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OLD FISHING CAMP HAD
COLORFUL AND VIOLENT PAST
BY MARY DODGE

MARY DODGE

Now surrounded by development, the North Fork of the St. Lucie River looks much like the days when Burt Pruitt guided the rich and famous on $15 fishing trips.

D

evelopers who came in the late 1950s to what is
now Port St. Lucie met Burt Pruitt, a colorful and
crusty guide who owned a fishing camp on the
shores of the North Fork of the St. Lucie River.
They probably were unaware of the violence in his, and the
location’s, past.
Old newspaper articles about this local pioneer reveal more
than tales of his pet alligators, visiting millionaire fishermen
and a river alive with rolling tarpon. They tell of three fatal
shootings and other troubling family problems.
In later years, Burt would reminisce to outdoors columnists
about the early days of fishing on the North Fork in the late
1920s. “I was taking Palm Beach millionaires fishing for $15 a
day. After a while they all wanted to go up the St. Lucie River
because it was so beautiful and the fishing was so good.”
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‘A REAL ASSET’

In 1958, after a weekend at the fishing camp, members of
the Outdoor Writers Guild of Florida declared him “a real asset to the county.” He was one of their favorite news sources,
though they often misspelled his name as “Bert.”
While the names of most the roads in Port St. Lucie were
taken from a big book of suggested street names used by
developers, Pruitt Road in Sandpiper Bay is what is left of
the road that led to Burt’s fish camp. It runs for several blocks
between Morningside Boulevard and the river. Burt Pruitt’s
family is not related to Ken Pruitt, the county property appraiser and former president of the state Senate.
The actual campsite is gone, swallowed up by the Tesoro,
now Ravello, development. It could be reached as late as
the early 2000s from the former Wilderness Golf Course of >>
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Sandpiper Bay Resort. It was an eerie
site, with old foundations, ancient,
misshapen fruit trees and even a few
tarpon rolling in the water near the
river bank.
Born Julian Burt Pruitt in February 1904 in Georgia, he married Cora
Leigh Henderson, also of Georgia.
Though a record of their marriage
could not be found, they are listed
in the 1927 Tampa City Directory as
husband and wife. Cora Leigh would
have been 18 at the time, five years
younger than Burt. The 1928 directory
lists them again and a J.B. Pruitt as a
“tester for Studebaker Gulf Sales.”
Their son, Julian Burt Pruitt Jr., was
born in February 1929 after the couple
moved to West Palm Beach, which
then had a population of less than
30,000. The family was renting a home
there and Burt worked in sales and
service for an outboard motor company, according to the 1935 Florida
Census, which also says he had some
college education. The 1940 Federal
>>
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This ad appeared countless times in local newspapers and tourist publications in the 1950s and 1960s
to attract sports fishermen, and the occasional sports fisherwoman, to Burt Pruitt’s fishing camp in a
jungle-like setting, complete with alligators.
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Census said they owned their home and that Burt had finished high school and Cora Leigh had two years of college.
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He had become a “well-known fishing guide” (Miami News,
May 2, 1939) by the time he hit the headlines for shooting a
man he claimed had tried to break up his marriage. Burt went
to the home of Sheriff W.H. Lawrence between 5 and 6 a.m.
on July 31, 1938, admitting he’d killed a roomer in his house,
Carl W. Powell.
Burt was held on a manslaughter warrant and was bound
over to the grand jury, which indicted him on a first-degree
murder charge. He was freed on a $10,000 bond.
He testified during the trial on May 2, 1939, that Cora Leigh
had introduced him to Powell at a dance the couple attended
at the Lake Worth Casino with next-door neighbors, Mr. and
Mrs. A.G. Lyons. Burt said he didn’t dance and that his wife
danced with Powell, whom she had previously met through
the Lyonses.
The Pruitts took Powell on a fishing trip after which, “in
gratitude,” Powell offered to paint the house. Burt then returned from another fishing trip to find Powell ensconced in
the house while completing the job.
Cora Leigh had left home for Reno, Nev., about two weeks
earlier, taking their 9-year-old son with her. Pruitt said he was
upset by this but did not suspect Powell until he found his
wife’s Reno address in Powell’s pocket the afternoon of July 30.
Cora Leigh received a Social Security number in Nevada,
which indicated she may have planned to seek work there.
She joined her mother, but there is no indication who was
there first. At the time, Reno was known as a divorce capital
because of the short-term residency requirement and more
lenient laws; however, there is no indication a divorce was
being sought by either Cora Leigh or her mother.
The account during the trial about a party the night of July
30 at the Pruitts’ house is confusing. It supposedly was to say
good-bye to Powell, who said he was leaving for Chicago,
and involved Burt, A.G. Lyons (whose family was away),
Powell and two unnamed women. Lyons had to work that
night, but when he arrived at 11:30 p.m., the five went out to
a bar. The woman invited by Powell would not go home with
him, so he was dropped by the house while the rest left to
drive the woman home. It was then that Lyons and one of the
women told Burt “things had been going on” between Powell
and Cora Leigh while he was away.
Burt said he went home immediately, turned on a light
in the bedroom, awakened Powell and told him there were
things he wanted “straightened out.”
In the trial, Burt testified that Powell sat up in bed and
taunted him, saying he was going to marry Cora Leigh and
take away his son. Powell, who Burt said had been a prizefighter who bragged of killing a man, came at him. Burt
claimed he was “crazed” with anger and passion and shot
Powell. The pistol was one he said he carried in his car and
kept in the house at night.
Police witnesses testified they were called to the Pruitt
house where they found a “negro worker,” who is not mentioned again in any of the accounts, asleep on the lounge.
Powell was dead on the bed in his underclothes, lying on his
back, with his hands under his head. The dead man’s mother
and brother later testified that he was in the habit of sleeping >>
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with his hands under his head. The doctor who examined the
body said the bullet went in at the Adam’s apple and exited
at the base of Powell’s brain.
Neighbor Lyons spent a long time on the stand being examined by the state prosecutor. After lunch, he was cross-examined by Pruitt’s attorney, E.M. Baynes, and recalled hearing
mumbling voices before the shot. That caused State Attorney
Phil O’Connell to question why Lyons had not mentioned
the voices previously, including at the inquest and grand
jury hearing. Lyons said he’d never been asked. O’Connell
reminded him that he was told to reveal anything that might
shed light on the case. He then asked who Lyons had lunched
with before the trial resumed that day. Lyons had lunched
with Pruitt.
The trial took only one day, including the two hours to
choose a jury. During this trial and the two to follow, reports
said the crowds in the courtrooms were small.
Pruitt was the only one to testify on his behalf. Cora Leigh
did not appear in court. Testimony concluded about 5 p.m.
and went to the jury at 6:30 with the advice that the “unwritten law” was excluded as a direct basis for justifiable homicide. This was later clarified that a “crime of passion” could
perhaps reduce the charge from first-degree murder to a
lesser crime but could not clear the defendant of all charges.
The jury returned at 10:50 p.m., with the foreman declaring
it had not and could not reach a decision as it seemed impossible to reconcile conflicting opinions.
Judge C.E. Chillingworth declared a mistrial. Citing the
lunch with Lyons, the judge revoked Burt’s $10,000 bond and
said he must wait for the new trial date in jail. It would be
Burt’s first night in jail in the eight months since the shooting. >>
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In 1955, Chillingworth and his wife were themselves the
victims of a double murder and though three men were convicted of the crime, the bodies were never found.

