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Cape Florida      
The Rebirth of

by Richard Brownscombe

Above: Land management review participants at Bill Baggs Cape Florida State Park. The iconic lighthouse provides a good platform  
for viewing the extensive native plant restoration project. Photos by Richard Brownscombe.
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 The iconic 1852 lighthouse at the southern tip of Key Biscayne, Cape Florida, is the 
oldest structure in South Florida. Near its base is a Tequesta midden, shards of pottery, 
and an unconfirmed “sand burial mound” reported by archaeologist Robert Carr in 1944.  
A little north near No Name Harbor facing Coral Gables, a 1996 discovery unearthed 
more evidence of Tequesta: middens and a burial site dated from pottery 300 to 1,300 
years old. Such is the scant and fragile evidence of human prehistory there. Imagine  
the island then, lush with native flora and perhaps a pleasant stopover or home for the 
Tequesta inhabiting the Miami coastline nearly 2,000 years ago.
 Walking today on the wooded trails and beaches of Bill Baggs Cape Florida State Park 
it is easy to visualize that time before European habitation. You can walk among gumbo 
limbo (Bursera simaruba), blolly (Guapira discolor), poisonwood (Metopium toxiferum), sabal 
palm (Sabal palmetto), and Spanish stopper (Eugenia foetida), species that were probably 
there when the Tequesta wore paths among them. You can look over the mangroves and 
shiny black waters of the quiet inlets like those they may have fished. You can enjoy the 
wide variety of beach dune flora: inkberry (Scaevola plumieri), bay cedar (Suriana maritima), 
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railroad vine (Ipomoea pes-caprae), beach clustervine (Jacquemontia 
reclinata), and sea oats (Uniola paniculata) waving against the 
blue greens of the open sea as they once did. The Florida 
Natural Areas Inventory identifies seven land plant communities 
in the park: Beach Dune, Coastal Berm, Coastal Grassland, 
Coastal Strand, Maritime Hammock, Coastal Interdunal 
Swale, Mangrove Swamp and two marine substrates. Almost 
all the park flora is native.
 This variety of wooded strand and grassland environ-
ments with ocean views is a unique natural oasis very close 
to dense urban living. Downtown Miami is just 20 minutes 
away. The ocean breezes and south Florida weather, the natural 
beaches, the cooling ocean swims, and the shade of buttonwood 
(Conocarpus erectus) make this island park a paradise. It must 
have been paradise, too, for those first human inhabitants 
who enjoyed enough seafood “picnics” to build middens. Few 
of today’s visitors to the park would ever guess that they are 
on land that was restored less than 20 years ago.
 Between the Tequesta and the 1992 Hurricane Andrew 
were some hard times for plants and wildlife. The early habitation 
of a light keeper in 1825, the 40-year period of Seminole 
Wars, Fort Bankhead, and the military encampments prob-
ably had little environmental impact on the south end of 
Key Biscayne. Cape House, owned by Waters Davis, was 
built there in the 1890’s with the help of Ralph M. Munroe 
(builder of The Barnacle, in Coconut Grove) and later pur-
chased by industrialist James Deering of Villa Vizcaya fame. 
Even this use as an estate was probably not widely impactful 
to the flora since there wasn’t extensive farming or industry.
 The first great assault to the land didn't begin until 1949 
with the construction of a seawall on the western perimeter. 
Hydraulic fill was pumped behind the wall and spread over 
most of the land for a proposed development. An 1855 granite 
survey marker was found 5 feet down and aerial photographs 
prove the devastation to these elevated areas. But the killing 
blow was not further development. Careless land speculation 
and hurricanes stopped land sales, sparing the site from the 
post World War II building boom. Surviving flora was killed by the 
relentless invasion of the Australian pine (Casuarina equisetifolia). 
This tree’s monoculture growth habit was nearly total. A few 
native species survived in a small patch of the coastal berm  
on the eastern shore. These plants became the only legacy  
of thousands of years of evolution on the island and provided 

the only truly native seed for a surprising rebirth.
  Bill Baggs, editor of The Miami News and civil rights 
activist, came to the defense of the land. It was finally  
purchased in 1966 for public recreation. The public enjoyed 
the beaches and shade of the Australian pines until 1992 
when Hurricane Andrew flattened the trees which were  
so poorly adapted to the winds of south Florida. Wise  
conservationists saw an opportunity to replace the invasive  
tree with native plants and encourage a comeback for native 
wildlife. It took years of fight and struggle for the concept to 
win favor and be funded. Two years were required to gather, 
grind, and haul the downed trees away. A year was needed  
to study old aerial photos and reshape the land before restoration 
of the seven historic plant communities could begin. 
 One of those early conservationists was naturalist Elizabeth 
Golden, who still works as a biologist at the park. For many 
years she has carefully researched and implemented the long 
and complex processes of restoration to achieve what we see 
there now. We can think of few places that have changed so 
remarkably in such a short period of time, only two decades. 
Walking through the park’s mature wooded strand or among 
the dunes gives us great hope. If we change our overdevel-
opment behaviors, save critical properties, study, fund, and 
carefully implement restoration, we can recover what we 
thought was lost forever.
 The Florida Native Plant Society participated in the recent 
Land Management Review to evaluate Bill Baggs Cape Florida 
State Park. The Review team also had knowledgeable repre-
sentatives from the Florida Division of Recreation and Parks, 
the Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission, 
the Florida Forest Service, a conservationist from Fairchild 
Tropical Botanic Garden, and a biologist from Miami-Dade 
Parks. These outside Reviews are a requirement of the Florida 
Department of Environmental Protection under conditions of 
the voter-initiated Florida Forever program and an important 
tool to ensure that public lands fulfill their promise to benefit 
the public and protect wild species.
 The Society has participated in every land review state-
wide for a variety of properties since 2010. The public should 
be proud of its role in preserving natural lands on Key  
Biscayne, and continue to support funding, as well as  
showing up and speaking out to ensure we have natural  
areas nearby and a place for every species to survive.
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