


A Settler’s Memoir
By Lillie Pierce Voss

Lillie Pierce Voss (1876-1967) formerly of Hypoluxo was the first non-Native 
American child born between Jupiter and Miami. As a child she learned to interact 
with the Seminole Indians and she learned to shoot, hunt, fish, and sail a boat as well 
as any male. She was known as the Sweetheart of the Barefoot Mailmen, helping 
her mother cook breakfast for the mailmen and rowing them across the lagoon to 
the beach strip where they would start their historic treks. Her husband was a boat 
captain and steam engineer, who ran steamboats in south Florida in the late 19th 
and early 20th centuries. Together they piloted yachts between Palm Beach and 
New England for wealthy seasonal Palm Beach residents. Ms. Voss was a pioneer 
woman and dynamic individual who helped build South Florida while raising her 
five children. She witnessed and participated in some of the watershed events in the 
development of southeast Florida, raised a successful family, and survived a hard-
scrabble existence in the wild, untamed frontier of southeast Florida at a time when 
most male settlers could not survive. She was smart, tough, and an intricate part of 
south Florida’s unique history.

The following is Lillie’s recollection, written many years after these events happened, 
of mail service during Palm Beach County’s Pioneer Era. Mail service was hit and 
miss prior to 1885 when the U.S. Postal Service established a Star Route between 
Palm Beach and Miami. Additionally, several post offices were located on Lake 
Worth which provided service to the settlers living on the Lake.

At left is an 1879 map of southeast Florida with a drawing of 
the Barefoot Mailman superimposed on it. Courtesy Historical 
Society of Palm Beach County.

Pioneer Mail Service
on Lake Worth
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indeed it was on an old map that my folks had seen, where it was 
outlined, and the notation added “fresh water lake.”

The folks thought that Hypoluxo was a novel and pretty name 
for the Island they were living on, so that is how Hypoluxo got its 
name when it eventually had a Post Office.

Sometime in the late 1860s a man called Long John carried 
the mail from St. Augustine to Miami, or Fort Dallas as it was 
then. There seemed to be no regular time to carry it and Long 
John walked by night, and hid from the Indians during the day, it 
was said in early days that he sometimes hid in a cave that is on 
the ocean beach about two miles below Boynton; remains of [a]
campfire was there in 1873. Long John must have met many bears 
during his very long lonely hours at night, as they were numerous 
and huge, and not a bit afraid of man.  Long John died in 1877 on 
Biscayne Bay.

In the distance between Jupiter Light House and Ft. Dallas 
at the mouth of Miami River there was probably no one living 
at that time, unless at Ft. Lauderdale where in very early times a 

was born on Aug. 15, 1876, in the Govt. owned House 
of  Refuge for ship wrecked sailors, built in 1876 by the 
United States Life Saving Service at what is now known 
as Delray Beach. My father H.D. Pierce was the first 
keeper, having moved in on May 2, 1876. I was the first 

girl baby born in this stretch of land from Miami to Jupiter, on 
the north.

I tell you this that you may understand I am giving you first 
hand information of the time of my growing up and what I did not 
recall fully I have taken from a memorandum belonging in my 
family so that it is all just exactly true as it happened.

Three years before, in 1873 my father took up a homestead on 
Hypoluxo Island, near the south end of the lake.

When some Indians came to see us, as frequently happened 
then, my mother asked one of the squaws the Indian name of 
the Lake, and her reply was Hypoluxo and then of course my 
mother asked what it meant. The Indian woman said “big water 
all around, no get out,” meaning of course a lake with no outlet, as 

I
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family lived for awhile.
During the first five years that my folks lived on Lake Worth 

the nearest P.O. was Fort Capron known then and still is as St. 
Lucie. The mail was brought down from Sand Point, later called 
Titusville to St. Lucie once a week by sail boat but we here on 
the Lake had no way to get our mail unless we went after it, or a 
passing boat coming to the new Lake Worth Country infrequently 
would call at St. Lucie, and bring the mail on down to the folks 
on Lake Worth which by this time had increased to probably half 
a dozen families.