UNWANTED HELP

During the trial Cora Leigh had some unwanted “help”
from her mother. Cora Leigh was living in Nevada with Sue
Henderson Carter, who had divorced Cora Leigh’s father,
Joe Bartow Henderson in Georgia and had married Joseph J.
Carter in Duval County by 1939. Mrs. Carter admitted later
that she had responded in Cora Leigh’s name to a request for
information from the Palm Beach Post-Times.
In this initial response, she, in her daughter’s name, denied
an intimate relationship between Cora Leigh and Powell and
claimed there was a history of domestic difficulties with Burt.
In another statement made earlier under her own name of
Sue Henderson, she called her son-in-law an “animal.” She
said he tried to kill her, threw gasoline and acid on Cora
Leigh and ruined his wife’s health with beatings. There was
no indication from any other source that any of these claims
were true.
In the retraction in the newspaper of Sept. 9, 1939, Sue
Carter declared herself “fully aware of an incurable affliction” and “desirous of re-ordering her life in full knowledge
of approaching death.” Carter’s affidavit in the paper said
she was convinced Burt was trying to have her committed
to an “asylum for the mentally deficient at Chattahoochee,
Florida, and the authorities at Chattahoochee after such commitment found she was not mentally deficient or insane.”
In spite of her premonition of “approaching death,” Cora

Burt Pruitt apparently owned land along much of the river, but the actual
fishing camp was located approximately as shown

