

· Increasing public stewardship of the river.
· Supporting community efforts like Broward Urban River Trails (BURT).  In 1996, BURT incorporated the County’s pollution prevention programming, environmental education, and resource management to their grassroots efforts of celebrating the environmental and recreational attributes of Broward’s urban waterways.

By 1998, Broward County, the City of Ft. Lauderdale, and the South Florida Water Management District had achieved significant strides toward returning the North Fork to a healthier waterway.  

Their energetic and productive collaborative efforts included:

· Initiating a county computer modeling program to analyze the changes needed to increase volumetric flow

· Conducting assessments with the Florida Department of Health and Rehabilitative Services (HRS) to publish findings about the risks to the public from the consumption of fish and crabs. 
· Working with the city of Fort Lauderdale’s Blue Ribbon Task Force Committee to continue to discover the fecal coliform sources in the North Fork; as well as contracting with Nova Southeastern University to review the behavior of fecal bacteria in tropical and subtropical regions, and publishing the results in 1996  
· Securing legislative funding [$600k from 1996 through 1998] to initiate waste removal, dredging, and shoreline revegetation in the North Fork 

· Cooperating with the City of Fort Lauderdale’s dredging of the river’s sludge blanket, and publishing a technical report on sediment quality in 1996  
· Completing City of Ft. Lauderdale stormwater and sewer improvements between Broward Boulevard and Interstate 95

· Taking county code and zoning regulatory action regarding the contamination of the North Fork and canvassing the North Fork’s industrial and residential communities to identify discharges of raw sewage, industrial waste, and a broken sanitary gravity mainlines

· Coordinating with 26 other municipalities and the Florida Department of Transportation to improve storm water quality

· Conducting a sweep of properties on the North Fork to enforce solid waste violations including illegal dumping on empty lots

· Drafting and adopting a 1997 city ordinance to reduce fecal coliform bacteria pollution coming from live-aboard boats; and insuring proper disposal of wastes from large cruise vessels using the New River and Intracoastal Waterway

· Promoting community stewardship of the North Fork to meet overall restoration goals.  Information was distributed to homeowners with waterfront property explaining how fertilizers and pesticide misuse, and improper disposal of yard waste impacts the river; citizens were encouraged to report environmental crimes.

· Launching environmental education initiatives: the Community Garden Team for kindergartners through fourth graders in the Franklin Park neighborhood; Inner City Outings programs; Folkways Tours; creating a Florida Inland Navigation District activity booklet for elementary school students; tree plantings with Dillard High School’s Environmental Club; and community preservation and restoration campaigns organized by students from Florida Atlantic University
· Instilling a community tradition of participating in the annual Marine Industries Association of South Florida (MIASF) waterway cleanup effort, and partnering with Broward Beautiful in North Fork communities

· Going beyond annual cleanups with an Adopt-A-Waterway program with partners such as Florida Atlantic University Planning Society, Wildlife Research Team, the Audubon Society, SFWMD, Broward County, Broward Urban River Trails, Sistrunk Historical and Natural Preservation Society, Friends of Franklin Park, Washington Park Civic Association, St. George Civic Association, Dorsey River Bend and Durrs Homeowner Associations.  The purpose is not just to pick up trash but to get people out on the water to see the unique beauty of the waterway.

· Removing 72 tires from an illegal dump site on the North Fork with the Office of Integrated Waste Management

· Receiving $37,000 from the Florida Inland Navigation District (FIND) to begin surveying for spot dredging

· Setting aside $20,000 for river bank restoration at Franklin Park on the North Fork; $100,000 to plant trees at Delevoe Park, including more than 100 pond apples on the banks of the North Fork.

· Installation of a debris barrier downstream to collect debris that enters the waterway along Sunrise Blvd.

· Dredging to remove sediment from stormwater outfalls in various locations along the river

· Removal of non-native and invasive vegetation along the North Fork between Sistrunk Blvd. and the Broward County Juvenile Correctional Center. Native vegetation will be replanted.

· Development of a city park located on N.W. 18th Ave. off Broward Blvd.

· Bank stabilization project to address erosion along the river’s banks using rip rap.

· Increasing freshwater flow to the North Fork.

· Creation of a North Fork video to be used to educate residents about the river’s history and its place in their community.

North Fork Neighbors Remember
In 2001, Florida Atlantic University Professor and Oral Historian Kitty Oliver interviewed North Fork neighbors with deep-roots in Northwest Ft. Lauderdale. These residents participated in a series of four workshops, and also provided oral histories to help document the natural and cultural history of the North Fork.  These neighborhood historians included: 

marjorie davis  - currently lives on Northwest Fifth Street, which is named after her — Marjorie A. Davis Street.  She taught school in Ft. Lauderdale for 40 years, and serves as the current President of the Dorsey River Bend Community Association.

loretta eggeletion london  - was born in 1944 in Coconut Grove, and her family moved to Northwest Twelfth Court in Ft. Lauderdale in 1955.  She is active with the St. George Civic Association, and currently lives on Northwest 34th Avenue.  Her brother Joe Eggeletion served as a State Representative in the 1990s, and currently serves as a Broward County Commissioner.

EUGENE FRANKLIN  - was a major advocate for restoration of the North Fork. Mr. Franklin once served as the president of Washington Park Homeowners Association.

irene hart  - arrived in Fort Lauderdale from Savannah in 1937 when she was 13.  She split her time between living at the Bonnet House on the beach where her parents were employed as caretakers, and visiting her grandmother in town.  She moved to a home on the North Fork, on Northwest Eighth Road in 1972. 

walter “mickey” hinton  - arrived in Ft. Lauderdale in 1950 as an infant and spent his boyhood growing up on the river, while his father worked in the riverfront shipyards.  He lives on Northwest Ninth Street and serves as president of the Durrs Homeowners Association.

marie little  - arrived in northwest Fort Lauderdale in 1919, when she was eight years old.  She lives on the North Fork today, in the home she and her husband bought in the 1950s.

lillian martin  - moved to Northwest Sixth Court, near the Porter’s homestead, around 1948 when she was nine or 10 years old.  She recalls only two families living in that area back then. 

aman noah meeks  - owns a home on the North Fork on Northwest Fourth Street, right on the North Fork.  He first moved to the North Fork in 1955, and at 66 years of age he is thinking of leaving the area because of the pollution.  Before the contamination, he counted 37 different types of fish in the river.   

the porters  - Ruth Porter Thomas, Wilbur “Sonny” Porter, and Myrtle Porter Currington grew up along the North Fork. Their father built a family homestead in 1947 — on what would become Northwest 31st Avenue close to what is today the Swap Shop.  They were the first family to build that far west on the river in the black community. 

leona woods newton  - moved to Fifth Street and Tenth Avenue in 1926  — just in time for the hurricane that devastated the area.  She figures she was about eight years old.  Newton remembers the Seminole village where the Salvation Army now stands on Broward Boulevard. 

north fork neighborhood historians
Their Legacy, Their Stories

A 2001 Florida Department of State Historic Resources Grant was used as matching funding with a grant from the South Florida Water Management District to complete this first attempt to document the Environmental History of the North Fork of the New River.  Broward Urban River Trails (BURT) served as the community organization administering the grant, while the contracted services of a professional Research Team, coordinated by Florida Atlantic University, completed the project’s research.  

