Grassy Waters
A HISTORY OF A WATER CATCHMENT AREA
By Allen Trefry
Grassy Waters Preserve is a 23 square-mile pristine freshwater remnant
of the Everglades. Today it is the water supply for the City of West
Palm Beach and the towns of Palm Beach and South Palm Beach. The
ecosystem’s history is thousands of years old.
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A view from the head of the Cypress Boardwalk, Grassy Waters South. The boardwalk leads to
the Nature Center and other areas of the park. Courtesy Richard A. Marconi.

The following is from personal observations,
research, and the minds of persons with knowledge
of the Water Catchment Area (now the Grassy
Waters Preserve) as well as some folklore. The
dates for the most part are as accurate as the
memories of those supplying the information.

For 750,000 years, the site of the Water Catchment Area
(WCA) stayed pretty much the same… wet periods, dry
periods; wetlands, uplands; groundwater supersaturated with
residual saltwater being diluted and finally replaced with
freshwater. This cycle of events happened approximately
ten times. Freshwater again replaced saltwater, diluting
the groundwater, leaving pockets of underground saltwater
throughout the County called connate (trapped) water. The
final recession of seawater and years of rain created the Water
Catchment Area and the drinking water supply for the City of
West Palm Beach, Palm Beach, and South Palm Beach.
Through a ridge and slough system along a Pleistocene
Ridge locally known as the Hog Island Ridge, the water
from the WCA flowed north as the Loxahatchee Slough and
released its water into the Loxahatchee River. It also flowed
south, west, and east, bouncing along the various Pleistocene
ridges, releasing its water to the east in the Lake Worth Lagoon
as openings developed in the ridges. The Hog Island Ridge
is the westernmost Pleistocene Ridge of seven found in Palm
Beach County.
The water eventually moved south and west as it also

A

bout 1,400,000 years ago, what is now Florida was
just being formed in the northern two thirds of the
State, and what is now the Water Catchment Area was
under the sea. Florida was no more than a large island
off the southern coast of what is now North America. Areas
where the various forks of the Loxahatchee River are today
were part of a large basin created from deep valleys under the
ocean during the Pleistocene Era.
Between 400,000 to 1,250,000 years ago, reefs formed
under what is now the Grassy Waters Preserve (GWP). The
reefs formed a coral necklace beginning south of the North and
South forks of the Loxahatchee River and extended around the
eastern, southern, and western part of Florida.
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is now Wellington. This is probably the primary path forming
the southern movement of water south from the Loxahatchee
Slough system to the Everglades system.
The Water Catchment Area - except for the canals, control
structures, buildings, and parking lots - is much the same as
it has been for thousands of years. Water flowed in from the
west, and as needed, flowed north or south and east. The Water
Catchment Area/Loxahatchee Slough was totally rainfall
dependent. There are numerous stories from old timers about
driving cars and trucks into the swamp both during wet and dry
times even after the M-Canal was created but before the Water
Catchment Area was artificially maintained by pumping.
Apparently the automobiles entered from the north, south, and
west.
During the Pleistocene Era, from about 100,000 to possibly
as few as 11,000 years ago, saw the formation of Hog Island
and the entire chain of islands. For millions of years, seas
covered much of Florida. Hog Island, and its associated chain
of islands, were created by the wave action of the receding
sea and sand blown upon the now higher land creating one of
a series of Pleistocene Sand Ridges in the county. The Hog

became the northern headwaters of the vast Everglades system.
The amount of flow and direction depended on the amount of
water in the system. When the system needed water in the
Loxahatchee basin, the water moved to the north, and when
the Everglades needed water, the water moved to the south.
A mile or so to the east of Hog Island there is another sand
ridge nearly identical to the one to the west which creates the
north/south corridor for the slough. This is another Pleistocene
Ridge and is nearly parallel to the Hog Island Chain. These
two ridges created much of the Loxahatchee Slough and helped
channel the flow in a north/south direction.
Old aerials show the two Pleistocene ridges curve in
approximately the same way the County does along the
Atlantic coast. Remnants of these two ridges moved closer
together, in the area of what is now Okeechobee Boulevard,
merging into one ridge in the area of Southern Boulevard.
Topography indicates that the flow was probably primarily to
the north on the west side of the Hog Island Chain and to the
south on the east side of the eastern most ridge. There is a
remnant slough that moves from the east side of the Hog Island
Chain in a southwesterly direction, eventually ending in what