Leigh’s mother was to live eight more years until the fatal night
in 1947 in the fishing camp on the North Fork riverbank. By
that time, she had returned to calling herself Mrs. Henderson.
Reports of a second trial could not be found, but a later
news story says it was May 31 and was also a mistrial. It
appears Pruitt remained in jail the six months until the third
trial that started on Nov. 1, 1939, again with Judge Chilling- >>

A spider
weaves its
web on the
bank of
river that was
once home
to the fish
camp.
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worth. A newspaper account of the trial says he “showed
obvious signs of the strain of the long imprisonment.”
Cora Leigh was in the courtroom with 10-year-old Burt Jr.,
who left when his father took the stand.
The main difference in this trial was an additional witness,
Mrs. Harold E. Kirk, whose garage apartment overlooked the
Pruitt bedroom. She said that between 5 and 5:15 the morning of the shooting she was awakened by someone stumbling
over washtubs. She said she saw Powell sitting on the bed in
a bedroom and heard him talking in a loud voice.
She said he was saying, “I don’t give a …. what the neighbors say!” and something about “getting someone,” and “I’ll
fix you now and forever.”
Mrs. Kirk, who had taught Powell in school, said she
thought the shot was a backfire on Dixie Highway. “I thought
he was drunk and paid little attention.” Questioned as to
why she had not come forward earlier, she said she had told a
“law enforcement officer” but would not give a name.
Pruitt took the stand and generally repeated what he had
said in the two earlier trials.
Cora Leigh took the stand on the morning of the second
day of the third trial but was allowed to testify only that she
had left the home on July 19, 1938, because Powell was in
love with her and she feared what he might do. The judge
would not allow testimony from her or a friend about alleged
threats from Powell, verbally and in a letter to Cora Leigh,
because these had not been communicated to Burt.
Before final arguments began, the jury was taken to the
scene of the crime to determine whether Kirk could have
heard the voices from her apartment as she testified. As the
trial drew to a close, the assistant state attorney called for a

conviction for first-degree murder. Speaking for the defense,
attorney Charles Francis Coe made what is described as a
“dramatic speech” asking that it be ruled self-defense.

THE VERDICT

The jury was sent to make its decision at 4:20 p.m. and took
so long another mistrial was feared. After two hours, the jury
came out and asked for further instructions on the difference
between second-degree murder and manslaughter. At 10:10
p.m. they announced it had a decision.
Burt Pruitt was found guilty of manslaughter for the July
31, 1938, death of Carl W. Powell. Manslaughter carried a
sentence of one to 20 years. Stories on the actual sentencing
could not be found, but an Aug. 27, 1940, article in the Palm
Beach Post, stated he’d been sentenced to seven years in state
prison for manslaughter.
That article, based on a dispatch from Tallahassee, said he’d
been granted a reprieve of 60 days. This was from Aug. 22,
1940, when Burt was to have started serving his prison time
after the Florida Supreme Court denied him a new trial. His
new lawyer, T. Harold Williams, was expected to use the time
to make an appeal to the pardon board.
If Burt actually went to the state prison and how much
time he spent there is unclear. The 1940 U.S. Census lists him
and Coral Leigh in the same house as the shooting. It seems
likely that once he was released he headed for the wild area
he loved along the North Fork.
In a 1962 outdoors column, Burt is quoted as coming to the
“solitude of a wooded area on the North Fork, commonly
known as ‘Bootleggers Paradise,’ ” about 19 years earlier,
approximately in 1943. He had used the spot as a temporary >>
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While the North Fork was usually calm except for rolling tarpon and jumping fish, the Pruitt family waters were stormy.

camp since seriously becoming a fishing and hunting guide in
1928. Columnist Ed Bucklow, the Post-Times outdoor editor, says
the site had gotten its name during Prohibition, when bootleggers used the remote spot as a transfer point for illegal liquor.
“Many a Rolls Royce, Packard and Pierce Arrow has been
parked under those trees over there,” Burt said, pointing to
the pines on both sides of the driveway in 1962.
“Many a plane load of whisky has landed on the river right
here,” he said, “and there were three stills going full blast on
that island across from the camp.”
Burt said the North Fork location had been on a main
wagon trail during the early settlement days. Just below the
camp, there was a ferry that served the “sizeable” community
known as Spruce Bluff.
In a 1970 column by Post sports writer Breard Snellings,
Burt said Spruce Bluff “was settled by veterans of the Spanish American War and they raised pineapples and fished for
a living. Then when the Flagler railroad was built around the
turn of the century, everyone left to live by the tracks, in a
new town called Stuart. Now people are leaving Stuart and
coming back here to live in Port St. Lucie.”
Before that, according to the Florida Game and Freshwater
Fish Commission, the area was where the “great chiefs
38

