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My grandfather, John Y. Gresham, Sr., (1888-1957) was keeper of the St. Marks 

Lighthouse situated at the mouth of the St. Marks River, Apalachee Bay, in 

Wakulla County.  He was the longest serving keeper of that lighthouse, having 

held that position from 1918 to 1949.  Always curious about the history of that 

area, as a young boy prior to my grandfather’s death, I asked him many 

questions.  I recalled something he told me so many years ago that I never forgot.  

It was something like this, “Son, not too many people know of this because of the 

remote and nearly inaccessible locations of them, but all around these salt 

marshes there are the ruins of salt making works built by the Confederates so 

they could supply salt to the people and armies of the Confederacy.”   

It was not until I retired and returned to Wakulla County and affiliated with the Wakulla County 

Historical Society that I began to investigate extensively what my grandfather had told me.  I should say 

that both my grandfather and my father, E.W. Roberts (1905-1958), both told me about one accessible 

salt work ruin which was located up Salt Pan Creek on Salt Pan Island, adjacent to the St. Marks River.  

As a young boy about 13 years of age, I took a boat there and went onto Salt Pan Island.  I recall seeing a 

well dug in the center of the island and scattered ruins consisting of rusted iron and furnace bricks.  A 

recent trip back there about 55 years later disclosed much of what I had seen as a boy had disappeared.  

The well was still there but the bits of iron from the boilers and bricks were more difficult to locate.   

Very little has been written relative to salt making efforts by the Confederacy during the War Between 

the States (the war), 1861-1865.  The production of salt was every bit as important and critical to the 

prosecution of the war efforts by the Confederacy as were the contests between the armies on fields of 

battle.  I learned that what my grandfather told me was, to a large degree, correct.  Many folks who 

were born and reared in the area didn’t know about the existence of those salt work ruins.   

At the outset of the war, the Lincoln administration initiated “The Anaconda Plan”, which established a 

blockade around the coastlines of the Confederate States.  Union Navy ships were stationed at strategic 

entrances to the ports which served the Confederacy.  Many critical supplies were thereby kept from 

entry into those ports.  Salt, which was a very critical necessity, was severely impacted.  Volume 37, 

Number 2, of the June 1984 issue of the Florida Anthropologist reports, “It is estimated, on the basis of 

ship manifests, that 100,000 tons of salt were imported annually through the port of New Orleans,”  

prior to the war.  The Southern states produced very little of their own salt prior to the war.  There were 

salt mines in Louisiana and at Saltville, Va., but they did not supply nearly enough to sustain the South 

and most of the pre-war salt was shipped in from Northern states and England.   

Salt was a more critical commodity than it is now.  Used for many things such as table salt for cooking, 

preservation of hides for tanning, a supplement for horse and cattle feed, salting butter and eggs, the 



primary use of salt was for preservation of meat products such as beef and fish.  There was no 

refrigeration then and it would have been impossible to preserve and ship meat products to the armies 

without a plentiful supply of salt.  As supplies of salt became scarce, an obvious and immediate source 

for salt was the dirt floors of plantation smoke houses.  The Florida Archives in Tallahassee reports that 

because in these smoke houses, meats had been lying and the salty brine allowed to drip for many 

years.  Dr. Bradford of the Pine Hill Plantation near Tallahassee scraped off the soil from the floor of his 

smoke house and placed it into a kettle along with a large quantity of water.  The water was boiled and 

allowed to settle for a while.  The remaining water was poured off into another kettle, allowing the soil 

in the first kettle to settle to the bottom and be discarded.  The salty water in the second kettle was 

boiled down until most of the water evaporated, leaving only the salty brine residue.  This was placed on 

clean boards and bleached to a beautiful whiteness by the sun.  Others learned of this method and 

made salt in the same manner.   Of course this produced a very limited amount of salt and not everyone 

had access to a smokehouse floor.  The Confederate government was also feeling the severe need for 

salt not only for the war effort but for the populace in general.  It was not long before everyone’s 

attention turned to the inexhaustible supply of salty water in the nearby Gulf of Mexico. 

To be continued….. 

 

 

 


