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Letter from the Executive Director

There is no other
path forward

“W

hat are the
humanities
and why
are they
important?”
From my first column in these pages
nearly four years ago, I have endeavored to
answer these questions.
For many of you reading this, the
understanding is deep; you intuitively
perceive why the humanities – literature,
history, philosophy, for example – are
essential to our way of life. For others, it is
still not so clear; in a world of needs, why do
the humanities matter?
Please indulge me as I try to make the
case for the humanities one more time, as
I will be leaving Florida Humanities before
the next issue of FORUM is published.
To me, this quote captures the essence
of the humanities:
“You never really know a man until you
understand things from his point of view,

until you climb into his skin and walk
around in it,” wrote author Harper Lee
in To Kill a Mockingbird.
Read a good book and allow it to alter
your perspective, have a meaningful
conversation with someone who does not
look like or think like you, learn about
someone else’s culture, listen to a history
lecture, visit a museum...and you are
walking around in someone else’s skin.
You are learning their stories. You are
curious. This is how we grow personally
and intellectually; it is how we relate to
each other; it is how we survive in a free
and diverse society.
We are enriched by the disciplines
of the humanities, even if we don’t call
them by their formal names. We read for
entertainment and knowledge. We rely
on stories from the past to link us to the
place we call home. Our life philosophies
may echo thinkers of the past and
present. And if we have a faith tradition,

“There is a place in our souls, at the intersection of
reason and empathy, where the humanities thrive….
And at the end of the day, when all else seems out of
control, it is the humanities rope we hold onto to guide
us through the turmoil.”
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Steve Seibert

that also serves as a component of the
way we view, and make decisions in,
the world.
Especially during times of crisis
and uncertainty, significant challenges
are only resolved by understanding
ourselves and each other better.
There is no other path forward.
This is the truth I have learned
during my time leading Florida
Humanities: There is no other
path forward.
There is a place in our souls, at the
intersection of reason and empathy,
where the humanities thrive. This
is where we encounter literature
and poetry, history, philosophy
and religion. That place inspires
knowledge. And at the end of the day,
when all else seems out of control, it is
the humanities rope we hold onto to
guide us through the turmoil.
For the next year, Florida
Humanities will focus on two core
responsibilities: continue to publish
FORUM magazine and increase its
reach, and further improve our grantmaking function. We are deeply grateful
for the loyal support the magazine
engenders. But we need to dramatically
increase the number of people who
read this wonderful magazine. And
most essential to our mission, we will
continue to provide support, mostly by

awarding modest but meaningful grants,
to the libraries, museums, historical
societies, and other community-based
entities that do the hard work of sharing
knowledge “to people of all backgrounds
wherever located.”
The roles I described are reduced
from past activities. For the second
consecutive year, we have lost state
funding, which historically accounts for
approximately 25 percent of our annual
revenue. Simply put, we cannot afford to
do all we have done in prior years.
But rather than bemoan our losses,
I make a request instead. Please join
Florida Humanities on its journey to help
spread the knowledge and understanding
inspired by the humanities. Visit our
Advocacy page at floridahumanities.org.
There you can donate, gift FORUM to a
friend, tell your own “humanities story,”
and celebrate National Humanities
Month in October with us.
And please share your time and
treasure to support the following
resolution: The humanities are
indispensable to a free society.
At Florida Humanities, and perhaps
for you, this is our mission, our cause,
our fight against this age. This truth cries
out, particularly in times of crisis, when
civil discourse and human understanding
seem to have lost their way.
What a privilege it has been to work
with an extraordinary staff, a brilliant
Board and with our dedicated community
partners in every nook and cranny across
this marvelous state. But it is my time to
depart. We are all regularly reminded of
how precarious and precious our time is.
I am acutely aware there are other people
and activities calling to me, which I
would like to respond to while I now have
good health and energy.
Thank you for your support in the
past and please continue this noble
journey with Florida Humanities.
With deep gratitude, warm regards
and abiding hope,

Steve Seibert
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Since quarantine, Kim and Tom Vogel have been working from home. “All the kids are living on their own, which
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St. Pete Greenhouse, and we are working directly with St. Pete Small Biz trying to offer support, resources, and
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never enough. I’ve been tasked by Grow Smarter and St. Pete Chamber to build a business resiliency team. We
are flying the plane and building (at the same time), all while going over uncharted waters.”
Photo and text by Tina Russell, April 26, 2020, St. Petersburg
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Letter from the Editor

What we learn from past,
and leave for the future
“In times of stress and danger such as come about as the result of an
epidemic, many tragic and cruel phases of human nature are brought out,
as well as many brave and unselfish ones.”
—William Crawford Gorgas (1854–1920), U.S. Army physician
credited with eradicating transmission of yellow fever in Florida,
Havana and the Panama Canal through mosquito control

S

pring 1888: Yellow fever is spreading with deadly
results throughout Florida. Residents flee cities in
terror, but often find no safe haven. Many towns
are under quarantine; outside some, guards watch
roads and railway stops, denying entrance to
anyone without a state-issued immunity card. Georgia turns
away Floridians at the border.
“History repeats itself, ” the saying goes, reminding us why
paying attention to the past is so wise and essential. And why
it is our obligation to record our own experiences for future
generations to consider.
It was early spring, and we were in the middle of planning
FORUM’s fall issue, when it became clear that COVID-19 was
becoming a true global pandemic.
We paused: How could we predict what the world would
look like in the months ahead, or plan what people would want
to read about in such uncertain times?
We had no crystal ball, but did believe the lessons of history
could help us make better sense of our current crisis. We
were convinced, too, that as we lived through this collective
experience, it would be our duty to record it for those who came
later, a kind of message in a bottle.
So that’s what we have set out to do in this Fall 2020
FORUM: gather what we have gleaned from yesterday’s
trials, and leave our own recountal of these times for
Floridians of the future.
First, we look back: What can we learn from the dire
challenges of Florida’s past? In “Days of trouble, days of hope,”
Florida scholar Gary Mormino guides us through historic crises,
from the horrors of slavery, through the plagues of yellow fever
and Spanish flu and polio, to the wrath of hurricanes, and the
anxiety of the Cuban missile crisis.
This story is fascinating, heartbreaking and inspiring. It
resonates with uncanny similarities to today, particularly when
it comes to the devastating epidemics, with their quarantines,
fear, search for cures, and selfless healers. One such healing
hero was Alexander Hanson Darnes, a former slave who became
Jacksonville’s first African American physician—a lifesaver
who remained behind while others fled during the city’s deadly
yellow fever outbreak of 1888.

Jacki Levine

In the end, it’s clear one Florida characteristic remains constant,
no matter what the crisis: Resilience.
In “Alone, Together: A Self-Portrait of Florida in a Time of
Crisis,” we asked Floridians to tell the stories of their lives now.
Within these pages, they share poignant insights into how they
have coped—and are coping still—with a world made distant by a
pandemic: small moments celebrating rituals, staying connected,
teaching children, dealing with isolation, noticing anew the
environment around them. Please share your own stories at
floridahumanities.org/programs/alonetogether. Stories will be
archived online, along with those we have already received.
When COVID-19 quarantines began, St. Petersburg
photographer Tina Russell found herself bored, sad, and anxious
over loss of work. She wondered how others were faring, and
set about to document their stories. The result is her powerful
quarantine portrait series, displayed in these pages.
Times of crisis often unlock depths of creativity, and that
is reflected in the more than 200 entries in Florida Humanities’
Quarantine Poetry Contest for high school students. These poems
are surprising, original, and vividly crafted. In these pages, you’ll
read the three top entries, and meet the thoughtful young poets.
And we bring you reminders of traditions that sustain us,
come what may. For our Heritage Kitchen feature, we talk to
Michelle Bernstein, South Florida cookbook author, food show host,
chef and restaurateur. She shares her joyfully blended Argentinian
and Jewish culinary traditions and describes how she is coping with
a pandemic, as a mother, restaurant owner, and chef.
And finally, we offer a mental and visual escape to hidden
outposts as old and colorful as the state itself—Florida’s fish camps.
University of Florida architecture professor and author Charlie
Hailey explores these much-loved havens, with photography by his
son, Aidan.
It’s mid-summer as I write this, and it’s our great hope that by the
time you read this, the clouds over our state, country, and world will
have begun to clear. As always, we thank you for supporting Florida
Humanities, and wish you health and happiness in the days ahead.

Jacki Levine

Do you have a story idea or suggestion for coverage? Please email Jacki Levine at jlevine@flahum.org.
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In times of uncertainty, the past
reminds us of our resilience
By Florida Secretary of State Laurel M. Lee

A

s Floridians adjust to a “new
normal,” we have displayed
innovation and resourcefulness
in the face of challenging
circumstances, and navigating this
unfamiliar landscape has put our resiliency
to the test. But resilient, innovative and
resourceful we are. To understand our
capacity to overcome, we can look to the
past for perspective.
In 1918, the Spanish flu pandemic was
first reported in Florida at the Naval Air
Station in Pensacola. For the next several
months Florida experienced devastating
losses; with a population just under 1
million, untold thousands of Floridians
would fall ill and more than 4,000 would
succumb to the disease. State health
officials strongly advised measures that
would contain the spread, leading schools,
dance halls and theaters to shutter.
In that time of peril, Floridians were
resourceful, developing networks to
deliver food and medicine, and “influenza
funds” were set up for families out of
work. In small towns, neighbor took care
of neighbor, and in the larger cities, relief
committees were formed. The epidemic
was overcome through community
innovation as much as it was by the
courageous doctors and nurses who
tended to the sick.
This year, despite closures, Florida’s
schools, businesses, museums, libraries
and cultural centers were determined
to adapt. When their doors closed,
innovation and creativity took flight — the
classroom went online; virtual tours and
digitized collections allowed museums,
historic sites, gardens, aquariums and
zoos to continue discovering and sharing
safely; theaters, artists, symphonies,
playhouses and dance troupes performed
online. The Department of State
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Secretary of State Laurel M. Lee was
appointed by Governor Ron DeSantis
as Florida’s 36th Secretary of State. She
was previously the Circuit Court Judge
in Florida’s Thirteenth Judicial Circuit
in Hillsborough County. Secretary Lee
received her bachelor’s degree and a Juris
Doctorate from the University of Florida,
where she was a member of Florida Blue
Key. She was inducted into the University
of Florida Hall of Fame in 1999.

Laurel M. Lee

distributed CARES Act funding to bolster
the arts and culture community. We
continue to support programming and
initiatives at our own museums and those
developed by our partners in new and
virtual ways.
We also found new ways to serve
Florida’s businesses and prepare for
upcoming elections. We enacted
emergency rules that provided flexibility
in filing requirements to businesses
and candidates, and developed “no
contact” filing options for the Division
of Corporations and the Division of
Elections. We work closely with local
elections officials to ensure that our
elections are safe, and that elections are
accessible to all Floridians. Additionally,
CARES Act funding aided all 67 county
Supervisors of Elections with the ability
to continue to ensure every Florida voter
has the opportunity to safely and securely
cast their ballot.
Although what we face today has
seemed overwhelming at times, Floridians

have emerged stronger, and the Florida
Department of State has pressed forward
with an unwavering commitment to
continue our mission of improving the
quality of life for all Floridians. Just like
our past, this experience has taught us
that when faced with insurmountable
difficulties, Floridians respond with
resiliency, innovation and creativity.
We will continue to provide essential
services in the Division of Corporations
and the Division of Elections to assist
Floridians who wish to start a business
or run for office. We will also promote,
preserve and protect Florida’s libraries,
arts and culture community, and our
precious historical resources, both
in person and virtually, to ensure all
Floridians can continue to enjoy our
state’s cultural and historical treasures.
We have yet again shown our
resilience, innovation and resourcefulness.
Those same characteristics that carried
Floridians through times of uncertainty
before, will carry us through again.

Portraits tell veterans’ stories in
‘100 Faces of War’ exhibit’s last stop
By Janet Scherberger

T

he Smithsonian Institution’s “100 Faces of War” traveling
exhibit will make the final stop of its national tour at the
Coral Springs Museum of Art from October 10 through
December 6.

IMAGE COURTESY OF SMITHSONIAN INSTITUTION

The exhibit, organized by the Smithsonian Institution Traveling
Exhibition Service (SITES) in collaboration with artist Matt
Mitchell, features 100 oil portraits of American soldiers and
citizens who participated in the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan.
Representing a cross section of home states, military branches,
jobs and backgrounds, every portrait includes a candid, first-hand
account of war.

The “100 Faces of War” exhibit includes this portrait of Jeffrey Lucey.
A newspaper story about Lucey’s death by suicide after returning from
the Iraq War inspired Matt Mitchell to begin painting and telling the
stories of veterans.

F L O R I D A H U M A N I T I E S . O R G

The exhibit and complementary public programming are
supported by a $20,000 grant from Florida Humanities.
The stories of veterans are “something that is near and
dear to our hearts at the museum,” says Interim Director
Petra Guiland.
In 2014, with the help of another Florida Humanities grant,
the museum launched an art therapy program called Art for
Warriors, which continues to this day.
The “100 Faces of War” exhibit, Guiland says, “furthers the
museum’s commitment to our country’s heroes by unveiling their
stoic faces and telling their stories. It’s not just art on a wall. It’s
a form of therapy to release a cycle of emotions for not just the
sitter in the portrait, but also the viewer.”
Mitchell, a Massachusetts artist, was inspired in 2005 to put
the collection of paintings together after reading an article in a
local newspaper about Jeffrey Lucey, an Iraq War veteran who
took his own life after returning home.
At the time, Mitchell felt no connection to the American war
experience, and reached out to Lucey’s family to learn more.
Lucey became his first portrait.
“We live in a time where the veteran’s story is often used for
political purposes by both pro-military and anti-war factions,”
Mitchell says in his artist’s statement. “ ‘The 100 Faces of War’
exhibition aims to see those who went to war from America in
a more holistic way. What was the total nature of the human
experience of going into these wars? The challenge was simply
to take an open look. I accepted no military funding. Each
person pictured chose how they wanted to be dressed and
what they wanted to say next to their portrait. For posthumous
portraits the family chose the attire and words.”
The exhibit has been touring the country since 2015 and
in Florida since late last year, with stops at the University of
West Florida Pensacola Museum of Art and the Daytona Beach
Museum of Arts and Sciences, as well as museums and arts
centers in California, Illinois, New Jersey and Kansas.
“We are thrilled and honored that Florida Humanities and
the Smithsonian are partnering with us to support these types of
programs for the veteran community,” Guiland says.
Florida Humanities has long worked closely with the
Smithsonian Institution to bring programming to Florida through
SITES and its Museum on Main Street Program. Learn more at
https://floridahumanities.org/100-faces-of-war-2/
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The projects and programs in FLORIDA Humanities Today are supported
by Florida Humanities. More information on these projects and other
funding opportunities can be found at FloridaHumanities.org

Florida Humanities CARES grants:
A lifeline for communities in crisis
PHOTO COURTESY OF THE GOODWOOD MUSEUM AND GARDENS

By Janet Scherberger

I

n the final days of March 2020, as
coronavirus cases in the state were
creeping up and businesses were
shutting down, Florida Humanities
got word of a lifeline from Washington,
D.C.: Congress had passed a COVID-19
relief package – the CARES Act – which
included $875,000 for Florida Humanities
to distribute to hard-hit cultural
organizations in the state.
Within just three months, 229 grant
applications were received from museums,
cultural organizations and humanities
nonprofits. To date, $875,000 has been
awarded to 100 organizations in 34 of
Florida’s 67 counties.
The Florida Humanities appropriation
was part of $75 million allocated to the
National Endowment for Humanities, with
40 percent of that, or $30 million, going to
state humanities councils.
Florida Humanities typically
awards about $300,000 each year
for programming, such as community
conversations, historical lectures and
film screenings or performances with
panel discussions. But in the midst of the
pandemic, the needs were different.
“Our partners needed dollars to
cover salaries,” says Florida Humanities
Associate Director Patricia Putman. “They
were having to furlough or lay-off staff.
They needed dollars for utilities, building
maintenance, keeping their websites up to
date. Just basic day-to-day costs.”
The Goodwood Museum and Gardens,
which generates most of its revenue from
special events, received a $10,250 CARES
grant from Florida Humanities.