Whoever brought the pieces of mail to the Lake would sail to 
any point on the lake, deliver the letters, or maybe a bundle of 
month old newspapers for us, [or] a bundle of Youths Companions 
sent us by an aunt in Maine, [the carrier could] stay for dinner, or 
maybe all night and impart what news they had before going back 
the next day.

One night my mother got up at midnight and baked a Dutch 
Oven full of biscuits for hungry visitors.

In 1878 the few people on the Lake petitioned the Govt. for 
a mail route from St. Lucie to Lake Worth, and V.O. Spencer 
received his appointment as Post Master of the first Post Office 
on the lake which was called Lake Worth.  The office was in Mr. 
Spencer’s house and was later moved to U.D. Hendrickson’s store 
just to the north of Spencer’s. This P.O. was used by all the families 
on the Lake for several years, and was a great convenience.

Lake Worth P.O. was in use about 25 years, but was discontinued 
after the Flagler R.R. came there, as the R.R. was on the west side 
of the Lake, and L.W.P.O. on the east.  The mail from St. Lucie or 
Ft. Capron to the Lake Worth country was carried by Ed. Capron 
in a sail boat to Jupiter; thence by ocean beach to a point eight 
miles south where there was a break or gap thru the ocean ridge 
hammock where Mr. Capron could get thru to the eastern head of 
the Lake in behind the north end of Munyons Island then known 

The Orange Grove House of Refuge No. 3 was located on the beach just 
north of the intersection of A1A and Atlantic Boulevard in present day 
Delray Beach.  At left is a photograph of four-year-old Lillie Pierce. Below 
is Lillie Pierce Voss in 1965. Images are courtesy Historical Society of Palm 
Beach County.
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as “Big Pelican;” from there he rowed five miles south to Lake 
Worth P.O. which made the terminal of the beach route between 7 
and 8 miles north of where Palm Beach is at present.

This man was only able to endure the constant solitary beat 
for a couple of years, when he went away for medical care, and 
a little later the mail came over from Jupiter by wagon, and later 
still by hack.  One of the early drivers was John Clemson, who at 
times it is said, walked ahead of his mule playing on his Violin for 
company; the story is told that the wild animals used to line up by 
the road to listen to Uncle John’s music.

After Brelsford Bros. opened up their store about 2½ miles 
south of the then Lake Worth P.O., it was decided that they should 
have a Post Office in their store; at first it was thought to call the 
name Palm City but this was rejected by the P.O. Dept., so it was 
called Palm Beach, as this was near the place where the ship load 
of coconuts came ashore with the wreck of the Bark Providencia
in February 1879.

Palm Beach P.O. was established about 1884.  The mail at this 
time was being brought down Indian River, Titusville to Jupiter 
by the small steamers. S.V. White and Cleo. which was much 
better than sail boat, especially after the East Coast Canal Co. cut 
a channel thru many of the oyster banks the whole length of the 
river.

In 1885 the Beach route to Miami from Palm Beach was 
opened to bids and the contract was awarded to E.R. Bradley an 
ex-Navy man, living in Hypoluxo, the sum per year being $600. 
Mr. Bradley and his eldest son Louie carried it, taking turns week 
by week, for nearly two years.

This route was asked for, because up until the opening of the 
Beach route, it took more than a month to get a letter from Palm 
Beach to Miami, and an answer back , as the letter would have to 
go up Lake Worth, up Indian River, then to Jacksonville, across to 
Tampa; from Tampa by steamer to Key West, and from Key West 
by sail to Miami and coming back to a point only 60 miles away 
as the crow flies.

The Beach route was 68 miles long, 28 miles by small sail 
boat, or row boat and 40 on foot.

Altho the route began at Palm Beach the mail carrier never 
walked the ocean beach until he arrived by boat at the south end 
of Lake Worth.

Mr. Bradley bought a small fast sail boat to carry the mail 
on the Lake. She was called the Rosie B. and was both fast and 
slippery.

In 1886 Hypoluxo P.O. was established on the west side, with 
A.W. Garnett as P.M.; about a year later it was moved across the 
Lake, and into the house of H.D. Pierce on Hypoluxo Island which 
is now the Balsan Estate.  C.W. Pierce, later P.M. at Boynton, so 
many years was acting P.M. for one year, and from that time on 
until 1898 H.D. Pierce was Postmaster.