During the winter of 2001-2002, the research team of faculty and community sub-contractors spent a full year investigating, inventorying, and documenting the natural and cultural resources of the North Fork of the New River.

It was clear from the beginning that the project could achieve results only if local residents shared their knowledge and experiences.  The Research Team contacted public schools in the neighborhood and asked them to get involved.  In this way, students could not only be taught about the history and the environmental quality of the river, but parents would also be involved.

All possible attempts were made to inform local residents and elected officials about the project. Four weeks before each event, press releases were sent to all local newspapers.  The Sun-Sentinel, City Link, the Waterfront News, the Miami Herald, the Westside Gazette, and the Broward Times all published articles about the project and the North Fork.  

Local neighborhood associations were personally contacted, and in the month before each event, team members attended the meetings of these neighborhood associations to explain and announce each event.  Team members talked with church leaders and delivered flyers at each place of worship in the North Fork area.  Additionally, two days before each event, team members went door-to-door in the area, dropping off flyers and talking with residents. 

Finally, during each event, the names and addresses of those attending were recorded and for each following event, those previously in attendance were sent a personal invitation to attend the next session, and were asked to bring family members, neighbors and friends who might be interested. Elected officials were sent personal invitations for each event.  The location and time of each event were selected to make it convenient for residents; and all events were held on either Friday evenings or Saturdays, in Broward County’s Delevoe Park, which lies on the North Fork, and is centrally located.

community involvement events
Four different “North Fork Environmental History Events” were held from November 2001 to January 2002, with each event featuring a specific focus. 

“River Talk”

The first event was on Saturday, November 2, from 10:00 am to 4 pm, and was named “River Talk.”  The event was intended to introduce the study to residents, to talk about current initiatives pertaining to the North Fork, share recollections of the general history of the area, and identify key people in the neighborhood.   Drawings of the North Fork by North Fork Elementary school students were displayed and their involvement explained. 

“River Day”

The second event, “River Day,” was held Saturday, December 1, from 8 am to 4 pm.  This event, organized by FAU’s Department of Urban and Regional Planning Assistant Professor Jaap Vos, got residents on the river in boats and canoes.  It was part of an on-going project with FAU Urban Planning students and members of the Wildlife Research Team.  Side by side, students and residents demonstrated community responsibility for the river.  

“River Stories”

The third event, “River Stories,” was held on Friday, December 7; from 7 pm to 9:30 pm. FAU Professor Kitty Oliver and her Oral History Team recorded the stories of the “Neighborhood Historians,” who became the keepers of the heritage.  Members of the community as a whole became aware as these individuals developed and shared their knowledge.  Homeowner and neighborhood associations were identified to solicit volunteer storytellers.  During this event, excerpts were read from the interviews with local residents about their memories of the North Fork. 

“River Sites”

The final event, on Friday, January 25, from 7 pm to 9:30 pm, involved a presentation of North Fork architecture and explored where early black settlers lived, such as the historic Sweeting Estate.  Residents joined in, pinpointing on a map some of the sites mentioned in their recorded oral histories and their link to the community’s heritage.

All of the events were well-attended, with attendance ranging from 40 participants to nearly 100 during the third event, “River Stories.”

The following nine interviews — or oral histories — which were collected during the 2001 Project, are only the beginning.  There are countless North Fork stories, traditions and historical events yet to be documented.

Marjorie Davis
Marjorie Davis was born in 1926 in Miami, and in 1946 moved to Northwest Fort Lauderdale, near the North Fork.  Davis was a teacher at Walker Elementary for forty years.  She earned two Bachelor of Arts degrees in Chemistry and Early Childhood Education from Florida A&M University, and a Masters in Elementary Education from Barry University.  “It was Barry College then,” she reminds us.

Davis currently lives on Northwest Fifth Street, which is named after her — Marjorie A. Davis Street.  She also serves as the current President of the Dorsey River Bend Community Association.  Fishing, crabbing, and admiring the large schools of minnows in the North Fork still color her memories of the river along with the variety of fruit trees.  

“I remember palmettos, and sea grapes.  And you know, we can’t find sea grapes now.  You don’t see any around now, do you?  It used to be that sea grapes were everywhere.  Don’t see guava trees any more, either.  And I used to make ‘guava duff.’  You have a dough.  You cook the guava, sweeten it, put it in bag and seal it up and let it boil.  And then when it’s finished, you have a sauce.  And you just don’t see them anymore.  They just disappeared.  Used to be banana trees everywhere.  I guess people are so sophisticated now they just buy them.  I guess they don’t need trees in their backyards any more.”

The Eggeletion Family
Loretta Eggeletion London and her family moved from Coconut Grove to Northwest Fort Lauderdale in 1955, when she was a girl of ten.  Prior to moving to the North Fork, London remembers frequently visiting relatives who lived on and near the North Fork.  She had lots of uncles, aunts, and cousins who migrated from Baker and Newton counties, in Georgia.  One family lived right on the river, on what is now [Northwest] Ninth Court, across from Boyd’s Funeral Home, where the Church of God and Prophet is currently located.  The house no longer exists, but the land remains in the family.

“My uncle Bubba and my aunt built their house on the North Fork.  What we would call it today is a shack but to us back then it was like a mansion. It was just two bedrooms, he had a living room and a kitchen.  He had an old outdoor toilet.  Eventually he put a toilet in there.”

With so many family members already in Fort Lauderdale, her mother fell in love with Fort Lauderdale from the time she was a teenager.  “It was her dream to live here.”


The decision for the family to move to Fort Lauderdale was fortuitous.  Loretta Eggeletion’s grandmother made the down payment on five lots — one for each of her adult children.  She gave them each a deed, saying “you can pay for it and keep it, or let it go back.”  Her parents decided to keep their property, and her dad even bought the lot next door because he wanted to expand.  Then, unexpectedly, her father was given a house by the man he worked for in Miami. 

“One day, [my father’s] bossman said — he was working for a Jew in Miami — ‘I’m moving to [a new house] in Biscayne.’  He said he wanted to move his old house from there because he was selling the property.  If he, my father, wanted the house, he would give it to him.  And my daddy said yes.”

“And a beautiful house it was,” remembering that her father had hauled the house from Dade County to the North Fork across State Road 7 — which at that time was a two lane dirt road.  The family’s new home was near the Dillard School, and she remembers her father securing the house on the foundation himself.