The Goodwood Museum and Gardens in Tallahassee received a $10,250 CARES grant from
Florida Humanities.

“COVID-19 cut us off at the knees
because of all the events we had to cancel,”
says Goodwood Executive Director
Nancy Gordon. The funding from Florida
Humanities “was essential for allowing us
to advance programming and projects that
help us share humanities with the public.”
Goodwood’s exhibits cover Florida
history from its days as a territory to its
current status as a tourist mecca. Located
on 21 acres in Tallahassee, the grounds of
Goodwood have become a place of respite
for the staff and families of patients at
nearby Tallahassee Memorial Healthcare,
Gordon says.
The African American Cultural Society
in Flagler County received an $8,000 grant.
“The bulk of our support comes from
our membership and our fundraisers,” says
Meshella Woods, the society’s executive

director. “The grant was vital for us to be
able to continue our work, particularly to
go virtual. We’re trying to beef up that
part of our programming so we’ll be able
to continue no matter what happens
in the future.” (Visit the website at
aacspalmcoast.org)
CARES funding distributed so far has
helped save or maintain more than 350
jobs in all corners of the state — from
populous areas like Hillsborough and
Dade to rural counties like Gadsden
and Highlands. Many of the applicants
were small organizations facing a
make-or-break moment. No awardee
has an annual budget of more than $1
million, and half have budgets of less
than $150,000, ensuring that the most
vulnerable organizations were given
priority in these limited dollars.

Funding for these grants has been provided by the
National Endowment for the Humanities (NEH)
as part of the Coronavirus Aid, Relief and Economic
Security (CARES) Act economic stabilization plan.
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Meshella Woods, executive director of the African American Cultural Society in Flagler County.

like this. People don’t know where they
came from.’ ”
In addition to exhibits and displays,
the museum responds to requests from
people looking for information on relatives
who lived in Plant City. Recently, Gott sent
a family in California pictures from their
grandmother’s 1937 high school yearbook.

“They just got a relationship they
never had before learning about their
grandmother,” Gott said. “We’re trying to
help the community understand who they
are, where they came from and how they
relate to the world around them.” For a full
list of funded cultural organizations, visit
FloridaHumanities.org/CARES

PHOTO COURTESY OF PLANT CITY PHOTO ARCHIVES AND HISTORY MUSEUM

“They weren’t big multi-million dollar
museums or historical societies. It was the
smallest of small,” Putman says. “Getting
a grant from us was transformational. In
some cases, it will keep them open for
another year.”
In many cases, the crisis underscored
the importance of the organizations to their
communities as a place for public meetings,
socializing and jobs.
“In a small town when the one cultural
agency closes its doors, it has tremendous
ripple effects,” Putman said. “The value
of cultural agencies goes beyond just
exhibits and lectures. They are the heart of
communities.”
The pandemic forced the Plant City
Photo Archives and History Museum to
cancel its annual fundraiser, scheduled for
March 26. A $5,000 CARES grant from
Florida Humanities helped offset that loss,
and allowed the museum to move forward
with plans to hire a researcher.
“She’s been working here a couple
weeks now,” said Executive Director Gil
Gott. “She said, ‘I don’t understand how a
small community exists without something

PHOTO COURTESY OF AFRICAN AMERICAN CULTURAL SOCIETY

CARES funding distributed so far has helped save or maintain more than 350 jobs
in all corners of the state— from populous areas like Hillsborough and Dade to
rural counties like Gadsden and Highlands.

The CARES grant from Florida Humanities is helping the Plant City Photo Archives and Museum fulfill its mission to tie the past to the present. Pictured
here is the McGinnes Lumber Company, still in business today.
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The projects and programs in FLORIDA Humanities Today are supported
by Florida Humanities. More information on these projects and other
funding opportunities can be found at FloridaHumanities.org

Humanities in Action

Florida Humanities’ recently awarded Community Project Grants highlight state’s diverse
cultures and stories

C

PHOTO BY ALAN LOMAX / LIBRARY OF CONGRESS PRINTS AND PHOTOGRAPHS DIVISION

ommunity Project
Grants provide up to $5,000
in funding to nonprofits and
cultural institutions across
Florida to develop and implement
humanities-rich public programs.
Even amidst social distancing and
societal change brought on by the
coronavirus crisis, these transformational
grants allow our state’s cultural
organizations to creatively—and virtually—
meet the needs of their communities and
provide engaging historical lectures, foster
thought-provoking and timely community
conversations, and showcase diverse stories
that help us reach a better understanding of
ourselves and our neighbors.

Podcasts highlight work of
African American writers
who recorded stories of
former slaves
One such example is The People’s
Recorder, a podcast series funded through
a $5,000 Community Project Grant
to the Stetson Kennedy Foundation
in partnership with the Washington,
D.C.-based Spark Media production
company. The podcast probes the stories
first unearthed by Works Progress
Administration (WPA) writers and artists
in the 1930s. Through grant support of
two of eight Florida-focused podcasts,
the Stetson Kennedy Foundation will
highlight how African American WPA
writers endured segregation and a
substandard office in Jacksonville. Still,
they traveled great distances to record
survivors of American slavery. How did
they survive? What does it mean to be
free? These questions still resonate.
Contemporary artists and humanities
scholars will lead an engaging public
discussion in tandem with reflecting on
Jacksonville’s tumultuous past.
At its core, Community Project Grants
seek to preserve Florida’s diverse history
and heritage, promote civic engagement
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The People’s Recorder, a podcast series, explores stories first unearthed by Works Progress
Administration writers and artists in the 1930s. Here, Zora Neale Hurston collects songs from
Rochelle French and Gabriel Brown in 1935.

H U M A N I T I E S

and community dialogue, and provide
communities the opportunity to reflect on
the future of the Sunshine State. That is the
power of humanities in action.

Zepeda for a one-week demonstration of
Seminole canoe-crafting with lectures and
programming about Florida’s Indigenous
history.

Newly awarded Community
Project Grants June 2020

Atlantic Center for the Arts
(Volusia)

Florida Humanities is pleased to
announce $41,000 in Community Project
Grants to nine Florida organizations in
June 2020 in support of vital humanities
programming. The newly awarded
grants are listed below, alphabetically, by
organization name.

Amelia Island Museum of History
(Nassau)
“Seminole Canoe-Making Demonstration
with Pedro Zepeda”—$3,500
Amelia Island Museum of History
received a grant to host artist Pedro

“Beginner’s Mind: Fresh Perspectives on
Poetry”—$4,000
The Atlantic Center for the Arts received
a grant for an interactive poetry workshop
video series with Poet M.B. McLatchey.

Bartram Trail Society of Florida
(Putnam)
“2020 St. Johns River Bartram Frolic”—$5,000
The Bartram Trail Society of Florida received
a grant to support a speakers’ symposium
as part of the 2020 St. Johns River Bartram
Frolic, an annual event that features Bartram
heritage, literature, living history, art, cultural
activities, and humanities scholars.

Monticello Opera House
(Jefferson)

Stetson Kennedy Foundation
(Saint Johns)

“Escaping Slavery in Middle Florida: The
Underground Railroad and Beyond”—$4,500
The Monticello Opera House received
a grant to host several free public panel
discussions focusing on the history of
the Underground Railroad and slavery
in Florida.

“The People’s Recorder: Using WPA Stories to
Unlock Creative Responses to American Life
Today”—$5,000
The Stetson Kennedy Foundation received
a grant to partner with Spark Media to
produce two Florida-focused episodes on
“The People’s Recorder,” a podcast series
that explores the stories first unearthed
by Works Progress Administration (WPA)
writers and artists in the 1930s.

Sacred Lands Preservation and
Education (Pinellas)
“Interpreting Sites of Indigenous and Spanish
Contact”—$5,000
Sacred Lands Preservation and Education
received a grant for two sets of
educational and interpretive exhibits for
the “archeologically pristine” AndersonNarvaez Tocobaga Indian Site.

Silver River Museum
(Marion)

“Yesterday, This Was Home: The Ocoee
Massacre of 1920”—$5,000
The Historical Society of Central
Florida received a grant to host free
public programs that include the
participation of humanities scholars
and focus on race, voting, oppression,
and African American history in
Central Florida and across the state.

UF Center for the Humanities in the
Public Sphere (Alachua)
“Conversations in the Neighborhood: Let’s
Talk About Food”—$5,000
The University of Florida Center for the

PHOTO FROM LIBRARY OF CONGRESS

“Expanding Online Virtual Humanities
Content from the Silver River
Museum”—$4,000
Silver River Museum received a grant to
expand its online humanities content,
including the redesign of the museum
web page and virtual programs featuring
humanities scholars.

The Historical Society of
Central Florida (Orange)

Humanities in the Public Sphere received a
grant to partner with the city of Gainesville
Equal Opportunity Office to host a public
humanities series exploring how food shapes
people’s socialization and connections to
one another.

Apply for up to $5,000
through Community
Project Grants
Looking to make an impact in your
community? Florida Humanities’ Community
Project Grants competitively award up to
$5,000 in funding to nonprofits and cultural
institutions to support engaging humanities
programming — which can be entirely virtual!
Visit www.FloridaHumanities.org/Grants
to learn more, read the guidelines, and see
upcoming deadlines.

Bring the humanities
(virtually!) to your
community through
Community Project Grants
Apply by October 14, 2020 — or in
2021 — for up to $5,000 to host an
engaging public humanities program
of your own. From virtual lectures
and community conversations, to
podcasts and digitized collections,
Florida Humanities’ Community
Projects Grants offer cultural
organizations the opportunity to
make a real impact in their local
communities.
Learn more at
www.FloridaHumanities.org/Grants

Pictured here are Stetson Kennedy and Robert Cook recording Cuban songs with Edith Kennedy.
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Lindsey Morrison,
Grants Coordinator
lmorrison@flahum.org
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FLORIDA Humanities Today

The projects and programs in FLORIDA Humanities Today are supported
by Florida Humanities. More information on these projects and other
funding opportunities can be found at FloridaHumanities.org

Life, Liberty +
Libraries

Engaging communities through the power of books

Intriguing
tales of
Florida
come alive

In April 2020, Florida Humanities and PBS
Books announced $23,500 in vital funding
awarded to 12 Florida public libraries:
Brevard County Libraries/Eau Gallie
(Brevard County)—$2,500
Broward Public Library Foundation
(Broward County) —$2,500
City of Fort Walton Beach Library
(Okaloosa County)—$500
DeSoto County Library
(DeSoto County)—$2,500
Libraries often serve as a community’s hub
for civic engagement. They are places where
people come to vote, roadmap their path
to citizenship, learn from America’s great
thinkers, and raise their voices in community
conversations.
Florida Humanities and PBS Books proudly
partnered in 2020 to create a landmark
grant program, Life, Liberty + Libraries,
offering public libraries across Florida
up to $2,500 in funding to purchase
democracy and civics-themed books for
circulation, provide templates for highquality book displays to further engage
communities, and plan for humanities-rich
public programming to accompany these
new resources.
“This partnership with Florida
Humanities is an important step in
connecting with local communities
across the state and bringing them into a
vital conversation about democracy and
civic engagement,” said Rich Homberg,
President and CEO of Detroit Public TV,
which manages PBS Books. “Libraries are
a perfect place for such discussions to
take place, and PBS Books is pleased to
help launch this project.”
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Dunedin Public Library
(Pinellas County)—$400
Friends of the Library of TampaHillsborough County
(Hillsborough County)—$2,500
Mandel Public Library of West Palm Beach
(Palm Beach County)—$1,500
Miami-Dade Public Library System, Main
Branch (Miami-Dade County)—$2,500
Panhandle Public Library
Cooperative System
(Jackson County)—$2,500
Sarasota County Libraries
(Sarasota County)—$2,100
Tavares Public Library (Lake
County)—$1,500
Volusia County Public Library
(Volusia County)—$2,500

Interested in Life, Liberty +
Libraries?
Apply by September 23, 2020 and stay
tuned for future funding announcements and
opportunities by signing up for ENews. Kindly
direct any questions to Florida Humanities
Grants Coordinator Lindsey Morrison at
lmorrison@flahum.org

H U M A N I T I E S

By Alex Buell

F

lorida Humanities has long
partnered with the state’s cultural
organizations to bring to life
fascinating stories from Florida’s
past, culture, and shared experience through
thought-provoking programs.
When the COVID-19 pandemic led to
the cancellation of in-person gatherings,
Florida Humanities launched the Florida
Talks: At Home series, which brings some of
our state’s foremost experts into your home
through your computer or smart device.
From the entrepreneurial mermaids of
Weeki Wachee to the lingering shadow
of Jim Crow in the South, Florida Talks:
At Home offers a wide variety of topics
each week. The series has explored how
mosquito control has impacted our state’s
development and how much of our Southern
cuisine originated from African slaves.
If you are unable to watch the live
presentation, many of the programs are
recorded and available to view at your
convenience on our website. To see our
upcoming programs, register for a program,
or view an archived event you might
have missed, visit floridahumanities.org/
florida-talks.

Scholar Danielle Allen wins
top humanities award

H

arvard University political
theorist Danielle Allen is
the winner of this year’s
John W. Kluge Prize
for Achievement in the Study of
Humanity, a $500,000 international
award administered by the Library of
Congress, honoring work in disciplines
not covered by the Nobel Prizes.

