Notes on South Florida Place Names:
Norris Cut’

By Roland Chardon*

South Florida is liberally sprinkled with exotic place names. They recall
past scenes ranging from spots of haunting natural beauty to the most
ordinary of geographical features. Visions are evoked of the struggles
and imprints of humans as they settled on the land or were wrecked on
reefs, and of the sweeps of history which caught the region changing
hands frequently among Indians, Spaniards, Englishmen, and Ameri-
cans. Captiva Island and Immokalee in the west, the Everglades and
Cape Sable in the center, and Fort Lauderdale, Perrine, and Black
Caesar’s Creek in the east all have a special meaning to those who know
about them.

If Norris Cut sounds a little drab in comparison with these and
other, more artful place names, at least it is not without its historic and
cultural interest. For this presently rather obscure tidal inlet (illustration)
got its name not, as might be expected, due to someone’s exploratory,
pioneering, or building activities, but because of the way varying local
pronunciations were eventually resolved into one written place name.
The naming of Norris Cut thus reflects both specific cultural influences
in the Biscayne Bay area at the time the inlet was formed, as well as what
can happen linguistically when outsiders transcribe a piece of folk
terminology onto a map.

Historical maps persuasively suggest that Norris Cut was created
sometime between 1829 and 1838 A.D. due to natural causes,” and quite
possibly by the South Florida Hurricane of September 14-16, 18353 As
settlement expanded along upper Biscayne Bay in the latter 1800s, boats
coming from the north and heading for the Miami River often entered the
Bay through Norris Cut. Once Government Cut was opened in 1905,
however, it became the preferred entry route, and, though Norris Cut has

*Dr. Chardon is Associate Professor of Geography at the Louisiana State Univer-
sity, Baton Rouge, Louisiana.
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Location of Norris Cut today. Also shown are Government Cut and Bear Cut, as
well as where Boca Ratones opened into the Atlantic Ocean in 1770, and the
outlet of Boca Ratones when it closed in 1822.

been considerably widened and part of its channel deepened by human
activity in the 20th century, it is rarely used as a water passage today.
Just how or when Norris Cut received its name is not known with
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certainty. This may be partly because, due to an error, Boca Ratones (or
Rattones) was the first name given the Cut in the mid-1800s, soon after
its creation. And part of the mystery may be due to the various other
names for Norris Cut which have been recorded in several documents.
During the 19th century, Norris Cut was also called Narrows Cut,
Narrow Cut, Narres’s Cut, and Norez Cut. As it happens, the first
recorded instance of the name ““Norris Cut’ is on a U.S. Coast Survey
map of northern Biscayne Bay, drawn in 1867." Since then, this is the
name which has been consistently used on official nautical charts to this
day.

On the Coast Survey’s first reconnaissance chart of southeastern
Florida, however, Norris Cut was called ‘“Narrows Cut.’® This sketch
map, drawn in 1849, carries the same place name in a contemporary
Coast Survey report, which reads:®

The mainland of Florida, above said cape [i.e., Cape Florida], runs down
into a sharp point, from the head of Key Biscayne bay to Narrows cut,
which separates it from Virginia Key, the most northern of the Florida
islands.

But the U.S. Coast Survey was not the first to identify Norris Cut as
Narrows Cut, for this latter name had already been given to a Biscayne
Bay inlet north of Bear Cut, on the 1841 and 1845 editions of Blunt’s
famous charts.” In 1852, the U.S. Coast Survey also identified the Cut as
“Narrow Cut,"® and either Narrow, or, more generally, Narrows Cut was
used for Norris Cut by several people writing for years afterward?

That the name **Norris” may have evolved from “*Norez™ is possi-
bly implied in a report, written in 1883, relating Coast Survey activities
along the coast. The official surveyor writes:'?

On Monday the 19th we left Biscayne Bay going out through Norris Cut
(originally Norez Cut) and shortly after noon we reached New River
Inlet....

And even later, a traveller, describing Biscayne Bay in 1894, gave
Norris Cut the name Narres’s Cut, saying:!!

The eastern boundaries of the bay are the narrow spur of the mainland
which ends at Narres's Cut and Virginia Key, and Key Biscayne lying just
below in the same line, ...

