
ISLAND HOMESTEAD By: Anna 

Maria Riles (nee Cobb) 

My parents, Samuel G. Cobb and Annie Gilman Cobb, both natives of New 

Jersey, came to Florida in 1891. In 1895 they took up a homestead on Anna 

Maria Island. 

There were few tracts available then on the island with the full 160 

acres offered by the government for homestead. My parents were fortunate 

in getting almost the full acreage, with a bayou giving them a harbor for 

small boats, and a natural channel leading from deep water in the bay into 

the bayou. 

A Mr. Andrew Gowanlock had "squatted" on the bayshore and built a 

small house where he spent part of his time, but had not filed for 

homestead. When my parents filed, Mr. Gowanlock exercised his squatters 

right and was granted, about three acres, some of which he had cleared of 

brush and cultivated a small garden. 

In order to have a good bay front on the channel, my parents purchased 

a ten acre strip from John R. Jones, whose homestead adjoined ours on the 

south, and built their dock there. 

My father continued to work in Tampa most of the time for about three 

years, and my mother stayed on the homestead. Papa depended on any boats 

available, coming our way, for transportation to get to the island and 

back to Tampa, a couple of times a month or oftener. A schooner came to 

Cortez usually once a week, loaded with ice and some supplies for the 

stores there, and returned to Tampa loaded with fish. 

Cortez was a fishing village with many of the houses built on stilts 

in the water, along with sheds for fishing gear, and net spreads, and 

docks for boats. The fishermen used sail boats then, skiffs or skipjacks, 

With a step mast and sprit sail. The sprit was a pole, one end of which 

was put into a rope sling on the mast and the other end in a rope loop on 

the peak of the sail to hold it up and out. Most of the men had their own 

boats and it was a pretty sight to see the several boats of a crew sailing 

in a group. 

The slaughter of mullet in those days was horrifying. Some fishermen 

when they came upon a great school of mullet would load their boats and 

dump the fish on the beach, then haul their nets again and take the second 

haul to the fish houses in Cortez with the intention of returning for the 

piles on the beach, but if the market was glutted as it often was, 

was, they left the fish to rot. Many times people on the island had to 
 
bury the tons of dead fish 
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My father worked with the responsible fishermen who deplored the wanton 

slaughter of mullet to get laws passed to curb such things. 

My mother had spent a few weeks on the island with the Hall family 

recuperating from typhoid fever. Mrs. Hall was a daughter of G. W. 

Bean, the first homesteader on the island. Their home was at the 

north end of the island and they built a pier at which the steamers, which 

later ran between Sarasota and Tampa, stopped. Also the steamboat which 

plied between Tampa and river points (Bradenton, Palmetto and Ellenton) 

would go out of its way to stop at Halls landing if a flag was raised to 

indicate freight or passengers were to be picked up there. 

 Mamma fell in love with Anna Maria island and wanted to make her home 

there. She thought it a much healthier place to live than Tampa, then still 

a pest hole of typhoid, malaria, yellow fever and, though rarely, smallpox. 

She was anxious to get away from Tampa with the two children they had then, 

Mazie and Louis. 

The island was about a mile longer then than now, although at present 

it is regaining some of the land that was eroded away in the past. The 

Hall’s house was moved twice to prevent its being washed away, and the 

second pier Mr. Hall built was just a few feet beyond the present Rod & 

Reel.  The north point protected a small island - Passage Key - which was 

about 15 acres in extent, with a small bayou on the bay side. This was a 

bird sanctuary and a game warden stayed there during the nesting season to 

prevent people taking the gulls’ eggs and squabs. The warden had a small 

house and when he moved to Passage Key for the season, took his horse and 

farming implements, and planted a garden. 

After the north end of Anna Maria eroded away, due I believe to 

dredging the deep channel into the harbor at Tampa, Passage Key was washed 

away by successive hurricanes. It has reappeared as a sand bar, which 

appears to be crescent shape from an airplane. 

The other end of the island also was cut off, due I think to dredging a 

channel at that point.  

When I was a small child, Longboat Pass was narrow and swift, but it is now 

about three times as wide as then. A hurricane swept away the first bridge 

that spanned the narrow pass (I believe in 1935) and the north abutment may 

be seen now toward the Longboat side. 

At the time my parents built on the island, there were just four 

families there - the Halls already mentioned, the Cobbs (us) and 

A widow named 



Turner, with her two grown sons where Ilexhurst is now. There were some 

single men, a one-armed veteran of the Spanish-American war, named 

Wright, William (buddy) Berg, whose home was near the present Anna M aria 

city pier and who was allotted a triangular piece &f land with only a few 

feet of gulf front, Nelson Cunningham a retired railroad conductor, 

Herbert T. 'Watson, a fine musician' who taught violin in St. Petersburg 

later, Jose Maria Casanas, a native of the Canary Islands, Mr. Rouse, a 

pharmacist who preferred the free and outdoor life of the island, and 

John R. Jones whose wife and children lived in Tampa through the school 

year and came to- the island in the summer. 