“And [that house has] been through storms and I mean it’s still standing.  No storm could tackle that house.  It’s off the ground and I guess it’s the way [my father] tied it down.  Back then, they had wood houses and people used to tie ‘em down.  We went through storms and I never saw a house tackled by a storm.  But I guess it’s the way the people built the houses.”

There were not many houses in that area, across the railroad tracks, when the Eggeletion’s moved there in the early 1950s.  “There wasn’t no houses, hardly.  It was three houses on Northwest 12th Court and for a fact, we was the first one to get a bathroom, because we were used to one in Miami,” she said.  “So my father had to soon get rid of the outdoor toilet and give us a bathroom.”

The wooden home her father set down, at 2751 Northwest 12th Court (not on the river), still stands today.  “It’s not that many houses in the area that’s left.  You can still see the old “A” shape of some of those houses.  People have built brick or cement around them.  But my father’s wood house still exists,” she maintained.

The Eggeletion’s shared a cultural tradition of hunting and fishing, and Loretta Eggeletion London fondly remembers fishing with her parents throughout her childhood.

“My mother loved to fish. So did my Daddy.  And there, in the river, we fished. That’s how we lived.  We lived off the fish. Mullet.  And guava trees.  The banks were full of them.  And the river was full of manatees. The river was beautiful.  Just beautiful.”

They would fish off of Sunrise, off Broward Boulevard, 27th Avenue, all back up in there, what people call Washington Park subdivision.  When we came here, we were poor. So [my parents] took us to the river fishing, up behind Dr. [James] Sistrunk’s house.  And we used to fish right here, at Delevoe Park.  That’s how a lot of people ate.  People didn’t make a lot of money, and especially black people in Broward County. Unless you were self-employed, you worked for other people and you didn’t make that much money.  And that’s the way we survived.

My mom and daddy used to fish in Miami.  And they continued teaching their children and other neighbor’s children how to fish, how to live off the river, when we moved here.  My father would take kids and show them how to hunt in the Everglades, and in what they call Plantation now, but it was the woods.  A few houses out there existed, and in what you call Margate now, and Lauderhill, those places were woods.  My daddy would take [kids] out, show them how to hunt, how to kill rabbits.  They would hunt squirrels, raccoons, and possums. 

It was nothing for my mother and me to go way out on State Road 84, all the way to the [Seminole] Indian Reservation.  And my mother would always take along the people who didn’t have a way out there, so they’d be out there with their children.  [My mother] had a station wagon and sometimes would have three or four loads of people, just going back and forth. And then we’d have the big fish fry on the weekends.  We would all meet in what they called Roosevelt Gardens and Washington Park.  It was a community fish fry, everybody eating fish.  It was a meal.  That’s how we survived, off eating mullet, what we called bream, catfish.  Fish and grits.  That was breakfast, lunch, dinner, whatever.  And we enjoyed it.”

The wooden bridges that crossed the New River and brought the family from Miami to Fort Lauderdale continue to color her memory today.  

“Little, narrow bridges [with] steel up around them, that ended up at the North Fork — what they call the New River, along State Road 7.  How we used to come down those bridges!  And my mother would tell us that was the New River.  She would tell us different things about it, and that the river was unique.  A lot of people fished along there with poles.  That’s what we used to fish with, old cane poles and worms.  We would just sit at the banks and people used to have old chairs or make a little box and sit on it and fish from it.” 

As a member of Evergreen Baptist Church, the first Baptist church west of the railroad tracks for black residents in the 1950s, Eggeletion London was also one of many baptized in the North Fork waters known as “The Barrel” near Northwest of Fifth Avenue. 

“Where North Fork Elementary is? That was our baptismal pool, that little wading pool. And that’s where they used to baptize their members, in the North Fork of the New River, until way back in the ‘60s.  I got memories of knowing the Lord back up in there, in that river.  So I want you to know my dream, our dream: We want this river preserved.” 

Eggeletion London is not pleased with all the changes she has observed on the North Fork over the years.  She remembered a wider river and rocks along the bridges that were clearly visible. 

She speculates that the river has been narrowed and filled in — especially across Sunrise Boulevard and Northwest 31st Avenue, and “re-routed, I guess, because of construction along Sunrise and other areas.”  The area near [Dr. James] Sistrunk’s old house, that part of the river has been filled in, Eggeletion acknowledges.  “And the Barrel, where I was baptized, used to be two parts to that.  Like a little sand part where kids used to swim.  The other part was a deeper part where people used to fish.”

“There used to be a rock pit along there, and guava trees, and palmetto and sawgrass was in that whole area out there.  The rock pit, I didn’t swim over there.  My brothers used to all the time. They would go against my parent’s word, and go fishing and swimming over there.” 

Loretta Eggeletion London is keen on river preservation, less so on any excessive building or commercial development that would bring heavy traffic and more pollution to the North Fork. 

“I love the river. We want it cleaned, but to stay the same. We do not want to see the bridges widened. Environmentally, boats, with their oil, would destroy this part of the river.  Our dream is to clean it up, let it stay.   Make it where our kids can enjoy the recreation I used to enjoy: the fishing, the boating, the swimming.  Make it where we have canoeing along the river, paddleboats that can go between downtown all the way up to Delevoe Park.  That way, we can enjoy it, our children can enjoy it, and tourists can, too.”

Eugene Franklin
North Fork resident Eugene Franklin’s goal is to see that more of his neighbors become aware of what is going on with the river — with government restoration and community involvement efforts. Franklin understands that public access plays a role in the current resident connection to the North Fork.  

 “Some residents, if they don’t live directly on the North Fork, don’t know what’s going on anymore because people don’t let you go through their yards like they used to.  If you go through someone’s yard now, they’ll call the police, or say you’re trying to steal something.  If we get public access, it will help people become more aware of the canal.  You get better decision-making about the river from the community, that way. 

Now, with small boats, like the one I have, I can get up under the Sistrunk [Avenue Bridge] during the highest tide.  Coming through the Broward [Avenue Bridge] we don’t need big boats.  We just need something small enough, nice enough, to leave docked in the back of your home.  And that’s all right.”

Perhaps it is Franklin’s constant use of North Fork waters that allows him to still appreciate the river’s natural integrity.  He remains upbeat about the North Fork’s future.

“I know it’s not like it used to be, but there are still alligators out there, and birds.  I know some say they don’t eat the fish, but I tear them mullet up,” he says, a wide grin spreading across his face.  “I’m still eating ‘em.  They’re still good.”

Irene Hart
Although Hart did not move into a home on the North Fork  until 1972, her childhood is filled with historic memories of Ft. Lauderdale.  Hart lived with her parents on Fort Lauderdale Beach where they served as caretakers of the Bonnet House during the 1930s and 1940s.   Located next to the estate of Hugh Taylor Birch, Bonnet House was the home of Birch’s son-in-law Frederic Clay Bartlett and his second wife Evelyn Fortune Bartlett.  Today the estates are publicly owned — with Hugh Taylor Birch State Park operated by the Florida Department of Environmental Protection, and The Bonnet House operated by the Florida Department of State.

