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As previously reported, at the outset of the war, the Lincoln Administration initiated the 

“Anaconda Plan”, which mandated the blockade of all ports of entry within the borders of 

the Confederate States of America. Given the many miles of coastline this was a very 

difficult plan to initiate with a somewhat limited number of warships required, and by 

necessity, in the beginning, major ports were the focus of the blockade. So until well into 

the second year of the war, 1862, the blockade was not that effective as blockade runners 

simply shifted their operations in and out of lesser ports of entry. Principal ports along the 

Florida gulf coast for blockade runners were Choctawhatchee Bay (Ft. Walton Beach 

area), St. Andrews Bay (Panama City area), Deadman’s Bay (Steinhatchee area), 

Apalachicola, St. Marks, Cedar Key, and Tampa. 

 

Very early in the war, the Confederacy realized that the production of salt was critical to 

the war effort. Naturally, because very little attention by the Federals was being paid to 

the rural northern gulf coast, in short order, hundreds of salt works, both large and small, 

began operations, most centered in St. Andrews Bay and Apalachee Bay. Some operated 

continuously and provided salt to the Confederate military; others produced salt for sale 

to the general public, while many salt makers were farmers who made enough salt to get 

them through the year. The latter group came down from Georgia and Alabama to 

Panama City and St. Marks bringing their kettles and utensils back with them. The “Barrs 

Family History” from that era reports regular use of the Old Salt Road used to transport 

salt to market and to bring people from the Nankin District of Georgia to Wakulla County 

to make salt. The largest salt making efforts developed in the St. Andrews Bay area. The 

quality of salt from those works was the superior to other works because of a 3 year 

drought which increased the salinity of the water to 75% salt. In 1862, the St. Andrews 

Bay works were producing an estimated 1,800 bushels of salt a day (bushel about 50 

lbs.), most of which was going to the Confederate war effort. 

 

All was relatively peaceful along the coast for the salt makers until November, 1862, 

when the USS Albatross ventured eastward along the coast from its base at Pensacola. 

The captain’s log book detailed his great surprise at the salt making as he approached St. 

Andrews Bay. He reported that during the day, the smoke from the salt boilers covered 

the horizon over the salt marshes, and at night, the many fires from 24 hour salt 

operations lit up the sky for as far as he could see. Having not been molested by the 

Federals, the business was booming. Almost the same could be said for salt works all 

along Apalachee Bay. This discovery by the USS Albatross brought the war to the salt 

works as the Federals began offensive actions against them. 



 

 

 

The attacks against the salt works met with very little resistance as the workers would 

simply retreat into safe areas as their works were destroyed. They knew that any 

resistance would meet with fire from heavy guns from the Union navy anchored off 

shore. The Commanding Officer reported his men were unable to destroy many of the 

works because of exhaustion and the overwhelming numbers of those works, most of 

which were located far up tidal creeks in remote areas. He reported that at California 

Inlet, about 1,000 salt workers were not attacked as they were protected by a large body 

of Confederate cavalry. He reported passing many salt works on the east end of Santa 

Rosa Island as the Albatross was returning to Pensacola. The salt workers would await 

the departure of the Federals and return to rebuild any salt works destroyed by them. 

After 1862, however, the Union navy attacks became almost constant and took a toll on 

the salt works. 

 

A March 1863 advertisement in the Tallahassee Sentinel for “12 No. 1 hands and coopers 

to work for highest wages at the Empire Salt Works at St. Marks. The location is safe 

from enemy attacks.” Not always safe, however, as a hurricane which struck Apalachee 

Bay .in June 1863, killed 19 at Dickison Bay, 6 at Goose Creek, and destroyed most of 

the salt works at East River. 

 

Tools of destruction used by Union navy shore parties attacking salt works included top 

mauls, axes, sledge hammers, and shovels. They would knock down all brickwork 

furnaces, destroy salt by mixing it with sand, set fire to barrels, boxes, and everything 

that would hold salt, burn all houses and sheds in which it was stored, disable and burn 

wagons found loaded with it, kill all mules and cattle, burn and destroy nearby salt 

maker’s camps, destroy all salt making equipment including kettles. The primary ship 

used to attack salt works in Apalachee Bay was the USS Tahoma. Tahoma was steam and 

sail powered, 160 feet long, with a 10 foot, six inch draft, manned by 111 sailors and 3 

Marines. She mounted 1, 20 pound rifled gun, 4, 24 pound howitzers, 1, 150 pound rifled 

gun, and 1, 4.1 pound swivel gun. Other ships often seen in and around the mouth of the 

St. Marks River in Apalachee Bay on blockade duty were the USS Stars and Stripes and 

the USS Somerset.   

 

In 1863, the value of salt works in the state of Florida was estimated at 3 million dollars, 

with about 5,000 men and boys manning the works. After military exemption was 

granted to salt workers, there was never any lack of laborers. 

 

The continual attacks by Union forces began to take a toll on the salt works along the 

Florida gulf coast, and of course, the defeat of the Confederacy in 1865 brought all 

production to a halt. Ruins of those salt works are still evident and the furnace brick and 

remains of the old boilers are seen throughout the coastal regions of north Florida. 


