The Devil Comes To Gulf Hammock

James C. Gates

This is another Ole’ Dixie story, kind of! I feel sorry for all the folks that think Florida is all Mickey Mouse and the Gold Coast. The Florida I knew as a young man was quite different indeed! For your information, Gulf Hammock runs along Hwy 19 for about 30 miles or so. From Hwy 19, it slopes gently all the way to the Gulf of Mexico. That is many square miles of rough country indeed.

In a simpler time, small things became very important! All of us from the Circle H spread were coming in on Saturday. Our plans were to try to wash off a week of horse sweat, cow crap screwworm dope and take some little Cracker girl to the Double Feature! We were gathered around Lucky’s Drive-in when an old Ford slides to a stop! This Citrus County fellow jumps out and hollers, “The Devil has come to Gulf Hammock!” We figured he had loaded up on some of that River Shine. He was also foaming at the mouth, so maybe he was snakebite. He runs over to us, looked at our horses and said, “Go get your guns!”  Well, if he had looked how those horses were rigged, he would have seen we did not have to go get any guns. There was at least one rifle in a scabbard and a couple of pistols in the saddlebags on each horse. 

We finally figured he was just crazy and had been to one of those tent Revivals.

We saddled up and rode on into town, only to see a big crowd at the railroad crossing. Looked like they were on their knees praying. Not to bother the goings-on, we stepped down and eased up to the back off the crowd. The Preacher was talking about Revelations and the Devil! I was embarrassed when my Charlie horse farted and took a dump about he time he said Amen! The longer we stood there, the more the Holy Ghost took hold! We decided we owed it to protect our women folk from the Devil! Buford and Allard headed back to the Line House to get the trucks, trailers, food and Cow Dogs. I told them to bring me a couple more boxes of 25-35’s for my rifle.

We settled in by the tracks to wait. Soon all the pretty little Cracker girls were showing up and bringing Goodies for us, God’s soldiers. I did not know much about how God’s soldiers were supposed to act; but it was fun how they were making over us indeed, stink and all.  About sundown Buford and Allard pulled in with all our equipment. We loaded up and headed out on Hwy 48. There were quite a few vehicles and a lot of singing! I got to thinking that maybe that was how those old Crusaders felt going to The Holy Land. When we passed through Inverness the word had spread ahead of us. We were met by singing crowds throwing flowers up on our trucks. My Charlie horse ate most of them. On down Hwy 41 to Dunnellon and over to Hwy 19. We were picking up more soldiers as we went. I was wondering what the odds were when going after the Devil?

We were rolling north down Hwy 19 when we saw lots of lights ahead. There were tents with food, washtubs full of cold drinks, and a full fledge tent revival going strong. We set up our gear and decided to go to the tent meeting. They gave us an entire set of chairs, because we were plenty ripe by this time. Things got going in high gear, but I never could understand what some of them were shouting. Buford later told me they were speaking in tongues, whatever that was?

After the collection was taken up, we heard a good sermon about the Devil. 

We went back over to our camp, carrying bags full of fried chicken and pear tarts. This Devil Fighting was looking up indeed. We cleaned our guns and settled in for the night. I used a full bottle of turpentine, trying to keep those West Coast brass-head mosquitoes off.

We woke up before day, had some pear tarts and coffee. Gathering up all our tack, it was time for some real time Devil Fighting! The Fighting Crowd seemed to have thinned out some. About Sunup, we were down near the coastal palms and palmettos. It seemed like a good place for the Devil to be in! We were hunkered down drinking coffee when we heard the Devil scream! Man, that made the hair rise! Maybe we did not have enough soldiers for this setup? The Ole’ Devil screamed some more and our catch dogs started howling. Well, it was too late to back down now after eating all that fried chicken and pear tarts! 

The screaming seemed to come from across a scrub oak flat. These scrub oaks were a little over head high, but if you were sitting on horse, you could see pretty well. We sat down and planned our attack. I was to follow an old fire trail on the South side, Allard on the North side, and the rest strung out along the old sand road. Everyone checked their guns. I loaded up on Charlie horse and called my bulldogs, Spike and Molly. As I turned into the fire trail, I saw the Devil’s tracks, cloven feet like the Good Book said. But, come to think of it, they looked more like two big chicken toes? That thing screamed again and if it had not been for Southern Pride, I’d hauled ass big time! I slid the Winchester 94  25-35 out and laid it across the front of my saddle, reached into my saddlebags and pulled a Colt out that went into my belt. Spike and Molly moved ahead up the fire trail with their heads high winding. My Charlie horse soon stopped cold and the hair on the dog’s back raise up. I knew the Devil was close indeed! I did not feel much like an Ole’ Crusader, but rather just a scared stiff Florida cowboy. Now, pride will make you Stand and Deliver and that’s what it would be on that cool morning! The sweat ran down my back as I heard the Devil moving toward me in the scrub oaks. Spike and Molly moved back behind Charlie, so much for my brave companion dogs! Raising the rifle and easing back the hammer while sighting along the barrel at the rustling in the scrub oaks! Then it happened!

A very big bird head rose up and looked at me, eye to eye! A Bird, and a damned big bird indeed! The biggest bird I have ever seen stood there looking at me. Now folks, you do funny things in a situation like that! I reached into the saddlebags and fed that bird a pear tart. It screamed again!

I had seen enough, wheeled Charlie, and headed back to the road. Our bunch gathered up. After some talk, we decided there was no way after eating all that fried chicken and pear tarts, we could tell everyone that the Devil was a six foot “bird”. 

As we traveled back toward our trucks, we met another small crowd coming up the road. We told them we had seen the Devil and he was too much for us to handle. They all figured that if the Devil had stood down some smelly cowmen, best they leave it along.

Thus ended the hunt for the Devil in Gulf Hammock. Everybody went back to eating fried chicken and pear tarts. About dark, the crowd went home, leaving the “Devil” in Gulf Hammock.

Footnote: We told the Fish and Game and they went in and trapped the Emu. The thing really came to them hungry and was lead out to their truck. That big bird spent many happy years in the Sanford zoo taking tidbits from children. No one ever found out where it had come from or how it ended up in Gulf Hammock?

As for the guns mentioned, all the Line Houses had a rack of rifles. Standard working equipment in those days was a rifle and cow whip.

Cow Hunting meant one man riding out, with some cow dogs, rounding up a few cows at the time. These were pushed to good grass, doctored for screwworms, and were later driven to the Catch Pens. All this was in the days of Open Range in Florida. Open Range in Florida was closed after World War II and ended the great cattle days in Florida. It was the end of an era. After that it all became tamed down and got down right boring indeed!
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