Micanopy and Osceola camped, hunted and fished by the
shores of the great St. Lucie River.”
According to Bucklow, Burt actually bought the land in
about 1946. So, it is probably then that he and, it appears,
Cora Leigh and son Burt Jr., started building the camp and
perhaps living there. Apparently over the years, he continued
buying land along the river that was later sold to General
Development Corp., but county records are unclear as to how
far his domain stretched.
By February 1947, Burt and his family had themselves wellestablished on the banks of the North Fork and his reputation
as a fishing guide was growing. Apparently so was the animosity between him and his mother-in-law, Sue Henderson.
The headline on the Feb. 12, 1947, Fort Pierce News Tribune
was “Aged mother and war veteran son dead as result of
family fight at St. Lucie River camp.”
Sue D. Henderson, 58, and her son Carroll, 39, were dead
from abdominal bullet wounds made by a .22 rifle and Burt
and Cora Leigh were in jail. Mrs. Henderson had been in
Florida about three months; her son had just arrived.
Carroll Henderson of Homerville, Ga, had indeed been
decorated for his service in World War II. He was named for
his maternal grandfather, Duncan Carroll Carmichael, who >>
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A rustic sign from the fish camp can be seen at the St. Lucie County Regional History Center in Fort Pierce. Pruitt sometimes called it a “Fishin’ Farm” and
sometimes a “Ranch.”

served with Company H, 26th Infantry Regiment of Georgia
as a private in the Confederate Army and surrendered at the
Appomattox Courthouse in Virginia in April 1865.
His paternal-grandfather William Layfayette Henderson
was a private in Company B of the 35th Infantry Regiment of
Georgia. Tax rolls show this grandfather had more than 490
acres of land in Ware County in 1871 and had taken an oath
of allegiance to the United States as part of the “restoration”
of the “rebel states.” William’s father, Capt. John Smith Henderson, was a private with the U.S. Army in the Indian Wars.
At least two of Carroll’s other great-grandfathers, Duncan
Greenberry Carmichael and William Thomas James, had also
been privates in the Confederate Army.
According to the obituary from Yates Funeral Home in Fort
Pierce, Carroll Henderson had been a technician, fifth grade,
with Headquarters and Service Company, 82nd Combat Battalion, Third Army. Wounded in both Belgium and Germany,
he had three Bronze Stars with campaign ribbons in the European, African and Mideastern theaters.

TROUBLE EXPECTED

Burt had previously reported to authorities that he was
expecting trouble from his brother-in-law Caroll, whom he
described as a “mental case” as the result of his service. He
also said he was concerned about problems with his motherin-law, whom he called a “narcotics addict” once in a “federal
correctional institution in Kentucky.”
Sheriff’s officials said Burt, accompanied by his son Burt
Jr., 18, came into Fort Pierce, gave up voluntarily and described the events of that evening to deputies and reporters.
He appeared badly beaten about the face and said he was
suffering from injuries to his back due to a scuffle leading
up to the shootings.
As described in the news story, “He said he fled and hid
himself in the brush near the camp after Henderson and his
mother had beaten him severely, choked him almost into
unconsciousness and threatened to kill him. He said he managed to crawl away and hide when (Carroll) Henderson left
to get an axe, saying he was going to cut off Pruitt’s head.”
Burt said he heard his brother-in-law, say, during the scuffle, “I’m going to kill him,” to which Sue Henderson replied,
“That’s what I brought you down here for.”