Growing up Hart also spent time with her Grandmother on the North Fork.  “You'd see the manatees coming along, iguanas and all kinds of animal life,” Hart described.  “Birds, all kinds of birds.  Sometimes you see little ducks floating in there.  And it's still so nice to sit here and see these birds all around.” 

Hart’s grandmother worked for the Baileys at their farm and in their home.  Hart remembers that on the days her grandmother did not work, she would go to what people called “the canal.”  
“We called it the canal, but it was the North Fork of the New River.  My grandmother would fish!  She would come back with a bucket full of mullet.  And they were so dirty inside.  Black!  But we just got in there, us kids, and we cleaned all those fish. And we ate those fish.  When I got older, I saw something wormy on a fish tail, and never ate them again.” 

As the North Fork’s health declined, Hart says she and her husband urged the South Florida Water Management District to clean up the canal.   The dumping of refuse got so bad on the river, she said the trash could “Furnish a home, and many times over.  Furniture, cars, stoves, anything you can think of was in the canal,” Hart says ruefully.  “And I took pictures of it.” 

Hart is focused on both economic revitalization along the North Fork and an environmental clean up. 

 “I’d like to see this river cleaned up so we could have boat tours — for tourists to come in,” she insists.  “Why not assist with getting some type of grant, for putting in seawalls to prevent erosion, and new docks.  Why not use this river for beauty, for sanctuary for birds and for other animals that live from this river?  People could go into [small] businesses there, serve food.  Our type of cooking is very tasteful, you know.  It’s a benefit to get behind [any type of grant] money.   

Best of all, the children would have the understanding that they have a valuable river running through their community.  It could be so beautiful that you would not believe it was the same area."

Mickey Hinton
Walter “Mickey” Hinton arrived in Fort Lauderdale in 1938 as an infant still in his mother’s arms, and still lives on Northwest 19th Avenue.  The Hintons left Gadsden County in Northwest Florida after his father secured work in a shipyard on the South Fork of the New River.   

“My father had use of a small outboard motor boat, 15-feet long, so we spent a lot of time on the water.  At the time of my growing up, the water on the North Fork was so clean.  And there were so many sea cows.  We were scared of them at first, and called them ‘big fish monsters,’ but my mother and father quickly taught us better.”

Hinton has fond memories of an adventurous childhood growing up in the Dixie Court Housing Project, and spending a lot of time on both the North and South Forks of the New River. Like the other neighborhood historians of the North Fork, he remembers The Barrel. 


“The Barrel was a body of water, maybe 32 feet long, and we would wade that.  We figured we couldn’t drown in that, not knowing you could drown in any water.  We figured ‘hey, we can stand up and be safe.’  It was around near where North Fork Elementary School sits, like 15th Avenue, about ten feet off a rocky road. Palmettos was there then, see.  And the river was just behind it.  Now, it could have just been a little sinkhole. When the tide came in, it [brought sea] water there, and when the tide went out, it left the water behind.  We never caught no fish in it, but it always remained there and that’s why we called it The Barrel.  Churches went to the river and had baptisms there.  They would just wade into the river.”

Beyond swimming in The Barrel, Hinton remembers good crabbing as another natural draw to the North Fork for young boys.  

“We’d catch crabs, tie a string to ‘em and walk ‘em like pets,” [and] we caught the crabs that we ate out of there.  And we had fun crabbing.  Some people during that time didn’t like to fish, and I was one.  I always crabbed.  They called me ‘Crab Boy.’  We’d get some string, ask the guy at the fish market for some fish heads, and had a lot of fun crabbing on the river.  Then, we’d hide in the crab holes, little holes where the project housing was built off the ground and you could crawl under the housing. As little kids, we used to hide there from our parents and everyone else. We used to hide our crabs down there, too.  That’s why we called them our crab holes.”

The North Fork of Hinton’s youth in the 1940s and 1950s was both rural and picturesque. 

“During those days it wasn’t too much life out there as far as humans were concerned.  We had palmettos, and Maleuluca trees.  We called them paper trees.  It was so beautiful.  We would see this tree with green fruit [Pond Apples]. We called it the alligator apple.  We would wade out to get them, grab these apples off, and pile them up.  When an alligator came by, we would toss them to him, because they were alligator apples.  We wouldn’t eat them, of course.  They said if you eat an alligator apple you would die.  Which you wouldn’t.  But they had different ways of scaring us kids, so we never did eat an alligator apple. 

There were palmettos out there, and when they bloomed with their little berries, we would get the little berries and get us a little pork and bean can and scoop the water out the river, start us a little fire and boil the berries.  One time, we set the bushes on fire!  The fire department had to come.  Booster #2 was the Fort Lauderdale Fire Department on the south side and it served our area too.

It was beautiful.  There were lots of fish, all kinds, since it was brackish water, salt mixed with fresh water.  It was just so pretty.  When I look at the part by Delevoe Park today, it reminds me of the old days on the river, untouched by man.  Then they started building sea walls on the southwest side, and developments.  Thank God the [Broward Boulevard] bridge was there, and being a black neighborhood, they didn’t come on the other side.  That was good, because our side stayed with nature.” 

The neighborhood growing up along the North Fork flourished as one big family, Hinton recalls. “As a boy, my mother always taught us to stay away from the river.  Our parents didn’t know about it, but as kids, we loved to go to the river.”  

Hinton credits his boyhood friend, Sonny Porter, with saving his life when they were boys and playing in the forbidden Rock Pit.  The two men remain fast friends today, with Hinton maintaining, “He’s the reason I’m alive.”

As Hinton tells the story, the two boys were paddling about in the Rock Pit when Sonny confided to Mickey that he had successfully swum across the Rock Pit and returned, swiftly and safely. Hinton remembers Sonny Porter chiding him, “I got something on you.” 

“I was so hardheaded,” Hinton recalls, “Of course, I say, ‘Oh, I can go too!” 

At that, the boys began swimming across The Barrel, but coming back, Hinton tuckered out.  Having once read instructions in a safety manual on how to use hand gestures to signal drowning, Hinton held his nose with one hand, and reached high in the air with two fingers from his other hand.  “I didn’t close my eyes. I was going down. The world looked like a film with breaks in it,” Hinton recalls. 

“Swim, nigger, swim!” Sonny Porter shouted at Hinton struggling in the water. “You can make it!”

But Hinton continued to sink below the surface.  Quickly Sonny took over and swam beneath Hinton, repeatedly pushing him up and toward the shore.  “And that’s how Sonny saved my life in the Rock Pit,” Hinton reveals, proud of his long-time friend and the adventures they share.  “Yes, sir, we had a lot of enjoyment on the North Fork of the New River.”

Hinton said he watched the evolution of the South Fork as the late 1940s ushered in more commercial development.  They started building waterfront homes, they brought the yachts in, and started bringing people in to buy the property, he said.  But the homes on the North Fork remained modest.