The canoe trail at Grassy Waters during the winter season. Looking southeast
from the Nature Center, Grassy Waters South. Coutresy Richard A. Marconi.
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Island chain is weathered now and not the same
elevation it was when it was first created.
In the 1890s Henry Morrison Flagler extended
his Florida East Coast Railroad by the Florida
Coast Line Canal and Transportation Company to
the West Palm Beach area. The water plant was
established in 1894 on the corner of what is now
Banyan Street and Australian Avenue right on the
easterly reach of Clear Lake. It was created by
the Flagler Company to supply water to his hotels
in Palm Beach and was named the Flagler Water
System. At the same time the railroad was being
constructed, the Company began to dredge a
fifty foot wide Florida East Coast Canal between
Jacksonville and Miami which was completed in
1912. The canal was turned over to the federal
government in the 1920s and it was widened,
deepened, and straightened. It was renamed the
Atlantic Intracoastal Waterway in the 1930s.
In the area just west of where the Florida East
Coast railroad tracks cross Banyan Street, a huge
fountain was built. If you were there when the
water plant was built, you could step out the back
door of the water treatment plant, and gaze west,
and see nothing but water and stands of wetland
vegetation.
Wetlands were also filled along the track rightof-way. Between the filling of the wetlands and
the construction of the East Coast Canal, the total
dissolved solids and chlorides increased in the
Lake Worth Lagoon, and it gradually changed
from a primarily freshwater lagoon with spikes The 1907 Currie Map of West Palm Beach. The town’s water works location is on the shore of Clear La
of saltwater, when inlets unplugged, to a mostly Courtesy Historical Society of Palm Beach County. At right is a Great Blue Heron, a water bird commo
saltwater environment.
from the 1927 expansion.
Between 1890s to the late 1920s, various
Harry Kelsey created Kelsey City in 1923. It had the
Seminole Indians used the water treatment plant intermittently.
distinction
of being country’s first planned community.
The Seminoles would pole and paddle into Clear Lake and
leave the squaws and papooses in the plant for warmth and The Drake Lumber Company constructed a railway which
protection from the elements, and the men would go into the effectively cut the northern quarter of the Water Catchment
small but growing town of West Palm Beach to buy and trade Area from the remainder of the WCA, and it remains that
for provisions. After they finished their dealings they would way today. The railway also effectively cut the Loxahatchee
return to the plant, often spend the night, and leave the next Slough in half. The railway brought slash pine logs to Kelsey
City from as far away as what is now the J. W. Corbett Wildlife
morning, heading back to their homes in the Everglades.
In about 1927, the water treatment plant went through its Management Area. After the railway passed west through the
first major expansion. It was a steam-operated plant and wells Water Catchment Area, it meandered around large wetlands and
were constructed around Clear Lake as a back up to the surface headed in a generally northwesterly direction and eventually
water supply, and one of the most advanced sand filter systems terminated three miles into the Corbett Area.
Drake Lumber Company was destroyed by the hurricane
in Florida was created at the plant for final clarification and
of
1928 and went out of business, and the railway was
treatment. By that time, the Indian visitors had already ceased
discontinued
about the same time. The rails were eventually
coming to the water plant. It is unknown why they stopped, but
removed,
and
after some time a road was created on the old
it is assumed that their path by water may have been blocked
by this time. Nothing except some underground piping exists railway bed. In many places, the pine trees used for cross ties
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e of Clear Lake at the western end of Banyan Street.
bird commonly found at Grassy Waters. Courtesy Richard A. Marconi.

