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Joteresting tales of the changes that came to the section
of Florida that is situated along the Putnam=Clay County lines are
told by Neil Coker, old former slave who lives two miles south of
MacRae, on the road to Grandin, '

Coker is the son of a slave mother and a ha.lf-Nggro. His
father, he 'states, was Senator John Wall, who held a seat in the
Senate for sixteen years, He was born in Virginia, and received
his family name from an old family bearing the same name in that
gtate. He was born, as near]fs' as he can rgmember, about 1857,

One of Cokerfs first reminiscences is of the road on which
he still lives, During hia’ childhood it was known as the !Bellamy
) ﬁogd,? 8o called because 1t was built, some 132 years ago, by a
:man of that name who hailed from West Florida,

' The $Bellamy Roedt wés at one time the main route of. traf-
fic 'betwaeﬁ Tallahassee- and St.' Augustine, (Interestingly enough,

-
the road is =% least 30 miles southwest of St. Augustine where it
passes through, Grandin; the reason for cutting it \in such a wide.
circle, Coke;f‘ says, was because of the ferpcity of the Seminoles
in the swamps north and west of St. Augustine,

Wagons, c:xrriaéea and stages passed along this road in

the days befcre the War Between t+ States, Coker says. In addition
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to tkese he claims to have seen many tra.vellefs by foot, and not
infrequently furtive esca.ped slaves, the latter um;ally under cover
of an eppropriaty background of darkmess,

The rog:d again came into considerable use du.r:'mg the late
days of the Wa.r._ It was during these days that fhe Federel troops,
both whites and Negroes, .pﬁssed in seemingiy endless procession oz.1
their way -to or frem encounters, On one occasion the former slave
recounts ﬁaving seen a procession of soldiers that took nearly two
da&s to pass; they travelled on -horse and afoot,

Sevaral @sing incider.ts are rela:ted. by the ex-slave of
the eventa\of this period; Dozeps of .the Negro soldiers, he says,
discarded their uniforms for the gamdier clothing that had belonged
to their masters in former days, and co:1d be identified as soldiers
as they passed only with difficulty. Others would pause on their
trip at some plantation, ascertain the name of the fmeemest! over-
seer on the place, then tie him backward on a horse and force him
to accompany them, Particularly retributive were the punishments -
visited upbn‘ ﬁéésrs. ' Mays and Prevatt - - generally recognized as the
most vicious slave drivers of the section.,

Bellauy, Coker swé, bullt the road with .slave labor and
as an investment, realizing mach money on tolls ,on it for many years,
A remarlable feature of the road is that despite its age and the
fact that County authorities/have permitted its former good 'grad.ing
to deteriorate to an almost-impassable sand at some seasons, there
i3 no mis:a:';;i:.zgk the fact that ‘:'chis was once a major thoroughfare,

The region that stretches from Green Cove Springs in the

Northeast to Grandin in the Southwest, ‘ the former slave claimsg,’
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was once dottedv wi:th lakes, creeks, and even a river; few of the
lakes azﬁ none of the other bodies still exist, however.

Among the more notable 6f the bodies of water was a stremm -
he does not now remember its name - that ren for about 20 miles in
an easteriy direction from Starlne. This stream was one of the
fastest'thé.t the formmer slave can remember having seen in Florida;
its power was utilized for the turning of a power mill which he
believes ground corn or other grain, The falls in the river that
turned the water mill, he states, was é,t least five or six feet
high, and at one point under the Falls a man named (or possibly
nickmsmed) *Yankee" operated 8 sawmll, Coker believes that this
mill), too, derived its puwer frpm the little stream, He says that
the stre:;m has been extinct since he reached manhood. It ended in
'Scm'b. Pond, " beyond Grandin and Sterke, R |

Some of the nemes of the old lakes of the section were
the'se: "Brooklyn Lake; Magnolia Lale; Soldier Pond (near Keystone);
Hedf-Moon Pond, near Putnem Hall; Hickts Lake® and others, On one
of them was the large grist mill™of Dr. hqcra;r; Coloer suggests that
this might be the origin of the town of McRae of the present perio@.

" U add to 1te natarel water facilities, Coker points out,
Bradford County also had a cenal, This censl ran from the inte‘r:lor
of the ‘county to the St. John?‘s River near Green Cove Springs, and
with Mandarin on the other side of the river still a major shipping

point, the censl handled mmch of the commerce of Bradford and Clay

Counties.,

~

Coker recalls vividly the Indians of the area in the dsys
bg o

before 1870, These, he claims to have been friendly, but reserved,
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fellows} he does not recall any of the Indian women,
: Hégro' slaves from the region arc;und St. ‘Aug.ustine and
what 18 now Hastings used to escaée and use Bellemy®s Road on
their way to” the area about Micanopy. It was comidereq. equivalent
to ffged.om to reach that section) with its friendlly Indians and '
imp.en;;;able forests and 'éiam;is.
The litt'le town of Melrose proba.biy had the most umisual
name of all the sfrange ones prevalent aﬁ the time., It was called,
very simply, Y“Ghake-Reg, ™ Colser makes no effort to explain the

appellation,
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