The Kluge Prize, a top international
honor in the humanities, was
established in 2003 and is given
biannually. As part of the award,
Allen will lead a project at the Library
of Congress called “Our Common
Purpose,” to promote “civic strength”

Allen is the author of several books on
democratic theory, political sociology and
the history of political thought, including
Our Declaration, a study of the Declaration
of Independence. She is the James Bryant
Conant University Professor and director
of Harvard’s Safra Center for Ethics.
Allen’s essay exploring how the
Declaration of Independence offers a
roadmap to a better union appeared in
the Spring 2020 edition of FORUM as
part of The Democracy Issue. You can read
the issue at https://floridahumanities.
org/forum-magazine/

through harnessing the energy of the public,
educators and political leaders.
At the Safra Center, Allen currently leads
the COVID-19 Response Initiative, which has
published the “Roadmap to Pandemic Resilience,”
a comprehensive operational guide for mobilizing
and reopening the U.S. economy in the midst of
the pandemic.

Allen to speak in Tallahassee
in 2021
Danielle Allen is slated to speak in
Tallahassee’s Augustus B. Turnbull III Florida
State Conference Center in 2021. The exact
date will be announced later, so please check
floridahumanities.org for the latest updates. The
event is being organized by Florida Humanities
in partnership with the Village Square. Florida
Humanities would also like to thank the
Andrew W. Mellon Foundation for its generous
support of this program and the Pulitzer Prizes
for its partnership.
Danielle Allen

What we’re reading
If you’re like us, you’re always looking for great reading
suggestions. Who better to ask than a teacher? In this case,
Michele Mar, the 2018 Gilder Lehrman Institute Florida Teacher
of the Year.
Mar, an AP social studies instructor at the School for
Advanced Studies on the Miami-Dade College North Campus,
earned her Ph.D. in curriculum and instruction from Barry
University in Miami. She’s a third-generation Floridian who was
raised in Miami-Dade County.

Here are her three picks:
After the storm: “I am currently reading
The Yellow House by Sarah M. Broom, a New
Orleans East native,” writes Mar. “This is a
fascinating book about New Orleans by a
young woman who was born in 1979 and
who interviewed all of her siblings before and
after the 2005 hurricane. This is a wonderful
memoir by a young writer, who just won the
National Book Award for 2019.”

F L O R I D A H U M A N I T I E S . O R G

Insight into a different world: “I just
finished Factory Girls: From Village to City
in Changing China for an online book club.
Leslie T. Chang interviewed several young
women who were factory workers. This book
is fascinating because she was able to speak
to and interview several women who came
from small Chinese villages to industrial
cities in the South of China. I could not stop
reading it once I started.”
What history leaves out: “I was recently
in an American Indian History graduate
course and read The Heartbeat of Wounded
Knee: Native America from 1890 to the
Present by David Treuer. I enjoyed this book
because he gave the Indian history from
many perspectives over the past century.
This book was easy to read and explained in
detail the history that is hardly taught in US
history courses.”
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Remembering dark times—from slavery to
pandemics to nuclear threats—which have
threatened, but not extinguished,
Florida’s very soul.
By Gary Mormino
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verything about the disease with the scary name
was disputed—where it began, who was to blame,
whether patent medicines offered cures. Poor people,
immigrants, and Blacks suffered disproportionately.
Nurses and doctors served heroically.
Despite the striking similarities, this was not the COVID-19
pandemic of 2020; rather, it was the Spanish flu of 1918, which
killed 50 million people worldwide, far more than died on
European battlefields.
Georgie Hyde-Lees, the 25-year-old pregnant wife of the
Irish poet William Butler Yeats, miraculously survived the
influenza. In “The Second Coming,” begun after his wife’s
illness, Yeats penned these haunting and prophetic passages
that resonate today with Floridians struggling to understand the
upheaval caused by the new strain of virus:
Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold
Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world,
The blood-dimmed tide is loosed, and everywhere
The ceremony of innocence is drowned;
The best lack all conviction, while the worst
Are full of passionate intensity.
Called a paradise and a dream state, Florida has nevertheless
endured multiple crises in its 500-year history. As a colony,
territory, and state, Florida has experienced the abomination
of human slavery and deadly outbreaks of smallpox, yellow
fever, malaria, influenza, and polio. It has weathered 130-mileper-hour hurricanes and survived the threat of nuclear
annihilation by way of missiles aimed from 90 miles off its shore.
Yet repeatedly, through all these crises, Floridians have survived
and rebounded, demonstrating strength and resolve, though the
cost has been steep.

The plague of slavery:
Casting a long shadow

Florida’s bleak and shameful history of slavery was
foreshadowed even before the first known European settlement
was established here. On April 2, 1513, a voyage of exploration
led by Juan Ponce de León sighted land he christened La Florida,
after the Spanish name for Easter, Pascua Florida, Feast of
Flowers, and made brief landfall along the coast. Among the
crew were slaves and free Blacks.
Slavery was woven into the fabric of Florida – existing here
for 350 years, longer than in any other state. “Every 16th-century
Spanish expedition to Florida included Africans, both freed and
enslaved,” writes University of South Florida St. Petersburg
historian J. Michael Francis. “The first recorded slaves to reach
La Florida arrived in 1526 as part of the Lucas Vázquez de Ayllón
expedition.” The new Spanish settlement was short-lived, as the
African slaves rebelled.
By 1619, La Florida’s population included an eclectic mixture
of West Africans, Sub-Saharan Africans, Spaniards, Italians,
Greeks, Flemish, Italians, Germans, Irishmen, and a diverse
group of Native Americans.
Under Spanish rule, slavery was more complex and nuanced
than in neighboring colonies and states. It was profoundly
From slavery to deadly storms, yellow fever to the Spanish flu, polio to
nuclear threats, Florida has had its share of dark days. Top left, Don
Hoover and Joe Sistrunk donned masks to go to school during the 1918
Spanish flu epidemic, which took the lives of about 4,000 Floridians.
PHOTOS COURTESY OF THE STATE OF FLORIDA ARCHIVES AND WIKIMEDIA
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“The Slave Deck on the Bark Wildfire Brought into Key West on April
30, 1860” depicts conditions endured by more than 500 Africans
captured in the Congo to be sold in the slave trade. The Wildfire was
intercepted off the coast of Cuba, towed to Key West, and turned over
to the U.S. Marshal. This daguerreotype appeared in the June 2, 1860,
Harper’s Weekly. Of the Africans aboard, an accompanying article
reported: “Ninety and upward had died on the voyage. But this is
considered as comparatively a small loss, showing that they had been
better cared for than usual. Ten more have died since their arrival ...”
The importation of slaves was abolished in the U.S. in 1808.

influenced by the Roman Catholic Church, which categorically
forbade the enslavement of Florida’s Native Americans and the
children of African slaves. Separation of families was officially
verboten, and slaves could own property and were meant to
have legal redress against cruel masters.
In Florida, writes historian Jane Landers, “Spanish law
and custom . . . granted the enslaved . . . certain rights and
protections not found in other slave systems.” A remarkable
free Black society emerged in La Florida. Still, slavery remained
a brutal and dehumanizing system.
La Florida became a stop on America’s first Underground
Railroad. Beginning in 1693, Spain offered sanctuary to
runaway slaves living in the Carolinas and later Georgia if they
converted to Catholicism and bore arms for the Crown.
When Florida became a U.S. territory in 1821, chattel
slavery followed. In the South, slaves were considered property,
not persons. Such property, including children, could be sold,
whipped, and inherited.
On the eve of the Civil War in 1860, Florida’s population
numbered 140,424, a figure that included 61,745 slaves and a
few thousand free Blacks. Slaves picked cotton, constructed
Fort Jefferson in the Dry Tortugas, and helped build El Castillo
de San Marcos. In 1837, the French naturalist Comte Francis de
Castelnau visited Florida and kept a diary, observing, “Slaves .
. . are generally treated with the greatest severity. A whip is the
only language used with them.”
F A L L
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DAYS OF TROUBLE, DAYS OF HOPE

Remembering bondage and freedom

COURTESY STATE OF FLORIDA ARCHIVES

A priceless insight into that dark period came years
later, in the nadir of the Great Depression. In 1935, the federal
government created one of the more remarkable, indeed
inspiring, programs to document the past. The Works Progress
Administration (renamed the Works Projects Administration
in 1939) paid unemployed writers, folklorists, journalists, and
artists to build schools but also, as part of the Federal Writers’
Project, to canvas the South to document stories of ex-slaves.
Author and folklorist Stetson Kennedy conducted
interviews in the mid-1930s at one of the most unusual places
in America—the Ex-Slave Association of Greater Miami,
located in Liberty City.
Author Zora Neale Hurston was one of 10 African
Americans employed in the Negro Writers’ Unit.
Altogether, 2,358 interviews with former slaves took
place across America during the mid-1930s, including 60 in
Florida. The vast collection largely languished in the Rare Book
Room of the Library of Congress until scholars discovered it
decades later. In 1972, Greenwood Press published 19 volumes
of the collection, titled The American Slave. One volume,
comprising 379 pages, is devoted to Florida. Today, what is
commonly referred to as the WPA Slave Narrative Collection
has been digitized and is available online through Project
Gutenberg. The Florida collection may be found at Gutenberg.
org/ebooks/12297 and the Library of Congress website.
The narratives chronicle shocking stories of abuse and
inspiring stories of hope and redemption.
All remembered the electric moment of freedom. On
May 20, 1865, Brigadier General Edward M. McCook received
the surrender of Confederate troops at Tallahassee. From his
headquarters at the Knott House, McCook announced to the
slaves of Leon County that they were now free, two years after
President Abraham Lincoln’s Emancipation Proclamation. A
local Black preacher, Richard Edwards, exhorted field hands
and domestics, “Take your freedom . . . Go where you please.”
Claude Wilson, who had left Dexter’s plantation in Lake

City, reminisced, “Horns and drums could be heard beating and
blowing every morning and evening.” Louis Napoleon recalled
dirt roads “filled with these happy souls.”

Hidden vectors of death:

What slave ships secretly carried
From the beginning of exploration and settlement in the 16th
century, Europeans brought with them lethal old-world diseases
– smallpox, influenza, measles, and whooping cough – that
decimated Florida’s Indigenous population.
Though Native Americans were not enslaved, unmarried
males were required by Spanish law to cultivate soldiers’ fields
and provide maize to
the Crown.
When many
succumbed to these
diseases, African
slavery was seen as a
solution to the labor
problems.
But along with
countless victims of
human enslavement,
During 1888’s yellow fever outbreak, some cities
what was soon to
around Florida required immunity cards for
become Florida’s
entrance, certifying the bearer had survived the
most dreaded disease
disease and was therefore immune. This one was
issued to Francis P. Fleming Jr., whose father
arrived on African
became Florida governor in 1889.
slave ships.
Bound for the
Caribbean and South America, the vessels carried in their water
casks Aedes aegypti and Anopheles mosquitoes, toxic twins
author Jared Diamond labeled “accidental conquerors.” African
slaves, by dint of history and genetics, were largely immune to
the mosquito-borne diseases of yellow fever and malaria.
The Europeans, however, succumbed to it in masses,
mistakenly blaming it on miasma, a fog creeping from the
swamps. “Yellow fever,” writes historian Timothy Winegard,
“3,000 miles removed from its 3,000-year-old
ancestral home in West Central Africa, would
significantly shape the destiny of the Americas.”
Yellow fever arrived in spasms of fear and
contagion. It first broke out in St. Augustine in 1649,
likely brought aboard a trading vessel from Cuba. Only
weeks after the U.S. acquired Florida from Spain in
1821, yellow fever struck the Ancient City again, killing
172 inhabitants, returning with a vengeance in 1839
and 1841.
“Yellow Jack” wiped cities off the map. In the
late 1830s, St. Joseph in present-day Gulf County
was so promising that Florida’s first Constitutional
Convention of 1838 was held there. But in 1841,
yellow fever erupted, and the town’s population
plummeted from 4,000 to 400 to a ghost town.
Territorial Governor Robert Reid died of yellow
fever contracted at St. Joseph.

Slavery was woven into the fabric of Florida, existing here for 350 years — longer than any
other state. Here, ex-slaves and children pick cotton in the Jefferson County fields around 1890.
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In their own words:

COURTESY OF ST. AUGUSTINE HISTORICAL SOCIETY

COURTESY STATE OF FLORIDA ARCHIVES

The former slave made history as Jacksonville’s first Black
physician and proved himself a hero during the city’s terrible
outbreak of yellow fever in 1887–88. As the rich abandoned the
city, the fearless doctor treated and comforted the victims.
Statues depicting a late-in-life reunion of Professor Edmund
Kirby Smith and Dr. Alexander Darnes have stood since 2004
in the courtyard of the family’s former home, the Segui-Kirby
Smith House in St. Augustine, now the site of the St. Augustine
Historical Society’s research library. Descendant Maria KirbySmith sculpted the two figures.
In 2018, the Florida Legislature voted to remove General
Kirby Smith’s statue from Statuary Hall in the Capitol in
Washington, D.C., where it had stood since the 1920s. It will be
replaced by one of Mary McLeod Bethune, the daughter of exslaves and a prominent educator.
Amidst today’s debates over Confederate monuments
and who belongs on the pedestal, Alexander Darnes provides
a stirring role model, reminding us that honor depends upon
character, dignity, and decency, not station or inheritance. The
doctor led a life of purpose and understood the power of love
and redemption, heroic qualities. Some 3,000 people, Black and
white, attended Darnes’ funeral in 1894. It was said to be the
largest such gathering held in the city up to that time.
Alexander Darnes, born a slave, was the first African-American doctor
in Jacksonville. He proved himself a hero during the yellow fever
outbreak of 1887 to 1888, treating and comforting victims as the rich
abandoned the city.

The 1887–88 epidemic scoured Tampa and Jacksonville,
claiming more than 500 lives. Waycross, Georgia, banned fearful
refugees fleeing from Jacksonville, and Bartow in Polk County
halted Tampans. The Tampa Journal retorted, “Who wants to go
to Bartow anyway?

Portrait of courage:

This former slave helped save a city
Amidst the tragedy and fear of this lethal disease, heroes
emerged. Born a slave in 1840 St. Augustine, Aleck grew up in
the home of Judge Joseph Lee Smith, where he was taught to
read and write, although it was illegal. At age 15, Aleck became a
valet for the judge’s youngest son, Edmund Kirby Smith, a West
Point graduate and captain in the U.S. 2nd Cavalry stationed
in Texas. Aleck, whose mother was also enslaved in the Smith
home, may have been Edmund’s half-brother or nephew.
Aleck and Edmund were inseparable for more than a
decade. Aleck served Captain Smith from the First Battle
of Bull Run to the western frontier, where General Smith,
by then a Confederate military leader, surrendered in
Galveston, Texas, at the end of the Civil War. In July 1865,
fearful of being hanged for treason, General Smith fled to
Cuba. Smith later became a professor of mathematics and
botany at Sewanee, University of the South.
After Emancipation, Aleck became Alexander Hanson
Darnes, free to follow his undanced dreams. With the financial
assistance of Frances Smith Webster, General Smith’s sister,
Darnes graduated from Lincoln University and earned a medical
degree from Howard University.

