2009 – Larry Schnell Bahamas Cruise, Part 1

Jones Fruit Dock
I don’t need to describe Orchid Island. Anyone who has visited the islands along the Treasure Coast has an idea what this island looks like. If it ever hosted enough orchids to earn its name, it has long since traded them for concrete and asphalt. That’s why the rustic wooden sign at Jones Fruit Dock seemed so significant. “Orchid Isle, The Jones, Richard and Mary,” read the sign nailed to a tree in front of the Jones’ modest home. A gorgeous orchid topped the sign.
We ended up at Jones Fruit Dock through some misfortune. We were sailing Intrada south to the Bahamas accompanied by another boat, Bright Eyes, with John, Anita and a crew member, Jeff. John spent 20 years as a navigator on a nuclear submarine dreaming of the day he would sail around the world. Anita had never sailed. So they did a beginner trip on a Hunter 26 so she could learn. After completing the Great Loop and rebuilding a Corbin 39, renamed Bright Eyes, they were ready to start a real sailing adventure. It would be their first around-the-world adventure, the third for Bright Eyes. Jan and I had a less ambitious goal of visiting the Mediterranean and Indian Ocean, Cape of Good Hope, South America, Caribbean, home. Captains and crews of both boats vowed to avoid two things – the Intracoastal and marinas. 

 After starting our off shore trip south from Jacksonville in a spectacular north wind, Intrada had some persistent battery charging issues that forced us inland. Bright Eyes meanwhile made an inland stop and under power discovered that the off-road diesel John bought at a dirty looking Shell station was full of sludge and he had gone through all his filters and a brief time. 

So we limped south in the Intracoastal, breaking our first agreement. There was no worse place to have engine problems than the Intracoastal south of Coco Beach, and we wished we were in the ocean under sail. Wind was howling across a channel no wider than a four lane highway and surrounded by rocky shallows. Engine failure meant immediate hard grounding. There was no place to anchor. John and Anita desperately needed to get to a marina to clean their fuel and replace filters. 
About that time, we came to day marker 102 near Wabasso and saw Jones Fruit Dock to port. We had talked to Richard Jones on the phone but did not expect the place would be suitable for landing. Bright Eyes pulled in and docked while we stood off. On the radio, John announced they were spending the night. We broke our second agreement by staying in a marina. But this was not an ordinary marina. We stepped off Intrada and into a remarkable remnant of Florida’s history.
Richard Jones, 90, helped us dock and greeted us. We sat down at a bench on the dock and signed his guest book. Richard was remarkably warm and spontaneous, his enthusiasm for visitors undimmed by the thousands who had docked here over the years and put their vessels’ name on the pages of his historical record. The fee was $20. 
Jones Fruit Dock has a small building on the dock painted in the jelly bean pastels of the Caribbean. On the east side in hand painted letters are lots of words of advice and warning. The electricity might not hold up, Richard told us. It did not. “Iffy limited electricity” was written on the wall. 

He told us how his parents had started the place in 1891, how he grew up there and served in World War II, participating in the invasion of southern Italy. He remembered when Orchid Island had only three houses and his house fronted on the water. The dock was where his family loaded citrus on boats plying the Indian River. He supplied citrus to the citrus magnate Ben Hill Griffin. He did some river boat tours and hosted some tours. He showed us pictures of a river boat that was the most beautiful boat to cruise the river, he said. The boat often docked at Jones Fruit Dock.
Now and then a speeding boat came by and Richard shouted, “No wake.” But there was something in his tone suggesting he did not expect anyone would listen to him. The writing on the building warned “big wakes.”
History is what Jones Fruit Dock is all about. The 16 acres with waterfront is worth millions. On all sides but the Intracoastal side his, Jones Fruit Dock is surrounded by multistory homes with big walls and boat slips. But the Jones keep their place much the way it was for a century, with a modest home, a small dock, and the remains of a citrus grove. Hurricane Irene came along a  decadeago and wiped out most of the citrus trees. A few ruby reds survived and produced fruit for his guests. We each got two of the best grapefruits we had ever tasted. A retired school teacher writing a history of the area has tape recorded 14 hours of interviews with Jones on his recollection of the Orchid Island.
Richard preserves more than history. He has signs proclaiming his property a “Purple Martin Sanctuary.” His guests’ dogs are well treated. He has a dog crossing sign and a dog watering station where our two dogs, Rocky and Zoe, sampled his hospitality.
When we got up the next morning, we could not find Richard. We had no trouble finding our way to the ocean, however. The instructions were written on his dock house wall: “East ½ mile to ocean. Right end of dock.” We left, eventually spending a few days anchored in Lake Worth with relatives and shopping. Then we got the good news that a passing front would leave us with a brisk northwest wind that would veer to north by morning. We got ready for a lively night crossing to West End, Bahamas. At midnight we left Florida for more than a month in the Bahamas in preparation for more extensive sails. Intrada sailed beautifully through the night, through the Gulf Stream seas, free of the Intracoastal waters. As the lights of Florida receded into the night, we wondered if we would pass by Jones Fruit Dock again.  