were covered in place. The road was called West Lake Park
Road or Lake Park West Road depending on the map you
used.
In the late 1940s the road was taken over by the County
for maintenance, initially paved and a permanent bridge put
in place which connected the north and south parts of the
Water Catchment Area. The bridge remained in place until
the mid 1980s when Florida Power and Light needed to move
a huge part of a future substation to serve the fast growing
western communities. West Lake Park Road was selected to be
used but the bridge was deemed not strong enough to carry the
load. Thick steel plates were placed across the bridge and after
the move was completed, the bridge was removed and culverts
put in its place. In several areas when the road was expanded
to four lanes in 1991, the pine tree cross ties from the railway
were dug up and were in the same condition they were when they
were put down. A consultant for the road widening surmised West
Lake Park Road was a corduroy road (a road made of tree or palm
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trunks laid across a low or swampy area) until he
was advised differently. The road was renamed
Northlake Boulevard to correspond to the name
east of the Beeline Highway.
When the Seaboard Airline Railroad (now
CSX Railroad) was constructed through Palm
Beach County, it severed the northern part of the
Loxahatchee Slough from the rest of the Slough
(Water Catchment Area) and reduced the normal
flow ways to a few minor crossings under the
railroad tracks. The main crossing for water was
placed just east of the Hog Island Chain and the
north boundary of the Water Catchment Area.
The crossing remains today and is in the same
place as the culvert and bridge crossing for the
Beeline Highway.
Although the Slough was cut in half, and
there were very few connections provided, there
appears to have been very little effect on the
actual flow of water to the north, south,
and east. This was due to the massive
amounts of water in the system that
continued to flow from the west. Later
land development had a far more
significant affect by channelizing the
water.
In the early to mid 1930s,
the Flagler Water System had
determined that with the growth
of Palm Beach and West Palm
Beach, the water supply in Clear
Lake and Lake Mangonia was not
dependable enough to sustain
that growth. (Clear Lake and
Lake Mangonia should have
actually been called Clear
Pond and Pond Mangonia
because they were actually
not real lakes as both were
very shallow WETLAND
depressions formed on the
west side of the sand ridge
and often used for duck
hunting as late as the
late 1930s and 1940s).
Around 1934, a decision
was made to build a canal from
Lake Mangonia to the Water
Catchment Area (also owned by
the Flagler Water System) and
drain part of the Loxahatchee
Slough as a means to provide
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additional water to the lakes.
This canal was completed and is still in use today as part of the M-Canal.
(The M-Canal is actually the M-3 Canal but local usage has dropped the 3).
A connecting canal between the two lakes was constructed about three years
later to move water more efficiently from Lake Mangonia to Clear Lake.
Both canals were significantly modified during the dredging of the lakes in
1969. In the early 1970s, when the south portion of the north-south C-17
Canal was created to drain the central and north West Palm Beach areas, the
City of West Palm Beach was also building canals to drain the new rapidly
growing Westward Expansion Area. The portion of the City’s canal (EPB11) south of 45th Street had to cross the path of the M-Canal and the water
of the two canals was not allowed to mingle. The M-Canal was considered
a potable water canal and the EPB-11 was considered a storm water canal.
Just east of I-95 and south of 45th Street, the M-Canal flows under the C-17
Canal through an inverted siphon. When Congress Avenue was constructed
the canal became locally know as the Congress Avenue Canal.
In 1947 two major events occurred which forever drastically altered
the function and values of the Water Catchment Area, the Loxahatchee
Slough, and Loxahatchee River. The first one was the permanent opening,
widening, and deepening of the Jupiter Inlet. With the opening of the inlet
also came the removal of shoals, sand bars, and oyster beds. This helped
increase the western movement of saltwater upriver and allowed freshwater
to dissipate more quickly into the saltwater wedge. The second was the
devastating Hurricane of 1947. (Editor’s note: storms were not named at
that time). The destruction and death caused by the Hurricane of 1947 gave
rise to Congress’s authorization for the Army Corps of Engineers (USACE)
Central and South Flood Control Project. This authorization eventually
channelized the Kissimmee River, built the dikes around Lake Okeechobee
creating a reservoir instead of a lake, and made possible the construction of
the east and west legs of the C-18 Canals. The State, in 1949, then created
the Central and Southern Florida Drainage District (later the Central and
Southern Florida Flood Control District and now the South Florida Water
Management District) to become the State and local partner to work with
the USACE. The Central and Southern Florida Drainage District then
became one of the six drainage districts created under the Water Resources
Act when the role of drainage districts was established.
During the early 1950s, the Flagler Water System determined that there
was not a dependable water supply coming from the Water Catchment Area.
They then created the east and south dikes and the Rim Canal to help keep
the water flowing into the Water Catchment Area and stop it from flowing
offsite. At the same time, to keep water from escaping to the Loxahatchee
Slough, a dike was constructed north of West Lake Park Road not too far
from where the Beeline Highway was to be constructed in the mid to late
1950s. The dike was and still is tied into the northern extension of the Hog
Island Chain within the Water Catchment Area. The Hog Island entrance,
parking area, and the turning basin east of Hog Island were also created at
this time.
The year 1955 began a flurry of activity, which in reality has not abated.
By now the City of West Palm Beach had grown to about 45,000 people,