We therefore have no less than six recorded names applied to Norris
Cut; there may have been more. It is of course difficult to say when each
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of these names (or variations) was first introduced for the new inlet, but
the sequence by which each appears to have been first recorded is:

Boca Ratones 1839
Narrows Cut 1841 (Blunt); 1849 (U.S. Coast Survey)
Narrow Cut 1852
Norris Cut 1867
Norez Cut 1883 (but specifically referring
to earlier years)
Narres’s Cut 1894

I have seen no document which explains the naming of Norris Cut,
though several suggestions for its toponymic origin have been offered by
interested Miami area residents, during informal discussions with this
writer. One is that the Cut may have been named for an individual,
presumably a Mr. Norris, who might either have lived in the Biscayne
Bay area, or first reported the inlet to others. The cut was once identified
as Norris” Cut on an 1883 Coast and Geodetic map,'* but I cannot find
references to such a person for the 1860s, the general period in which
Norris Cut is recorded for the first time.'?

A second suggestion has been that Norris may have developed as a
corruption of a Spanish ““Nariz Cut,;” implying that the Spaniards were
the first to give the inlet a name. One reason for this may lie in the
references to Norez Cut and Narres’s Cut already noted. These would, to
those who do not know Spanish well, appear similar to ““Nariz” and,
with other obviously Spanish place names common in the area, provide a
plausible rationale for a Spanish origin for ““Norris.”

It is true that a Spanish name — Boca Ratones — was the first name I
have seen given to Norris Cut, in 1839."* The practice of so naming the
Cut persisted for some years, but it was largely limited to military maps
or others derived from them.'”> However, calling Norris Cut “Boca
Ratones” very probably resulted from a confusion between two geog-
raphically quite distinct tidal inlets several miles apart. Further, when
one of the inlets (Boca Ratones) existed, the other (Norris Cut) did not.
And after Norris Cut was formed in the 1830s, the old inlet at Boca
Ratones was almost always closed. It is a somewhat confusing story, but
can be sorted out by careful inspection of the maps of the times.

This inspection shows that Boca Ratones, legitimately named by
Spanish navigators and sometimes known by the English as White River
Inlet, at one time connected northern Biscayne Bay with the ocean. The
location of Boca Ratones, however, was some miles north of present
Norris Cut; in the 1770s, for example, Boca Ratones entered the Atlantic
Ocean somewhere near present 46th Street in Miami Beach (illustra-
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tion).!® Due to prevailing currents, Boca Ratones moved progressively
south, until sand accumulation closed it off by 1822, at about 25th Street
(illustration);!7 today, Indian Creek is what remains of Boca Ratones.
Not until several years later (between 1829 and 1838) was Norris Cut
formed as a separate natural feature, almost 3% miles south of and
totally distinct from Boca Ratones. The two inlets should not, therefore,
be associated with each other in a physical sense.

On the other hand, placing the name Boca Ratones where Norris
Cut is located, as the military cartographers of the times did, is an
understandable error, since Boca Ratones had closed and Norris Cut was
open. But it was an error just the same, and Norris Cut was not called
Boca Ratones for very long, nor by many people. In any case, the name
Norris Cut could not have evolved linguistically from Boca Ratones, and
in fact no one makes that claim. As we have seen, what is often
suggested is that Norris is a corruption of ““Nariz.” In Spanish, *‘nariz”
means ‘‘nose,” and Norris Cut does, with some imagination, appear to
look like a nose on some of the maps of the latter half of the 1800s.

But, spelling and cartographic similarities notwithstanding, the
evidence against a Spanish origin for the name Norris Cut is considera-
bly stronger than the evidence for it. First, the inlet was created several
years after Florida had been transferred from Spain to the United States
in 1821. It does not seem likely that a new Spanish name would have
been given to a natural feature which appeared “‘ex post facto,” as it
were, and especially in a foreign region already being settled by
English-speaking people. As noted above, a Spanish name was initially
given to Norris Cut, but that name was Boca Ratones (or Rattones), in
recognition of the prior existence of the original Boca Ratones during
Spanish times. Thus, had a Spanish place name been retained for Norris
Cut, it almost certainly would have been Boca Ratones.

A second argument against a close linguistic connection between
Norris and Nariz concerns syllable stress. In the English word *“Norris,”
the stress is heavier on the first syllable (Norris), whereas the opposite
occurs in the Spanish word “‘nariz” (nariz). These syllabic stress differ-
ences make it quite unlikely that ““Nariz” could have been a possible
source for ““‘Norris.”

A third reason why Norris Cut is probably not of Spanish derivation
focuses on the accompanying use of the term ““Cut’ in the place name.
“Nariz Cut’’ sounds strange indeed, and even if an uncharacteristic (for
the Spaniards) name like Nariz had been given to an inlet, the full place
name would have included the word ““Boca’” There is, however, no
suggestion that Norris Cut was ever named Boca Nariz. **Cut,” in this
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connotation, is an English Caribbean term used to describe certain
narrow water passages — in particular tidal inlets (such as, for example,
Bear Cut, between Virginia Key and Key Biscayne). This implies that
Bahamian seamen or wreckers, who for perhaps a century had been
trequenting this part of Florida, introduced the word “cut™ to apply to
the narrow inlet at Norris Cut. Again, this raises the possibility that
Norris Cut was named for a presently unknown Bahamian, and this may
be so: but, as has been mentioned, no such person is recorded and, as we
shall see, another simple explanation can also be advanced.

In view of all this, and given the added factors of American and
Bahamian settlement on the mainland opposite Norris Cut and an
American lighthouse on Key Biscayne,'® it seems one should look for a
non-Spanish, and probably American or Bahamian, origin for the nam-
ing of Norris Cut. And indeed, a more likely alternative is that Norris Cut
is a modification, not of a Spanish Nariz Cut, but of Narrows Cut, and
there is documentary and linguistic evidence to support this view.

The first English name for Norris Cut was Narrows Cut, identified
on the 1841 and 1845 Blunt charts and on the first U.S. Coast Survey map
— a preliminary reconnaissance map — of south Florida.!? The applica-
tion of the name ‘Narrows™” to some tidal inlets crossing the long barrier
beaches along the east coast of Florida was not unknown, and certainly
Norris Cut was narrow at the time. But there may be an additional reason
why this particular opening was named Narrows Cut.

Before Boca Ratones closed in 1822, and prior to the creation of
Norris Cut a few years later, the land on which Miami Beach is presently
located was one long, narrow island, ending at Bear Cut to the south?"
This island was very accurately surveyed in the 1760s by William
Gerard DeBrahm, a British surveyor who appropriately enough gave it
the name of “*Narrow Island.’?' Since Gauld’s Observations (footnote
21), and therefore DeBrahm’s place name, were available to at least some
people sailing along the coast, it is quite possible that Narrows Cut was a
logical name to give to the new inlet, based on the Narrow Island through
which the inlet had been created. It is, however, equally possible that
Narrows Cut, like so many others, was named due to its narrowness.

In either case, an American, Bahamian, or even a Britisher could
have coined the name. At present [ happen to lean toward a Bahamian
origin, partly because Bahamian settlers lived around Biscayne Bay,
partly because of the association of “Narrows™ with “Cut,” partly
because the first use of the name Narrows Cut is on an 1841 chart derived
from British surveys (cf. footnote 7), and partly because American army
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cartographers at tirst used “‘Boca Ratones™ to identify the Cut in 1839
(implying that “*Narrows Cut”” was not an American innovation).

Regardless of how Narrows Cut was initially named, this was the
official name first given to Norris Cut by the U.S. Coast Survey in 1849,
and it was used frequently in later descriptions of the inlet** There is also
no doubt that, for some reason, the name had been changed, on later
Coast Survey maps, to Norris Cut— officially retained to the present day.
The question then becomes: Why and how was Narrows Cut changed to
Norris Cut? The answer is not yet known, but I suggest a linguistic
modification, whereby ‘‘Narrows™ was orally pronounced, by certain
English-speaking groups around Biscayne Bay, so that *‘Norris” was
heard by others, even though the meaning was still “*Narrows.”

The most numerous and dominant settlers in the Biscayne Bay area
in the early and mid-1800s apparently came from the Bahamas, or from
Bahamian-descended people from the keys?® Later, possibly in the
1850s and certainly in the 1870s, others came from sections of the United
States, such as Tennessee and Georgia, sometimes described as “‘Upland
South’™ culture areas** Both groups, as well as those coming from
elsewhere, pronounce the word “‘narrows’ somewhat differently from
each other. Forexample, my own experiences, and those with whom ['ve
discussed the question, indicate that people from the “*Upland South”
tend to pronounce “‘narrows’’ in such a way that someone like myself,
coming from the northeastern United States, would transcribe the word
as “‘nares’” (n&rez, phonetically).

Even more interestingly, many English-speaking Caribbean
peoples, including many from the Bahamas and probably the Florida
Keys, tended to pronounce ““narrows” almost as *“‘norruz™ or “norez”
(narez, phonetically). This, according to Dr. E G. Cassidy, noted author-
ity on American English and folk etymology, is because the sounds of
“0" in *“*hot’”” and “*a”" in “*hat’ are identical: a vowel in between the two2?
Thus, “Narrows Cut,” pronounced by Bahamian folk people, comes
very close to being heard as ““Norris Cut”” by someone not from that
culture. In this way, [ suggest that the words **Narrows Cut,” originally
and correctly transcribed by the Blunts in 1841, and by the U.S. Coast
Surveyors in 1849, either on the basis of their understanding that **nor-
ruz”’ meant “‘narrows,” or for some other reason, were retranscribed by
later U.S. Coast Surveyors, working in the field in the 1860s and without
benefit of the 1849 chart. These latter surveyors heard **Norris Cut,” and
wrote it thus to conform more closely with local pronunciation at that
time, as they understood it.
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In later years, the Upland South added its contribution to the
pronunciation of “‘narrows.” I do not know just when the first rendering
of ““Narrows Cut’" as ““Narres’s Cut’” occurred, but it seems to have taken
place later than **Norris Cut”” — perhaps as late as the 1880s, for I have
not yet found any reference to ““Narres’s Cut’ prior to the early 1890s.

Following the hypothesis suggested, the original Narrows Cut was
recognized as the true name of the inlet by all three human groups
involved — that is, by Bahamians, Upland South folk, and Northerners.
But Narrows Cut was pronounced differently by each group, and the
variations were heard and dutifully recorded by several Northern writ-
ers. In this way Narrows Cut became variously Norez Cut (Bahamian
pronunciation), Norris Cut (also Bahamian), and Narres’s Cut (Upland
South), depending on who talked to whom.

Indeed, Dr. Cassidy says that these pronunciations are in fact closer
than they appear, to those who later try to reconstruct their sounds from
printed words, as | am doing here?® There could, for that matter, have
been many other variations in pronunciation of “Narrows,” which in
turn might have been transcribed differently. But the three transcriptions
outlined here seem to have “‘stuck,” at least for some years. Noted
accordingly (mostly by Northerners) in the various written records
naming the Cut, the divergence continued through the latter half of the
19th century and into the 20th. Ultimately, the place name Norris Cut
emerged, partly because this became its official name on charts and
maps, and partly because the 19th century settlers were soon culturally
overwhelmed by the great 20th century influx of Miami immigrants,
unaware of the original “Narrows Cut,” and exposed to the official
“Norris Cut.”

In summary, while it is not yet possible to prove how Norris Cut got
its name, it is highly unlikely to have been a corruption of a Spanish
“Nariz Cut,” nor to have been named after an individual. Norris Cut
presently appears rather to have derived from a transformation by
surveyors of a Bahamian oral rendition of Narrows Cut, pronounced
very much like Norris Cut to outsiders, and so transcribed. The sur-
veyors’ local contacts for their transformation may have been Bahamian
settlers on the shores of Biscayne Bay, or Bahamian seamen who visited
the area during or shortly after the Cut was formed, or the Keeper of the
Cape Florida Light House at the time the 1867 detailed Coast Survey was
made.”” What is somewhat surprising is that the U.S. Coast Survey itself,
having left Norris Cut unnamed on its maps and charts for 18 years after
1849, did not check back to its own initial place name of Narrows Cut.
But, whatever the reason, once the name Norris Cut was officially
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adopted by the Coast Survey, and thus also by Miami residents who
looked at the Coast Survey maps in later years, Narrows Cut perma-
nently became Norris Cut. In truth, however, it remains Narrows Cut —
only now it is spelled differently.
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