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THE MAGAZINE OF THE FLORIDA HUMANITIES COUNCIL

A SPECIAL OFFER FOR FHC MEMBERS!

For a limited time, all new and renewing members at the
$125 and $250+ levels can choose to receive a great premium.
Members who give at the $125 level may receive
one of two great books.
Journal of Light caps prize-winning photographer John

FALL 2007

Moran’s 20-year odyssey to discover the soul of one of the most
photographed states in the country. This remarkable collection of
images and essays celebrates the magic of a landscape born of water
and “blessed with beauty beyond measure.” Book is hand-signed
by the photographer.

Guided by pre-eminent scholars, local cultural
and civic leaders, and long-time members of the
community, FHC’s Gathering trips uncover the
distinct qualities that define a community’s history
and create its cultural identity.

History of Florida in 40 Minutes offers a brief, stirring
Journal of Light: The Visual Diary of a Florida Nature Photographer
by John Moran, 128 pages, hard-cover

History of Florida in 40 Minutes
by Michael Gannon, 80 pages with accompanying CD

introduction to the state’s history in both audio and print formats.
Gannon, a distinguished Florida historian, packs thousands of
years of history and change into a concise, authoritative 40-minute
cruise through Florida’s history.

Members who give $250+ may receive

Since 1996, Gathering participants have traveled
to Okeechobee, Homossassa, Winter Haven,
Mount Dora, DeLand, Fernandina Beach, the
Everglades, St. Augustine, Cedar Key, Fort Pierce,
and Madison.

a one-year subscription to Humanities, the
bimonthly magazine of the National Endowment
for the Humanities, in addition to their choice
of books.

For information on 2008 trips to Apalachicola and
the Everglades keep your eye on the Gathering
website at www.flahum.org/gathering or contact
Monica Rowland at mrowland@flahum.org

from dreamscape

Just use the form and return envelope inside
the magazine centerfold to choose your book
premium and make your contribution today.

to

For more information or to check on your membership status, contact us at cmeek@flahum.org or (727) 873-2001.

599 Second Street South
St. Petersburg, FL 33701-5005

JOIN THE FLORIDA HUMANITIES
COUNCIL and our state’s finest scholars
for an in-depth cultural exploration of a
Florida community.
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2007 Board of Directors

www.floridadream.org

Click on it!
And learn more about
the story of Florida
FHC is premiering a special new website, www.floridadream.org,
to complement our upcoming public-television documentary,
The Florida Dream, airing Oct. 18 at 9 p.m. EST.
After the hour-long public-tevevision program whets your
curiosity, go online to www.floridadream.org to see, hear, and
learn more about the history of modern Florida.
This colorful, entertaining website features video and audio
interviews with folks who lived the history and scholars who
studied it; lots of historic photos that bring the story alive;
compelling online exhibits; recommended lists for further reading
and viewing; and detailed lesson plans, designed by Florida
teachers for Florida teachers.
The topics on the website range from land development and
technological advances to aging and retirement, from civil rights to
politics, and from Florida’s diverse ethnic heritages to tourism.

Join us at www.floridadream.org
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T’S NOT EASY BEING A DREAM STATE. Lots of people
want to share the dream and many arrive with much higher
expectations than reality can support. To some, Florida is a
dream-come-true, to others it’s a nightmare.
California historian Kevin Starr coined the term “dream state” to
describe how his native state emerged in the popular imagination.
In his now seven-volume history of the “Golden State” he
chronicles the dream cycle in such books as Inventing the Dream,
Endangered Dreams, and Embattled Dreams. He describes how
myth, imagination, and sometimes misconception combined to
create the California dream—a place where ordinary people can
live extraordinary lives. An exotic subset of the American dream.
In his recent history of postwar Florida, Land of Sunshine, State
of Dreams, Gary Mormino illuminates Florida’s emergence as
America’s next dream state. Like its California counterpart it is
built on sun, citrus, and a second chance. Both are states on the
edge, sitting, literally, at the end of the continent. As writer Joan
Didion wrote about California, these are states where “the mind is
troubled by some buried but ineradicable suspicion that things had
better work here, because here, beneath that immense bleached sky,
is where we run out of continent.”
Every day, nearly 1,000 people start life anew in Florida. As
refugees or retirees, they bring with them their own interpretations
of the Florida dream—a political sanctuary or a daily round of
golf. They contribute to a dreamscape, which Gary Mormino
reminds us is constantly shifting: “Where once the land and
climate were sufficiently inspiring to bewitch artists and travelers,
now gated condominiums, age-restricted communities, and theme
parks constitute that firmament.”
FHC attempts to build some historical context to this shifting
dreamscape this fall with an hour-long television documentary,
The Florida Dream. Both the documentary and this FORUM
examine the astonishing transformation of postwar Florida, a time
when optimism and prosperity fueled the Florida dream, luring
newcomers from across the country and around the world.
Today, more than 18 million of us share the Florida dream.
Demographers, who deal in hard, cold numbers, not dreams,
tell us we are also a bellwether state, a place they analyze to presage
the future. If America’s future has already arrived in Florida, we
may want to spend some time thinking about how we got here.
The rest of the United States may be following us.

Visit FHC’s New On-Line Florida Store
Your first stop for books, CDs, DVDs and more on everything Florida.
Just in time for the holidays!
The “Florida Dream” Set, $50
Includes one-hour documentary DVD, The Florida
Dream,, produced by the Florida Humanities Council and
WEDU-TV of West Central Florida and the book which
inspired it, Land of Sunshine, State of Dreams: A Social
History of Modern Florida by historian Dr. Gary Mormino.
Book is hand-signed by the author.

Save $5 by purchasing
the book and
documentary as a set.

Shop with us at www.flahum.org/store or call 727-873-2000 for more information.
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News of the Florida Humanities Council

After a half-century of phenomenal
population growth, Floridians assess
environmental consequences and social
changes—and ponder projections for
even more growth.
Can communities be designed to connect
people and preserve nature? One answer can
be found in the work of a renowned planner
from the 1920s.
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Massive social changes spark an abrupt
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FHC receives major grant for Zora Neale Hurston workshops
FHC has received a grant of nearly $200,000 from the National Endowment for the
Humanities to create and conduct teacher workshops about Florida literary great Zora
Neale Hurston. This is the fifth consecutive year that FHC has been awarded a major
competitive NEH grant for teacher workshops on Florida history and heritage.
Three weeklong workshops, titled “Jump at the Sun: Zora Neale Hurston and
her Eatonville Roots,” will be offered next summer to teachers from across Florida and
the United States. The workshops will explore Hurston’s life and accomplishments as a
preeminent African-American folklorist and anthropologist and a major literary figure of
the Harlem Renaissance.
The workshops will also delve into how
Hurston’s hometown community of Eatonville
inspired her work, created her racial and gender
identity, and molded her sometimes controversial
views on race. Eatonville, 10 miles from Orlando,
is the oldest incorporated African-American
municipality in the nation and was added to the
National Register of Historic Places in 1998.
Zora Neale Hurston in the 1930s traveling
The workshops, scheduled for three
through Central Florida
consecutive weeks between June 15 and July 5,
2008, will accommodate a total of 150 teachers
(50 teachers each week). Applications are competitive. Teachers interested in attending a
workshop may obtain application information after Jan. 1, 2008, on FHC’s website, www.
flahum.org.
Joining FHC as cosponsors of the workshops are Rollins College and the Association
to Preserve the Eatonville Community. Rollins, located in nearby Winter Park, will house
the teachers.
The workshops will feature discussions led by noted Florida scholars and writers
and will include walking tours of Eatonville; travel to nearby Fort Pierce, where
Hurston spent her final years; research into Hurston documents archived at Rollins;
and attendance at Chautauqua-style portrayals of Hurston and theatrical presentations
featuring the songs and stories that Hurston collected during the 1930s in Central
Florida.
These on-site workshops
about Hurston and Eatonville
are the first of their kind. FHC’s
previous on-site workshops funded
with major NEH grants were held
over the past four summers in
St. Augustine. Those workshops,
titled “Between Columbus
and Jamestown: Spanish St.
Augustine,” were attended by
nearly 700 teachers from across
Florida and the United States—
some from as far away as Alaska
and Maine. In total, these FHC
workshops have brought more
than $1 million in federal funds to
educate teachers about the state’s
special heritage.
For more information
on next summer’s Hurston
workshops, contact Ann
Schoenacher, director of FHC’s
Florida Center for Teachers, at
aschoenacher@flahum.org or
(727) 873-2010.
Hurston stands next to publications produced under the New
Deal’s Works Progress Administration
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Painting of the old MarGood Bar in Goodland by artist
Paul Aresault

Artists, scholars interpret Marco’s past
The public is invited to delve into Marco
Island’s past with scholars and artists in a series of
lectures and field trips to four historic sites. This
collaborative project, sponsored by the Marco Island
Historical Society, is funded in part by a grant from
FHC.
The free, public events, scheduled from
November 2007 through February 2008, will
culminate in a March exhibit of commissioned art
work depicting scenes from the island’s history.
Topics include Calusa culture and archaeology,
the Civil War naval battle of Caxambas Pass, the
Goodland fishing village, and Horr’s Island.
For more information, see the historical society
website, www.theMIHS.org, or contact Elizabeth
Perdichizzi at (239) 394-6917.

New Native American booklet
The newest publication in the Florida Heritage
Trail series tells the story of the 12,000 years of
Native American presence in Florida and describes
more than 100 historic sites to visit today. To
purchase this colorfully
illustrated, 36-page
booklet, you can
contact the Trail of
Florida’s Indian Heritage
(heritagepreservation@
cfl.rr.com) or The
History Shop at the
Museum of Florida
History (www.
floridahistoryshop.com)

F L O R I D A
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Photo: Florida State Archives

How did a sleepy, subtropical backwater become
the megastate that Florida is today?

Magazine Association Awards

Tampa skyline 1944
Photo courtesy Visit Florida

FORUM magazine received four statewide
awards at the 2007 Florida Magazine Association
ceremony held recently in Orlando. The honors,
in the category for associations, were:
Best In-Depth Reporting—1 place “Charlie
Award” for “Staying Connected to the Water,”
by Michelle Zacks; Third place Bronze Award for
“From Hard Times to Hard Rock,” by Patsy West
Best Written Magazine—3 place Bronze Award
Best Overall Magazine—3 place Bronze Award

Watch for The Florida Dream
FHC’s documentary on modern Florida,
premieres Oct. 18 at 9 p.m. EST, on these major
public television stations around the state:
WEDU, Tampa—West Central Florida
WPBT, Miami—South Florida
WMFE, Orlando—East Central Florida
WJCT, Jacksonville—Northeast Florida
WUFT, Gainesville—North Central Florida
WFSU, Tallahassee—North Florida
WSRE, Pensacola—Northwest Florida
This will be accompanied in several areas by
special programs also produced with funds
from FHC:
• Reﬂections on the River, WPBT, Miami: The
story of a working river and the people who
struggled to build Miami.
• Khaki Coast: How the Panhandle Helped Win
World War II, WSRE, Pensacola:
The role military training in the Panhandle
played in the war and in people’s lives.
• The Sanibel Causeway: A Vital Link? WGCU,
Fort Myers: How the link to Sanibel and
Captiva has affected the island way of life.
• Wish You Were Here, WBCC, Cocoa: The
story of Central Florida tourism is told by
bringing vintage postcards and archival
photographs to life.
• City of Bridges, WJCT, Jacksonville:
How the many bridges over the St. Johns
River have affected growth, prosperity, and
lives in city, suburbs, and beaches.
• State of Florida, WEDU, Tampa:
Featuring top scholars and the mayors of
Tampa and St. Petersburg discussing how the
dream has affected West Central Florida.