A map from the back of stationary paper from the Cocoanut Grove House, 
1880s.  It shows four post offices on Lake Worth, Lake Worth P.O., 1880; 
Palm Beach P.O., 1887; Figulus P.O, 1886, and Hypoluxo P.O., 1886. 
Courtesy Historical Society of Palm Beach County.
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Then in 1888, ten miles was taken off the Beach 
route, so that the mail started from Hypoluxo every 
Monday instead of from Palm Beach.

All most all the old Beach route carriers are dead, 
one of them, a few years later in the Klondyke gold 
rush, made the fastest walking time ever made thru 
the Yukon Pass, his practice on the beach proving of 
some use to him.  This was Ned Brown.

Henry John Burkhardt who made the fastest 
walking time from Miami to Hypoluxo, arriving at the 
P.O. traveling hours ahead of time one Friday, died in 
San Diego, CAL three years ago.

Then as time went on the mail was carried three 
time a week between Jupiter and Hypoluxo, the 
carriers from each route, north and south staying 
over the weekend at my father’s house. My mother 
providing them with food at 35 cents per meal; she did 
this not because she especially wanted to but because 
it was the end of the route and there was no other 
place for them to stay. Incidentally, I got a lot of fun and work out 
of it and made many life-long friends.

Later on, a little mail streamer Hypoluxo carried mail, freight 
and passengers between Juno, at the head of the Lake, and 
Hypoluxo at the south end.  Her whistle, a long _____ _________ 
and a long, was the signal all along the Lake that the mail was in.

After the R.R. came there about 1894, the mail boat on the 
Lake was discontinued.

Long before that time however there was a little P.O. called 
Jewell located on the lake shore exactly where the town of Lake 
Worth now stands.  It was a very small P.O. in the bedroom of 
a tiny house occupied by Mr. and Mrs. Fanny James who were 
light colored ex-slaves, and well thought of by everyone.  Mrs. 
James was part Indian; there was a long dock out [into] the lake 
where the mail steamer stopped and more than once it became the 
duty of the mail carrier to open the bag and sort the mail during a 
severe illness of the P.M.

Later she decided to resign or abolish her P.O. and so the 
story goes, when the P.O. Dept. failed to relieve her, of the P.O. 
after several months of waiting, she took the P.O. out doors, and 
dumped it in the scrub.

Later this homestead was sold and a P.O. called Lucerne was 
established which later became Lake Worth.

Mr. James lies under the town at the present time and Mrs. 
James not far away. The town a fitting tribute to these hardy 
pioneers.

Notes:
The document that Lillie Pierce Voss penned has recently 

been donated to the Historical Society of Palm Beach County by 
descendant Harvey E. Oyer III.  

Many years had passed before Lillie wrote down her 
recollections about mail serivce on Lake Worth. So it is 
understandable that some information or dates might be a little 
off. 
     Continued on page 36

The small monument is dedicated to Samuel and Fannie James, the first 
settlers to present day City of Lake Worth.  It is located outside of the Lake 
Worth Post Office on the northeast corner of Lucerne Avenue and North J 
Street. Courtesy Richard A. Marconi. Below is Castle Canvas, the home of 
V.O. Spencer, ca. 1880.  This was the first location of the Lake Worth Post 
Office. Courtesy Histroical Society of  Palm Beach County.
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Sheldon, joined the Russell memorial.   

5. The Rev. Dr. John Baiz, Rector of Calvary Church, Pittsburgh, 
donated a “SCRAP BOOK” containing “Pictures & Memoranda 
of Early Years of Bethesda” to the church in 1968. It contains 
the original letters written from James Sheldon to Philip Hiss 
and members of his firm in summer of 1924, picture postcards 
of European architecture, photographs of Gothic cathedrals, 
reproductions of drawings from preliminary sketches for “The 
Spanish Memorial” (Bethesda III) and cuts from the brochure 
of that title which was distributed on January 1, 1925. How this 
album from the Hiss & Weekes office came to Dr. Baiz is not 
recorded.  It arrived too late to have been of use to former Church 
Historian Kathryn E. Hall in the preparation of Chronicles: 1889-
1964 (Palm Beach: Distinctive Printing, Inc., 1964) or The First 
One Hundred Years and into The Second Century (Hong Kong: 
Green Production Group, 1993) that she described as having been 
“for the most part, reprinted from Chronicles” with “an in-depth 
detailed study” from 1964 to 1989.