“I went up the river many times.  My daddy would come with the small metal boat from the shipyard and we would ride all the way up the river. Come up under the Broward Boulevard Bridge, which we called the Dillard Bridge.  We went all the way with that little outboard, all the way up to [Northwest] 31st Avenue, to where the Porter’s lived.  We’d get out, talk to Sonny.  Then go back, because the boat had to go back to the shipyard, where my daddy worked.  But he would take us out there and have fun with us.” 

Hinton has remained the President of the Durrs Homeowners Association for the past twenty years.  He has seen the changes, and worries about the clean up of the river. 

“I always hated the way [the North Fork] had been left, and how it was being treated.  The sewer lines put in at Sistrunk [Boulevard] contaminated everything.  Can’t eat those crabs any more.  They dumped the trash here, they had the junkyard here.  Everything that was dumped was dumped here.  All the bad elements — and they didn’t really care about [minority neighborhoods].  I’m concerned about all these environmental changes, and I’m still fighting for change at City Hall.”

Yet Hinton is certain there is more of the kind of fun he experienced as a boy fifty years ago to be had on the North Fork.  Commercial development is simply not a favorable option for the river in Hinton’s opinion.   

“I hope we’ll do whatever it takes to protect this river.  I hope there are no sweeping commercial changes, though. This is the last piece of natural river.  It should be preserved.  You don’t want to tear out, or add the wrong thing.  It’s so beautiful, we just want it saved.”

Marie Little
Marie H. Little was eight years old in 1919 when her family moved from Archer in North Florida.  Her family lived on Northwest Second Street, near the railroad tracks.  As a girl, she and her siblings picked guavas on the North Fork.  “There was so much going on along the river,” she said.  “We thought it was plenty.”  And Little also remembered that on Saturdays, all the children would catch rides on trucks to pick beans in nearby farm fields.

“Beans was all out here, bean fields.  No, we didn’t sell them.  We just picked them for our family.  It was an old man, he stayed up on Fifth Street.  Laura Walker’s father.  Old Man Walker, we called him.  He used to farm out here, too.  He planted all kinds of vegetables.  There were two brothers, one had two mules, the other had one.  They had what you called a plow and they would plow the soil. And had their farms out here. Talking about the good old days!”

Years later in 1951, she and her husband built a house across the street from the North Fork.  Their home was the first house built on Northwest Third Court, but Little explained that,

“After we built, everything started building up.”  At the time Little worked as a housekeeper and she remembers that the housing boom was different from today.  “Now these houses they built, they called them ‘company  houses.’  They are still there, but the people have improved them so much now.”

While many black residents treasured a home directly on the river, others favored being just a short way off from what they called “plumb nelly.”  They were fearful of flooding and other hazards of waterfront living. 

“They always say a river overflow, and that kind of stuff.  But why my husband didn’t want to live over there because he said those alligators and snakes would come out.  And he hadn’t thought they could come across the street as well as over there.  Paul Dye, the real estate man, say ‘why don’t you get a lot right here on the waterfront?’  And my husband was very quick to say what he thought.  He said, ‘Not me.  I’m not going over near that water with all those snakes.’  [The Realtor] said, ‘Well, you know they will come everywhere.’  [My husband replied] ‘Well, let them come out.  But I’m not going to them to build a house.” 

The Littles were told the land their home was built on was higher ground and so they did not worry very much about flooding.

“[My husband] said to [Realtor] Paul Dye, ‘Now, I don’t want to go out there in the woods — that’s what they called this — and have the floods come up.’ [Dye said] ‘Now Mr. Little, you won’t have to worry about that because that’s sort of built up like.’  And so far we haven’t had a flood out here.  Flooding in different parts of town, but not here.”

The addition of new houses along the river were not the only changes.  North Fork residents also started becoming aware of changes in the river’s water quality. 

“In the afternoons, and sometimes in the morning, people would be lined up from one end of the river to the other, catching fish.  Big fish! Sometimes, when I would come in from work, my husband would be sitting in the garage with the door open.  And one or two men would be sitting in there, and they would have baskets of fish.  But [my husband] wouldn’t eat them once the sewage began to run into that [river]. 

The people ate the fish, though.  I came in one day and a man had what you call a mullet, must have been that long, if not longer.  And he came up, [my husband and I] were sitting out there.  Then somebody else had bought a big pan of fish there, a big box of fish.  And he asked if we wanted some.  [My husband] said, ‘I’m sorry but I don’t eat mullet no way.’  When he left [my husband] said, ‘I’m not eating that fish, the sewage ruins it.’  But now, since that, the river has been cleaned out.  So they say they don’t have [contamination] now; that it’s different.  But I’m still not going to try eating them, though.”

Still, good times were to be had along the North Fork, especially on the Sweeting Estate, which belonged to Harry S. Sweeting, a wealthy black philanthropist and spiritualist known for opening his lush garden estate to the community year-round, for picnics, Easter sunrise services and Christmas feasts. 

“I knew [Sweeting] well because he knew a relative of ours.” Little revealed.  “Dr. Sweeting is what they called him, because he made some kind of medicine and the people bought it from him.  I don’t know what was in it, but we never bought any of it.” 

Little remembers visiting his riverfront estate often.  “It was very nice.  He had quite a few buildings over there on his property.  Later on, people would go there and he would be like a fortuneteller.  He would tell them different things, you know.”

Unless you were a teacher, most black women either worked in the fields or the homes of white families.  Little’s mother worked for Fort Lauderdale pioneers Frank and Ivy Stranahan. 

“Most of the women worked in the houses for the white people.  My mother, I told you, she cooked for the Stranahans.  And most everybody I know was doing domestic work, because that lady I called Sylvia Alridge, what had that employment [agency] on Northwest Second Street, right this side of the old ice plant?  Well, she would get jobs for the people.  Anybody who wanted a job and would pay her so much, got a job.  That’s what the women used to do: work in service.  And go to church. 

So Christmas and holidays, most everybody was working in service, you know.  Those white people would — I remember many times, because my mother was working and my stepfather was working, but a lot of the people who had a lot of children and didn’t have sufficient food — these white people they worked for would make up boxes of groceries and bring to them on the holidays.” 

Still, Little recalls that when black families were not working, the river was the site of regular holiday gatherings and celebrations.

“Fourth of July, other holidays or any occasion, [the women] would get together and have picnics.  Picnics and ball games.  They would barbecue, you know, on charcoals.  And the men would be playing ball, and then, when they stopped for a break, they would come in and eat.  The picnics would be on the river, on the banks of the river, and over here near Sweeting’s Estate, that was another one.  They would have them all around.  Not any particular place.  Just make a gathering.  Select a place. You could see the tables, everybody had a table out, you know.  It was fun, I’m telling you.  Talking about the good old days, that’s when it was.

And once in a while, you’d see boats come up through here, you know.