Tampa skyline today

TUNE IN TO THE FLORIDA DREAM

SINCE WORLD WAR II millions of people seeking the Florida dream have
transformed an exotic, sparsely populated peninsula into America’s fourth-largest state.
How did this happen? Watch The Florida Dream, a one-hour public-television
documentary premiering October 18 at 9 p.m. EST.
This colorful, compelling program, produced by the Florida Humanities Council and
West Central Florida’s WEDU-TV, chronicles the story of modern Florida. Using
archival film, photographs, and interviews, it traces the metamorphosis of a small
southern state into today’s urbanized international mecca.

Watch The Florida Dream, October 18 at 9 p.m. EST on
most PBS stations around the state.
Produced by

F L O R I D A

H U M A N I T I E S

and WEDU-TV

C O U N C I L

F O R U M

/

F A L L

2 0 0 7

3

Following
the Dream

M

odern Florida was built
on dreams and second
chances. Millions of people,
seeking a place in the sun,
migrated and immigrated to Florida
over the past half-century. Their
dreams of owning a piece of paradise,
finding a safe haven, or cashing in on
opportunities fueled a population boom
that transformed a sleepy southern
backwater into the Sun Belt megastate
that Florida is today.

THE STORY OF HOW AND WHY
this happened is chronicled in a colorful,
compelling public-television documentary, The Florida Dream, sponsored by
the Florida Humanities Council. This
one-hour program is inspired by the
book, Land of Sunshine, State of Dreams:
A Social History of Modern Florida, by
historian Gary Mormino. The documentary is scheduled to premiere Oct. 18 at
9 p.m. EST, on most public-television
stations around the state.
This issue of FORUM focuses on
some of the major themes underlying
the story of modern Florida: How the
state’s unprecedented population growth
in the past half-century has led to suburban sprawl, massive social changes, and
serious environmental concerns. Wordsmiths have created a new vocabulary
to understand modern Florida: growth
management, edge city, boomburbs,
exurbs, and snowbirds.
Florida changed more in the decades following World War II than it
did in the previous four centuries. The
state’s population explosion, from less
than 3 million in 1950 to 18.5 million
residents today, was nothing short of
revolutionary. While the two other
fastest-growing states—California and
Texas—tripled in population, Florida’s
advance was sixfold.
The New York Times put it this way
in the 1970s: “If one colored a map of

4
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the United States and used the brightest
hues for those areas that were growing
the fastest, Florida would light up like
the nose of a circus clown.”
This growth sparked remarkable
changes in the state. Landscapes were
reconfigured and recreated. A biracial
southern culture became the most
diverse international mix of people in
the country, second only to California.
Rivers were straightened, the Everglades
drained, and wetlands bulldozed in the
name of progress.
In the postwar era, an extraordinary
collection of businessmen, developers,
and speculators gambled that one could
convert sand dunes and swamp into
retirement villages and middle-class
dreams. Instant communities emerged.
Booming cities such as Weston, Pembroke
Pines, Deltona, The Villages, Spring Hill,
and Lehigh Acres did not even exist in
1950. Today, Cape Coral is the largest
Gulf Coast city south of Tampa; while
on the East Coast, Port St. Lucie is the
largest city between Jacksonville and Fort
Lauderdale.
And the growth machine hasn’t stopped.
The latest projections
indicate that the state’s
population will double
to 36 million by 2060.
City-planning expert
Br u c e St e p h e n s o n
writes in this issue of
FORUM that Ne w
Urbanism, a national
movement started in
Florida 20 years ago,
can help planners
avoid compounding the traffic and
land-use problems
caused by suburban
sprawl. Stephenson
tells the story of John
Nolen, a renowned city
planner during the 1920s,
whose work in Florida
inspires the New Urbanist
movement today.

F L O R I D A

Postcards sent in the 1950s lure
northerners to paradise.

Destin in 1959, on Florida’s Northwest Coast.
Opposite: Destin beaches in 2005 are filled with
bathers and condo towers.

R. W. Ferris, retired blacksmith from Olean, N.Y.,
picks oranges with his wife in 1953 in their yard
in Clermont, west of Orlando.

Photos: Florida State Archives

World War II recruits wearing gas masks are training on
Miami Beach. The GI exposure to Florida sparked the postwar
population boom.

H U M A N I T I E S
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AP Photo/Bill Kaczor

Another article, by historian David
R. Colburn, provides insights into how
the changing demographics brought about
a dramatic shift in the state’s political
leadership. For most of the 20th century,
the Democratic Party dominated Florida,
as it did in most southern states. As late as
the 1940s, only a single Republican had
served in the Florida Legislature. But the
postwar population boom that changed
the face of Florida made one-party control
a thing of the past. Today, Florida exists
as the only megastate not dominated by
a single party (unlike California, Texas,
and New York). As Colburn points out,
Florida has become a bellwether state,
indispensable and vital to the success
of national parties and candidates, as
demonstrated by the presidential election of 2000.
Right: Counting disputed ballots during the 2000 election.
Below: A 1970s street scene of Miami’s Little Havana,
which Cuban refugees made into a haven.

One of the biggest and most dramatic
demographic changes during the same
period occurred in South Florida: the
influx of Cuban refugees and other immigrants from the Caribbean and South
and Central America. But the statistics
tell only a part of the story. In her article
in this issue of FORUM, Professor Myra
Mendible describes what it is like to live
the life of an immigrant “navigating the
fluid borders” between two cultures, two
identities. This is an integral part of life
for an increasing number of Floridians
who come from all over the world.
Immigration is no longer just a South
Florida phenomenon. It has altered many
areas of the state, affecting the rhythms
of places such
as metropolitan
Orlando. In addition to Florida’s large Latino
population, the
state now boasts
surging numbers
of residents from
AP Photo/Wilfredo Lee
Asia, India, Africa, and Eastern Europe.
Population growth and development
have exacted a grievous toll upon Florida’s
wildlife, natural habitat, and overall
environment—particularly on its water
supply, its lifeblood. Nature writer Bill
Belleville notes how our disconnection
from nature has undermined the “liquid
enchantment” so integral to the state.
Artist Margaret Ross Tolbert describes

and depicts what it’s like to experience
being inside “the different world” of
Florida’s glorious springs.
Journalist Cynthia Barnett analyzes
how overpopulation, development, and
overpumping of the aquifer have created
a crisis in the quantity and quality of
water. She foresees a shortage of water,
currently manifested by sinkholes and
dried-up wells and lakes; and she cites
figures showing increasing pollution.
And yet in the face of this, she notes,
people continue to think of Florida as
a paradise.
That image of Florida endures in the
American imagination, perhaps because
much of the state is still beautiful. But the
idea of Florida as a place of renewal and
restoration also serves as one of its great
metaphors. Fittingly, Ponce de Leon’s
quest for a Fountain of Youth incorporates
Florida’s birth myth, a perfect symbol for
a state so identified with second chances
and eternal exuberance. To Americans,
buying a Florida orange grove or a cottage on the beach involved more than
exchange of capital; it also involved a
spiritual investment, with the hopes that
a tropical climate and sea breezes might
rejuvenate dreams.
This article includes excerpts from books
and other writings by Gary Mormino, who
holds the Frank E. Duckwall Professorship
in Florida Studies at the University of South
Florida St. Petersburg.

Photo: Florida State Archives
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Designing cities to connect people and preserve nature
BY B RUCE STEPHENSON

John Nolen drew this plan for the city of Venice in the 1920s. “Nature led the way,” he wrote.
The town is bounded by a greenbelt, Venice Bay, and the Gulf.
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Photo: Division of Manuscripts and Special Collections, Cornell University

F L O R I D A

Traffic snarls on Highway 60 during rush hour in Brandon, east of Tampa, in 2005.
Photo: Florida State Archives

Florida now is home to the most “sprawl-threatened” cities
in the United States. The state is plagued by gridlocked traffic
and schools, environmental deterioration, loss of agricultural
lands, diminishing water supplies, and a virulent strain of road
rage. Metropolitan Orlando, Tampa Bay, Miami, and West
Palm Beach top the nation in the Mean Streets ratings, with
Orlando laying claim to the highest pedestrian death rate in
the United States.
Unscrupulous developers are often blamed for the state’s
litany of problems, but the guilt is shared by all. Developers are
wedded to the bottom line—and the bottom line is that the
Sunshine State is one of the world’s most desired destinations.
Since World War II a new suburban world has been built to
accommodate a dramatic leap in population: from 2.7 million
in 1950 to 18 million today. By 2060 that figure is expected
to double to 36 million; and if sprawling growth patterns
continue, a “bleak scenario” awaits, according to a blue-ribbon
study commissioned by 1000 Friends of Florida.
Yet not all is doom and gloom; we are still at the point
where “being developed to death,” as novelist John Updike
puts it, is a choice, not a fate accompli. Moreover, underlying
the rush of development that has defined so much of 20thcentury Florida is a rich historical layer that may very well hold
our salvation. During the great 1920s real estate boom, John
Nolen, one of the nation’s leading city planners, designed a
series of city plans and “new towns” that are now recognized
as masterworks.
Nolen planned communities around nature, embellished
them with civic art, and built them to the pedestrian scale.
The most notable of these are the towns of Bellaire in Pinellas
County, Clewiston in Hendry County, and Venice in Sarasota
County. Architectural historian Henry Hope Reed sees Nolen’s
work as part of an American renaissance that blossomed from
the 1880s to about 1930 and was “the last full flourish of the

AP Photo/Chris O’Meara

FLORIDA EPITOMIZES THE POTENTIAL OF MODERN LIFE.
The forces of genius have transformed this once uninhabitable wilderness into an
air-conditioned version of the American Dream. The tropical paradise that once
captured the nation’s imagination is receding, however, trumped by the forces of development.
Bays have been filled, sand dunes leveled, rivers channeled, and vast tracts of land denuded
to build an endless maze of subdivisions and strip malls. Florida’s vision of Eden has been
traded for “Newark with palm trees,” as novelist and pundit Carl Hiaasen writes.

A housing development in Fort Walton Beach, shown in this 1959 aerial view.

Renaissance that began in Italy in the 15th Century.” Today,
Nolen’s ideas are experiencing a modern rebirth in the form
of a national movement called New Urbanism. This employs
traditional town-planning principles to create alternatives
to the typical automobile-dependent subdivisions that have
proliferated since World War II. In essence, New Urbanism
is our antidote to suburban sprawl.
The first New Urbanism town was created in Northwest
Florida in the 1980s—Seaside. Designed by Miami-based
architects Andres Duany and Elizabeth Plater-Zyberk, Seaside
was a modern adaptation of Nolen’s city-planning philosophy.

H U M A N I T I E S
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Photo: Visit Florida

From left: John Nolen’s 1926 business card, “Florida in the Making,” on the cover of A Guidebook to New Urbanism in Florida; Nolen at work in the 1920s; and the
modern community of Seaside in Northwest Florida.