The fight had been
early Wednesday
morning. Cora Leigh
was released from jail,
but Burt remained
there on a first-degree
murder warrant until
the inquest Friday
morning in front of
Justice of the Peace
P.C. Eldred in Fort
Pierce. The coroner’s
jury of five men found
Burt blameless in what
was classed as “justifiable homicide” in
self-defense.
He was released
from jail and Deputy
Edgar Brown said it
was possible the state This photo appeared in a 1970 story about
attorney could present Burt Pruitt that appeared in the Palm Beach
Post-Times.
the case to the grand
jury, but there was no indication this action would be taken.
That settled, at least legally, Burt could return to running
his fishing camp, described in a July 27, 1952, Fort Pierce News
Tribune outdoor column by Bob Enns, then sports editor and
later editor, as “one of the most unique fishing setups of
anyone in these parts.” The reason was its easy access to both
fresh and saltwater fishing. Enns said bass and bream thrived
upstream and downstream was a haven for “gigantic” snook,
tarpon, jewfish and all sorts of saltwater bottom fish.
Enns talked of seeing roseate spoonbills, “once thought
extinct,” feeding along the banks. These, by the way, can now
regularly be seen throughout the Treasure Coast.
Enns also wrote, “Believe it or not, and we saw this with our
own eyes, Pruitt regularly feeds five ’gators at his dock and
even calls them by name. We saw one six-footer called ‘Mike’
obey Pruitt’s command to quit chasing a smaller saurian.”
In 1970, Snellings wrote that “At one time, Pruitt’s Fishing
Ranch was one of the most famous fishing places in the country. Such people as Perry Como, Ted Williams, Jack Nicklaus >>
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Burt Pruitt and his son, Burt Jr., are buried side-by-side in Hillcrest Memorial Gardens in Fort Pierce.

and several members of the Rockefeller family have made
special trips to South Florida just to fish with Burt Pruitt.”
During these years, he also became known as a defender
of wildlife and the river. He was an honorary warden of the
Game and Fresh Water Fish Commission, which had set aside
the North Fork as a wildlife sanctuary. In September 1952, he
was involved in the arrests of three youths accused of shooting firearms in the area. The charges were dropped, but he
warned them that further violations would bring prosecution.
Just a month later he was involved in a raid on poachers
who were conducting illegal seining operations in the North
Fork. The poachers escaped in a fast boat, but $3,000 in netting and other equipment were seized. Three years later he
notified deputies that youths were preparing to skin a 5-foot
alligator they had killed in the preserve with a rifle.
His family troubles were not over, however. In May 1958,
Burt Jr. was taken into custody in Ocala after allegedly threatening to kill his 8-year-old daughter and blow himself up
if anyone tried to stop him. It was reported that there were
seven sticks of dynamite, blasting caps and a Luger pistol in
the car.
The girl was released to her grandfather. The next day her
mother, Faye June Pruitt, sought custody, but Judge John M.
McCarthy ruled the girl would remain with Burt. Burt Jr. was
also released into his father’s custody.
Four years later, Julian Burt Pruitt Jr., known as “Sonny,”
died in the Phoenix, Ariz., area at age 33. Information on
how could not be found. He is buried in Riverview Memorial
Park, Fort Pierce.

CHANGES FROM PROGRESS

From that time onward, the news about Burt concentrated
on fishing, fighting alligator poaching and how he became
more and more surrounded by development.
Progress was changing his way of life. First, the lower part
of the North Fork was dredged and deepened. Though at first
worried about this, by 1962 he claimed “the fishing is better
than ever.”
Developers came. “They’re closing in on me,” Burt said in
1970. At that time, incorporated Port St. Lucie completely surrounded Burt’s pinelands, though building had just begun.
By then, Port St. Lucie was one of the fastest-growing cities
in Florida, and Burt was not so optimistic, though the river
looked the same, with its mangroves and jumping mullet.
“I used to guide small parties to a catch of 35 or 45 (sports
fish) on a good day,” he’s quoted in Snellings’ column. “And
you could catch snook year round. Now you can only get
snook in May and June, and if you catch two or three on a
40
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The Anchorage is one of the developments that occupy land along the river
owned by Burt Pruitt.

trip now you’re doing pretty good.
“There were times I’d seen someone cast out a plug and
have five different tarpon hit at it, and spit it out before he
could bring it back to the boat. You don’t catch too many
tarpon here anymore.”
He talked of counting 3,300 birds for the St. Lucie Audubon
Society in 1968. “This year (1970) I counted less than 100 birds.”
He also had unkind words for the Army Corps of Engineers draining water from Lake Okeechobee into the river
and for farmers draining insecticides from their fields.
“Sometimes it’s so bad you can smell it.”
By 1970, Burt was charging $50 for a fishing trip, but he
said he wasn’t getting as much out of it as he was when the
rate was $15. Because of skin cancer that kept him out of the
sun, he was no longer guiding but had guides working for
him. He and Cora Leigh were living in Fort Pierce.
Burt died Jan. 21, 1980, at age 77, in Lawnwood Medical
Center in Fort Pierce of cardiorespiratory arrest. He had recently had a heart attack and had severe coronary arteriosclerosis.
He is buried in Riverview Memorial Park next to his son.
Cora Leigh, in poor health in later years, died at age 89 on
Sept. 22, 1998. E
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