(foreign born: Cunningham in England Watson in 

England Jones in Ireland Casanas in the Canary 

Islands Joe Mora in the Canary Islands (5 out of 8 

6f our neighbors, except for the youngsters, were 

foreign born, and that{& just an example of the 

United States in that generation.) 

My parents stayed with the Hall family while their houses were 

being built. When a house was raised on the island then, most of 

the male neighbors turned carpenter for the time being, and helped. 

A two-story four room house was built for my family, and a one- 

story four room house built for the Mora family, so that mamma 

 
would not be alone, at least for a while. She was a small town 

  

girl from Bridgetown, W. J. and had never before experienced anything 

like the life on the island, never had hitched a horse to a wagon or rowed 

a boat, but she soon learned. She even killed raccoons that attacked her 

chickens and shot rats that invaded our house, with her 22 rifle. She was 

a Very good shot- I’ve seen her kill a rat racing along a beam in our 

dining room before it was ceiled. Papa sometimes had to put in some new 

shingles because of bullet holes in them. 

The first thing they put up, while work on the houses was in 

progress, was a ’’cook shack" thatched with palmetto leaves. Mamma 

used the cook shack in summer for several years to keep the main 

house cool.  

Papa furnished the Moras with a boat and nets, and they sold 

their fish in Cortez, but after a couple of years they found it more 

convenient to move to Cortez 



The house they had occupied was then joined to our house except for the 

kitchen, which made a good chicken house. 

Our transportation was of course by boat, to and from the mainland, horses 

and wagons on the island, until the advent of automobiles when the first bridge 

(the Cortez Bridge) was built in 1921. But that is getting ahead of my story. 

Sometimes people remark, when they learn that I was born on the island, 

’’There wasn't anything there at that time, was there?” Well, that depends on 

what you may mean by” anything”. 

There was a very beautiful white sand beach the full length of the island, 

about seven miles, not marred by seawalls or groins, or anything of that kind. 

Many beautiful shells were found on the beach that have virtually disappeared 

since then, due to advances of so- called civilization - dredging, oil and 

other discharges from-ships, etc. Panama shells were plentiful and the minor 

strombus, or fighting conch, was sometimes washed up on the beach in hundreds. 

There was a bluff about 3 or 4 feet high along most of the beach and a 

ridge about 6 or 7 feet high along the southern part of the island from 

Ilexhurst to near the south end. We had to cut roads through the bluff to get 

the wagons onto the beach. 

The island was divided right down the middle, in appearance. The bay side 

was heavily wooded, and the gulf side was turfed over with wire grass and 

seaoats, with only an occasional palmetto tree or clump of seagrapes and plenty 

of cactus with lots of sharp thorns for the unwary. We called the open side the 

’’prairie”. When the wire grass was in bloom, in early summer, it was a sea of 

purple plumes. The beach, or the bayshore with dark mangroves overhanging the 

water, and the winding bayous were lovely on moonlit nights, when we liked to 

go for a boat ride or walk the beach.  

Almost directly across the bay from our place, there was a house on the end 

of a long dock, where the Johnstone family lived.  There was a Post Office in 

their house. They also had a commissary license and had a few staples for sale 

such as rice, grits, corn meal, flour, beans, salt and sugar. Later there were 

two general stores at Cortez, also on docks for the convenience of boat 

traffic. Schooners and later a steamboat operated between Tampa and Sarasota, 

and brought mail and supplies to the stores, arid passengers. The Post Office 

was moved to Cortez. 

Also there was "a” telephone in Cortez that served people for miles around. 

The wire was strung from Bradenton by Jack Leffingwell, my Uncle, Ruric E. 

Cobb, and Others and 
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and live pinetrees served for many of the "poles". 

The little Steamboat "Mistletoe" was the first powered boat on the 

Tampa-Sarasota line, followed by a somewhat larger steamboat, the General 

J. B. Carr. They were famous for their cuisine and tourists took the trip 

not only for the sights, but also for the wonderful meals. / 

Captain Dudley skippered the Mistletoe and later the General J. B. 

Carr. My brother, Louis Cobb, served his quartermaster duty on the 

Carr. When the railroad came through, it put the boats out of 

business. 

In my childhood, natural foods were so plentiful on and around the 

island that no able-bodied person need ever go hungry except perhaps in 

stormy weather. One need only to wade out about 50 feet from the bay 

shore to dig clams. Clumps of oysters were all along the shore. Scallops 

were available several months in the year and fish abounded in the gulf 

and bay. 