Jethro M. Hurt III is the former Education Director for the 
Chicago Architecture Foundation. During his tenure there, he 
trained more than 400 docents to conduct a score of different 
walking, bicycle, bus and boat tours of the Windy City. During his 
career Hurt has held other positions as college professor, museum 
curator and director. He is now the Archivist at the Episcopal 
Church of Bethesda-by-the-Sea, Palm Beach, Florida.

Contunied from page 14
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2. The reader is referred to articles in a quarterly published by 
the Washington National Cathedral, The Cathedral Age, Summer 
1932, p. 39, Autumn 1952, p. 28, and Christmas 1955, pp. 13 
and 35 (“James Sheldon, Friend and Benefactor, Given Sepulture 
in Cathedral He Loved”). One of the finest tributes can be read 
in a transcript of a March 24, 2001, lecture delivered by Rowan 
LeCompte, designer of much stained glass at the Cathedral.  
LeCompte recalls a discussion concerning a reworking of the 
dark choir area  when “Sheldon flew into a passion and cried out, 
‘When you make a mistake, don’t perpetuate it: correct it.’” 

3. In reviewing the sequence of events that culminated in the 
construction of the present Bethesda-by-the-Sea (a. k. a. Bethesda 
III), the author has been fortunate enough to have access to 
Minutes—Bethesda-by-the-Sea, II (1920-1931). The scholarly 
linguist Harold E. Spencer, Clerk of the Vestry, recorded with 
diligence the unfolding events of that period. 

4. The phrase occurs as part of an elaborate testimony inscribed 
on a marble tablet in honor of Canon and Mrs. James Townsend 
Russell, located on the north wall of the south crypt corridor of the 
National Cathedral.  In 1952 a tablet in honor of three unmarried 
siblings and openhearted donors, Adelaide, Harriette and James 

Continued from page 21
Lillie mentions the estbalishment of the Lake Worth Post 

office with V.O. Spencer as postmaster.  The post office opened 
in 1880 at the north end of present day Palm Beach.  This was 
actually the second post office.  The first was the Tustenegee Post 
Office established in 1877 with a Mr. Brown as postmaster.  It 
closed in 1879.

The Spanish Brig Providencia actually wrecked in January 
1878 on Palm Beach just south of the present day Bath and Tennis 
Club.  This is 13 months before the date that Lillie gives.

The Palm Beach Post Offfice was actually established in 1887. 
Changing the name of the Post Office from Palm City to Palm 
Beach did happen. When Brelsford received notification that the 
name had to be changed, a visitor recommended Palm Beach 
because of the palm trees and the beaches.

The Beach route that Lillie refers to was Star Route #6451. 
The route was 136 miles round trip, 80 on foot plus 56 in small 
boats. The mail carriers would later be called Barefoot Mailmen, 
a term most likely coined by author Theodore Pratt when he wrote 
The Barefoot Mailman (1943).

As for the Jameses of Jewell, Mr. James’ first name was 
Samuel. Shortly after the new post office and town were named 

Lucerne, officials found out that the name had already been taken 
so the town and post office were renamed Lake Worth.

About the donor:
Harvey E. Oyer III is a fifth-generation Floridian and is 

descended from one of the earliest pioneer families in south 
Florida. He is the great-great-grandson of Captain Hannibal 
Dillingham Pierce and his wife, Margretta Moore Pierce, who 
in 1872 became one of the first non-Native American families 
to settle in southeast Florida. Oyer is the great-grandnephew 
of Lillie Pierce Voss. He is an attorney in West Palm Beach, 
Florida, a Cambridge University-educated archaeologist, and 
an avid historian. He served for many years as the chairman of 
the Historical Society of Palm Beach County and has written or 
contributed to numerous books and articles about Florida history. 
Oyer is author of the children’s trilogy, The Adventures of Charlie 
Pierce, which contains many stories that have been passed down 
through five generations of his family.  Lillie, sister of Charlie 
Pierce, is a major character in the books.

The books are available for purchase at the Johnson History 
Museum Bookstore.
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