The State Board of Health, established in 1889, introduced mosquito control
in 1902 to fight disease. Here, a truck fogs for pests in Hillsborough County.

Mosquito control:

Attacking disease at its source
In the wake of the yellow fever epidemic, eradicating
mosquito-borne diseases became a priority that demanded
action and organization. For most of Florida history, residents
endured the omnipresent mosquito. Window screens helped.
“Skeeter beaters,” lashed palmetto fronds, were useful. The State
Board of Health was established in 1889, and in 1902 its director,
Joseph Porter, launched a statewide campaign to control the
menace. To eliminate breeding areas, crews built drainage
ditches and dispersed oil on ponds and wetlands. Mosquito
spraying trucks crisscrossed cities and towns.
In World War II, American soldiers faced tropical
diseases in Pacific jungles. A new weapon was employed:
Dichlorodiphenyltrichloroethane, known as DDT, a colorless,
toxic, synthetic compound. In postwar Florida, DDT was hailed
as a miracle insecticide.
Continued on page 56
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Toget her:

A Self-Portrait of Florida in a Time of Crisis

By Jacki Levine

U

nited yet apart. Social yet distant. Anxious,
yet at times, surprisingly peaceful. In
the months since the global outbreak of
COVID-19, we often speak in oxymorons
to describe what we are living through, so
unlike anything we have known before.

Alone, together.
This has been a collective experience, where what unites us has
never been more abundantly clear, yet it is as individual and unique
and solitary as our own particular circumstances. It’s a time that has
put our disparities in income, resources, and support in sharp relief.
In an instant our lives were transformed, as many of us
suddenly left our offices, our schools, our plans for the near future.
Others—the “essential workers”—were left in place to care for the
sick, tend the elderly, stock grocery shelves, to keep the wheels
spinning in a world that felt more fraught and fragile than during
any time within memory.
The complete history of this pandemic is yet to be written. Still,
each of us has a story to tell about how we are navigating this terrain
– from missed holidays, to working from home, to educating our
children or our students online, to connecting across the miles with

FAMILY LIFE
A virtual kiss for great-grandpa
By Dianna Graveman
Palm Harbor, Pinellas County
My family’s isolation began in mid-February
when my 91-year-old father fell and broke
his hip. News of the coronavirus was just
beginning to spread. Very few hospital
personnel (and none of the doctors) wore
masks. I didn’t follow news of the virus closely;
my mind was on getting my dad through
surgery, recuperation, and physical therapy.
Little did I know then how much the pandemic
would complicate his recovery. But every night
his tiny great-granddaughter blows him virtual
kisses on FaceTime, and in June he’ll meet his
newborn great-grandson. The vigilance and
isolation will have been worth it.
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The complete history of this pandemic is yet
to be written. Still, each of us has a story to
tell about how we are navigating this terrain.
We asked our fellow Floridians to share their
stories, to chronicle in words and photos,
details of their daily lives.
those we love and miss. And we also have much to share about
our inner lives, and what has brought us peace, comfort, joy, and
surprise amidst the uncertainty and isolation.
To document this time, we asked our fellow Floridians
to share their stories with Florida Humanities, to chronicle in
words and photos, details of their daily lives and submit them
for our project, Alone, Together: A Self-Portrait of Florida in a
Time of Crisis.
Many of you answered, and reflected on how the world has
looked to you, from your unique and priceless vantage points.
Many of your stories appear in the following pages, others
online, all will be archived for the future. If you have a story
and photo you’d like to share, please visit floridahumanities.
org/programs/alonetogether.

PHOTOS COURTESY OF DIANNA GRAVEMAN

Balderdash—the game played ‘round the world

PHOTO BY KELVIN SMITH

By Reggie Grant
Tallahassee, Leon County
PHOTOS COURTESY OF REGGIE GRANT

Family games are both
fun and necessary in a
pandemic. So my teacher
brain created a quarantine
version of Balderdash,
my favorite game, using
Adobe Photoshop, Google
Drive and Zoom. We have
played three times so far.
The latest game traversed
thousands of miles and
included a cousin in
Toronto, a brother in
Spain, another brother in
London, and family and
friends in Tallahassee.
These experiences have
been necessary to help
keep my spirits up and
minimize the depression
over summer 2020 travel
plans lost forever.

Through the glass,
our first grandchild
By Julie Smith
Jensen Beach, Martin County
It was Easter day and we sat on the
back patio of our son and daughterin-law’s Fort Pierce home, peering
in at the baby through the sliding
glass doors. We felt fortunate to
have such a wonderful vantage
point, because it was as close as we
could physically be to Colton, our
first grandchild, without touching
him. We experienced the gamut
of emotions as we looked at him,
ranging from joy and gratefulness to
uncertainty and resignation. This
photo was taken by our son during
our second visit shortly after baby
Colton was born. Colton is now 2
months old. We held him for the
first time a few days ago. We wear
masks while we are holding him,
but we are grateful.

F L O R I D A H U M A N I T I E S . O R G

PHOTO COURTESY OF STEPHANIE MOODY

The world inside
Nora’s tent
By Stephanie Moody
Indialantic, Brevard County
There’s a tent made of old bed
sheets in my living room. It’s been
standing for six weeks. When
there’s nothing to do, which is
often, Nora crawls in. I follow.
The world outside is uncertain,
but here, Nora studies picture
books, whacks her toy xylophone,
and stacks blocks. She learns
and grows. How long will the
tent remain? Until the orange
netting around the neighborhood
playground comes down and I
don’t have to wrench her away
when she tries to hold a friend’s
hand. For now, Nora and I will
be inside waiting for her dad to
come home from work and daydreaming about tomorrow.
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Time to be a kid,
with my kid
By Kelly Benjamin
Tampa, Hillsborough County

PHOTO COURTESY OF JAMES GEIS

PHOTO BY JOHN FREEMAN

In the midst of a scary and
ridiculously mismanaged
pandemic, being quarantined
with an amazing 5 year old has
reminded me to keep it in the
moment every second of every
day. Slowing down, playing,
exploring, and imagining a
different world are things
adults should try to do more
often. I don’t want things to go
back to business as usual when
this is over. I want them closer
to the better world we can
imagine and make real.

PHOTO COURTESY OF KELLY BENJAMIN
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Missing my parents in lockdown
By John Freeman
Gainesville, Alachua County

There’s no place like… the garage

After my parents moved from California to The Village
retirement community in Gainesville in 2018, I saw them
often for dinners and outings. But residents have been locked
down since mid-March 2020, and visitors are now prohibited.
The closest we’ve been to each other was on May 1, when this
photo was taken at a back gate closed to traffic. Since then,
barricades block the access road. We now talk often by phone,
and I send them photos via U.S. mail. But it’s not the same as
helping with financial papers or sharing walks and laughter
together. I am grateful that they remain healthy in their late
80s, and that The Village safeguards them well.
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By James Geis
Ormond Beach, Volusia County
My wife and I moved to Ormond Beach recently to be closer
to family as we “mature.” We enjoyed going out to dinner
with our son and his family every Sunday night, until the
coronavirus ended that. Our son moved their cars and set
up a large table. Our daughter-in-law and the grandkids
decorated the garage, and with take-out food and plenty of
separation, we are again enjoying our Sunday night family
dinners. How great it is to have a loving family.

PHOTO COURTESY OF JENNIE HESS

Best of times with my mom
By Jennie Hess
Orlando, Orange County
My nonagenarian mom, Charlotte, flew south for a visit to my
sister’s Sarasota home just before the pandemic unleashed its
viral force. By late March, we knew it was too risky to let her fly
home. Instead, we orchestrated a sister-to-sister “Mom handoff”
halfway between our Florida homes. For six weeks, Mom, my
husband and I embraced our cocoon of togetherness. We laughed
over obscure crossword clues, clinked wine glasses on the patio,
took socially-distanced walks and balanced ominous news
updates with TV comedy binges. We hugged. A lot. In the worst
of times, we had the best of times.

LEARNING TOGETHER

PHOTO COURTESY OF LIBBY MALLOY

A different kind of graduation procession
By Libby Malloy
Brooksville, Hernando County

PHOTO COURTESY OF MEAGAN BONNELL

For Hernando High School’s Class of 2020, pompand-circumstance took the form of the Senior Roll
Out: a procession in glitter-splashed cars, with socially
distanced families and friends hooting and hollering
from the sidewalks as their grads drove by. The kids
were creative with their decor and the mood was festive.
But for parents on the sidelines, there was a touch of
melancholy, an acknowledgement of what the pandemic
has taken from the students – from all of us – these past
few months. Still, balloons flew high and HHS colors of
purple and gold filled Brooksville’s Bell Street. And moms,
dads, and grandparents cheered for their grads, savoring a
moment of celebration in this most unusual season.

FSU libraries toast its student employees, virtually
By Meagan Bonnell
Tallahassee, Leon County

Florida State University Libraries student employee
Jackson Oberlink gave the opening remarks at the online
Student Recognition Ceremony.
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Each spring, FSU Libraries hosts our annual student recognition
ceremony. FSU Libraries employs more than 100 student employees
through internships, graduate assistantships, work study, and part-time
employment. The student recognition ceremony is a celebration of
thanks for all of their hard work throughout the academic year. We held
a virtual celebration this year, featuring an address from the dean of
libraries, speeches, and shout-outs to all of our students. Even though
we couldn’t toast them in-person, we wanted to make sure our students
knew how much we appreciate them.

F A L L

2 0 2 0

F O R U M

21

ALONE, TOGETHER: A Self-Portrait of Florida in a Time of Crisis
First-Year teacher meets COVID-19
By Hannah Scott
West Palm Beach, Palm Beach County
On March 13, an announcement came over the intercom of my secondgrade classroom, saying we would be off for two weeks due to COVID-19.
And that is how my first year of teaching ended – in a classroom at least.
My workplace went from a classroom to a computer screen overnight.
Adaptation did not come easy for me or my students. The students I
teach come from a low-income community and many of their parents
speak different languages than I do. Many students did not have access to
the technology needed for distance learning, and had to borrow a district
laptop. But this did not guarantee WiFi/internet access. If I’ve learned
anything from this experience, it is that flexibility and creativity are
essential skills when teaching in today’s world.
PHOTO COURTESY OF HANNAH SCOTT

Sharing happiness with migrant
children through Art@Home
By Lilly Carrasquillo
Ocoee, Orange County
I am an early childhood educator for the children
of migrant Florida farm workers. As an incentive
after parents receive a weekly newsletter with
educational activities, I’ve been doing curbside
distribution, bringing the families bags filled with
art supplies. With these materials, parents can
engage with their children by being creative and
making art. When the art project is done, they
share pictures through texts. Parents and children
are enjoying the idea of doing art@home. It has
been very difficult for the children to understand
why we are not providing services like the
teachers did before. During this quarantine, I’ve
learned a new way to bring happiness to a child.

From a distance: Is it good enough?
By Kimberly Durgin
Orlando, Orange County
I had to adapt, and so did my students. We had some practice in class,
but when I can’t see them, I panic. Is it good enough? Is it helping
them get ready for the test? Is it helping them escape, even for 15
minutes, from the situation we’re sharing but trying to overcome?
Through live conferencing, those students eager to help gave me
feedback on ideas I showed them and projects I hoped they’d like.
Together, we made it work. Maybe not gracefully or perfectly, but
proudly and collaboratively.
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RITUALS
PHOTO COURTESY OF ROY RAY

A special anniversary
By Roy Ray
Winter Springs, Seminole County
My wife and I were married 57 years ago, on April 13, in Oaklyn, New
Jersey. She lives in Arden Courts now, a memory care community in
Winter Springs. Our anniversary came about a month after the state
issued an emergency order forbidding visitors in assisted living facilities.
But the staff at Arden Courts made this a very special anniversary for
both of us, despite the restrictions.

A diminished Passover Seder
By Dr. Philip J. Shapiro
Ormond Beach, Volusia County

PHOTO BY JANET SCHERBERGER

As a Jewish family, we have always had large family Seders,
sometimes more than 40 relatives and friends in attendance. My
wife prepares our home and I prepare to lead the Seder service. With
the pandemic upon us, my wife and I sat alone at our kitchen table,
just the two of us, and we went through the Haggadah (Passover
Seder prayer book) feeling acutely aware that what we were doing
ritually and religiously was so void of family and the true communal
feeling for our faith. A Seder concludes with the words “next year in
Jerusalem.” We concluded with “next year with our family.”

Happy birthday by Zoom
By Janet Scherberger
Tampa, Hillsborough County
One of my girlfriends marked her birthday
in the midst of stay-at-home orders.
Like so many people during this time,
we celebrated the occasion with a Zoom
gathering. (I had never even heard of Zoom
until it became the chosen get-together
platform among my family and friends
during the pandemic.) One partygoer
used a Happy Birthday background on her
screen. I lit a candle in a cupcake. We sang
Happy Birthday and my friend blew out
the candle from the safety of her home –
with an assist from me! Everyone shared in
the good vibes. The cupcake was all mine.
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For Easter, an even bigger family gathering, online

Easter. A time to celebrate the risen Christ. A time for family.
Together. Easter 2020. The year of COVID-19. Sunday, we celebrated
Christ’s birth with our church family, online. In our homes, we sang
hymns of praise and heard God’s Word. On Saturday afternoon,
via Zoom, our family gathered from Portland to British Columbia.
Albuquerque to Nashville. Kansas City to Jacksonville. Gainesville
to Fort Myers to Rockledge. One of our family musicians played
the familiar hymns. We shared hearts, looked at beloved faces, and
enjoyed the children’s antics. On screen: Four siblings who grew up
together on a farm near LaCrosse, along with their spouses, and most
of their descendants. I think the count was 31. (Seven with “Robert” in
their name.) Even without COVID, we couldn’t have all been together.
But here, on Zoom, so many of us were. Maybe a new tradition?

Happy birthday, COVID-19 style
By Lisa Warren
Orlando, Orange County
There would be no big party for Chris Brockman’s
60th birthday on April 23rd in Orlando. But his good
friend baked his favorite chocolate cake, and he was
determined to blow out the candles, COVID-19 style!
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By Bob and Ellen Hargrave
Fort Myers, Lee County

WHAT WE NOTICE
PHOTO BY KATHLEEN MAYO

Rediscovered path leads to
a haven for birds
By Kathleen Mayo
Fort Myers, Lee County

PHOTO BY AMELIA ROLOFF

PHOTO BY ELAINE COHEN

After weeks of walking variations of the
neighborhood routine, I rediscovered the joy of a
nearby urban trail. John Yarbrough Linear Park
runs between railroad tracks and a drainage canal.
Part of that walk includes a filter marsh, an area for
cleaning the water that flows to the Gulf. Dozens
of wading birds have discovered the marsh – using
it to find a meal, preen themselves, and raise their
young. I’ve become a regular visitor to these
herons, egrets, anhingas, and red-wing blackbirds.
It’s my own slice of random beauty.