Its compact size places buildings closer together than in many
suburban communities and focuses attention on public spaces,
not on individual homes. As a result, the town is walkable;
and a subtle aesthetic charm arises from the merging of urban
and natural landscapes. Originally considered an eccentric
experiment, Seaside became the most-studied town-planning
project in the nation as the problems accompanying suburban
sprawl intensified.
In the last decade, New Urbanism has moved from novelty
to policy: More than 2,000 developments across the country
have been built on principles modeled at Seaside; Florida has
the most, with nearly 500 such developments. This trend
will surely continue in response to population pressures and
dwindling natural resources.
New Urbanists see city planning as an art form that
was lost after Nolen and his generation passed on. Duany,
ever the provocateur, contends that once postwar planners
devoted themselves to quantitative analysis, they “threw out
their heritage of 5,000 years and were left with nothing but
statistics.” In 1990, Duany’s colleague and wife, Plater-Zyberk,
who is dean of the University of Miami’s School of Architecture,
hosted a university exhibit of the city plans Nolen prepared in
Florida during the 1920s. Since then Nolen’s work has gained
the attention of academics, practitioners, and a score of cities
where his plans still inform.
The artistic quality of Nolen’s work was no accident. Trained
as a landscape architect at Harvard in the early 1900s, he saw
his profession through the lens of the Italian Renaissance. He
analyzed the gardens of that era to gain an understanding of
landscape form and perspective; he studied Leonardo Da Vinci’s
Treatise on Painting to ground himself in the art of design. The
Renaissance master painted to reveal new truths derived from
the study of nature and, Da Vinci wrote, to “produce results
comparable to hers, following her laws and principles.” For
Nolen this philosophy not only was the basis of good art, it
was the basis of good city-planning—a profession he helped
found in the tumult of urban reform, otherwise known as the
Progressive Era.
By the early 1920s, Nolen was sole proprietor of the
nation’s leading planning firm, and Florida held his focus.
After signing a contract with St. Petersburg in 1922, Nolen
confided in a letter to his legal consultant, “This seems to be
an opportunity to do rather more than we have ever been given
the chance to do before.”

8

In his article “City Planning in Florida,” Nolen found “a
vigorous spirit of expansion” had accompanied the wave of mass
tourism inundating “the last frontier of the United States.” In
contrast to past settlement of new lands, which required “great
personal sacrifice and often danger,” Florida was being developed
utilizing modern methods and with almost unlimited resources
of capital, experience, and business enterprise. The state held
vast potential for a nation that in 1920 found itself for the first
time with a majority of its population living in cities.
But the “problems of rapid expansion” threatened to
undermine the opportunity to model a modern, urban
republic, Nolen wrote. Planning could smooth Florida’s
disjointed urbanization by channeling the mercurial forces
of development along civic and natural lines. This would not
only produce a more efficient outlay of public resources, it
would secure a long-term investment in the lucrative tourist
industry, he noted. By utilizing city planning “to safeguard
and protect” its future, “progress in civic development in
Florida will be much more rapid and thorough than in the
other commonwealths.”
In his first Florida plan, for St. Petersburg on the central
Gulf Coast, Nolen envisioned a version of an American Riviera.
With a landscape that held much the same character as that
of southern France, it was essential, he wrote, “to preserve
the glories of today for future generations.” A regional plan
was drawn to set the future city’s boundaries, defined by a
natural greenbelt that encircled the lower third of the Pinellas
peninsula. Nolen also proposed preserving the barrier islands
as tourist destinations and setting aside the adjacent mainland
for hotel districts styled after Nice, France. Nolen’s vision of a
model resort city, however, fell victim to the politics of race and
speculation that defined Florida in the 1920s. St. Petersburg
voters feared that a city plan would adversely affect real estate
profits and result in tax dollars being invested in AfricanAmerican neighborhoods. They crushed the idea, giving it
only 13 percent of a referendum vote.
After a similar experience with public planning in West
Palm Beach, Nolen started consulting with private developers
to design “new towns.” In Venice he found his best opportunity
to apply the most advanced ideas in his field on a regional
scale. “Nature led the way,” he wrote, and the plan “followed
her way.” A system of natural preserves outlined the Myakka
River, and parkways extended from the hinterlands into Venice’s
downtown. A greenbelt bounded the town to the east and
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Photo: Visit Florida

Photo: Florida State Archives

The development of Surfside’s central area, shown in 1985.

A modern view of the St. Petersburg downtown waterfront.

south, while Venice Bay marked the northern edge, and the
Gulf of Mexico lay to the west. Nolen paid special attention
to the town’s Gulf-front location. A linear park ran along the
waterfront, with an amphitheater and beachfront park lying
at the terminus of Venice Parkway, which connected the beach
to the Civic Center.
The Civic Center’s mix of public buildings and parks
stood midway between the commercial core and the Gulf.
This balance was the epitome of classical design. Just as in the
Renaissance City, the seat of government held preeminence
but it lay in a harmonious relationship with nature and the
demands of business. From City Hall one could view the
Gulf, the city’s most sublime natural feature, providing an
ideal site for contemplation: A vision of Nature was always at
hand, but it never remained the same, shifting with the tides
and the seasons.
One of the most pleasant walks in an American town is
found along the parkway connecting Venice’s City Hall and
the Gulf. The shaded, tree-lined corridor provides a gentle
transition from civic buildings to apartments, to grand
1920s Mediterranean Revival homes, then postwar homes,
condominiums, and hotels. The most intriguing sites, however,
are found within the parkway: a verdant canopy of live oaks
and palms, a memorial to war veterans, art sculptures, and a
plaque honoring John Nolen.
City Planners are seldom memorialized, but in Venice
“historians and others debate Nolen’s intentions with the
passion of constitutional scholars seeking the thinking of the
Founding Fathers,” journalist Larry Evans writes. There is
good reason for such reverence: Venice has a bevy of parks and

public spaces few cities can match. Moreover, Nolen’s plan has
a timeless quality that has benefited succeeding generations.
Each evening citizens gather at the Gulf-front park to take in
a free and priceless reward: a Gulf of Mexico sunset.
John Nolen staked his career on Florida. When the real
estate boom went bust in 1927 and the Depression ensued,
his practice almost went under. In late 1936 the New Deal
re-introduced city planning to Florida, and Nolen was again
called upon. Coral Gables developer George Merrick, chaired
the newly formed Dade County Planning Council, and he
wanted to plan “for not only a big city but a great city, balanced
and of proper proportion.” He envisioned a Riviera running
from Key West to Miami, and insisted upon employing John
Nolen to take the helm in planning the future.
However Nolen died in early 1937, and Merrick’s grand
vision also passed away. In a machine-driven age, the Renaissance
ideal of balance and proper proportion that Merrick and Nolen
held to was fast becoming passé. Traffic engineering and social
science were replacing landscape architecture as the basis of
city planning, and statistical analysis supplanted Da Vinci’s
dictum to follow nature’s laws and principles. After the war,
the nation’s desire to build the world anew relegated the works
crafted during the American Renaissance to little more than
an afterthought.
But in the 21st century, Florida can no longer afford the
prospects of the automobile-engineered utopia that inspired
the postwar generation. Land, water, and oil are no longer
cheap commodities, and the specter of global warming has
given rise to the need, once again, to recalibrate the template
of the city-planning profession.

Photo: Visit Florida

A modern view of Daytona
Beach, shore and city.
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Photo: Florida State Archives

Above: Tampa’s infamous “malfunction junction” of I-4 and I-275, in 1963.

Two bicyclists head home from Venice Beach through the Venice Avenue
Median Park on the Gulf.

Graphics: PennDesign Study, University of Central Florida’s Metropolitan Center for Regional Studies

The best indication of what form the future city could take
is presented in the Penn Design Study for the seven-county
Central Florida region. The report presents two scenarios for
the year 2050, when the population of the area is expected
to be double what it is today. About 7.2 million residents, a
4.2-million increase from 2000, are projected to inhabit the
area stretching between Brevard and Polk counties.
One scenario extrapolates the current pattern of subdivision
sprawl, while the other
clusters population in urban
centers and New Urbanist
neighborhoods. The second
option saves $26.2 billion
in infrastructure costs by
planning around ecosystems
and utilizing road and rail
systems. By building up rather
than out, 850,000 acres of
natural lands are preserved and
the water supply protected. In
addition, replacing auto trips with transit, walking, or biking
produces many returns: less road rage and oil dependence,
fewer greenhouse emissions, and a more physically active
citizenry. With a substantial one-third of the population
living in apartments, condominiums, small-lot homes, and in
neighborhoods within walking distance of parks, shopping,
and transit, a revived sense of community might even ensue
as citizens spend more time interacting and less time driving
or ensconced in isolated subdivisions.
This vision is hardly new: It bears a strong resemblance to
John Nolen’s 1926 regional plan for Venice. History may not
repeat itself, but its rhythms are replayed to the detriment or
enhancement of the human prospect. Whether we are on the
edge of a renaissance or a dark age will be determined
by our ability to craft the balanced poetry of the
past into new designs for the future.

Top graphic: Projected development (shown in pink colors) of the sevencounty Central Florida region in 2050 if the current auto-dependent
sprawl continues. (Counties include Brevard, Lake, Orange, Osceola, Polk,
Seminole, and Volusia.)

BRUCE STEPHENSON, professor and director of
the Environmental & Growth Management Studies program at
Rollins College, is also a professional planner and consultant.

Bottom graphic: The same region in 2050 if New Urbanism planning is used
in development.
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Black Creek

Parrots of South
Florida

The Taking of Florida
Paul Varnes

Susan Allene Epps

ISBN 978-1-56164-3967 $19.95 • (Hb)
6 x 9 • 292 pages

A man must choose
between his loyalty to
his family and white neighbors and his
unique appreciation of the Indian way of
life during the Second Seminole War. A
sweeping and believable story of early
Florida derived from the experiences of
his own ancestors. Mr. Varnes is also the
author of Confederate Money.

ISBN 978-1-56164-401-8
$12.95 • (Pb) • 6 x 9
80 pages • full color

This full-color guide to
the parrots of south
Florida makes identifying these colorful
birds easy and fun. Covers Amazons,
Conures, Parakeets, Macaws, and other,
rarely seen, parrots. Gives detailed
information on each bird and where it can
be found. Each bird is illustrated in a
painting by Karl Karalus.

The Condominium Concept
10th ed.
Peter Dunbar
ISBN 978-1-56164-404-9 $27.95 • (Hb)
ISBN 978-1-56164-373-8 $21.95 • (Pb)
6 x 9 • 384 pages

Updated through July 2007.

A Different Kind
of Honor
Robert N.
Macomber

Florida’s Ghostly
Legends and
Haunted Folklore

ISBN 978-1-56164-398-1
$21.95 • (Hb)
6 x 9 • 392 pages

Volume 3: The Gulf Coast
and Pensacola
Greg Jenkins

Lt. Cmdr. Peter Wake
is on special assignment as the official
American naval observer to The War of
the Pacific in South America. During
Wake's dangerous mission - as part
naval observer, part diplomat, and part
spy - he will witness history. Sixth in the
Honor series.

NEW EDITIONS

ISBN 978-1-56164-399-8
$12.95 • (Pb) • 6 x 9

Offers a delightful collection of
uncanny legends and eerie folklore
about Florida’s beautiful west coast.
Prepare yourself for the ghosts that
inhabit Haunted Florida! Third in a
series.