A fragrant water lily, Grassy Waters South. Coutresy Richard A. Marconi.
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and Palm Beach, which was the destination for one extension
of the water system, was now vastly dwarfed by the growth
of West Palm Beach. The City determined that one of the
ways to control future growth was to buy the Flagler Water
System, and after long negotiations, did just that. The cost
was $8,500,000; and the sale was completed in October 1955.
Included in the purchase was the water system, the combined
sewer system, the water plant and grounds, nearly the entire
Westward Expansion Area, Clear Lake, Lake Mangonia, and
the Water Catchment Area.
One of the first things the City did after taking over the
Flagler Systems’ lands was remove as many of the hunting
camps as they could find in the Water Catchment Area. Some
of the camps were just torn down, while others were burned out.
This also became the end to Ike Lee’s homestead. Supposedly,
while Ike was away from the area and being treated in a local
convalescent facility, the West Palm Beach Police Department
was ordered to remove all the structures within the Water
Catchment Area, and they did.
Today the Grassy Waters Preserve has a Nature Center and
provides environmental education and recreational activities
to thousands of visitors to and residents of Palm Beach County

in the form of lectures, bicycle, and hiking trails, guided canoe
and kayak trips, guided boardwalk tours, dip netting, a location
for photography, art, and just communing with nature.

Allen Trefry is a graduate of Florida Atlantic University with
a Bachelors in Science and Masters in Public Adminsitration.
He spent three years in the U.S. Army, ending his tour of duty
as a captain in the infantry. Trefry has worked eight years
as a Sanitarian Supervisor and Environmental Specialist;
five years in the City of West Palm Beach Water Utilities
Department as Assistant Director of Utilities; and 18 years
with the Palm Beach County Department of Environmental
Resources Management Resources Protection Division as
Environmental Director, retiring in 2006. He has served on the
Advisory Board of the Water Catchment Area and the Board of
Directors of Grassy Waters Preserve, Inc. He currently spends
time doing volunteer work, including volunteering as a docent
at the Richard and Pat Johnson Palm Beach County History
Museum and with numerous other organizations, serving on
two county boards, playing sports, camping, and canoeing.

Looking ahead...
Save the date for these great events!
December 4, 2014 | Archival Evening Dinner Dance; 7pm, by invitation only, Club Colette.
December 10, 2014 | Distinguished Lecture Series 2014-15 presents author, historian Richard
Rene Silvin, Addison Mizner; 7pm, Society Members Free, Non-Members $20, Johnson History
Museum; Free Parking.
January 11, 2015 | Swank Farms Luncheon, Swank Farms; cost $135 per person.
January 14, 2015 | Distinguished Lecture Series 2014-15 presents author, historian Dr. Thomas
Graham, Mr. Flagler’s St. Augustine; 7pm, Society Members Free, Non-Members $20, Johnson
History Museum; Free Parking.
February 11, 2015 | Distinguished Lecture Series 2014-15 presents author, historian Robert Stone,
Florida Catlle Ranching: Five Centuries of Tradition; 7pm, Society Members Free, Non-Members
$20, Johnson History Museum; Free Parking.

For more information on these events, please visit historicalsocietypbc.org or call JIllian
Markwith at 561.832.4164, ext. 103,
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