The world never needed us at all
By Amelia Roloff
Fort Lauderdale, Broward County
The world is empty. Streets that once vibrated
with hurried footsteps stand still. Restaurants
once filled with laughter are silent. The night feels
lonely without its anticipation and the day feels
as if it has lost its purpose. The simplest pleasures
in life have been stripped away, forcing mankind
to realize how much they were taking for granted.
However, the earth continues to turn. The sun
continues to rise, and the grass continues to
grow. The most important lesson taught from the
world coming to a crashing halt is almost just as
shocking: The world never needed us at all.
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When the world closed down, I opened
my shades
By Elaine Cohen
Pembroke Pines, Broward County
Before the pandemic, I would return to my condo and angle my
window shades to block out the world. Tired from work or exercise
or socializing, I reveled in the quiet alone of home. Now I open the
shades. As the sun rises, I watch Yoga Girl stroll to our small lake and
do her poses, ignoring the wetness of morning dew. I see a neighbor
surreptitiously feed squirrels in violation of condo rules. He slips
back on to his porch to watch them run. My eyes follow butterflies in
flight. When this ends my shades will stay open.
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Visiting beauty in focus
By Brenda Jowers
Sneads, Jackson County
During this time of isolation I decided, instead of focusing on
the pandemic, I would literally “focus” on the beauty in my yard.
I live near Lake Seminole with a state park across the road from
my home. The amount of wildlife, birds and butterflies we see
on a daily basis is astounding. Being a native Floridian, I have
always been interested in our flora and fauna and photographing
it gives me much joy and peace. This little “hummer” visits the
feeder frequently. All I had to do was sit on my porch and wait.

For wildlife, a blessed respite
By Penelope Young
Ormond Beach, Volusia County

PHOTOS BY CHELSEA SCHNEITER

Every morning, my husband and I walk our two dogs. One
pre-dawn March morning, we stopped. “Listen.” The hum of
US-1 and I-95, the constant noise carried across the Tomoka
River, was gone. I took in a deep breath. Soon, wildlife
emerged. Deer came to our yard. One, neighbors excitedly
told us, was startled by seeing people after it stepped from
the woods, and ran toward a man, jumping over him as the
man ducked. I continued driving into work. There was no
traffic. Roadkill was gone. I imagined the animals, too, had
breathed in a sigh of relief.

I walk, I photograph—and then we talk
By Chelsea Schneiter
Largo, Pinellas County
I take almost daily walks around my mobile home park and take photos to share
with my friends online from all over the world. We talk about them, about our day.
There is hope and a break from all the stress at that moment in time.
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A community convened by owls
By Diane Farris
Gainesville, Alachua County

PHOTO BY DIANNE FARB

In a daily, socially distanced, gathering of family and
neighbors, we gazed at two nested baby owls, 30 feet
above, in a great oak. Then, on April 21, one was missing.
Incredibly, a neighborhood bird whisperer discovered
the fallen sibling and called Wildlife Care. Their intrepid
climber restored the fallen sibling to the nest and family.
Within a short week, both owlets had fledged, rapidly
expanding their territory – even as we retreated back
towards ours. We carry with us images of little ones
growing strong in tenuous times, their times – and one
hopeful celebration of community convened by nature.

A moment to be thankful
By Dianne Farb
Gainesville, Alachua County
When I’m feeling overwhelmed by it
all, I sit in my garden and remember
how lucky my husband and I are,
despite the science fiction movie we
are all living in right now. I have my
job, we have our health, we have a roof
over our heads, and we have food on
the table. So much more than many.
So much to be thankful for.
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HOW WE COPE
PHOTO AND ILLUSTRATION COURTESY OF JAYNE ALFIERI

Welcome to my ‘corona-cation’
By Jayne Alfieri
Seffner, Hillsborough County
I’m an illustrator and graphic designer
from Tampa, a graduate of the
Ringling School of Art and Design.
This is my artistic rendition of what
the weeks have been like since the
stay-at-home order was put in place in
Hillsborough County. The “Coronacation” story board idea came to
me after spending weeks and weeks
at home with my husband and two
teenagers during the coronavirus
lockdown. My refuge was my pool
where I imagined vacationing in Bali
or someplace much more exotic than
my oak-tree lined backyard.

Her business is fashion—and compassion

By Roslyn Levy
Gainesville, Alachua County

By Ilene Silverman
Gainesville, Alachua County

As a Realtor, I have sent out a weekly newsletter for years to
introduce new families to the cultural life of our community.
My list grew to several hundred names, both new friends and
longtime residents. This came to a sudden halt in March, as
SARS-CoV-2 spread and live events were canceled. I turned to
reviewing online performances and educational opportunities
worldwide, sharing them in my newsletter. They include opera,
ballet, choirs in isolation and even instructions on hand washing
set to Beatles songs. My newsletter is now forwarded to an even
larger audience – as far away as Bucharest and Mumbai

I own Ilene’s Gator Store. My business website provides an
opportunity to talk to clients via phone, text, or email. Current
lack of human contact, sense of isolation, and uncertainty is
evident as they share deep intimate life stories. I am privileged
to listen and offer empathy and compassion. Generous friends
are making Gator print masks for my store; giving them away
generates a warm smile and mutual happiness. May our new
normal increase our desire to pay it forward and create a world
with greater kindness to all.

PHOTO COURTESY OF RONNIE LOVLER

Sharing the world’s (virtual) stage

Waddling for wellness and Zooming with zeal
By Ronnie Lovler
Gainesville, Alachua County
My coronavirus coping contrivances include two walks. My waddles
for wellness are my daily bookends – two miles then coffee in the
morning, two miles then wine at night. In between, I have Zoom, my
new best friend. On Zoom, I teach classes, attend meetings and also
have fun. My virtual life overrides geographic limitations. I can log in
to dance with folks in Michigan, see live theater from San Diego and
play mah jongg with “the girls” from New Jersey, all in a weekend. I
stay socially connected even when I remain physically distanced. I’ve
learned how to be alone, together.
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‘Healing the world’
By Dyrell Johnson
Daytona Beach, Volusia County

PHOTO COURTESY OF KIRK KE WANG

Over the past several weeks, our
organization, Community Healing
Project, Inc., like so many others,
has been hit tremendously hard by
the effects of COVID-19. While we
did our part in being an information
resource and network, we took
it a step forward and used this
quarantine as an opportunity and
helped clean up the local beaches
and rivers since they’ve been vacant.
Every person and organization has
played a huge role and we are so
excited to see how our world adapts
to this new change.

My new, old and future friends
By Kirk Ke Wang
Tampa, Hillsborough County
Being a college art professor, I love oneon-one meetings with my students and
conversations about art and life with
friends. The COVID-19 pandemic stripped
away those privileges. A crisis is a new
opportunity. With more time home, I found
many new, old, and future friends! I paid
respect to Mother Earth by planting more
trees and flowers. I will take care of my
new friends. I resumed the meditation of
practicing Chinese calligraphy. I am glad to
see my old friend. I produced videos about
my art for people online. I look forward to
meeting my future friends.
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Support the Humanities in Florida
Florida Humanities is the state affiliate of The National
Endowment for the Humanities, an engaged and active
provider of high-quality public humanities programs and
resources in communities statewide. We are passionately
committed to sharing Florida’s stories by promoting a
better understanding of the state’s history, literature,
and culture. We accomplish our mission—and do our
best work—by supporting public libraries, museums,
and historical societies in the many unique Florida
communities we call home.
From our walking tour app and our exhibition partnership
with the Smithsonian Institution to our family literacy
programs in public libraries, Florida Humanities is the

only organization of its kind dedicated to bringing the
humanities to every Floridian, wherever located, from the
Panhandle to the Keys.
Read more about the many compelling programs we
support by browsing FORUM Magazine or visiting our
website. We’ve even made it easier than ever for you to
show your support of Florida Humanities by creating
new giving opportunities, including recurring gifts and a
planned giving program.
Join the statewide movement!

Engage, Participate, and Give today at

FloridaHumanities.org

Donate to our 2020 “Sustainer” Challenge
To celebrate our ongoing commitment to the public humanities in Florida, we are excited
to announce our 2020 Humanities “Sustainer” Challenge. Our goal is to welcome 200
new donors this year who are committed to giving just $20 a month. When you make
a monthly recurring gift of $20 or more, your dollars will be immediately put to work
supporting our humanities partners and programs across Florida.
Can we count on your to reach this important goal?

floridahumanities.org/support
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My family
on the
frontlines
While Daddy is a doctor treating
COVID-19 patients, our small children
learn big lessons in caring.
By Nila Do Simon

I

f I’m lucky, the most exciting part of my day of the past
three sheltering-at-home months happens around 7
p.m. If fortune is on my side, that’s when my husband
comes home from work. Sure, I love the shift change,
when I can clock out from my work-from-home life with
our 3-year-old daughter and 1-year-old son, and hand the keys to
their entertainment schedule over to Daddy. But that’s not all.
Because when my husband arrives home, for about 12
seconds I witness borderline-animalistic joy emanating from
my kids. The moment the garage door rolls up and sends
vibrations through the house, my children start squealing. My
daughter usually drops her activity of the moment like it’s burst
into flames to jump and yell, “Daddy!” That yelp triggers her
1-year-old hoss of a brother to break out into a staccato-y jig and
then ogre-walk to meet Daddy at the entryway.
When Daddy emerges, I imagine it’s like the Beatles arriving
in America. Pandemonium breaks. My son shouts “Da-Da,
Da-Da” in between giggling, and my daughter can’t stop
shrieking with glee. I wordlessly stand witness, not interjecting,
adding or taking away from the excitement because I know
that as much as I enjoy watching these seconds, my husband
exponentially lives for it even more.
But many days I don’t get lucky. Out of those 90-some
quarantine days, I haven’t seen this level of joy from my kids
in about half of them. That’s because Daddy isn’t able to come
home. As both a general and trauma surgeon who covers the
ICU, he’s been caring for COVID-19 patients, the number
of which has steadily climbed earlier this week. Like most
households, COVID-19 has resulted in a severe disturbance in
our lives. My husband’s work hours have always been long and
intense. COVID-19 has stretched them.
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Dr. Joshua Simon FaceTiming from the hospital with his 3-year-old
daughter, Fallyn. Simon’s work caring for COVID-19 patients has meant
adjustments for his young children.
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Still, he and other medical professionals
have trained for these extreme hours and
situations on both skill and emotional levels.
It’s their kids who have not.
Every night my kids ask when Daddy will
come home. For 45 of those days, I’ve had to tell
them he won’t be home to tuck them in bed or
give them their nighttime baths. It devastates
them, especially my daughter who is at an age
where she feels the highs and lows of life on a
different cosmic scale than I do.
Last week, when I broke it to her that Daddy
wasn’t coming home, she let out a pain-filled
howl reminiscent of the sounds coming from
the labor and delivery ward just before birth.
As tears streamed down her face, she cried, “I
miss Daddy! I want to see Daddy!” I comforted
her as best I could, telling her that I understand
and that I, too, miss Daddy. Nothing worked, so
I grabbed my phone to FaceTime my husband,
praying that he wasn’t scrubbed into a case. He
answered. As he video-chatted with his baby
girl, he told her that he’ll see her soon, that
Daddy loves her so much. Suddenly, the trauma
alert sounded, and he abruptly hung up. And
just like that, somehow I was left in an even
worse situation than I started with.
Miraculously we got through the night,
though not without more crying and howling.
The next morning, I thought about a friend’s
suggestion on how to emotionally prepare my
daughter for the arrival of her baby brother.
She recommended giving her a doll so that
she could role-play and perhaps develop more
empathy toward babies.
I decided to apply this theory to our current
situation, taking out my daughter’s medical kit
and having her care for her dolls. As her ivory
teddy bear laid on its back, she patted him and
asked how he was feeling. I then told her that’s
what Daddy does, that he and a team care for
patients and their families, doing everything
they can to get them healthy.
Something clicked. My daughter began
tending to teddy for the next several minutes,
taking out her toy stethoscope and placing it
on the bear.
The real test came when my husband had
his next 24-hour shift. As I braced for impact
after telling her Daddy was working tonight, my
daughter paused, looked down and then quietly
asked if she could FaceTime him. Yes, of course,
I said, before dialing his number. And when she
saw his face, she began jumping up and down,
happily screaming, “Daddy!” – this time with
joy, not anguish.

When Daddy comes home, excitement rules the day for Fallyn, 3, and Adrian,1.

Nila Do Simon is the editor-inchief of Venice magazine in Fort
Lauderdale. She and husband.
Dr. Joshua Simon, a surgeon at
Delray Medical Center and
St. Mary’s Hospital in West Palm
Beach, are the parents of daughter,
Fallyn, and son, Adrian Simon.
The family lives in Delray Beach.
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Portraits
in a

Pandemic

When COVID-19 sent Florida into quarantine, this photographer
set off to document how others were coping.

M

Photos and text by Tina Russell
y portrait series looks at how all of our
lives have changed since quarantine began
with the spread of COVID-19.
I’m a freelance photographer, and as
the quarantine got underway in March,
I felt a range of emotions – from boredom to sadness to
anxiety about a loss of work. I also missed the feeling of
human connection. This made me wonder how others were
doing. That’s why I decided to do this portrait series.

Khiem Nguyen,
Tampa, April 26
“I think I am one of the
luckier ones.”
“I was in the middle of moving from
St. Pete to Tampa when this was
happening,” Khiem Nguyen said. “My
main reasons to move were to be closer
to my new job and save money with a
roommate. Funny is that now there is no
commute since I’ve been working from
home for the last month. I love being
around people, and I’m an avid dancer,
going to a dance event probably 2-3
times a week. Since social distancing,
I’ve been either practicing by myself
or teaching my roommate the other
roles so we can dance with each other.
I think I am one of the luckier ones as I
moved in with someone that has similar
hobbies and is laid back. We even
celebrated our April birthday, which
we share the same date together and
among friends on Zoom.”
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I connected with many of these subjects, most of whom live in
Pinellas County and Hillsborough County, through social media.
I’m grateful these people were comfortable sharing their stories
with me: the first-time parents giving birth to their baby during the
outbreak; a nurse working in a COVID unit; people losing their jobs,
and a college graduate unable to “walk” in graduation-day ceremonies.
What I discovered was everyone shared a common feeling
of uncertainty, but also hope for the future and a determination
to not give up.

Samantha Kosobud,
Seminole, May 1
“I feel for our patients.”
Samantha Kosobud is a nurse
in a COVID unit at Morton
Plant Hospital. “There has
been a lot of worry since
this whole thing started,”
Kosobud said. “Working on
a COVID unit, I’m always
afraid to bring something
home to my family. I’ve
always been careful, but I
felt it was necessary to be
extra careful. I’m grateful
that our hospital gave us a
place to shower and lockers
to keep our things in so we
didn’t have to come home
in contaminated scrubs. It
was scary in the beginning
because the rules about PPE
were changing every day so
no one ever knew if we were
actually protected. Now I
feel pretty confident we are
okay though. None of my
coworkers have gotten sick.
I work for a great company
and I’m thankful for the
support they provide us.
People keep calling me a
hero. I don’t feel like a hero.
I feel like I’m just doing what
needs to be done. I feel for
our patients. Locked in the
same room for days on end
with the news playing mostly
bad news. I just try to keep
everyone in good spirits.”
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Daniela Gomez, Tampa, May 2
“Walking to the mailbox
feels like a joy.”
Daniela Gomez graduated from law school at Stetson University on May 16th.
“I’m a little bummed but I worked hard,” she said, regarding not being able
to walk in a commencement. Prior to graduation, she was an intern at the
courthouse in Pinellas County and worked with juveniles in the delinquency
system. “Life now is a struggle to make myself feel busy and important. I
will be taking the Florida Bar on July 28-29, as scheduled, but we are being
required to wear a mask during the entire 12 hours of the test. If you take it off
for even one moment, you’ll be told to leave. That’s a lot of pressure. Besides
that, walking to the mailbox feels like a joy.”
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Daniela Gomez graduated
from law school in May,
but couldn’t walk in a
commencement ceremony.
“I’m a little bummed but
I worked hard.”

Anachemy and Noah Middleton,
St. Petersburg, April 25
By herself for weeks
Anachemy Middleton has been juggling her real estate business
while taking care of her 2-year-old son, Noah, by herself for
weeks. Her husband, who is a mechanical engineer, was away on
a job that was deemed mission critical. Middleton said it’s been
stressful being away from family who live in New Jersey. She’s
been keeping in contact with them, especially her mother, who
works in the medical field. During this time, Middleton has been
going on frequent walks with her son.
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Anachemy Middleton’s husband,
a mechanical engineer, was
away on a job for weeks. For
Middleton, that meant caring
for their 2-year-old son on her
own, while maintaining her
real estate business.
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Rob Davis, Aniya Davis, 5,
Mikayla Davis, 3, and Ashley
Davis, Brooksville, May 7.
“I am grateful, but I am afraid.”
“Before quarantine, my oldest was in
preschool and I spent my days between
working part-time at the library and
hiking or running with friends,” Ashley
Davis said. “Now we stay home the
majority of the time, even having
groceries delivered. I homeschool and
we have zero contact with anyone
outside of our immediate family. I run
in our neighborhood and nothing enters
the house without being wiped down
with a bleach solution first, and we eat
all of our meals at home. I go back and
forth between feeling hopeless and
hopeful. I am grateful, but I am afraid.
Being high risk during this outbreak is
terrifying to say the least.”

Stephanie Sasseen and
her daughter, Ruby,
St. Petersburg, April 10
“I just focus on the things
I can control.”
“I got laid off and had a baby in
2019, so I spent the majority of my
time at home when the quarantine
happened,” Stephanie Sasseen
said. “I was scared at first because
there were so many unknowns. My
husband works for an essential food
service company with no work from
home policy, so he still has to go
into an office. I was in line to finally
get hired for a job, but it got put on
hold due to COVID-19. I’ve had a
few emotional meltdowns due to
all of this, but now I just focus on
the things I can control and that’s
brought me some peace. I get to be
home with my daughter, Ruby. She
is a very social baby. Keeping her
cooped up without any interactions
with other people or kids isn’t ideal,
but it’s what we have to do.”
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Jordan Martin, Madison Massey, and
Betty Jo and Stephen Massey, St. Petersburg, April 26
“Life completely changed.”
Madison Massey and her boyfriend, Jordan Martin, live next
door to Madison’s grandparents, Betty Jo Massey and Stephen
Massey. They’ve all been taking quarantine pretty seriously
and have kept the required six feet distance from one another.
Madison’s life completely changed when the stay-at-home
order went into effect. She lost her internship and her income.
Her college courses were also moved to online classes. Betty
Jo and Stephen Massey are both retired. They haven’t been
impacted financially by the stay at home order, but they do
have to remind themselves to keep their distance and wear
a mask when they go to the grocery store. They consider
themselves to be lucky as they both are in excellent health.

Tina Russell is a freelance
photographer based in St. Petersburg.
She graduated from the University
of Central Florida in Orlando and has
worked as a staff photographer for both
digital media companies and small
daily newspapers. Her work has been
featured in publications such as the
Tampa Bay Times and The New York
Times, and the Associated Press and
Reuters wire services .

To view Tina Russell’s entire series of portraits in a pandemic, please visit floridahumanities.org.
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With more than 200 entries, Florida Humanities’
contest for high school students unlocks creativity
inspired by a pandemic.

W

By Keith Simmons
hen COVID-19 emerged this
spring and schools across Florida
began teaching remotely, daily life
quickly changed for the state’s
young residents.
Florida Humanities wanted to create an opportunity
to engage high school students, encouraging them to
chronicle their experiences living through the pandemic
through the medium of poetry.
Poetry often serves as inspiration during
challenging times. Poets, such as Ernest Hemingway,
Gertrude Stein, and Edith Wharton, have chronicled
world wars. In “Champs d’Honneur,” Hemingway wrote:
Soldiers never do die well;
Crosses mark the places—
Wooden crosses where they fell,
Stuck above their faces.
Soldiers pitch and cough and twitch—
All the world roars red and black;
Soldiers smother in a ditch,
Choking through the whole attack.
The horrors of racism have also been a common
subject for poetry. Langston Hughes describes his hopes
in overcoming segregation in “I, Too, Sing America:”
Tomorrow,/ I’ll be at the table/ When company
comes./Nobody’ll dare/Say to me, /“Eat in the
kitchen,” /Then.
The poem ends with I, too, am America.
With our competition, we hoped to inspire high
school students to contribute to this rich legacy.

To get them started, we posed questions to ponder –
about their own strongest emotions; how the
world, and they, would be changed by COVID-19;
and what they hope high school students reading
their poems 20 years in the future would understand
about this time.
Open to all high school students in Florida, we
received more than 200 entries from young poets.
A panel of judges evaluated the entries and selected
10 as finalists. The panel included Silvia Curbelo,
an independent poet and writer; Peter Meinke,
the most recent Poet Laureate of Florida; Ann
Schoenacher, a retired educator; and Helen Wallace,
Poet Laureate of St. Petersburg.
Three winners were selected from the top 10
finalists. Zoey Mazur, a senior at West Port High
School in Marion County, received the Judge’s
Award for her entry, “Balance.” Flora Ranis, a senior
from The American Heritage School in Broward
County, received the Florida’s Choice (Public)
Award for “And What If I Don’t?” Su Ertekin-Taner,
a sophomore at The Bolles School in Duval County,
received the Florida Humanities Staff Award for her
entry, “Thief.”
“I’m thrilled with the final selection,” says
contest judge Silvia Curbelo, “although it was a
tough call, as all 10 finalists delivered excellent and
exciting work.”
Each award-winning poet received a cash prize;
the opportunity to present their work at a future
public event, and publication of their winning poem
in these pages. Read on to learn more about our
creative champions.

To read the High School Poetry Contest’s top 10 poems, please visit floridahumanities.org/2020-high-school-poetry-contest-top-ten/
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Zoey Mazur:
Judge’s Award

“I hope the reader notices
all the small blessings that
we often overlook.”
Have you written poetry before?
Has this experience encouraged
you to write more poems?
I have been writing poetry since
middle school, but recently
suffered a bit of writer’s block.
Writing “Balance” gave me a
burst of inspiration and the push
I needed to get back into the flow
of writing.
In a line or two, tell us what
inspired your poem. What
message would you like the
reader to come away with after
reading your poem?
This poem is about gratitude.
Gratitude for the health of my
family, the food we have on
our plates, and the privilege of
being bored in my house. I hope
the reader notices all the small
blessings that we often overlook,
things like a sunny window and a
bowl of fruit.
How has living through the
pandemic changed you? Do
you think it has changed the
way you think about college or
career plans?
As I continue to live through
this pandemic, I notice that I
am becoming a more mindful
person. I have started to slow
down and prioritize things that
I enjoy, instead of just going
through the motions of life.
Do you have a favorite poet or
author? What books are you
reading, and what movies and
documentaries are you watching?
I read too much to just pick one,
but some of my all-time favorites
include Mary Oliver, Sylvia Plath,
Langston Hughes, and Haruki
Murakami. I am currently reading
Suzanne Collins’ newest addition
to the Hunger Games series, The
Ballad of Songbirds and Snakes,
and am very much enjoying it.
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Balance
By Zoey Mazur
12th Grade
West Port High School
Marion County

Two months balancing doomsday and domesticity.
I wonder if the soft bowl of my stomach will know hunger; if each piece of fresh fruit is
something I need to savor longer; if each easy breath is my last.
We now see that all that is not important falls away so quickly.
I look around to see what is left in the absence of pressure, in a void without school or the
denseness of people.
I see the bowl with too many tangerines,
I taste the garlic that seasoned that afternoon’s lunch.
Maybe these are the only things that will persist.
This and fruit cocktail and my aching joints; vienna sausage and my sinuses;
tangerines and the echo of my dry cough…
All I want to do anymore is feel. Live outside the liminal space of my body.
To be adrift and be okay;
to be intangible and love it;
to bear history’s gaze and feel fine;
to turn uncertainty into gratitude and make that enough.
Someday someone will ask me about this
I will just sob and I will lie
prostrate on the ground, kiss God’s land.
I will cry with thanks, I had so much;
my stomach never hungry;
a place to sun myself;
because for us, doomsday never came.

F A L L

2 0 2 0

F O R U M

41

ALONE, TOGETHER: Stories of Florida in a time of crisis

Flora Ranis:

Florida’s Choice (Public) Award

“I wondered if, in a world
without answers, forgetting is
our only option.”
Have you written poetry before? Has this experience
encouraged you to write more poems?
Poetry has been an outlet for me to explore and express my
thoughts and feelings. I think many people still view poetry
as an endearing pastime rather than a significant endeavor,
which makes competitions like this even more important.
It was so rewarding and exciting to see my poem online and
to receive recognition for such a personal creation. It has
inspired me to write even more and reflect further on these
unprecedented times.
In a line or two, tell us what inspired your poem. What
message would you like the reader to come away with after
reading your poem?
As each day of online school passed, I realized that, in
addition to learning calculus and economics, I was learning
new routines, studying new methods of living, memorizing a
life without human contact. On test days, it was imperative
to not forget, but as the death toll rose, that was all I wanted
to do — to erase this page from my memory, to tear it from
a textbook not yet written — and I wondered if, in a world
without answers, forgetting is our only option.
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How has living through the pandemic changed you? Do you
think it has changed the way you think about college or
career plans?
Before the outbreak of COVID-19, I often took for granted my
walks to class and casual conversations with friends, but I’ve
realized that these quiet actions hold the most beauty. But the
pandemic isn’t alone in its precipitation of change and increased
awareness. Protests around the country have shed a light on the
changes needed in our law enforcement and legal systems and
have strengthened my interest in studying criminal justice.
Do you have a favorite poet or author? What books
are you reading, and what movies and documentaries
are you watching?
While I don’t have a favorite author, I’ve fallen in love with
the fantastic short stories of Jorge Luis Borges and Clarice
Lispector. I am currently cherishing La Hora de la Estrella.
I recently watched the documentary 13th to understand the
larger context surrounding the BLM movement and the protests
across the country, as well as the film Bacurau, which similarly
investigates issues of racial injustice.

And What If I Don’t?
By Flora Ranis
12th Grade
American Heritage School
Broward County

And what if I don’t write? What if months pass and I inject the pen’s ink into my thigh
rather than the paper? Will I forget how to speak? How to sing? How to grab my agony
from my abdomen and pull it up through my throat? Will I forget how it felt, sitting and
waiting and refreshing my snap, refreshing my memory?
We forget so quickly.
And what if I refuse to speak? Burn my right cheek at every meal. What if I forget to join
the Zoom calls? What if I learn a language no one else knows? You see, I am afraid of
learning. Afraid I’ll mistake my phone’s glow for a 3 a.m. sunrise, that I’ll slip into the
crevice in my mattress and never want to leave.
It’s been nine weeks.
And I’ve read. And I’ve watched. And I’ve journaled, and I am tired of pretending this will
just magically end. Tired of pretending this won’t change everything.
Because the thing is, I don’t want to leave. And that’s what hurts the most.
So what if I don’t? What if nobody does? What if we rip these pages from our calendars
and erase them from our memories? What if we burn the poems and newspapers, delete
the blog posts and tweets? The creases on nurses’ cheeks will soften. Their bloody noses
will scab over. The lines will decrease. And we’ll forget.
We always forget.
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Su Ertekin-Taner:

Florida Humanities Staff Award

“The piece is a cry for help to our
current system.”
Have you written poetry before? Has this
experience encouraged you to write more poems?
I have written poetry before, having been published
more than three times now. But the Florida Humanities
contest… encouraged me to analyze my surroundings
through a theme. The theme of how COVID-19 has
shaped us helped me acknowledge certain realities
about the disease, and especially how it has affected our
government and our people’s manner of life. Following
my experience, I am able to approach governmental,
economic, and racial issues better within my writing.
What inspired your poem? What message would
you like the reader to come away with after reading
your poem?
“Thief” was inspired by the reactionary processes and
policies during this pandemic, which prematurely
opened businesses. I portrayed the pandemic as
a strong woman who has power over the men and
women of America. The piece is a cry for help to our
current system that has allowed citizens to fully open
businesses, provoking monumental death tolls in
America. While the sweep of COVID-19 has taken with
it the remains of our economy, the true ‘thief’ in the
poem is our policies which have so willingly allowed
the American public to be maskless and open our
businesses in many places. The message of the poem
is to reel in and comprehend our priorities. Americans
are entitled to their own lives and, frankly their own
faces, whether masked or not. However, without a mask,
we also become entitled to the lives of our children,
sisters, brothers, aunts, uncles, and grandparents
and their health. Much like the strong woman that
corona personified in my poem, we should bend to the
pandemic’s will; this is adaptation. This is preservation.
How has living through the pandemic changed you?
Has it changed the way you think about college or
career plans?
The pandemic has been an era of creativity for me.
I have been writing frequently and interning for an
anthology. Other activities include tutoring and Pilates,
my new favorite form of physical activity. While the
pandemic has brought the notion that nothing is a
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guarantee, I have sought comfort in my family. I have been
taking college information sessions and tours, despite the
fact we may not be going back to school. There was a point of
realization during the seminars that colleges and careers will
try to adapt to our current situation. There is a dichotomy
between freedom and helplessness, though. While we are
free from some obligations that may have appeared on our
college applications, how can we set ourselves apart in this
helpless time? With the removal of extracurriculars and some
obligations of school comes the removal of motivation to wake
up, but perhaps the “corona-cation” has given us time to reflect
upon what we truly love to do most. For me, this is my writing.
Do you have a favorite poet or author? What books are
you reading, and what movies and documentaries are you
watching?
Currently, my favorite poets are Margaret Atwood, William
Butler Yeats, and Emily Dickinson, who nearly inspired me
to title all my poems as numbers. I have also been reading
some Julia Alvarez, How the García Girls Lost Their Accents,
the fiction/nearly nonfiction story of Alvarez herself. I love
the story about the immigration of the Garcia family, because
it relates so closely to my parents’ immigration story (my
family comes from Turkey). I have also been reading Spanish
books to increase fluency in the language. My family and I
have watched almost every Oscar-winning film in quarantine
—including Ford v. Ferrari and BlacKkKlansmen, which has
become my favorite movie.