One time, my husband and I were sitting out here, where we used to pick berries.  We’d see those white boys in the boats running up and down the river.  Sometimes the boys would be racing, you could hear them.  We’d go out there to watch them, you know.  Racing up and down.  But I don’t remember — see the railroad is there, too — I don’t remember them going under [the bridge].  They might have.  But I know they would race to the end and turn around and race back again.  We were just talking about that the other day, how they don’t come up in here now.”


In fact,” Little explained, “word was that the river was going to be dredged out, to be made deep and that big boats were coming in. “The people [who live around here] don’t want to see that happen.  No, they want it to stay like it is.  But clean it up and make it nicer for small boats.”

Lillian Martin
Neighborhood Historian Lillian Martin moved to Northwest Sixth Court, near the Porter Homestead, sometime between 1948 and 1949, when she was nine or ten years old. 

“Growing up as kids in that area, there were only two families.  The Porters lived in the corner, so that’s like a distant walk.  We really didn’t have anybody to play with but the two families.  But we did have friends to come out there and play. Being at [Northwest] Sixth Court was like living in the country.  Where Martin Luther King [Elementary] School is now?  That was a field and there were watermelons that grew there, and we used to go out on the watermelon patch and just eat watermelons, and throw watermelons, and ride bicycles up and down the street, and play in the canal, swim in the canal.  We ate rabbits and birds and it was just a whole lot of fun to us.”

Martin recalls a North Fork that was “sort of clear, sort of a brownish color.  It wasn’t considered dirty, but it was brown, a sort of rust color.”  And she also remembered a rope swing along the North Fork that children had tied to a limb of a tree.  “Basically, we entertained ourselves,” she explained, “with family races, for example.  As more families moved into the community, family races were a common form of fun.  We would have races, family races, up and down the street.  All the families would participate and I could never catch up with anybody.  I couldn’t run at all.  I was always the last one to come in.”

Martin recalls learning to drive when she was ten years old, since “Everybody learned how to drive. We had nothing else to do.” And going into town was also something to do. “Any time you crossed the river or track on Sixth Street, you were ‘going over town.’  Downtown [Andrews Avenue and Second Street] was where you did all your shopping.”

Martin also remembers one of the hurricanes in 1947.

 “The river overflowed and was coming in the house, and the fish and all the stuff was floating.  The way we got out of the house, we had to get a pedal boat.  My granddaddy and my stepfather came to pick us up in the pedal boat and [we went] directly down [Northwest] Sixth Court to meet a big dump truck that was waiting for us on the other end [of the street].  I guess we must have stayed out [of the house] maybe two weeks.  I am not sure, being so young.  But it’s likely that we must have been out of the house until the water and stuff went down.  I don’t recall the river running over anymore since that.  Maybe it was up, but I don’t recall it running over, ever again.” 

Aman Noah Meeks
Aman Noah Meeks was born in New Smyrna, Florida in 1935, just before his family moved to  838 Northwest Third Street in Ft. Lauderdale.  His earliest memories include his uncle taking him to his farm. 

“And when I say farm, we’re talking about Broward Boulevard, and that’s just past the seaboard railroad [FEC Railroad] tracks and before 31st Avenue.  That was all farm area.  Also, the area on 19th [Street], east of [Interstate] 95, that’s where I learned to farm as a teenager, and that was also the Executive Airport.  I used to hunt all up and down what is now [Interstate] 95.  And Oakland Park Boulevard was a two-lane road; cars had to slow down in order to pass each other.”

Nicknamed “Lanny,” Meeks remembers that “the big thing” at the time was World War II.  

“It affected everybody.  In particular, it affected a lot of blacks in that it opened up a lot of jobs.  Most of the jobs were in the north, so people were leaving, going to the defense factories, making what was at that time outstanding money.  A whole lot more than you could make being a domestic in the south.  This was happening all over the south, not just Fort Lauderdale.  Both my mother and her sister migrated north, to New York, to work in the defense factories.”

His parents divorced when he was about five, rendering Meeks an only child.  While his mother Mercedes worked in New York defense plants, Meeks stayed with his grandmother, Ruby Long.  Meeks spent winters in school in Fort Lauderdale, and summers in New York with his mother.  Meeks has few memories of the North Fork when he was very young, “because that was really, really way out in the woods.  Once you cross the railroad tracks you were like really in the boondocks.”   A few years later, though, he discovered the river was the spot for fishing and swimming. 

“It was a great place to swim.  We lost quite a few, though.  I guess once a year I would lose a playmate.  Somebody was always getting drowned because our play was unsupervised, and kids do silly things, like diving off the railroad trestle [off Sistrunk].  And I did not understand that the railroad, as opposed to the rest of the river, had a lot of boulders to support the bridge, and that diving from the bridge one would sometimes hit the rocks below. If I hadn’t had my hands out in front of me I would have been, maybe, one of those casualties.  But out here, on the river, just diving off the trestle was the main thing, and swimming in the river.  And we also used to swim right out here at the end of Sixth Street; there was a rock pit out there,...beautiful water.  That would be [Northwest] Sixth Street and 31st Avenue.  Right next to the Porter’s.  But I don’t want the water to even splash on me now.  It’s too polluted.  Got an outfall pipe from the sewer plant.  Things have changed.”

In 1954, his family bought property on the North Fork, on Northwest 21st Terrace.  His life revolved around hunting, fishing, camping, and diving.  At one point, Meeks said, he owned a 22-foot boat that he used to sail to the Bahamas. “I would come up the river and [dock] it behind my house.  But the most difficult thing was getting in and out, past the Broward Boulevard Bridge.  I could only do that during low tide because of the way the bridge was built.” 

After graduating from Dillard High, Meeks left Fort Lauderdale and pursued a career in the Air Force as a paratrooper.  He attended Temple University in Philadelphia on the G.I. Bill, worked for the Department of Welfare in New York and North Carolina, and also owned a restaurant.  Still, fond memories of life on the North Fork were never far from his thoughts.  He visited periodically, then returned permanently to the North Fork in the 1980s with his wife, Monika, to raise their family.  Besides keeping bees along the North Fork, Meeks taught high school history and science in Coral Springs, and also worked part-time as a television and film stuntman.  

Once he returned, Meeks could not ignore the obvious and drastic changes to the North Fork beyond the new construction, and additional housing.  “I had read The Silent Spring, by Rachel Carlson, so I could see what was happening,” he reflected. 

“I could see the sea birds, their numbers diminishing.  There is a direct correlation between the welfare of the animals and the welfare of mankind.  More pollution. More dead fish.  The absence of sea cows.  I remember the first time I went to New York.  Everybody went fishing in the Hudson River and I didn’t think there were any fish in it, because there were no fish jumping or splashing the water.  Because on the North Fork, it was constant splashing, and jumping, and churning.  Not any more.  The mullet would still come up the river during the different seasons, but I noticed the absence of tarpon and other fish, and the sea cows. 