Now this is hard to believe unless you saw it yourself. One moonlit 

night just about everyone on the island was awakened by the sound of fish 

thrashing in the gulf. When we went up the beach, we saw thousands of 

mullet milling about in the channel between the beach and sand bar. The 

channel narrowed down at that point and the fish had pushed into it and 

were literally pushing one another out of the water. Even outside the 

bar, thousands of mullet had congregated. Sharks and porpoise were 

cutting them to pieces, apparently mad with the smell of blood, and were 

killing many more than they could eat. 

We returned to the house and got rakes, and raked out onto the beach 

all the mullet we wanted for eating the next day and for salting and 

smoking for later use. It was the spawning season and we salted and 

smoked the yellow roe. 

There were deer on the island, rabbits and gophers. We never shot 

deer, but had some venison other hunters gave us. Loggerheads and some 

green turtles crawled on the beach every summer and laid hundreds of 

eggs, which are very good when fresh. The family taking a turtle usually 

kept the tenderloin and distributed the rest of the meat to the 

neighbors. We had a big grinder for chicken feed and cleaned it up and 

made hamburger when we had turtle meat. 

Ducks and rice birds came south every winter arriving fattened on wild 

rice and very good. Most people assembled their own shotgun shells then 

and I remember my father, sister and brother sitting around our dining 

room table with cases of powder, shot, wads and 



caps putting them together for the approaching season. 

We also had some undesirables on the island. Rattle snakes, 

wild cats and a few panthers. 

One night my parents were awakened by the pounding hoofs of a 

panting animal, running around our house and down to the  

bay shore. The next morning, there were the tracks of a deer 

passing on one side of the house and the paw marks of a big 

cat on the other side. Apparently the deer got to the bay and 

swam to safety, as they found no evidence of a kill. 

I saw some wild cats after I was grown still on the island, but 

the only one I remember seeing as a child is the one I remember 

most vividly. Papa had cut a wagon width road through the jungle 

to our dock at the bay and my sister, brother and I were walking 

down the path toward the bay, when out' chatter apparently awakened 

a cat napping on a palmetto log at the side of the road. I don't 

know whether it was a wildcat or panther, but in my memory it 

was light and tawny, so I believe it was not a panther. It was 

stretching, as a cat does when awakened, its claws extended on 

the log and its back arched, with its mouth wide open in a yawn, 

showing all those sharp-pointed white teeth. We thought it was 

about to pounce on us, but no doubt it was just as frightened at 

the sight of us as we were of it. Anyway, we started screaming 
 

for mamma. We believed that cats would not swim (which isn't true 

of wildcats) and we ran for the dock, jumped into the rowboat 

and pulled away, still screaming. Mamma came running to see 

what was wrong. A double-barreled gun and a single barreled shot gun 

and her 22 rifle ???? but she gave no thought to that. WHY of course 

the cat was by that time as far away as it could get, and Mamma never 

saw it. 

My father built a very nice sloop for us, with bunks in the 

cabin, and we used a Cuban clay furnace to cook on when we were 

out all day. When he stopped working in Tampa, he went into the 
     

boat building and repair business' and when motors came into 
 general use, employed a a machinist to install them. That was the 

first business on the sland and is now operated by his grandson, Louis 

M. Cobb, nicknamed Humbug. It is now known as Cobb Marine Ways. 



 

/ 

BIOGRAPHICAL SKETCH 

Anna Maria Riles (nee Cobb) 

Mrs. Riles a daughter of the late Samuel C. Cobb and Annie 

Gilman Cobb, was born on the island of Anna Maria, Florida May 2, 

1897, the youngest of three children. She was the first child born 

on the island, so far as any records show. Her sister Mazie (Mrs. 

Horace Decker of St. Petersburg) was born in Mount Holly, New 

Jersey, and brother, the late Louis S. Cobb, was born in Tampa, 

Florida. 

Anna Maria was educated in the public schools of  

Manatee and Hillsborough Counties, the Convent (now the 

Academy) of the Holy Names in Tampa, and the Business 

University of Tampa, after which she was employed as a 

secretary. In 1931 Anna Maria and Franklin Arthur Riles were 

married and made their home in Tampa. 

After Mr. Riles served four years in the Army Air Force during 

World War II, they sold their home in Tampa and built in Holmes 

Beach on Anna Maria Island, on property given to her by her 

parents in 1913. 

Mr. and Mrs. Riles are members of the Episcopal Church of the 

Annunciation on the island, and she is a member of the Manatee 

County Historical Society. 

Since returning to Manatee County, Mrs. Riles reported and 

wrote feature articles for the St. Petersburg Times and edited a 

weekly, the Island News, published by her husband, and later 

edited the Palmetto News, also a weekly newspaper. After that, she 

was employed several years as secretary in the office of 

Montgomery-Roberts. 

At present Mr. and Mrs. Riles own and operate the Chocolate 

Cottage in Manatee Plaza and reside in Bradenton. 
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