Thief
by Su Ertekin-Taner
10th Grade
The Bolles School
Duval County

Stop whispering it, like it’s the only language you know…That’s it, say it
Oh, she is on the mouth of every politician and alcoholic “Economy plunger”, “Nation killer”
They call her, I guess they couldn’t handle a woman wearing nothing but her bearings
She’s a red lipstick kind of woman, a brown hair blue eyes type of killer
She made Mr. Brown quit his job and laid Mr. Turney in the hospital
Oh! the news is compiled of narcissists who make a living off her, but do not ever let her hear you say
that she’s doing it for the money. She’s swiped plenty of it from the pockets of restaurant owners,
that lady in the rundown strip mall with her own nail business, hell, she’s even got some of the doctors
begging for their pensions. Born with the fire of a criminal who has just been released from prison
and the rage of a prosecution attorney when he is silenced by the judge
Her womb is the parent of the technology and her hands are the enraged politicians that please it
She has a soft spot for them, right above her right ear I imagine
For what is an enraged politician who can’t whisper dirty lies about the condition of their government?
She sings her siren song to them and business owners and women scarred from domestic violence
And men who wish to spend their money on something other than canned soup and women
Come on say it… she’s on your mouth and my mouth, but neither of us have kissed her
That seductress, that job bandit, mask covering her mouth and nose, but not her pungent eyes
God, she’s so good at the game that she’s got everyone wearing masks,
In on the thievery of America for we are the nation’s thieves
Our new normal is protests along strip malls begging to strip the nation of its people
Virtual marches on the grass of high school campuses because prom
Ceased to placate the rising anger of desperate senior classes
Quarantine catfishing and quarrying for reason to go outside without masks because we thought
That being naked, transparent almost, with our government would please them
Little did we know that they were making love to the devil
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FLORIDA Heritage Kitchen

Taste of our journeys

For this South Florida chef, blending her family’s flavorful Jewish and South
American culinary traditions comes naturally.

M

Q&A with Chef Michelle Bernstein by Dalia Colón
ichelle Bernstein started cooking fusion
food dishes long before fusion was a
buzzword. The Miami chef, restaurant
owner and TV personality made a name for
herself combining flavors and techniques
from her Latin-Jewish heritage.
And it works. In 2008, the James Beard Foundation
recognized Bernstein as the best chef in the South.
Bernstein and her husband/business partner, David
Martinez, oversee a culinary empire that includes Michelle
Bernstein Catering (MBC), and Little Havana’s Cafe La Trova,
a collaboration with celebrated bartender Julio Cabrera.
In addition to her back-of-house chefdom, Bernstein also
displays her cooking talents on camera as the host of local
Channel 10’s SoFlo Taste and the Emmy award-winning series
Check, Please! South Florida on PBS. She’s also an author,
capturing favorite recipes in the 2008 cookbook Cuisine a la
Latina: Fresh Tastes and a World of Flavors from Michy’s Miami
Kitchen, and is currently at work on a new book.
Bernstein recently spoke by phone with FORUM
contributor Dalia Colón from Miami, where she lives with
Martinez and their 8-year-old son, Zachary.

Where did you grow up?
I was born in Hollywood, Florida. When I was 1½, our
family moved to Miami Shores, and we didn’t leave until I
graduated high school…. I went to Johnson and Wales [to
study culinary arts]. I went away to Atlanta. I went to school
to study biochemistry and nutrition at Georgia State and
then Emory University.

Dalia Colón, an Emmy Award-winning
multimedia journalist, is a producer and
co-host of WEDU Arts Plus on Tampa
Bay’s PBS station and produces WUSF
Public Media’s food podcast, The Zest.
A native of Cleveland, Ohio, Colón was a
staff reporter for Cleveland Magazine
and The Tampa Bay Times. Her work
has appeared in The New York Times
Magazine, Los Angeles Times, on NPR,
and Visit Florida. She lives in Riverview
with her husband, two young children and
cocker spaniel, Max.
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Before that, I was a professional dancer, and I moved
to New York. I got a summer scholarship with Alvin Ailey
[American Dance Theater], and I was hoping to dance with
either Baryshnikov or Balanchine. By the time I was 20, I
was told that I had the talent, but I was too short, and my legs
were too strong, so that I should go be a modern dancer or a
Vegas dancer. I was so let down that I quit everything, and I
came back to go to college.

What made you pivot to cooking after
your dance career?
Who says I’m not still dancing?

How did you become a chef ?
I dreamt of becoming a great cook. I was hoping to combine
cooking and my nutrition schooling. The cooking stuck,
nutrition was there, but became more of a background. I fell in
love, wanted to be better, be a better cook, a great cook; I never
thought I had the talent to be a chef until I was offered the
opportunity and went for it. The rest came together like a 300piece puzzle

You’re South Florida born and bred. South Florida is
such a melting pot, and you embody that. How does
your heritage influence your cooking?
I am fully Jewish and very Latin. Our background from
South America is Argentina. Although my grandmother
was from Chile, she moved to Argentina very young, and
she met my grandfather. His side is about five generations
Argentine. We were some Jewish gauchos. My dad [David
Bernstein] is from Minnesota. His family all came from
Ukraine, but some of them came to [the] United States,
and some of them actually went to Uruguay. When Daddy...
went to meet for the first time the Bernsteins — or as
we call them, the Ber-en-stines – in Uruguay, he met my
mother [the late Martha Bernstein, who was from Buenos
Aires and vacationing in Uruguay at the time]. They fell in
love and moved to Minnesota only [for] a couple of years,
because he was ready to get out of the cold. So they came to
South Florida.

That’s such an American story. Your last name,
Bernstein, doesn’t give you away as a Latina. Did you
ever have any issues with that? Did you ever feel like
you had to prove yourself ?

PHOTO BY MICHAEL PISARRI

How did you get into owning restaurants
and cooking on TV?
The TV part came to me, it wasn’t something I ever thought
I would be good at. Luckily, all the stage work I did with ballet
prepared me for my TV debut. I might not be the best TV
personality, but I am definitely very, very comfortable doing it. I
love it in fact. As for the restaurants, that is thanks to my husband,
David. He really gave me the strength, cojones and confidence
that allowed me to leave a cushy job and venture into our own. We
never looked back.

What are some of those dishes from your first TV show
that you mentioned or even today that embody both
sides of you?

The James Beard Foundation recognized Michelle Bernstein as the best
chef in the South in 2008. Her dishes frequently blend Jewish and Latin
flavors, such as matzo ball soup with chayote, corn and cilantro.

Always. So, it’s funny. Going to North Miami Senior High
in the late ‘80s, where a lot of Cubans arrived, they stuck me
in a beginners’ Spanish class. When I started speaking to my
teacher — I’ll never forget Mr. Guerra — he says to me, “Why
are you here? You’re obviously not born in this country.” I was
like, “Of course I was born in this country. I’m American. I’m
super gringa!” He says, “Well, why do you have an Argentine
accent? You need to be with the Spanish speakers who were
born in Latin countries.” I’m like, “No, no, no. Don’t do that to
me.” Sure enough, I got stuck in there.
However, moving forward, I got my first TV gig with Food
Network on a show called Melting Pot, and I was only strictly
doing Latin food — whatever it was. My take on a lot of different
typical Latin-culture food. People would write in saying, “Why
is this Jewish woman talking about our culture, when Jewish
people would know nothing about the Latin culture?” … My
argument was, “You know that you can be both, right?” …. I
married a Mexican Catholic, and he got it.
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It’s more about the flavor. … Let’s say I’m making my
mother’s arroz con pollo. The chicken and rice dish, to me, it
couldn’t be more Latin. But when some people eat it, especially
some people who happen to be Jewish, they tell me that it tastes
a little on the Jewish side, which I think is so funny. I debone
a chicken [At my Miami restaurant, Café La Trova], we would
sous vide it a little bit in a marinade, which maybe is where the
Jewish flavor comes from, ‘cause it did have a lot of dill in it.
And to me, the dill and fennel flavors and caraway flavors are
more, obviously, on the Jewish side. You know, rye bread. And
then you’d push it on the plancha [grill] really hard to get it
super crisp on one side. Then we’d slice a half a chicken over the
rice, which by the way, was very Latin. It had a little bit of jerez
[sherry], and it had sofrito. So I don’t know.
My matzo ball soup, I make mine with chayote and corn.
Sometimes, I’ve even done it pozole [Mexican stew]-style, and
it’ll have cilantro and lime. Now that’s not Argentine at all, but
it’s the flavors that I grew up with in my later career, probably
thanks to my husband, David, and traveling to Mexico. So,
yeah. Not only is it my background, but let’s face it: The way
you cook is also where you’ve been and the cultures that you’ve
been exposed to. It all kind of combines into one big mishmosh,
which happens to be my nickname.

Sounds like a delicious mishmosh. Do you observe
Shabbat, and what does that look like at your house?
We do not observe Shabbat, but I do cook for other people’s
Shabbat. I get asked a lot to make people Shabbat food, and I love,
especially nowadays, to gift people Shabbat dinners. It could be
anything from my mother’s delicious mustard-crusted brisket
that I now do on the grill with a splash of a mustardy chimichurri
sauce, it could be a whole roast duck, even, with glazed peaches.
We turn it very much into our style when we do food for the
holidays. Israeli couscous always is on the table, which I come
very close to burning on purpose, ‘cause that’s how my son loves
to eat it, where you toast it in oil until it’s brown, brown, brown,
and then saute vegetables into it and mushrooms and sometimes
dried apricots, and it’s just lovely. Finished with a lot of fresh herbs
and a squeeze of lemon, it’s really creamy and delicious. So I try
to combine a little bit of my heritage with the traditions of the
holidays, ‘cause the High Holidays are such a favorite time for us
to cook together, now over Zoom. So it’s bittersweet.

F A L L

2 0 2 0

F O R U M

47

FLORIDA Heritage Kitchen
CHIMICHURRI BRISKET

STORY OF MY LIFE CHICKEN SOUP

Ingredients

Ingredients

1 (4-pound cut of brisket), fattiest you can get
1 tablespoon smoked paprika
1 tablespoon hot paprika
1 tablespoon sweet paprika
1 ½ tablespoons kosher salt
1 ½ tablespoons brown sugar
1 tablespoon garlic powder
1 tablespoon olive oil
2 cups beef broth
2 tablespoon red wine vinegar
Chimichurri (recipe below)

1 chicken, about 4 pounds, skinned, rinsed, patted dry, and cut into 6 pieces (2 legs, 2
thighs, and 2 breasts)
2 cups minced Spanish onion
1 cup finely diced celery
1 cup finely diced carrots
1 bay leaf
About 4 quarts chicken stock
2 cups chayote, ¼-inch diced (can be replaced by pumpkin, calabaza, or jicama)
2 cups peeled sweet potato, ¼-inch diced dice (from about 1 large potato)
2 medium ears of corn, cut into ¼-inch rounds
½ cup dill leaves
1 serrano chili, sliced very thin
¼ cup chopped cilantro leaves and stems
1 lime, quartered or cut into sixths (1 wedge per person)
Salt and pepper

Whisk together the dry ingredients for
the spices. Rub the brisket with the olive oil
then the spice mixture.
Grill brisket on all sides over medium
heat until well seared.
In a pot, heat the vinegar and broth
together. Place the brisket in a roasting
pan with the warm broth, cover and cook
for about 3-4 hours or until tender but not
falling apart.
Remove from the pan, allow to rest at
least 20 minutes before serving with the
chimichurri.

CHIMICHURRI
Ingredients
2 cups finely chopped fresh Italian parsley
1 cup olive oil
4 tablespoons fresh oregano leaves
6 tablespoons red wine vinegar
4 tablespoons finely chopped garlic
4 teaspoons dried crushed red pepper
Kosher salt and black pepper
Preparation

In a food processor, combine the parsley,
vinegar, garlic, oregano and crushed red
pepper. Process until smooth; season with salt
and pepper. Transfer the sauce to a bowl and
pour the olive oil over the mixture. Let stand
for at least 20 minutes.

*1 cup cooked farfel or 12-24 (if small) of your favorite matzoh balls
Preparation

Put the chicken, onion, celery, carrots, and bay leaf in a large stockpot and
cover with cold chicken broth or cold water by 1 inch. Bring to a boil, then lower
the heat and simmer until the chicken is cooked through, moist, and tender, about
1 hour. Use tongs or a slotted spoon to transfer the chicken to a plate and set aside
until cool enough to handle.
Add the chayote, sweet potato, corn, dill, and habañero to the pot. Simmer
until the vegetables are cooked but with a little crunch, about 20 minutes.
Shred the cooled chicken meat by hand and return it to the pot. Stir in
the cilantro and cook for about 5 minutes to re-warm the chicken and further
develop the flavor. Season with salt and pepper. Add the cooked farfel or
matzoh balls, heat through.
Ladle the soup into 4 to 6 bowls, making sure to get a good mix of vegetables
in each bowl. Serve with a wedge of lime.
Serves 4 to 6
PHOTO BY MICHAEL PISARRI

Preparation

Want to learn more about the
story of Hispanic cuisine in Florida?
View the documentary Buen Provecho,
hosted by Michelle Bernstein and
supported by Florida Humanities, at
floridahumanities.org/documentaries.
Michelle Bernstein’s Story of My Life Chicken Soup features ingredients reflecting her Jewish and
South American family traditions, as well as the Mexican heritage of her husband, David Martinez.
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PHOTO BY MICHAEL PISARRI

WHITE GAZPACHO, MARCONA ALMONDS,
GRAPES, AND CUCUMBERS
Ingredients
1 ½ cups Marcona almonds (salted)
½ teaspoon fresh, peeled garlic
½ tablespoon peeled shallot
2 cups cucumbers, (I prefer English if available), peeled and
chopped
2 cups seedless green grapes
1 tablespoon fresh dill
1 ½ cups cold vegetable broth
½ cup excellent quality extra virgin olive oil
1 tablespoon sherry vinegar
2 tablespoons dry sherry wine
Salt and black pepper, to taste
Preparation

In a blender, add the almonds, garlic, shallot, cucumber,
grapes, dill and broth and puree until very smooth. While
blender is running, add the vinegar, sherry wine, and drizzle
in the olive oil. Run the blender for at least 4-5 minutes, until
the soup is very smooth. Place finished soup in the cooler
until chilled. Serve with a garnish of sliced grapes, crushed
almonds and dill.