I always loved the water and fishing.  That’s why we bought the property on the river.  I got a lot of pleasure out of the river as I was growing up.  There used to be 27 different species of fish in the river, along with sea cows and all sorts of birds.  Most of all that’s gone now, killed by herbicides and pesticides.  I started counting them after they started dying, and they were killed by the thousands.  The whole river was a smelly mess for quite a while.  You couldn’t ignore it.  There were so many dead fish floating down the river. What year was that?  I guess that was in the ‘70s.  And the fish kills continued. I called the EPA but I guess they couldn’t find the source of the poison, so it continued. 

People from the neighborhood would come down and fish.  And they would even crab, because there were a lot of crabs in the water.  There was a tide there, so the water was fresh and brackish; there was diverse plant life, as well as animal life along the river.  But the population has crowded the animals so much they have to sort of live between; survive best they can in garbage cans, hiding out in the daytime and trying to make a living or find someplace to live at night.  You see road kill.  That’s what happens when we encroach on them.  Because they were here first.”

Meeks plans to retire soon and spend most of his time on the 100 acres he bought in Live Oak, in the Suwannee River Valley of rural north Florida.  He must decide whether to keep his home on the North Fork, or sell it. 

Should he decide to sell, will he miss it?

“No. The river used to be a peaceful, serene place. I used to hop the fence and go to Dr. Sweeting’s, and he had benches and stuff throughout the place, and my house was the same way,” he said. “But now you’ve got a polluted river, no fish.  You’ve got I-95, a constant roar of traffic. It’s not the same place any more.”

The Porter Family
In the 1940’s, Wilbur Porter, Sr. built his family’s homestead on the furthest west recesses of the North Fork, at what became Northwest 31st Avenue, just a couple blocks from what is now the Swap Shop.  Sonny Porter recalls his father’s efforts:

“My sister and us, our job was pulling nails out of boards to build our house.  That was in 1947.  We didn’t have no running water, no lights, or nothing.  My father got a 55-gallon drum and put it on top of the garage. That’s how we heated our water to take a bath.  Of course, the girls would always run all the hot water out of the drum.   So I took my bath in the [North Fork] canal.

On the river, we had sea cows, alligators, turtles.  You could find so many things in that water; anything that you could even think about.  We had a friend that came out, he was hunting.  His dog got in the water and an alligator swallowed him.  The guy, Moe, he killed the alligator, cut him open and got his dog.  Of course, the dog was dead.  Anyway, he carried the alligator home.  That was the first time we had alligator.  He cooked him and ...everybody got sick.  But I tried some alligator since and alligator is very delicious.”

Sonny Porter recalls riding the bus down 27th Avenue, and the driver stopping to let boys dive off the bus into the river. 

“Tourists would throw us money into the river, and we would get the money.  The thing was, make sure you were a good swimmer.  You had to swim from [Northwest] 27th Avenue to [Northwest] 31st, and there was a current that was like a rapids.  Once you got to the end of [Northwest] 31st [Avenue], I had a rope tied across.  If you didn’t grab that rope...you end up down in the bushes, in an alligator den.  A lot of times we had to jump out of the water and throw the guys a rope before they hit the alligator den.” 

Porter’s childhood friend, Mickey Hinton, also remembered boys diving from the buses.  “That was in 1949, and our big brothers would make money going downtown over the Andrews Avenue Bridge [on the bus] and diving in the river and tourists would give them money.  Never had no instruction on how to dive, but they made the most beautiful dives you ever want to see,” Hinton remembered. 

Sonny Porter also remembers a rock pit in the North Fork — before the city began digging there for gravel for roads.  “That was beautiful, and so blue.  That was our beach.  Every Sunday, we would have so many people out there it was just like a holiday.  People having picnics and all. Just like a holiday.”

Sonny Porter’s younger sister, Myrtle Porter Currington, recalls the crudeness of those early days, and how the family got their hot water:

“Dad made a little shower stall that he built.  During that time a lot of people didn’t know what a shower was.  Like my brother said, we didn’t have running water in the house but my dad managed to put an old bathtub in what was our bathroom.  We had to pump the water if you wanted a tub bath. 

“Our commode was a commode with no running water.  You’d fill the bucket up, and then pour it down the commode to flush it out.   That would be the worst thing in the world on Saturday when all the kids from the [Dixie Court Public Housing] projects came to spend the day in the country.  I hated when someone had to use the bathroom, because I had to show them this bathroom, without any doors, had a curtain hanging up. You went in, did what you had to do, and then flushed it.  That was so embarrassing to me.” 

In 1947, the land the Porter Homestead was built on was considered “out in the country.”  It was way out, said Ruth Porter Thomas, older sister to Sonny and Myrtle.  It was a wooded area with nothing but their house. 

“A rock road come in from Broward Boulevard and [Northwest] Eighth Road.  And the kids would ride up from [Northwest] 27th Avenue.  To them, it was like a jungle,” she says, describing tree vines so long and thick that the children would grab them and swing.  Once her brother grabbed a vine and swung so hard the vine broke and he fell.  

“My brother had guns, a b.b. gun, and a .22.  He would tell me to put some water on the stove ‘cause he was going to kill some birds and that we were going to eat birds when he come back.  So he goes and comes back with birds.  My jobs would be to clean the birds, prepare them for cooking and to cook them.  For that, I got a chance to have the legs of the birds, while he ate the rest of the bird!  And you know how little the legs are.”

Ruth Porter Thomas describes her father as “a really smart man,” and remembered how hard he worked to support his family.  “He had several jobs. He worked for both the Forman and Grossman Dairies.  The Foreman Dairy was the area’s first dairy to begin production in 1910 by Hamilton M. Forman.  His son Hamilton C. Forman is remembered for integrating what is now Broward General Medical Center.  Ruth Porter remembers that Gooseman’s Dairy was located at the end of Broward and 441 [State Road 7].”  

“We would have to go and help daddy at the dairy on the weekend. One day he put me on a horse to herd the cows.  The horse got spooked and started running!  I got knocked off way back in the field, and had to walk back to the dairy through the woods.  Cows and snakes were there too.

Daddy found a way to do a lot of things, like selling cow [manure] fertilizer.  He had it brought back by the truckloads and dumped it on one of our empty lots.  Me and my brother’s job was to bag the fertilizer up and sell it to the Caucasian people who came out to buy it.  I would hold the sack, my brother would scoop it in and as it hit the bottom it would blow back in my face.”

Ruth Porter recalls both fond and frightening memories of her childhood.  She remembers that while her father was working for the Forman Dairy, the Foreman family would always give out Christmas presents during the holidays.  But then she also remembers warnings to her father not to go into town because of a lynching.  It was Reuben Stacey, a field hand arrested and lynched for allegedly attacking a white woman in 1935.  The violence of their segregated society contrasted with the pastoral lifestyle of their country life. 

“We would go to the beach.  My daddy had horses, five head of horses and Shetland ponies.  We would saddle up the horses and ride them all the way to the ocean and swim in the surf with the horses.  We’d dive off the back of the horse.  Just beautiful, all the things we did. That was during the time that everything was open.  We didn’t need any special permission.  Fifty years ago, 60 years ago, we just went right into the ocean.  Once we saw this beautiful cat. Everyone started shouting, ‘Don’t go near it, don’t go near it.’  It was a pole cat and they would spray you and you would stink forever.” 

Most of the neighborhood historians had stories to tell of the rock pit.  Myrtle Thomas lends detail to the infamous Rock Pit, while illustrating the close relationship between she and her older brother, Sonny.  

“I couldn’t swim but my brother [Sonny] had always been a very good swimmer.  We built a diving board in the rock pit and he would tell me to jump.  I would jump, not realizing how dangerous the rock pit really is. There was no bottom to the rock pit!  What was there were old branches from trees.  I could have very easily been trapped down there and drowned.  But my brother always told me he would get me, so I would jump.”

Part of the “canal,” Ruth Porter recalls, used to dry up, long time ago.  And they would gather the fish that were left stranded there.  She explains that eventually they built a makeshift bridge to cross the winding river to get to Dillard School.  “But [after school] about 3:30 p.m. when the tide came back in from the ocean, we couldn’t come back across because the tide was too high.  Every day, just like clockwork, the tide would go out.”  

That same North Fork “canal” also proved to be inconvenient to automobiles.  Especially on some Saturday nights that Ruth Porter remembered. 

“They had built this rocky road coming up from Broward Boulevard.  A lot of people didn’t know the road ended at the canal.  So on the weekend, they would come out and drive and drag, and we would be in the house and hear something go “screech! screech! pssshh! [And that would turn out to be the sound of a car going] Into the canal!  It was my brother’s job to help the people get out of the canal.  That was exciting because almost every weekend it happened.  They would be racing up the street, and right through the barricade.  We would hear the brakes and splash, then nothing.  That happened about three four times.”

For fun, the Porter children and their friends would fish the North Fork.  They would walk from the [Dixie Court] housing project across Broward Boulevard and past the stand of cabbage palms that marked the Seminole reservation.  “You could see the Indians sitting right out there,” Ruth Porter recalled. 

“Sonny, and Mickey and R.J. Hinton would go across Broward [Boulevard] and fish with light bread.  We’d take bread, ball it up and make little pills and put it on the hook and catch mullet.  Bring fish home, clean ‘em and cook ‘em before Mama got home.  [Northwest] Ninth Avenue and Fourth Street did not go all the way through.  All that was woods back there.  You could hunts rabbits, birds, and there were guava trees and plenty mango trees.” 

The children built their own boats they called “mudboats.”   The mudboats were made from wooden crates and melted tar tacked to the bottom of the crate, so they would float down the North Fork.  Sometimes the mudboats would sink, and they would have to be tarred all over again, Porter Thomas recalls. 

“When we got to the bridge at [Northwest] 27th Avenue, if the tide was up, we had to lay down on the bottom of the boat.  We would go all the way up the river past a club named ‘The Two Spot.’  I don’t think we went as far as the beach, but we used to go up to Broward, circle around and come back, and fish.  Mullets, breams, everything.  Now you can catch shrimps out there and red snapper, and grouper that come from the ocean.  I guess a lot of fish get lost and come up the wrong way.

And when a storm came, the river looked so beautiful.  Right at our house at [Northwest] 31st [Avenue] there was a curve in the river, not straight like it is now.  When the tide would be so high, and you could just see the water flowing so beautifully down the river. It was so nice to see.  Fish would be jumping, and of course, my daddy would get up early in the morning and go casting, bring home the big mouthed bass.  He’d clean it up and Mama would fry it and we’d have fish and grits for breakfast.  Just beautiful.”

Leona Woods Newton
Leona Woods Newton was eight years old when she first came to Fort Lauderdale in 1925 from Liberty County in Northwest Florida.  She arrived in the care of her adopted parents, Dell and Fannie Woods.  

“Actually, Pap was already here.  Then, [Mama and I] came.  We moved to the corner of [Northwest] Tenth Avenue and Fifth Street.  We stayed there, and I went to the old Dillard School.” 

Woods sang in the Mount Olive Baptist Church choir — what she called “a little bit of church facing Fourth Street.”  She also remembers fishing in the North Fork when the water was less polluted.

“I was still a young girl. Mama had one daughter, Lizzie.  I called her Big Sister.  There wasn’t hardly no houses out there.  Me and Big Sister would come here [to the North Fork] through the woods and fish!  Catch a little bream.  It was bushes, honey, just bushes!  You had to find you a little bush, push it back and go in those little holes and put your pole in.  And fish!  Back then, the river was nice.  It wasn’t like it is now, so much muck if you catch a fish down there you can taste the muck.  Then it was different.  The water was more, you know, not nasty and mucky-like.  It just don’t look as clean as it was then.”

Over the years, Woods Newton supported herself and her family by picking beans, and by working as a domestic.  She was the first custodian at Riverland Elementary School and later at Croissant Park Elementary.  Woods Newton remembered the Seminole Indian camp where the Salvation Army is currently located on Broward Boulevard. 

“That was Indian residents.  Mama and Daddy wanted to go see how did they live.  And we go over there on Sundays and go in there.  We’d go in there and they’d have a fire, and the skillet was as black as that there. Looked like they had a big fish head there, it was dark.  They had it in that pot cooking it on the open fire.  And we’d walk around in there. They didn’t try to turn us around or stop us from coming in there. We just wanted to know, look and see. We went ‘cross there, the wooden bridge, many times.

Was the bridge unstable?  There was nothing like it.  I went ‘cross there many times, when we go pick huckleberries way back out there.  Miss Everett’s daughter, and Annie, and I don’t know who other girls.  And you know, the old folks, especially if it’s pickin’ huckleberries, you better get them buckets and get going. And that was way out close to 441 [State Road 7]. It was a dirt road long and then.  ‘Cause Mama used to get to her car and drive out and go fishing ‘cause it was like a little canal along that dirt road going all the way up, and honey, we would go on up there and fish, me and Mama.”
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In 2003, agencies and organizations working on the restoration of the North Fork took internationally known and acclaimed landscape photographer Clyde Butcher on an expedition along a stretch of river.  





One of Butcher’s images taken during the excursion can now be seen in Concourse B in Ft. Lauderdale/Hollywood International Airport.


  


Pictured here from left to right at the Sweeting Estate’s Garden of Allah Alter:   Kevin Carter, Broward County Environmental Protection Department, John Rude, Broward Urban River Trails (BURT); Peg McPherson; Photographer Clyde Butcher; and, Dan Walsh, South Florida Water Management District.





Key to understanding 


the long term decline


of the North Fork 


as a community resource are:





1.  The hydrology of the river





2.  The varied sources of river pollution





3.  The results of water quality monitoring
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