The Law of Florida
Homeowners Associations 7th ed.
Peter Dunbar and Charles Dudley
ISBN 978-1-56164-405-6 $21.95 • (Hb)
ISBN 978-1-56164-376-9 $16.95 • (Pb)
6 x 9 • 192 pages

Updated through July 2007.

Florida’s Rivers Charles R. Boning
ISBN 978-1-56164-400-1 $21.95 • (Pb) • 7 x 10 • 240 pages • full color

A detailed account of sixty of Florida's rivers from their sources
to the sea, with full coverage of the ecology and history of each.
Includes an overview of Florida’s rivers, including the state’s
freshwater resources, the condition of our rivers, and the
preservation of these waterways. There is a map of each river
and color photos throughout. Florida’s Best Fruiting Plants is
also by this author.

Florida’s Seashells A Beachcomber’s Guide
Blair & Dawn Witherington

ISBN 978-1-56164-387-5 $9.95 • (Pb) • 6 x 9 • 88 pages • full color

A guide to Florida seashells, including species common
to the southeastern US and Caribbean Sea. Descriptive
accounts, distribution maps, and 265 color photographs
describe 252 species of mollusk shells as beachcombers
are likely to find them. With simple organization, this
book tells the story of each shell using images, maps,
and descriptions on a single page. Stories include
glimpses of each seashell's former life, and secrets for
finding seashell treasures that many beach visitors miss.
Don’t miss Florida’s Living Beaches, also by these
authors.

www.pineapplepress.com • 800-746-3275 • Call for a free catalog.

The Everglades River of
Grass 60th Anniversary Edition
Marjory Stoneman Douglas
Afterword by
Michael R. Grunwald

ISBN 978-1-56164-394-3 • $19.95 • (Hb)
5.5 x 8.5 • 480 pages • 21 line drawings

A treasured classic of nature
writing with a new afterword
by Michael R. Grunwald,
author of The Swamp.
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NEWCOMERS
TRANSFORM FLORIDA
FROM DIXIECRAT
TO GOPDOMINATED
BATTLEGROUND
BY D AVID R. C OLBURN

12

F A L L

2 0 0 7

/

F O R U M

F L O R I D A

H U M A N I T I E S

C O U N C I L

FOR MOST OF THE 20TH CENTURY, Florida was as Blue, politically,
as the waters that surround the peninsula on three sides. But in the
1990s the state abruptly turned Red. Like so many of its Southern and
Sun Belt neighbors, Florida came to embrace the Republican Party.
Unlike the others, though, Florida retained more Democrats than
Republicans as registered voters, enabling the Blue party to remain
competitive in statewide races. As a consequence, Florida continued
to be one of the most intense political battlegrounds in the nation—
and a catalyst in the year 2000 for one of closest and most confusing
presidential elections in American history.
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Florida’s rise to a place of national prominence took
less than a lifetime, beginning with the onset of World War
II. For much of its history prior to that time, it had been
an isolated, impoverished, southern frontier outpost—little
more than an afterthought to any of its Spanish, British,
U.S., or Confederate overseers. Floridians had struggled to
carve a place for themselves out of the piney woodlands of
the Panhandle, along the lush coastline, and in the flatlands
and swampy interior of the Peninsula.
But between 1940 and 1980, Florida gradually
abandoned its Southern past and its racial traditions and
became a place where the northern and southern regions
of the Western Hemisphere intersected culturally, socially,
and economically. During this period and the years that
followed, Florida rose from being one of the poorest, leastdeveloped states, with the smallest population in the South,
to the most dynamic state on the East Coast and, alongside
California, the most diverse state in the nation. Leading this
change was a massive wave of migration and immigration
that saw the state’s population increase from 1.9 million
people in 1940 to approximately 17.4 million by 2005.
The number of Hispanics grew from less than 1 percent of
the population in 1945 to 19.6 percent in 2005; while the
number of senior citizens (over age 60) expanded from 6.9
percent to nearly 21.8 percent in that time.
No state changed more than Florida during the
post-World War II period. The populations of
Texas and California grew larger in total
population, but Florida’s population
increased at a much faster rate.

In fact, Florida looked a great deal like southern California
by 2000. Thirteen million new residents descended on the
Sunshine State between 1950 and 2000, an increase only
slightly less than the nearly 15 million who resettled in
southern California.
Both places attracted a peculiar mix of the profane and
the mundane. Alongside working-class and middle-class
families, the rich and famous, speculators, and con artists
arrived, seeking a piece of paradise, easy money, and innocent
prey. The writer Michael Paterniti observed about the state:
“Florida has always been a stage on which its visitors preened
and strutted, often briefly and unsuccessfully, perhaps at
times hubristically, which may explain our feelings about the
state as being somehow alien, or an altogether Otherworld.”
Floridians were not shocked by the 2000 election result, said
Paterniti, because they “have come to expect the surreal.”
But beneath the sensational headlines, many decent,
hardworking people found their way to Florida. Their
experiences were not the stuff of the designer Versace or
former Florida Secretary of State Katherine Harris or young
Cuban refugee Elián González. They were largely everyday
folks in search of good jobs, new beginnings, political
freedom, a healthy and extended retirement, and political
stability. Their stories did not help sell newspapers or provide
the grist for best-selling novels. Yet, in less than a lifetime,
they fundamentally altered the face and complexion of
Florida, and they reshaped its politics in the process.
The demographic changes made Florida a
vastly more complex state in 2005. Only
a third of Florida residents were born
in the state; nearly 46 percent
of Floridians were born

1960

“Florida is the whole deal, the real deal, a big deal,”
CBS television news anchor Dan Rather announced
emphatically on that election night. But Rather’s
comments suggested that the state had taken on
an importance that went beyond the election: Florida
had become a megastate and the demographic
future of the nation.

8,500,000

9,800,00

2005

2000

1995

1990

1985
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in a different state; and 17.6 percent were born in another
country. What had been in 1940 essentially a biracial state
had become, by 2005, one of the most demographically
diverse states in the nation.
Hispanics, attracted by Miami’s culture
and economic opportunities, more than
doubled their numbers in only 15
years, to more than 3.4 million
in 2005. These numbers
only hint at the ethnic
complexity they
brought to
Florida.
16,000,000

18,500,000
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During this period and the years that followed, Florida rose from being one of the poorest,
least-developed states, with the smallest population in the South, to the most dynamic state
on the East Coast and, alongside California, the most diverse state in the nation
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1945

1946

1947

1948

1949

1950

1951

1952

1953

1954

1955

1956

1957
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1959

1960

1961

1962

1963

1964

1965

1966

1967

1968

1969

1970

1971

1972

1973

Millard Caldwell

Fuller Warren Daniel McCarty Charley Johns LeRoy Collins

Farris Bryant

Haydon Burns Claude Kirk

Reubin Askew

Democrat
[1945-1949]

Democrat
[1949-1953]

Democrat
[1961-1965]

Democrat
[1965-1967]

Democrat
[1971-1979]

Democrat
[1953]

Democrat
[1953-1955]

Democrat
[1955-1961]

Republican
[1967-1971]

A line up of Florida’s governors since World War II graphically illustrates a
transformation from one-party Democratic control to Republican swing state.

While the first big wave were Cuban refugees fleeing the
had found it. They first came in dribs and drabs in the
1959 Castro revolution, many later came from other island
1950s, but as word spread about the quality of life and the
nations in the Caribbean and in lesser, but still significant,
longevity that seemed to follow from it, others followed
numbers from Mexico, Brazil, Nicaragua, Colombia, Peru,
en masse. By 2005, nearly 3.8 million seniors (people over
Venezuela, and Honduras. By 2005 non-Cuban Hispanics
age 60) lived in Florida, making them the nation’s largest
outnumbered Cubans in Florida.
and most politically influential retirement group. But
Less visible but equally significant, the black
their numbers only hinted at their political influence, as
population increased as a percentage of the total population, they tended to vote in much larger percentages than any
from 13.8 percent in 1990 to 15 percent in 2005, after
other age, ethnic, or racial group in the state. Aided by the
having declined steadily throughout the 20th century. The
American Association of Retired Persons (AARP), seniors
growth and consequential economic expansion of the state
let their interests and political views be known, and they
together with the rejection of the racial policies of the past
reshaped the state socially and politically as much as any
convinced African Americans to join the throngs of whites
ethnic or racial group.
and Hispanics who descended on Florida. Broward County
Sociologist John Shelton Reed and his colleagues
attracted more black residents than any other county in the
at the University of North Carolina concluded in 1990
nation between July 2004
that, as a result of this
and July 2005. Immigrants
population infusion
REGISTERED VOTERS * IN FLORIDA
from the Caribbean sparked
from the Northeast, the
1942
2007
this trend, but African
Midwest, the Caribbean,
Americans joined them in
and Latin America, all of
this increasingly polyglot area
peninsular Florida had
of Southeast Florida.
dropped out of Dixie and
Like most others
only a small segment of
who migrated to Florida,
the Panhandle could still
African Americans came
be called Southern. These
in search of opportunity
dramatic demographic
and freedom. Salaries were
changes and the civil-rights
*Does not include voters registered in minor parties or as independents
low in the service sector,
developments and massive
which dominated the state
resistance of the 1950s
economy; but opportunity was not limited by one’s race,
redefined Florida and its politics. They splintered the state
gender, or ethnicity. And this was no small factor for
Democratic Party, helped pave the way for the emergence
African Americans or Hispanics. Numerous small businesses of the Republican Party in Florida, and made the state a
emerged to cater to the needs of megatourist companies like centerpiece in the battle between the two parties for state
Disney, SeaWorld, and MGM. By 2000, Florida ranked
and national dominance.
fourth nationally in its number of African American–owned
During the first part of the 20th century, Florida had
an undemocratic and chaotic political system in which
businesses, second in Hispanic-owned businesses, and third
the Democratic Party elected nearly all candidates and set
in businesses owned by women.
the political agenda. After the postwar population boom
Joining the influx of Hispanics and Africans were
and the developments in civil rights, Florida’s political
retirees who longed for cloudless days, the freedom and
environment became highly partisan and hotly contested,
invigoration of the outdoors, and a prolonged life. The
and the Republican Party wrested power from the
gray wave descended on the state in search of Ponce de
Democrats to achieve dominance.
Leon’s Fountain of Youth, and many contended that they

604,341 4,135,698
36,530
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1975
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1977

1978
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77

1978

1979

1980

1981

1982

1983

1984

1985

1986

1987

1988

1989

1990

1991

1992

1993

1994

1995

1996

1997

1998

1999

2000

2001

2002

2003

2004

2005

2006

2007

2008

Bob Graham

Wayne Mixson Bob Martinez

Lawton Chiles

Buddy MacKay Jeb Bush

Charlie Crist

Democrat
[1979-1987]

Democrat
[1987]

Democrat
[1991-1998]

Democrat
[1998-99]

Republican
[2007-]

Republican
[1987-1991]

The elimination of racial segregation, championed
by elements within the national Democratic Party and
supported by Florida Governor LeRoy Collins in the 1950s,
undermined the state’s one-party politics. Yellow Dog
Democrats—those who, it was said, would vote for an ugly
yellow dog before voting for a Republican—wavered and
then abandoned the Democratic Party. These developments,
alongside the massive social and demographic changes,
increasingly drew Florida voters to a political and culturally
conservative Republican Party in the last third of the 20th
century.
The political transition proved less than felicitous,
leading to allegations that the state had become a “banana
republic” that favored the wealthy at the expense of the
poor. Journalist/novelist Carl Hiaasen was one of many who
reflected this view when he wrote: “The Sunshine State is a
paradise of scandals teeming with drifters, deadbeats, and
misfits drawn here by some dark primordial calling like
demented trout. And you’d be surprised how many of them
decide to run for public office.”
What resulted in Florida may not have been a
democracy that satisfied all. And it may have been messy
at best, as the 2000 presidential election made obvious.
But Florida was a dynamic democracy of newcomers,
immigrants, natives, seniors, rednecks, evangelicals, and,
yes, flim-flam artists and mobile-home salesmen. All of
whom came to the state looking for ways to improve their
lot in life.
Florida’s racial politics were fundamentally transformed
in the mid-1960s by federal action and by the migration
of retirees, northerners, and Cuban émigrés. Seniors, who
lived in massive condominium complexes and voted in
substantial numbers in local and state elections, were largely
unaffected by school integration and busing because their
children and grandchildren resided in other states. Together
with most newcomers from the North, the Midwest,
and Cuba, they had little interest in or commitment to
segregation. Additionally, retirees and Cubans were less
class-driven. Retirees were most concerned with quality-oflife issues, taxes, and health care, while Cubans focused on
resettlement issues and developments in their homeland.

F L O R I D A

Republican
[1999-2007]

2009

2010

2011

During the period from 1970 to 1994, Democratic
governors, led by Reubin Askew, Bob Graham, and Lawton
Chiles, successfully forestalled the Republican rise to power
in the state by advancing a progressive and populist appeal
to natives and newcomers that highlighted equal rights and
equal opportunity, economic advancement, environmental
protection, tax fairness, honest and responsible government,
and the health and well-being of Floridians. These issues
proved much more important to newcomers, business
leaders, and retirees than preserving the racial traditions of
the past or advancing and protecting class interests.
Neither race nor class should be dismissed as factors
in the political transformation that occurred in Florida,
however. They were clearly factors; and, at times, they
influenced political developments. But people coming to
Florida, no matter their class, race, or ethnicity, saw Florida
as a land of opportunity, an emerging economic frontier,
where they had a chance to get ahead and where they could
live a good life in a place of pristine beauty.
The state’s wealthy and middle-class voters, Cracker and
Cuban voters, religious conservatives, and many suburban
residents gradually embraced the Republican Party in the
belief that it would address their concerns more effectively
than the state and especially the national Democratic Party.
Seniors were less certain and thus remained conflicted about
the two parties. Even without a political consensus among
seniors, this union of voters formed a powerful new political
coalition in Florida. Together with the reapportionment of
the state Legislature and the emergence of Jeb Bush, who
gave the GOP statewide recognition and star appeal in
the 1990s, Republicans seized political control and ended
Democratic hegemony in the process. How this political
revolution unfolded in the second half of the 20th century
said a great deal about Florida’s place in the region and in
the nation.
DAVID R. COLBURN is director of the Reubin O’D. Askew Institute
on Politics and Society at the University of Florida. Formerly provost
of UF, Colburn is a historian and prolific author who has focused on
politics, race, and ethnicity in 20th-century America. This article is an
adaptation from his new book, From Yellow Dog Democrats to Red
State Republicans: Florida and Its Politics since 1940.
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Cuban
American
Living on the
hyphen

BY MYRA MENDIBLE

Borderlands are physically present wherever two or more cultures edge
each other…Living on borders and in margins, keeping intact one’s
shifting multiple identity and integrity, is like trying to swim in a
new element, an “alien” element…not comfortable but home.
—Gloria Anzaldúa

For those of us accustomed to navigating the fluid borders dividing
our “Cuban” and “American” identities, the condition of being both
and neither at the same time is indeed not comfortable but home.
We are cubanos who immigrated to the States as children and have
lived “on the hyphen,” as writer/scholar Gustavo Pérez Firmat puts it.
AS PART OF AN “INBETWEEN” GENERATION, I
came to understand that how I see myself—how others classify me—fluctuates according to context and perspective. I am
Cuban-American, exile, refugee, naturalized citizen, ethnic,
immigrant, gusana. To native-born Americans, I am simply
Cuban; to Cubans on the island, I am too Americanized to
be genuinely Cuban. The “in-betweens” cohabit two or more
identities at once; we are insiders/outsiders, both Cuban and
American and yet neither simultaneously. We navigate waters
as turbulent and treacherous as the Caribbean Sea itself, but
they are our waters and our familiar shores bordering the
distance.
Growing up in Miami, the mecca of most Cuban exiles,
I learned the nuances of exile politics and how to negotiate
a place for myself. For much of my early life, I was oblivious
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La Rosita, a Cuban store, in Miami’s Little Havana in the 1970s.

to the petty divisions and antagonisms that could turn even
“insiders” into outcasts. As one of over two million Cuban
immigrants who settled in the South Florida area following the
1959 Cuban Revolution, I was raised a mere 90 miles away—
yet a world apart from my homeland. Growing up Cuban in a
U.S. city where Cubans are in the majority meant that I could
be an insider, could feel at home anywhere in Miami where my
food was served and my language spoken. It meant that while
I was part of a minority by national standards, I was spared
many petty prejudices that minorities often face.
As a teen, I was adept at crossing borders, at being both
the cubanita next door and an Americanized young woman
who loved rock music, went braless, and straightened her
hair. My friends and I spoke our own hybrid tongue, the
Spanglish that even American girls in Miami learned to use

C O U N C I L

Photos: Florida State Archives

The Latin American tradition of men playing dominoes continues among these Cuban men
playing at “Domino Park” in Little Havana in the 1970s.

A young Cuban refugee brings
her dolls to Miami in 1961.

in intimate chatter. Only later, in my adult travels beyond the
city’s borders, would I recognize the mutability and relativity
of that “insider” status: I did not have to go far to become
the outsider, an object of suspicion or curiosity. I could travel
a mere hundred miles south or north or west of Miami and
encounter looks that said “go back where you came from.”
Yet these figurative boundaries were more fluid still: during a
return visit to Cuba, I was shocked to discover that I was an
outsider in the land of my birth as well.
Growing up Cuban in Miami meant that my birthplace
remained a living memory. It was alive on Calle Ocho in Little
Havana, in the language we spoke at home, and in the stories
that nurtured my childhood. We fled Cuba just two months
after Fidel Castro and his Revolutionary Army occupied
Havana, settling in Miami for what my parents regarded as

F L O R I D A

a brief sojourn. Year after year, my mother safeguarded our
property titles in a small metal box, convinced that someday
we would reclaim the life left behind. My father’s loss was less
tangible; his memory served as his metal box, and it stored a
wealth of stories rich in detail and drama. Years of exile never
faded my father’s memories of home. Although his gratitude to
our adopted land was unquestionable, my father never forgot
his first love. He yearned for her, idealized and idolized her;
held her in his memories. She was his Havana. Eyes full of
emotion, he referred to her as “the Paris of the Caribbean,”
a graceful, exuberant city that never slept. He knew every
nook and cranny of her, and she clung to his senses—her
vibrant rhythms, pleasant and familiar smells, sultry breezes,
and gentle sun.
Like many children of his generation, my father grew up
poor and without the benefit of formal schooling. His stories
told how he became a child of the city, a boy nourished as much
by the sights and sounds of Havana’s nightlife as by the local
fondas [eateries] that often provided free meals. Havana fed
his love of music and dance, as there were always impromptu
gatherings where tabletops became conga drums and workweary men and women came alive to the rhythms of rumba
or guaguanco. During these street gatherings, social and racial
distinctions dissolved in communal celebration: hard-edged
factory workers might recite poetry to the strains of a Spanish
guitar while teary-eyed old women puffed contentedly on their
husbands’ cigars; the young could be initiated into a Cuban

H U M A N I T I E S

C O U N C I L

F O R U M

/

F A L L

2 0 0 7

19

20

F A L L

2 0 0 7

/

F O R U M

F L O R I D A

H U M A N I T I E S

C O U N C I L

Photo: Florida State Archives

ritual through the “Guantanamera,” a
ballad-style melody interspersed with
improvised verses. My father told how
by joining the circle of adults, he learned
to compose his own lyrics on cue and
thus participate in a communal song
that had endured for generations. To me,
those tales of home were like a lifeline
to my Cuban identity. They provided
a personalized history that helped to
counter the less forgiving, sometimes
hostile images later reflected by my
public world. To my father, those stories
were the only way he knew to cross the
boundaries of time and place, to unite
me—his Americanized cubanita—with
her heritage and her birthplace.
My parents would never set eyes
on their homeland again, but both
kept their respective metal boxes intact:
mami sifting through her faded titles
as a way to retain her dignity during
years as a hotel maid on Miami Beach,
papi sorting out tales to impress and
instruct his increasingly alien offspring.
Growing up elsewhere—away from the
“home” I knew only through pictures,
legal documents, and stories—I came
to understand that my mother’s obsession with property titles and my father’s
preoccupation with storytelling shared a
purpose. My parents’ “metal boxes” were
meant to safeguard my inheritance, the
legacy they hoped I would claim. Each
contained the only assets my parents believed they could offer: Mami’s promised
the financial security that eluded them
A young girl pauses in front of a colorful mural depicting a familiar scene in Little Havana’s “Domino Park”
as immigrants; papi’s offered a history
in the 1970s.
I would not otherwise learn.
In the end, my mother’s tangible
assets would prove the more illusory and
immaterial, while my father’s stories served as a lifeline to the lives had been forever changed and a people radically divided
Cuban half of my identity. These shared memories fostered by events in 1959? How could they relate to the passionate
in me the sense that I belonged to a colorful, sometimes dys- displays of patriotism and fiery rhetoric that shaped Cuban
exile politics in Miami?
functional, sometimes extraordinary extended family.
To the inhabitants of the world outside this exile enclave,
So it was that as a teen growing up in Miami, I shared the
memories of loss that haunted my parents and other Cuban- politics had very little to do with daily life; while to me, it
born adults. I understood the rage, the mourning, the painful was intimately personal. In my familial world, Castro’s latest
longing that fueled public protests and other expressions of words or deeds informed dinner conversations; and news
Cuban exile identity. I moved between this familial world flashes about Cuba sparked impromptu street demonstrations
defined by exile and the world I shared with my American or heated arguments among friends and family. In my home
friends, who regarded my family’s preoccupation with poli- away from home, Cuba was always an absent presence, the
tics with curious bewilderment. They could not understand subject of gossip exchanged over café cubano at the ubiquitous
why so many Cubans in Miami did not simply move on, live coffee stands and the object of passionate emotions vented on
in the present as Americans, and shed their obsession with local radio talk shows and news editorials. It was a world where
Cuba’s past and with Fidel Castro. How could they know that the butcher bore the scars of torture endured during 20 years
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role. It ignores the U.S. government’s role in imposing its own
segregationist policies on Cuba’s
military during its occupation,
and neglects to mention the
fact that unlike the U.S. War of
Independence, Cuba’s articulated
a vision of racial equality.
Yet for years I felt destined
to carry these remnants of a tattered and dishonored heritage
like an albatross around my neck.
A photo taken in Cuba of
As a result, I have regarded my
author Myra Mendible’s
parents and her older sister.
ancestry with mixed
feelings, torn between
a need to reject the
identity conjured by
these dominant narratives and a desire to
embrace my heritage
without shame.
Cultural critic
Stuart Hall has remarked that identity is
never simple or stable
but happens over time
A recent snapshot of Mendible, now a
and is “subject to the
professor at Florida Gulf Coast University,
play of history and the
with her two granddaughters, the second
generation of her American-born family.
play of difference.” This
suggests that identity is
an ongoing process of identification and association. In this
sense, my cubanidad became as much a political choice as a
question of birthplace or native language. But it was a choice
implicated by the stories I internalized as my own—personal
and cultural narratives founded on family lore, personal
experience, and hearsay. These complicated and enriched
my view of Cuban identity and history.
Of course, factions in Miami and Havana have tried to
impose their own ossified versions of Cuban history. On the
Island, the government and the party dictate Cuba’s official
story, in which those who fled Fidel’s Revolution are depicted
as traitors and greedy capitalists. Some of Miami’s elites, a
hard-line assemblage of business leaders and politicos, wield
their influence by financing pro-embargo campaigns and
“representing” the Cuban exile community on the national
stage. Both elites cloak themselves in nationalistic fervor and
both have resorted to disinformation, suppression, intimidation, and even violence to control their constituencies.
Those of us accustomed to living “on the hyphen”
know that there are many sides to every story. So we keep
listening, and for each story of vengeance there is another
of reconciliation. But we can live with ambiguity. In fact,
we can call it home.
Photos courte
sy of Myra Me
ndible

as a political prisoner and my neighbor’s brother had been
executed by a pro-Castro firing squad. This was not a world
where politics was just about an occasional election.
Since I left Cuba at the age of five, I possessed few
memories borne of my own experience. Instead, I relied
on the many stories I remembered, the diverse people I
met who shared their private memories of Cuba’s past.
At home and on the street, I heard stories fueled by rage
and disappointment. In these stories, Cuba was a nation
violated—her people scattered, oppressed, imprisoned,
executed, or lost at sea. She was the
Republic whose possibilities had been cut short by
comunistas, by traitors
and despots. Later, my
university studies offered
other versions as well. If
conditions in Cuba were
so ripe with potential; if
the island had sustained a
healthy, vibrant economy; if
there was little evidence of
Author Mendible in Miami as a young girl
discontent—then why did
(seated at right) with her older brother and
the Revolution happen? To
her niece.
my adult mind, my father’s
stories seemed unreliable, like memories filtered through the
eyes of a lover. I began to question contradictions, inconsistencies, partial truths.
Growing up elsewhere meant that my view of Cuba was
filtered through multiple lenses, each casting doubt on the
other and evoking conflicting emotions and conclusions:
Shifting my perspective from Cuban to American or vice versa
could destabilize any conviction or cast doubt on any opinion.
Personal histories avowed in private circles crumbled under
public scrutiny, as newspaper and television accounts often
contradicted local images of self and community. Like others
of the “in-between” generation, my knowledge of Cuban history stemmed from secondary, often contradictory sources.
It was mediated by my parents and later filtered through an
educational system that measured Cuban history only in relation to its own cultural myths and perspectives.
On those rare occasions when Cuba was mentioned during my formal schooling, it was as representative Communist
Other to Democratic America—as an island nation defined
by loss and lack. Cuba’s complex history, filtered through this
narrow lens, served to affirm the virtues of capitalism or to
admonish young Americans who may be lured by pop culture
images of el Che or Fidel. Understandably, my view of Cuba
from that perspective was that it had always been a “banana
republic,” its history simply a string of strongmen dictators,
racists, and regressive initiatives.
In this version, Cuba’s long war for independence from
Spain is named the “Spanish-American War,” obscuring the
fact that a generation of Cubans, led by a military leadership
comprised of 40 percent Afro-Cubans, paid for that victory
with their own blood. This script calls for the United States
to play “Enlightened Democracy” to Cuba’s “Third World”

MYRA MENDIBLE is professor of literature and cultural studies at
Florida Gulf Coast University. This article is adapted from her essay
in the upcoming anthology, Telling Stories to Change the World.
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Top left: My House at Woodstock, 1924, oil on panel, 17.75 × 22.
Collection of Michael A. Mennello. Photo courtesy of Carol Irish Fine Art.
Left: Ox Team, Matinicus Island, Maine, 1916, oil on panel, 22 × 28 inches.
The Metropolitan Museum of Art. Gift of Mr. & Mrs. Raymond J. Horowitz, 1974.
Photograph ©1991 The Metropolitan Museum of Art.
Above: Laura, 1922, oil on panel, 40 × 32 inches
Collection of Michael A. Mennello. Photo courtesy of Randall Smith.
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The state with the prettiest name,
the state that floats in brackish water
held together by mangrove roots
—Poet Elizabeth Bishop on Florida

Photo: Visit Florida

I AM SOMEWHERE INSIDE THE
VORTEX OF BLUE SPRINGS, way past
the “Prevent Your Death: Go No Farther”
sign at 60 feet, and far beyond the muted
glow of surface light.
The river that Blue feeds has been
gradually warming, and the warm-blooded
manatee that winter here have just left.
Except for a few snorkelers back up in the
shallow run, my dive buddy and I are alone
in the spring.
The only illumination down here is
portable, hand-held. And like the trail of
exhaust bubbles from my regulator, it tethers
me to the surface with my own limitations.
Scuba tanks, face masks, containers of light—
they are all reminders of how unsuited we
humans are to immerse ourselves in the most
primal and universal element of all.
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the dark fissures and bedding planes in
the rock, it may remain so for up to 9,000
years or more.
It is inescapable. The water that
pushes and shoves me around in the
throat of Blue had once fallen on uplands
as rain millennia ago, had fallen on and
around the earliest native Americans who
lived here. They drank it, bathed in it,
were nurtured by it.
How did they regard it? Of the
Timucua—here along the St. Johns for
at least 4,000 years before the Europeans
arrived—we know at least shards of their
language. They had five different words

was one big swamp and marsh—what
author John Rothchild has called “predredged real estate”—and the best and
surest roads were its waterways. It was a
reality that would not escape the tourist
steamboats that arrived in the early 19th
century. Fishing and boating, pirating and
salvaging came with the territory; they
are the natural antecedents of what is left
of the Florida persona today.
For 250 years, Florida had been a
region to be exploited by Europeans—a
place to be sopped up, trimmed, and
tamed. But for explorers like Bartram,
it was a natural cathedral—a place
where we “learn wisdom and
understanding in the economy
of nature, and be seriously
attentive to the divine monitor
within.”
Perhaps nature as religion
may have had a chance in Florida.
But when technology finally
developed to allow “submerged
bottomlands” to be drained and
sold for as little as 25 cents an
acre in the l9th century, then
Florida’s destiny—which was
once to flow—began to ebb.
Humans have done more to
disconnect themselves from Florida’s water
in the last century than they did in the
12,000 years that came before. Water has
become a visual Muzak, a background
to our clever hardware-driven lifestyles,
a solvent to be turned on or off, ditched
away or drained. Once a noun and a
verb, once a giver of life, once a muse to
writers, artists, musicians, water in the
last century became an expletive. It was
called ‘flood control.’
Today, our lack of connection has
caught up with us. The feature that most
shaped Florida into a singular place is being
transformed. Now, lakes are drying or
turning eutrophic, the springs declining in
magnitude, the coastal estuaries becoming
cloudy with sediment. The reefs, those
miraculous living berms of color just
offshore, are ailing. Even when we have
the best intentions, we seem to forget
that water is guided by gravity. We all
live downstream.
And we have a tremendous thirst,
far beyond any sacrament the Timucua
Photo: Visit Florida

Here, near the 120-foot-deep bottom
of this limestone chasm, I am as aware as
I have ever been of the pervasive power
and magic of water. All but invisible, it
arises from a slot in the rock, flailing me
like a rag doll with its energy.
If underground water is the veins
and capillaries that sustain our Florida
physiography, then I am squarely inside
a natural incision, a place where the
liquid transports itself to the surface,
where science meets myth and culture
head on. The gentle Quaker naturalist
William Bartram sat on the banks of
Blue once, and later wrote in wonder of
the “diaphanous fountain” that
surged just below. He wrote
likewise about Salt, and Manatee
Springs. In all of his travels,
nothing seemed to touch him as
fully. His descriptions inspired
the romantic poet Coleridge to
write of Kubla Khan, where Alph
the sacred river ran, through
caverns measureless to man. I
would give all I have if Bartram
could be next to me today,
could feel the full sway of this
natural “ebullition,” down here
inside of Alph.
Looking closely in the soft rock
around me, I see subliminal clues to
the prehistoric sea that accrued to form
first the platform, and then the crust of
Florida. The hints are fossilized shells, still
ribbed like a cockle, or cupped round like
a clam. They are welded together by the
dust of Eocene coral, whale skull, oceanic
sand—an assemblage of calcium turned
white as bone.
Even the manatees are a reminder of
this oceanic genesis. I have encountered
them underwater before, have seen the
residual but distinct toenails on their front
flippers, visual evidence of their own long
and convoluted genetic journey, from sea
to land, and then back again.
But if the fossils and the manatees
are an aide memoire to the core fiber of
both people and place, the most urgent
reminder is the fierce upwelling itself.
Isotopes of water have been dated in
Florida springs. And although a water
molecule seldom stays in the atmosphere
for more than 10 days, when hidden in

for trust, six for virtue. But there was
only one root word for water.
Dew, rainfall, pond, river, lake,
lagoon. It is all ibi. Perhaps it differed
in context or pronunciation or modification. Nonetheless, it is ibi going in, and
ibi coming back out. Ibi, a liquid god
that rendered this once-arid sandbar and
savanna luxuriant, that made it a jungle,
warm, wet, and wildly productive.
The Timucua had a reverence for
water, as they did for all of nature. Their
deities were woven into it, not separate
from it, not safely contained to a onehour sermon, one day a week. Ibi held
fish and snails, fed wildlife, watered crops,
floated dugouts, gave life. In storms and
in drownings, it also took life away.
Water was enchantment, certainly.
But it was also deeply feared and honored,
held close to the heart in both mystery
and awe. It was sacred.
When they settled here, Europeans
usually chose natural harbors on the vast
coast and inland, along high river bluffs
or atop ancient Indian middens. Florida
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may have imagined. Floridians each
use an average of 170 gallons of water a
day—compared to 110 gallons nationally.
The level of our aquifer has been
steadily declining since 1935. Recharge
uplands disappear under hard surface.
Groundwater pumping is allowed with
almost no regard for how it affects the
reservoir below.
The magical “ether” Bartram once
described is becoming scarce. Our innate
affinity for natural places—what Pulitzerwinning biologist Edward O. Wilson calls
“basophilic”—is thwarted. The ability of
our spectacularly exotic landscape to lay
itself down on our souls and to provide
solace is diminished.
For the first time in the history
of Florida, the liquid energy that once
shaped us is now being shaped by us.
We have taken ownership of ibi away
from the gods.
The good news is the sensibilities
Bartram once dared to show are being
renewed. Some Floridians are emerging
from the swoon of technology, as if
awakening from a long, odd dream.
Economics is now linked to the
sustainability of potable water, rivers,
and lagoons. Water vanishes or degrades,
and property values behave likewise. Wet
habitats for wildlife acquire a value for
nature tourism. The joy of catching a
redfish at dawn or feeling the upwelling
as you dive in a clear deep spring becomes
valuable beyond description.
Nonetheless, the purity of the original
Florida watersheds can never be fully
restored. The Ibi of the Timucua will
never be again. And, if water has lost its
sacredness, can mere human law ever
atone for it?
A century from now, will Coleridge’s
Alph still flow, or will it become a dry
chasm in the rock?
And the liquid enchantment of
Florida, what will become of it? And what,
ultimately, will become of us all?
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Images, from left: Drawing of spoonbills by Rob Storter (Collier County Museum); Orange Bowl cartoon by Anne Mergen
( H M S F ) ; R a v e n - S u n m a s k b y To m P a t t e r s o n ( G l u c k C o l l e c t i o n ) ; I n t e r a m a c o n c e p t u a l d r a w i n g ( H M S F )

BILL BELLEVILLE, an award-winning
environmental writer and documentary
filmmaker, lives in Sanford. This article, which
first appeared in the Summer 2002 FORUM,
is in his anthology, Sunken Cities, Sacred
Cenotes, and Golden Sharks: Travels of a
Water-Bound Adventurer.
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Immersed in a Jewel
BY MARGARET ROSS TOLBERT

THE NORTH FLORIDA LANDSCAPE is far more
complex than it seems, and no superficial overview can
reveal its true nature. It is not an obvious landscape:
no towering mountains, deep chasms, rushing rapids,
or breathtaking panoramas. Here, nature goes for the
delayed impact, and on first impression, offers only hints
of another world beyond a claustrophobia of opaque and
impenetrable surfaces: tangled undergrowth, duck weed
and algae-choked pools of oily surfaces, river currents that
scarcely betray any motion.
Nothing behaves as it should in this dyslexia of
elements and phenomena: The air is heavy, dense, and
prickly; the rivers, like breezes, come and go at will,
occasionally disappearing underground for miles. Like
quantum mechanics, this inland Florida landscape focuses
our attention on the very small in an atmosphere that
seems stagnant, but is teeming with life.
One can forget the passage of time with
this landscape, and imagine instead being in the
Carboniferous swamp, in a febrile caldron of primordial
activity where elementary life forms seem to ignite and
extinguish themselves simultaneously. Small things, like
insects, make an almost deafening noise that feels like a
roaring crescendo in the roof of your mouth. But truly
enormous phenomena, like the million-gallon-a-day flow
of water out of springs, exist in absolute silence, with
scarcely a ripple to betray this activity.

Paintings by Margaret Ross Tolbert:
Silent Springs, at left; Springs Diptych, above.
Paintings photographed by Randy Batista
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A photo of the mysterious, whimsical “Sirena” at Fanning Springs is one of a series created by artist
Margaret Ross Tolbert and photographer Stephan Cracium.

The turquoise water of the
headsprings becomes air-clear in
the spring runs and later changes to
the color of port wine in the rivers,
tinted russet by the tannic acid of the
cypress trees on the banks. Other times
it is wedge-wood blue or emerald,
coming from deep cavern networks or
bubbling out of sand boils.
These emanations of the Florida
Aquifer appear like iridescent jewels in
tangled woods, often in deserted and
inaccessible areas, at the end of limerock roads. No wonder that earlier
travelers such as William Bartram
described these magnificent springs as
“nymphaeums” with water as “clear as
ether,” or that the descriptions of these
phenomena would find their way into
poems such as Coleridge’s Kubla Khan
describing a paradise on earth.
One could say this lassitude and
lethargy belies an environment too
charged with the elementary activity of
generating life to deal with the heroics
of more dramatic landscape forms, like
the Grand Canyons, the Grand Tetons,
glaciers, or rugged coastlines. But now
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and then, the landscape surprises you
with a gift of stunning brilliance: the
springs, a kind of natural hologram.
From the outside of a spring, the
lens-like quality of the water distorts
everything beneath the surface.
Objects look stretched and distended
in a shallow, shelf-like space; a diver
is a flattened, twisted scrap of paper.
Things seem to hover above the
water level of the springs, in an ocean
of crystal-clear empty space where
boats float on air; turtles and fish are
suspended, motionless, lit from below
by a strange phosphorescence.
But put on a mask and enter the
springs: The small warped space is
violently blown open. You feel you are
flying in a room that expands in all
directions. Light seems to come from
everywhere at once. When a blaze of
acetylene brightness hits the floor near
the boil below, you feel you are falling
up into it. Figures swimming on the
surface seem infinitely far away. Like
being in a prism, rocks and plants
are outlined with brilliant ribbons
of color. Eel grass and tasseled water

F L O R I D A

H U M A N I T I E S

C O U N C I L

plants, whipped by a soundless wind,
radiate out from the springs vortex,
where the water boils out of a cavern at
the bottom.
Sometimes the water comes from
a sand boil, and it seems impossible
to tell if they are tiny boils, an armslength away, or if there are enormous
underwater volcanoes, far distant,
with billowing sand that obscures the
opening. Like black holes in reverse,
the boils noiselessly spew up detritus
from another time: fossilized shells and
prehistoric sharks’ teeth.
It’s another planet embedded
within our own, with its own rocks,
light, and atmosphere. We can stand
on the edge of the rocks and glimpse
this different world, but it is only
when we enter that we experience it.
MARGARET ROSS TOLBERT, a painter
in Gainesville, has created several series of
paintings on North Florida springs, including
some that are exhibited in Florida museums.
Over the past 20 years, she has produced
paintings, drawings, and lithographs on many
subjects from studios in the United States,
France, and Turkey.

A sinkhole swallows two homes in Ocala in the 1950s.

BY CYNTHIA B ARNETT

THE CRACK CREPT JUST LIKE IVY. It sprouted from below
ground, then inched up the brick of David and Vivian Atteberry’s
home in an Orlando suburb. With a thick black marker, David
Atteberry measured its journey, along with those of the cracks
that had appeared in the ceilings and at the edges of almost every
window in the house.
When the crack in the brick
grew six inches in one day, he called
his insurance company. The adjuster
came to see, and called a geologist.
The geologist drilled a hole, and left
in a hurry.
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“Mr. Atteberry, are you sitting
down?” the adjuster asked when
she called.
He sat.
She told him that the ground
was swallowing his house.
“It’s a massive sinkhole,” she
said. “You should pack your family
and get out of there.”

Photo: Florida State Archives
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A housing
development under
construction in
western Broward
County in 2000.

Photo: Florida State Archives

Back home in Illinois, he had
never heard of sinkholes. In Florida,
they are common enough: some too
small to notice, some big enough to
sink a chunk of highway or a Porsche
dealership, as one did in Winter Park
in 1981.
Sinkholes are collapses in the porous
limestone rock that underlies Florida.
Called “karst,” this rock is pocked like
Swiss cheese with holes and crevices and
chasms. Massive amounts of water fill
these subterranean cavities, comprising
Florida’s aquifers—its lifeblood. Moving
water etches the limestone over time, occasionally causing it to cave in, creating
a sinkhole.
These shifting “sinks,” as they are
known, are as natural to Florida as the

A man looks over arid land that used to be Lake
Jackson. The 6,000-acre lake north of Tallahassee
disappeared down a sinkhole in 1999.

AP Photo/Phil Sandlin

waves that shape the state’s 1,400-mile
coastline. But human activity can open
them up, too: highway construction,
excavation of fill dirt, well drilling, and,
particularly, the excessive pumping of
groundwater.
In the last half century, Florida has
seen extraordinary population growth—
from 2.8 million people in 1950 to more
than 18 million today. The current decade
will bring about “the largest absolute
population increase of any decade in
Florida’s history,” says Stanley K. Smith,
director of the University of Florida’s
Bureau of Economic and Business Research. Florida has a net influx of 1,060
people every single day. The math looks
like this: 1,890 move in; 945 move out;
births outnumber deaths by 115; total
average daily population
growth equals 1,060.
Among obvious
consequences like traffic
gridlock and crowded
schools, this relentless
growth causes thousands
of other problems: for
one, an increase in the
severity and frequency
of sinkholes. To supply
water to more than 90
percent of its booming
population, Florida relies
on groundwater pulled
up from the permeable
aquifers underground.
Almost everywhere else
in the United States,
water withdrawals have
flattened in recent years
despite population
growth, thanks to conservation and greater
efficiencies in water use.
But the Sunshine State
sucks up more and more
water all the time.
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Today, groundwater is being pumped
out of Florida aquifers faster than the
state’s copious rainfall can refill them.
Meanwhile each new master-planned
community, shopping mall, and highway drains water in a slightly different
direction and lowers groundwater levels
a little bit more. These are precisely the
sorts of geologic disturbances that cause
sinks, essentially funnels in the porous
limestone.
In Central Florida, the sinkhole
problem has become prevalent enough
that the government saw fit to put out a
brochure for homeowners. Called “Sinkholes,” its cover shows a single-family
home half-toppled into a huge crater of
sand and water. The booklet pinpoints
the most sinkhole-prone part of Florida, a
stretch of the central west coast that draws
blue-collar retirees who have cashed out
of the Midwest to buy modest homes in
planned communities. The most sinkholevulnerable county, Pasco, is also one of
the hundred fastest-growing counties in
the United States.
It would be handy to come across
the brochure while house hunting. In
Florida, that is about as likely as finding
a real estate website with a link to the
National Hurricane Center. But soon,
homebuyers will learn about sinkholes:
when they are denied insurance. Florida’s
major carriers have quit writing policies
in those parts of the state where sinkhole
claims are highest.
Crisis? Families like the Atteberrys would say so. But sinkholes are just
one small symptom of a much greater
problem facing Florida and other parts
of the eastern United States for the first
time since humans began living here
some 12,000 years ago.
A shortage of life’s most important
ingredient. Water.
Officials in four of Florida’s five
water-management districts report they
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Photo: Florida State Archives

do not have enough water to supply
projected population growth past the
year 2025. Groundwater overpumping
has led to emergencies in every region.
In South Florida, saltwater intrusion
has contaminated freshwater supply in
some coastal cities. In Central Florida,
some neighborhoods have been plagued
by sinkholes and dried-up wells. In the
Keystone Heights area of North Florida,
the problem is bone-dry lakes. Hundreds
of families in the region who once lived
the waterfront life now look out over
docks that stretch uselessly onto white
sand and grass.
Water does not really disappear,
of course; the earth is cycling the same
water today that the dinosaurs splashed
in 100 million years ago. But Floridians
have managed to drain, ditch, and divert
so much water that there is not enough
left in the ground for fast-growing
population centers, especially during
times of drought.
A century ago, Floridians thought
their biggest problem was too much water
where people wanted to settle. Now, our
biggest problem is that we do not have

The Everglades drainage canal, shown in 1959, was part of efforts to create more land for
development in South Florida.

enough water where people want to
settle. How did this about-face occur in
just one hundred years?
Digging for the answers starts in the
muck of Florida’s once-too-wet lands, in
the moxie of its settlers. Those intrepid
souls got rid of water at every turn, draining wetlands by the thousands of acres
and filling them in.

Along the coastlines, hundreds of
miles of mangroves were bulldozed and
left to rot. Huge sand dunes that graced
both sides of the peninsula were flattened and used for fill—replaced with
buildings and seawalls. Developers used
finger-islanding techniques to build and
installment plans to sell.

An aerial view of Cape Coral in 1967, showing the finger-islanding development technique that creates more waterfront lots for houses.
Cape Coral, on the Gulf Coast near Fort Myers, now is the largest city on Florida’s West Coast south of Tampa.

Photo: Cape Coral Historical Society and Museum

Photo: Florida State Archives

Just as Florida’s early boosters paid
too dear a price for development in the
days of the land giveaways, those at midcentury could not seem to see what they
were sacrificing for growth. They also made
a key miscalculation. They figured state
and local governments would become
so rich with tax revenues from the new
residents that there would be plenty of
money to fund their needs: new schools,
new highways, much-needed sewagetreatment plants. They were wrong. By
1960, the pace of development had far
outrun that of infrastructure. Pollution
began to plague Florida’s rivers, lakes, and
canals. Only one sewage-treatment plant
had been built in the entire state. For the
most part, raw sewage was piped straight
into rivers, the Atlantic, or the Gulf.
Then as now, Florida was a schizophrenic place, at once touting and destroying everything that made it feel like
paradise—the granddaddy sand dunes,
the unobstructed ocean views, the fat
redfish and long-snouted snook that hid
out in mangrove bushes. As the future
governor Bob Graham—a developer
himself—was fond of saying, Florida
had become so attractive that “the walls
of constraint collapsed under the desire
to find a home in the sun.”
By the turn of the 21st century,
Florida’s population had passed 15 million.
The aboveground consequences were clear
to anyone navigating the traffic-choked
highways or the condo-crowded coasts.
But the more insidious consequences
were happening underground, in the
vast Floridan Aquifer. The Floridan is
one of the most productive aquifers in
the world. It underlies 100,000 square
miles of the southeastern United States,
carrying groundwater through southern
Alabama, eastern and southern Georgia,
southeastern Mississippi, the bottom third
of South Carolina, and most of Florida.
In 2005, the U.S. Geological Survey
reported on the cumulative effects of
enormous groundwater withdrawals from
the Floridan between 1950 and 2000.
Geologists Richard Marella and Marian
Berndt found alarming groundwaterlevel declines and saltwater intrusion
throughout the aquifer. In northeastern
Florida and eastern Georgia near Savannah, water levels since 1950 dropped at

an average one-third
to one-half foot
per year. Along the
coastal panhandle of
Florida, water levels
plummeted 100 feet
since 1950, causing
utilities to punch
wells farther and
farther inland.
Groundwater
withdrawals sucked
the life from numerous lakes, wetlands,
and springs as well.
Tallahassee high school students in 1962 examine a newly formed
Kissengen Springs, a
15-by-26-foot sinkhole on the Florida State University campus.
once-popular tourist
attraction in Central
Florida that bubbled up 30 cubic feet of turn caused high chloride concentrations
groundwater each second, was the first in the remaining groundwater.
The scientists also reported grimly
major spring in the Sunshine State to
completely dry up due to groundwater on groundwater quality. They found that
throughout densely populated areas in
overpumping.
Along the coasts of Georgia and South Florida and Georgia, urban runoff and
Carolina, large groundwater withdrawals septic tank discharges tainted groundwater
in the Savannah and Hilton Head areas with nitrates and organic compounds.
resulted in saltwater intrusion, which in In Orlando, 240 drainage wells sent
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photo by JohnMoranPhoto.com

Acclaimed Florida nature photographer John Moran captured this image of the Loxahatchee River in Jonathan Dickinson State Park, Martin County, in 2004.
Titled Lost in Time, it shows the natural paradise that drew so many people to Florida—and still exists in parts of the state.

untreated storm water and urban runoff
straight into the Upper Floridan.
Throughout the Floridan Aquifer,
groundwater was contaminated by landuse practices, too. Sinkholes and streams
serve as funnels down which contaminants
pour directly into groundwater. Chemical
fertilizers, large numbers of farm animals,
and septic tanks all cause nitrate pollution.
Marella and Berndt found nitrates, as well
as herbicides and pesticides, in springs and
wells throughout North Florida. Nitrate
concentrations in Manatee Springs near
Gainesville, for example, had increased
from 0.4 milligrams per liter in 1946
to more than 1.5 milligrams per liter in
the late 1990s.
Nitrates are notoriously bad for
springs; they can turn a pane-clear blue
grotto into pea soup, fill it with weeds.
Elevated nitrate concentrations in rivers
and springs also cause eutrophication,
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resulting in algal blooms and oxygen
depletion that can lead to fish kills.
But despite the pollution and environmental problems caused by population growth, people continue to think
of Florida as paradise. When Florida
was under water, its pitchmen divvied
it up and sold it by the acre, hawking
mosquito-infested swamps as tropical
paradise. Today, even as water-related
headaches such as sinkholes plague families
like the Atteberrys, a new generation of
boosters works to spin a myth of Florida
as oasis.
Like a family suspending its reality
during a Disney World vacation, being
a Floridian means buying into the myth.
Just ask David and Vivian Atteberry.
The hole that opened in their middleclass subdivision sank more than their
custom-built home. During a fight with
their insurance company, the Atteberrys
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lost their house in foreclosure. The ordeal
forced them back to Illinois, where, in
their fifties, they now live with Mrs.
Atteberry’s elderly mother.
But in their minds, the Sunshine State
is still a dreamy paradise. They say they
will return if they ever get the chance.
“We left because we didn’t have a place
to live and we were desperate,” David
Atteberry says. “But we didn’t want to
leave. We love Florida. If we could, we’d
be there today.”
CYNTHIA BARNETT, a writer for Florida
Trend magazine, is author of the book,
MIRAGE: Florida and the Vanishing Water
of the Eastern U.S., from which this article
is adapted.
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Click on it!
And learn more about
the story of Florida
FHC is premiering a special new website, www.floridadream.org,
to complement our upcoming public-television documentary,
The Florida Dream, airing Oct. 18 at 9 p.m. EST.
After the hour-long public-tevevision program whets your
curiosity, go online to www.floridadream.org to see, hear, and
learn more about the history of modern Florida.
This colorful, entertaining website features video and audio
interviews with folks who lived the history and scholars who
studied it; lots of historic photos that bring the story alive;
compelling online exhibits; recommended lists for further reading
and viewing; and detailed lesson plans, designed by Florida
teachers for Florida teachers.
The topics on the website range from land development and
technological advances to aging and retirement, from civil rights to
politics, and from Florida’s diverse ethnic heritages to tourism.

Join us at www.floridadream.org
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T’S NOT EASY BEING A DREAM STATE. Lots of people
want to share the dream and many arrive with much higher
expectations than reality can support. To some, Florida is a
dream-come-true, to others it’s a nightmare.
California historian Kevin Starr coined the term “dream state” to
describe how his native state emerged in the popular imagination.
In his now seven-volume history of the “Golden State” he
chronicles the dream cycle in such books as Inventing the Dream,
Endangered Dreams, and Embattled Dreams. He describes how
myth, imagination, and sometimes misconception combined to
create the California dream—a place where ordinary people can
live extraordinary lives. An exotic subset of the American dream.
In his recent history of postwar Florida, Land of Sunshine, State
of Dreams, Gary Mormino illuminates Florida’s emergence as
America’s next dream state. Like its California counterpart it is
built on sun, citrus, and a second chance. Both are states on the
edge, sitting, literally, at the end of the continent. As writer Joan
Didion wrote about California, these are states where “the mind is
troubled by some buried but ineradicable suspicion that things had
better work here, because here, beneath that immense bleached sky,
is where we run out of continent.”
Every day, nearly 1,000 people start life anew in Florida. As
refugees or retirees, they bring with them their own interpretations
of the Florida dream—a political sanctuary or a daily round of
golf. They contribute to a dreamscape, which Gary Mormino
reminds us is constantly shifting: “Where once the land and
climate were sufficiently inspiring to bewitch artists and travelers,
now gated condominiums, age-restricted communities, and theme
parks constitute that firmament.”
FHC attempts to build some historical context to this shifting
dreamscape this fall with an hour-long television documentary,
The Florida Dream. Both the documentary and this FORUM
examine the astonishing transformation of postwar Florida, a time
when optimism and prosperity fueled the Florida dream, luring
newcomers from across the country and around the world.
Today, more than 18 million of us share the Florida dream.
Demographers, who deal in hard, cold numbers, not dreams,
tell us we are also a bellwether state, a place they analyze to presage
the future. If America’s future has already arrived in Florida, we
may want to spend some time thinking about how we got here.
The rest of the United States may be following us.

Visit FHC’s New On-Line Florida Store
Your first stop for books, CDs, DVDs and more on everything Florida.
Just in time for the holidays!
The “Florida Dream” Set, $50
Includes one-hour documentary DVD, The Florida
Dream,, produced by the Florida Humanities Council and
WEDU-TV of West Central Florida and the book which
inspired it, Land of Sunshine, State of Dreams: A Social
History of Modern Florida by historian Dr. Gary Mormino.
Book is hand-signed by the author.

Save $5 by purchasing
the book and
documentary as a set.

Shop with us at www.flahum.org/store or call 727-873-2000 for more information.
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A SPECIAL OFFER FOR FHC MEMBERS!

For a limited time, all new and renewing members at the
$125 and $250+ levels can choose to receive a great premium.
Members who give at the $125 level may receive
one of two great books.
Journal of Light caps prize-winning photographer John

FALL 2007

Moran’s 20-year odyssey to discover the soul of one of the most
photographed states in the country. This remarkable collection of
images and essays celebrates the magic of a landscape born of water
and “blessed with beauty beyond measure.” Book is hand-signed
by the photographer.

Guided by pre-eminent scholars, local cultural
and civic leaders, and long-time members of the
community, FHC’s Gathering trips uncover the
distinct qualities that define a community’s history
and create its cultural identity.

History of Florida in 40 Minutes offers a brief, stirring
Journal of Light: The Visual Diary of a Florida Nature Photographer
by John Moran, 128 pages, hard-cover

History of Florida in 40 Minutes
by Michael Gannon, 80 pages with accompanying CD

introduction to the state’s history in both audio and print formats.
Gannon, a distinguished Florida historian, packs thousands of
years of history and change into a concise, authoritative 40-minute
cruise through Florida’s history.

Members who give $250+ may receive

Since 1996, Gathering participants have traveled
to Okeechobee, Homossassa, Winter Haven,
Mount Dora, DeLand, Fernandina Beach, the
Everglades, St. Augustine, Cedar Key, Fort Pierce,
and Madison.

a one-year subscription to Humanities, the
bimonthly magazine of the National Endowment
for the Humanities, in addition to their choice
of books.

For information on 2008 trips to Apalachicola and
the Everglades keep your eye on the Gathering
website at www.flahum.org/gathering or contact
Monica Rowland at mrowland@flahum.org

from dreamscape

Just use the form and return envelope inside
the magazine centerfold to choose your book
premium and make your contribution today.

to

For more information or to check on your membership status, contact us at cmeek@flahum.org or (727) 873-2001.

599 Second Street South
St. Petersburg, FL 33701-5005

JOIN THE FLORIDA HUMANITIES
COUNCIL and our state’s finest scholars
for an in-depth cultural exploration of a
Florida community.
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