Chef Michelle Bernstein on cooking,
and life, in the time of COVID-19
“It is what it is. I have an 8-year-old who’s dying to be
outside and play with his friends. … I’m feeding him absolutely
everything. And I think that’s where I’m actually most frustrated
[because] my son was the most curious, adventurous eater. And
right now, the kid is pushing my food away, and all he wants
is packaged mac ‘n cheese and packaged
PHOTO BY MICHAEL PISARRI
[breaded cutlets]. He won’t eat my food
anymore, and I don’t know what’s going on.
I don’t know if it’s an anxious thing, but he’s
done. He’s done with my cooking. He’s done
with the kitchen. He does not want my food,
and I feel like a failure as a mother and as a
chef, I think, because I can’t get him to eat
better right now.
“Once to twice a week now—I can’t
handle not cooking for people—we text
random people to come and pick up food or
to drop off. … The neighbors are benefitting.
I gave my next-door neighbor lasagna
yesterday, and I did fried chicken day, which
used to be Wednesdays at [my restaurant]
Michy’s. So I decided to do fried chicken day.
We just sent a text out—whoever wants it,
come and get it—and put little cute packages
outside, and I made biscuits and fried

F L O R I D A H U M A N I T I E S . O R G

This white gazpacho recipe, featuring almonds, grapes and cucumbers,
bears little resemblance to the tomato-based version.

chicken. Whoever wanted it came and got it. But then I
forgot to leave any for my husband, so I had to make more!
Cafe la Trova is closed for now but will reopen when we
feel comfortable doing so. We are delivering fried chicken on
Wednesdays through MBC Catering and on Saturdays we are
delivering pop-up menus, this week it’s old- school Michy’s!
“I feel as a restaurant owner and bar partner/owner
scared to death. I was just this morning having a conversation
with my husband, who is my partner in everything. We were
saying, ‘Okay, it’s time now to evolve. It’s time to
be something else.’ We’re trying to figure out now
how we can turn into a great takeout restaurant.
“I still am doing my TV show. Everything has
to be different: the way we touch food, the way we
touch even our faces. The other day, I was filming
my show, and I was like, ‘Oh my god, I have a hair
in my face. What do I do, what do I do, what do
I do?’ I was terrified of pulling a hair out of my
eye… I don’t want people to think that I keep my
hand in my face, but I’m human.
“I have one cameraman. He comes
through the side of the house. He never comes
inside the house. We stay more than 12 feet apart.
We film in my backyard. I’m standing in front of a
hedge, and I have a burner in front of me, and my
barbecue. And I film. I’m in a T-shirt. There’s no
covering my gray hair, and it’s just, I don’t know.
As rustic as possible.”
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TALES they TELL
From the beginning, Florida’s fish camps have connected us
to the wildness, and soul, of our state.
By Charlie Hailey / Photos by Aidan Hailey

N

ot long ago, my son and I helped clean
out an abandoned fish camp near
Gainesville. McGilvray’s had been
closed for a decade, but it was a museum
of outdoor life that still whispered the
legends of fishing for speckled perch on Newnans
Lake. The state record 3-pound 12-ouncer used to
hang proudly above the camp store’s counter, and this
is where renowned tournament angler Gary Simpson
honed his fishing vocation.
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Gary remembers Johnny McGilvray giving him a box of worms
and sending him off to the end of the rickety dock where a mess
of Newnans’ catfish were waiting. He told me how the magic of a
bobber disappearing underwater hooked him for life.
Among bright but dusty bobbers, reels of fishing line, pulse
minnows, lead sinkers, and rusted hooks, my son and I found two
artifacts: a letter and a map. The letter, from the 1980s, was from a
man in Oregon who wanted to move to Florida and offered to work
at the camp in return for lodging and unlimited fishing. He said he
wanted to slow down.

Approaching Stegbone’s Fish Camp from the St. Johns River.
The map sketched contours, marked waypoints, and
measured water depths. We felt we had discovered an old pirate’s
treasure map, as enigmatic as it was precise. I can imagine the
speck lurking there along its contours, hiding in its watery
patina. That map is about a fish camp’s local knowledge, deep as
a secret fishing hole.
Wanting to slow down and learn more about Florida recently
drew me back to fish camps, which I have come to realize were
likely the state’s first settlements. Indigenous people fished
and camped here long before our time. Middens still rise all
across the peninsula, and those piles of discarded shells attest
to centuries of shucked oysters and clams and an abundance of
fish. Though much later, early explorers also traversed the state’s
wildness from fish camp to fish camp, where they found rest,
hospitality, and a skillet of trout or perch.
Many of these camps were no more than a rustic cabin along
a remote lake or river, and others were built around landings for
19th-century steamers and paddle-wheelers. By the turn of the

century, the camps served not just as travelers’ waypoints and
early recreational outposts, but were also important stations for
gathering climatological and geological data in a land primarily
accessed by water.
Such informal camps expanded in the 1920s when
road access opened Florida to more tourists and a growing
population, and some fish camps even spawned towns, like
Giant’s Camp along the Alafia River near Tampa, which turned
the Gibsonton community into the winter home of carnival
sideshow performers. Fish camps grow by accretion. Like the
bouquet of an oyster colony, or barnacles on a boat’s hull, they
build up over time.
In their typical makeup of metal roofs and wood framing
raised above the ground, they hew toward Florida’s vernacular
architecture as they also mix building types — blending dock
with house and shed with shop. Fish camps are experiments in
weathering. Utilitarian by design, they play at the absurd game
of placing wood structures right next to the water and the

Many of these camps were no more than a rustic cabin along a remote
lake or river, and others were built around landings for 19th-century
steamers and paddle-wheelers.
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Like conversations on a porch, the fishing stories at Stegbone’s are told from the rocking chairs along the dock, which retains
the original pilings where paddle-wheelers loaded citrus in the 1880s.

weather that can tear them apart. As an architect and an
angler, I love them for this mix of what is temporary and
permanent. Camping, they connect us not just to fish but to
nature as a whole. And as poet Wallace Stevens once noted
about a fish camp in Long Key, they are paradise. Rustic, but
a paradise nonetheless.
In early spring, I visited Stegbone’s Fish Camp along the St.
Johns River near Satsuma. The camp’s namesake and owner, Jim
Stege, bought the place in 1998. There had been two previous
owners, and my copy of the 1957 fishing gazetteer lists R. A.
Allender as operator of the camp and its 10 boats. The R. is for
Robert, or “Bob” if you’ve come to fish. Eleven years earlier in
1946, Allender had left Kentucky to start the camp across from
a sandbar lush with eelgrass where monster bass bedded down
and stalked their prey. Twenty-six years later, when its renown
as the “Bass Capital of the World” still echoed across the tannin
water between high cypress, the camp passed to Allen Norton
who sold it to Stege after another 26 years.
Fish camps are measured in generations. And one
of those cypresses, which has seen about 10 of those
generations, is right here next to the campfire where Jim tells
me stories about the camp.
We sit on rough-hewn benches, the river boils and swirls, and
I listen. He tells me about the day he spent fishing a camper’s
dentures out from under the docks. Hooks and nets came up
empty (the anglers later claimed it was the only time the fish
weren’t biting), and they finally called in an expert diving team.
But it’s not just older people at fish camps. Over Jim’s shoulder,
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a grinning kid pulls a wriggling red belly bream out of the St.
Johns, as Jim recounts how all those years ago Bob planted
his family’s Christmas tree that now rises high over the docks’
low-slung roof. He points to the live well where anglers put their
prize fish after a good day on the river and then to the white
board where an honor system of tick marks records how many
buckets of ice each of the camp’s five cabins has used. He tells
me about Stuart Pacetti, who had his own camp downriver and
with perfect Minorcan form, would throw his 20-foot diameter
cast net from Stegbone’s narrow docks and fill the fish-cleaning
tables with clicking shrimp.

Gathering over memories

A family vacationing here from Georgia and Maryland joins
us around the fire. Earthy and sweet and brackish, the smell
of corn meal and oil follows them from the fryer that’s boiling
down on the dock. I met them earlier under the taxidermy
catfish that swims below the surface of the metal roof. A cell
phone snapshot proves yesterday’s catch—dozens of sunfish,
bluegill, and crappie. They scroll to another photo. It’s the gar
they told me about earlier, and its weight had gone up as the
sun was going down. A woman holds up that gar that is easily 40
pounds. It is as long as she is tall. Her husband has been coming
here for more than two decades, and now around the fire he tells
Jim he still wants to buy the camp. Maybe in 2024, when the
next 26 years rolls around, but I doubt Stege will sell.
On the dock—which is really an outdoor kitchen with a
stove and oven, a microwave, and assorted knives sheathed

“I am convinced that each lake and
every river in Florida has hosted
its own fish camp at some point in
time—a changing but enduring atlas
of a truly aqueous state.”
above the fish-cleaning table where a dinner bell used to hang
—I join the family at the round dining room table. I taste the
fried bream, and I’m back in Tennessee, a child fishing the
Little Harpeth River and having a fresh-caught lunch with my
neighbor on the riverbank.
Fish camps do that. They bring back memories, just like
they bring back people (another group from Kentucky has been
coming here well into four decades). And Stegbone’s is a living
museum. On the ramp to the docks, faded photos of happy
anglers line a glass-paneled cabinet across from a fire bucket
stenciled “Bob’s Fish Camp.”
Another case on the old general store’s wall holds a gator’s
foot, antique lures, gnawed boxes of Mustad hooks, and a
“Fisherman’s Ruler” where 20 inches is really 10. Behind the
store’s screen door, I can still hear the old register ringing up
gas, beer bottles clinking in the ancient fridge, and the radio
crackling with the day’s weather. At the end of the dock, a device

Map of Newnans Lake
fishing holes from
McGilvray’s Fish Camp.

known as the “Super Scaler” looks like an oversized lottery
barrel. It runs on a washing machine motor and still has the
coin-operated control for inserting quarters.
The fish camp’s boat slips are narrow, designed for the
beams of smaller, mid-century watercraft—skiffs easily
powered by 5.5 hp Johnson outboards like the one clamped
onto the dock’s railing. Two rental boats float side by side, one
is a 1960 Feathercraft with a 25 hp motor, named for Florida

Stegbone’s Fish Camp’s 1966 International Harvester truck is still put to work daily, and its utility building, originally storing linens,
is now covered with signage brought by guests.
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folk musician Gamble Rogers, and the other is named for James
Harmon, the camp’s long-time caretaker. The wake from a
big cruiser out in the river channel rattles the boats—a newer
Carolina Skiff among them—against the heart-pine pilings that
Jim traces back to Bob’s Fish Camp and possibly further back to
the time when paddlewheelers carried citrus from the original
grove to Palatka.
Up the hill from the dock, old salamander heaters that
used to warm the grove during cold snaps lean against Cabin
3, and inside, an old popping float is the pull switch handle for
the cabin’s bathroom light. A rocking chair on the cabin’s porch
has plaques “in memory of” the Nicholson clan of fishermen—
Charles, Roy, and Robert. On the dock, more rocking chairs with
commemorative plaques tell their own fishing tales, and I think
that the fish camp is really a porch to the river.

Traditions as old, and young as the state

No one knows how many fish camps remain in Florida,
and there’s a wider definition now. “Fish camp” can describe
bars and restaurants that prepare fish, as easily as it identifies
high-end glamping with all the amenities. In the 1950s, Bob’s
Fish Camp was one of nearly a thousand in Florida. Most were
like Stegbone’s, where the mix of fishing and camping meant
rustic convenience, nothing too fancy but everything you needed
to gather together and catch fish.

Names connected camps to people—Mary’s, JB’s, Ed and
Bernice’s, Paul’s, Brown’s, Elrod’s, Hiley’s, Pace’s, and Honest
John’s—and to place—Pine Island, Highland Park, Oak Hill,
Indian Mound, Twin Lakes, McIntosh, Spring Warrior, Pirate’s
Cove, Stump Pass, Dead River, Devil’s Elbow, and Lake Griffin.
I am convinced that each lake and every river in Florida has
hosted its own fish camp at some point in time—a changing but
enduring atlas of a truly aqueous state.
There is an ecology of the fish camp. It maps itself into the
earth, which in turn transforms the camp. And the camp itself
is a woven thing, tied up in the edges of water and land like
Pacetti’s cast net. Stegbone’s occupies what’s called a hurricane
hole, a natural shelter where boats anchor during storms. The
gentle but deep drop of the bank toward the St. Johns sends
northeast winds over the top of the camp, and you can throw in
a line as the barometer falls.
The sun is low when Jim lifts the lid on the cricket cases.
As many as 20,000 crickets soak up the light from yellow
bulbs and eat potatoes and oranges born on trees grafted
from the old grove.
The legs of each case stand in buckets of water to protect
the crickets from the red ants that like to eat them, almost as
much as the bass and bream hanker for the crickets. That’s
a lot like what running a fish camp entails—making do and
knowing these networks of interconnections. Fragile but

Stegbone’s Fish Camp looks west across the St. Johns River towards the Caravelle Ranch Wildlife Management Area.
The camp’s shaded firepit hosts visitors throughout the day.
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By the turn of the century, the camps
served not just as travelers’ waypoints
and early recreational outposts,
but were also important stations
for gathering climatological and
geological data in a land primarily
accessed by water.

Top: The day’s fishing haul, caught in a photograph from Stegbone’s
when it was known as Bob’s Fishing Camp. Left to right: Charles Lewis,
Bo Robinson, and Juddy Rabun in front of the camp’s office circa 1955.
Mayor Juddy and his wife, Leanna Rabun, were still making the trip to the
camp from Wrens, Georgia, well after 2000. Bottom: Late afternoon sun
streams across the St. Johns and under the dock roof at Stegbone’s.

resilient, fish camps require the same ingenuity and craftiness
and improvisation and dedication that fishing does. An architect
and preservationist by training, Jim maintains the camp like
you would an old boat, replacing parts when necessary, shoring
up what still works, and sometimes wondering how much of the
original remains, like the ancient problem of Theseus’ ship: Is it
still the same fish camp as more and more parts are traded out?
Sitting around the campfire at sunset, watching the flicker of
the river in the dock’s rafters, I think it is.
Meanwhile, Stegbone’s has adapted the traditions of fish
camping to 21st-century changes. His offerings on AirBnb attract
Swiss, French and German campers; a mast with sensors sends
local weather info to Weather Underground; and Bass Pro Shops
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does photo shoots at the camp. But like the layers of ash and fish
oil in this pit, where fires have been built for three quarters of a
century, the fish camp endures. Or, more precisely, it stays afloat
on Florida’s saturated ground.
My son and I laugh at the fish-camp humor when we
leave Stegbone’s: “Catch Ya Later.” Yes, I think so. On our way
back to Gainesville, we will pass Kate’s Fish Camp, where the
highway crosses Prairie Creek. An easy paddle northward
brings you to Newnans Lake and then on to the grassy shore
where McGilvray’s used to be. