


Gazing at the thick tree hammocks and wetlands of 
Twenty Mile — an area 20 miles north of St. Augustine, 
Florida, and halfway to St. Johns Bluff and Fort 
Caroline — it’s hard to imagine the historic events that 
occurred on this land over the last 500 years. 

What is now a nature preserve and timberland farm was once 

a well-traveled path for explorers, missionaries, settlers, slaves, 

messengers, dragoons and farmers—all key players in the 

patchwork that makes up Northeast Florida’s history. 

In this e-book, we take you on a journey that begins with 

undisturbed Native American lands and ends with the Northeast 

Florida we know and love today. What happens along the way is 

a series of twists and turns in ownership and culture of the area, 

with Twenty Mile at the center of it all.
Twenty Mile Road stretched from St. Augustine to Nocatee 

to the west of Crosswater Parkway. 

If only these trees could talk.
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2014

Juan Ponce de León discovers 
Florida on April 2 and claims all of 
North America for Spain.

1513

France’s Jean Ribault arrives at 
the St. Johns River and claims the 
land for his country.

1562

The French build Fort Caroline 
on St. Johns Bluff. Now largely a 
residential area, St. Johns Bluff 
was once a vital military position. 
As one of the highest points in 
Jacksonville, Confederate 
engineers used the bluff to defend 
the St. Johns River, building 
fortifications there.

1564

Governor Moore of the British 
colony of South Carolina destroys the 
Florida missions and unsuccessfully 
attacks St. Augustine. 

1702
Oesterreicher homestead, a 
Cracker house still standing today, 
is built off Twenty Mile Road.

1873

The East Coast Intracoastal 
Waterway is completed, 
connecting North River (now 
called Tolomato River) and San 
Pablo River.

1910

Congress passes the Prohibition 
Amendment, leading to 
bootlegging.

1917

British General James Oglethorpe 
crosses Georgia to invade Florida 
and attack St. Augustine, using Fort 
San Diego as his operational base.

1740

Oglethorpe destroys Fort San Diego 
a second time.1743

Spain trades Florida to England in 
exchange for the Cuban city of 
Havana.

1763

The year the original Twenty Mile 
House was built is unknown, but it is 
believed to be during the British Period.

1763-1784

England returns East and West 
Florida to Spain to prevent them 
from falling into the newly formed 
United States’ hands. 

1783

Pedro Menéndez de Aviles 
captures Fort Caroline and founds 
St. Augustine.

1565

Fort Picolata is built at San Pablo 
as part of a defense system for 
Spanish Florida.

1703
Florida is ceded to the 
United States. 1821

Florida becomes the 27th state of 
the United States of America.1845

Florida becomes the third state to 
declare secession from the United 
States as the Civil War begins.

1861

Prohibition comes to an end when 
the Volstead Act is repealed.1933

James R. Stockton, Sr. builds a 
gentleman’s hideaway called “The Haunt 
of the Hermit” in the area northwest of 
Palm Valley and Twenty Mile.

1942

 J.E. Davis purchases “The Haunt of the 
Hermit” from James Stockton, Sr., 
naming it Fort Davis. Later, Dee-Dot 
Ranch is built on the site.

1942

The Dee-Dot Ranch includes more 
than 20,000 acres of timberlands, 
wetlands and hammocks, most of 
which are still preserved for hunting 
and conservation purposes. 

2014
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Timucuan Trails 
Long before the Spaniards, British and French arrived 
in Florida, the Timucua Indians called the lands along 
the St. Johns River home for centuries.

There were 30 villages in the area between the future sites of St. 
Augustine and Fort Caroline, all led by Chief Saturiba. The residents 
lived quietly off the land, growing fruits, roots, corn and berries. 

When French Huguenot Jean Ribault arrived along the St. 
Johns River in 1562, he was welcomed by the tribe, donned in 
deerskins, shell necklaces and Spanish moss. It wouldn’t be long 
before St. Augustine and Fort Caroline—and the halfway point 
between them known as Twenty Mile—would play an integral 
role in Northeast Florida’s rich history. 

Land Worth Fighting For
The love affair with the land along the San 
Pablo, St. Johns and North Rivers (now called 
the Tolomato River) has been one wrought with 
violence since the 16th Century.

At the time, all of Florida was already claimed by Ponce de 
León, and the Spaniards didn’t take too kindly to the French 
encroaching on their territory. 

In 1565 French Huguenot René  
Goulaine de Laudonnière 
established Fort Caroline, the first 
French colony in the present-day 
United States, located on the banks 
of the St. Johns River on a high 
steep bank later called St. Johns 
Bluff, in what is now Jacksonville.

To reclaim the land from the 
French, the Spanish ordered 
admiral Pedro Menéndez de Aviles 
to root out Ribault and his men. 
He founded St. Augustine, then 
quickly moved north in pursuit of 
reclaiming Fort Caroline.

Where it All Began

The French landed on the St. Johns  

River and claimed it for France

Indian chief receiving French

4

state archives of florida

state archives of florida



The 40-mile Path to Victory 
Menéndez and his 400 men followed overgrown Indian 
trails as they traveled the 40 miles from St. Augustine 
to Fort Caroline. 

With the help of an Indian guide and a captured Frenchman, 

they traversed the land thick with woods and swamp, burning 

trees behind them to help guide their return route. This path, 

blazed by Menéndez on his way to defeating the French, would 

eventually be called the Road to St. Vincente Ferrer (Fort 

Caroline), and later, Twenty Mile Road. And Florida would 

remain under Spanish control for nearly 200 years.

One State, Many Rulers
Native Americans .................................... 3000 BC-1513
Spanish Rule ...................................................... 1513-1763
British Rule ...................................................... 1763-1783
Spanish Rule ...................................................... 1783-1821
U.S. Territorial Period ................................. 1821-1845
Statehood ................................................. 1845-present

There were only a handful of significant roads in the area from 
the 16th to the 19th centuries: 

Twenty Mile Road

Road to St. Vincente Ferrer: this 40-mile stretch connected St. Johns 
Bluff and St. Augustine and was key during land conflicts, eventually 
becoming known as Twenty Mile Road.

Camino Real: this road was used to connect missions from the Guana 
Peninsula to South Carolina.

El Camino Real: established so Spaniards could acquire beef and 
firewood, this major road originated in St. Augustine and is still 
celebrated with the Zero Mile Marker in the city today.

Road to Cowford: also known as Kings Road, this road was used during 
the American Revolution, as British loyalists fled to Florida. Cowford is 
now known as Jacksonville.
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The Halfway Point for Staking Claims 
The journey between St. Augustine and Fort Caroline 
was both beautiful and treacherous for those crossing 
the swampy areas. When Menéndez and his men traveled 
from St. Augustine and Fort Caroline in 1565, it took 
four long days. 

Because the trip was such an exhausting endeavor, the 
halfway point between the two destinations became a resting 
place for soldiers and travelers. Called Twenty Mile House, 
it served as a Spanish military outpost and way station as the 
Spanish and British fought over the highly desirable land 
throughout the 1700s.

Twenty Mile House also served as a communications lifeline 
integral to the province’s defense, as the route along the San 
Pablo and North Rivers was used to deliver urgent messages from 
St. Augustine to Fort Caroline and St. Johns Bluff.

Over the next several hundred years, the power struggles 
between Brits, Spaniards and Americans would rage on, while 
Twenty Mile and surrounding lands remained a beautiful 
backdrop to Florida’s unique history.

Two significant landmarks that 
went by many names:

Twenty Mile House

Twenty Mile Station 
Twenty Mile Settlement 
 Twenty Mile Post 
 Halfway House 
 Veinte Millas House 
 La Casa De Los Dragones

Fort Caroline

San Matteo   
St. Johns Town  
St. Johns Bluff 
San Vincente Ferrer

Twenty Mile House
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No matter who controlled the land to the north and 
south, Twenty Mile House remained at the center. 
Nestled between the two population hubs from the 
16th to 19th centuries, St. Augustine and Fort Caroline, 
Twenty Mile House was the halfway point in this highly 
traveled route of trade and commerce. 

In Spanish Florida, people and goods were required to enter either 

St. Augustine or St. Johns Bluff for immigration purposes. The road 

between them? The 40-mile stretch known as Twenty Mile Road. 

In 1763, after nearly 200 years of rule, Spain peacefully swapped 

Florida to England in exchange for the city of Havana. Florida 

was split into two colonies—East and West Florida. As the capital 

of East Florida, St. Augustine served as a critical shipping hub, 

with goods traveling via the waterways from north to south. 

Travelers floated up the North River and climbed up either 

Twenty Mile Road or Camino Real before reaching the San Pablo 

River and eventually the St. Johns. 

Twenty Mile and surrounding lands remained a beautiful 

backdrop to Florida’s unique history.

A Hub of Communication & Commerce
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A Station Well-Traveled

Rebuilding Twenty Mile
Although it’s unknown when the first Spanish house 
was built at Twenty Mile, the station needed to be 
completely rebuilt in 1787. Spanish engineer Mariano de 
la Rocque wrote a series of letters to the governor of 
East Florida, Vicente Manuel de Céspedes, requesting 
the Twenty Mile House be rebuilt. 

The resulting new house at Twenty Mile was 22 feet long and 
nearly 16 feet wide. A new stable contained two rooms—one for 
horses and another for caretakers. 

A testament to the importance of the military outpost and the 
lands that sustained it, in his letters Céspedes acknowledged that 
Twenty Mile House was where dragoons, or mounted infantry, 
were assigned to carry communications to the more advanced 
posts of St. Johns and St. Marys. 

By 1800, dragoons still patrolled the area. In the fields next to a 
Spanish Inn called La Posada Media just north of Palm Valley 
Road, soldiers became farmers out of necessity, growing food and 
corralling horses for the men stationed at Twenty Mile House.
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Throughout Florida’s history, the Twenty Mile area has provided its inhabitants with 
a variety of flora and fauna. Located in a valley between two rivers, the swamps and 

timberlands have long been home to alligator, deer, bear, buffalo, fox, otter, bobcat, 
opossum, turkey, egret, gopher, weasel, coon and a wide variety of birds.

The acres along the river have been highly productive, home to plantations, farms and 
sawmills producing lumber, cotton, beans and grass for cattle. Today, the Twenty Mile 

lands yield pine trees and wild game. 

The Bounty of the Land
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Tales of Woodland Beauty Drive Settlements

British rule in the late 1700s brought a little peace 
and prosperity. To entice the British to settle in 
East Florida, Governor Grant handed out free land 
for colonists. 

In addition, an advertising campaign of sorts was launched. Royal 

botanist John Bartram and his son William both explored the St. 

Johns via canoe and documented the wildlife, culture and soil 

quality. Their journals were published in London in the 1760s and 

ultimately fueled the land rush on East Florida. 

Plantations began to pop up across the area. Established in 1782 

by William Watson, Three Runs Plantation was located just north 

of Twenty Mile. This 500-acre compound included a house, two 

small sheds used to store grain, a carpenter shop and 20 slave 

houses. Here, 30 acres were planted and 3,000 pine trees boxed 

for turpentine. Other plantations nearby produced rice as well as 

indigo to meet England’s high demand for dye. Today, wild indigo 

is still found at Twenty Mile, a silent remnant of this beautiful 

stretch of land’s past.
Bartram’s Marsh Bird

Wild Indigo
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The Path to Freedom

Long before the Civil War and Underground Railroad, 
runaway slaves and Native Americans traveled Twenty 
Mile Road seeking refuge. Still owned by Spain in the 1700s, 
Florida granted freedom to slaves in return for their 
conversion to Catholicism and four years of service (for 
men) in the Spanish army. 

A Hiding Place for Escapees & Deserters

Over 100 years later, power struggles were still taking place, this time 

between the Union and the Confederacy. During the Civil War, the 

lands surrounding Twenty Mile Road provided more than a route from 

St. Augustine to St. Johns Bluff. While Union gunboats stationed at 

Mayport patrolled the river, both deserters and runaway slaves sought 

refuge in the wooded areas surrounding Twenty Mile House, which 

was located west of the Intracoastal Waterway and North of Palm 

Valley Road, which runs through Nocatee today. Many of the escaped 

slaves eventually found Union men along the St. Johns and enlisted in 

the Union army, enraging slave owners.

Twenty Mile’s role was greatly diminished after Florida was reclaimed 

by the Union and the Civil War finally came to an end 1865.
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In 1693, King Charles II 

formalized a community 

two miles north of St. 

Augustine as a legal 

sanctuary for free 

blacks. Home to about 100 

residents, Gracia Real 

de Santa Teresa de Mose 

(Fort Mose), or Fuerte 

Negro, is known as the first 

free African-American 

settlement in today’s 

United States of America. 

Drawing of dwellings like those at Fort MoseThe Twenty Mile Area Today
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From Homesteading to Homegrown

After the Civil War, South Carolinian Tom 
Oesterreicher moved to Twenty Mile, claiming 37 acres 
two miles north of St. Augustine in Diego Plains (what is 
now called Palm Valley). 

He built the Oesterreicher homestead in 1873, a Cracker-style 

home with no indoor plumbing, electricity or window screens 

until 1942. 

Over the years that followed, the Oestrerreicher family expanded 

that 37 acres into several thousand acres, and eventually sold 

most of the land to the prominent Davis family, the founders of 

the Jacksonville-headquartered Winn-Dixie grocery store chain 

and long-time North Florida philanthropists.
One of the oldest structures in the area, the original Oesterreicher home

 still stands today, serving as a key Florida landmark.

An abundance of sabal palm trees in Diego Plains, the cattle town northeast of 

Twenty Mile and home of Don Diego Espinoza’s fallen Spanish fort, led to a name 

change: Palm Valley. In the 1940s, the sale of palms was big business. At least 400,000 

palms were cut and gathered each year, then shipped to various parts of the U.S. 
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“Running Copper” to Feed the Family

In the late 1920s and early 1930s, times were tough along 
the St. Johns (and everywhere else). And when jobs like 
making crossties for the railroad didn’t pay enough to keep 
food on the table, the lands along Twenty Mile provided an 
alternative means of income. 

Making moonshine, or “running a little copper,” was a profitable 

venture. The thick woods and swampy marshes of Twenty Mile 

provided an abundant water supply and many places to hide 

illegal operations.

In fact, when Tom Oestrerreicher’s son and daughter-in-law, 

Hugie and Oleta Oesterreicher, got into the bootlegging business 

in the summer of 1932, there were so many competitors in the 

area they could only sell their whiskey for 50 cents a gallon. 

The industry in the area thrived long after the Volstead Act was 

repealed in 1933. It was the rising cost of sugar, a key ingredient to 

‘shine, that ultimately dried up the industry in the region. 
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Stewardship of the Land

A Family Affair
When James Ellsworth “J.E.” Davis, one of the four brothers 
who founded the Winn-Dixie grocery chain, bought the 
gentlemen’s hideaway “The Haunt of the Hermit” from 
James Stockton in 1954, Dee-Dot Ranch was born. 

Named after his children, Dano and Dorothy, Dee-Dot Ranch 

comprised 51,000 acres in southeastern Duval County and 

northeastern St. Johns County. The ranch’s southernmost tip was 

the site of Twenty Mile House.

Now called Fort Davis, the house today is nearly double the size 

of the original Haunt of the Hermit, featuring additions made of 

cypress logs chinked with concrete. 

Dee-Dot is now managed as a timber operation, Dee-Dot 

Timberlands. In keeping with the Davis family’s long tradition 

of preserving Florida’s natural beauty, timber is harvested using 

sustainable forestry practices.
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A Return to Nature

Today, the original Twenty Mile House is long gone, 
with only a few shards of Spanish oil jars and English 
cookware remaining as evidence of the halfway house 
among the trees. Now only the ruins of one small house 
built by Robert Mier after 1900 still stand on the site 
near the south tip of Dee-Dot. 

Although the area is mostly traveled by wildlife today, its beauty 

and significance are no less diminished. Now much of the land is 

part of Nocatee, and in keeping with the community’s commitment 

to protect and sustain natural beauty, over 8,000 acres of 

undisturbed old Florida flora and fauna will be preserved so future 

generations can enjoy the rich land that is ripe with history.
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Nocatee is a master-planned community in Northeast Florida that blends 

a variety of neighborhoods with schools, parks, recreation, offices, 

shopping, restaurants and outdoor recreation. 

The Twenty Mile neighborhoods back up to thousands of acres of preserved forest and wetlands 
that will enrich the lives of those who work and play among this rustic area rich with history.

Ranked the third best-selling master-planned community in America by RCLCO, Nocatee offers 
several neighborhoods with homes priced from the $200s to more than $1 million. 

Located in Ponte Vedra, Florida, Nocatee is just a few minutes away from 
pristine beaches, golf courses, business parks and shopping destinations.  

to learn more about the nocatee lifestyle, call 1-800-nocatee or visit nocatee.com.


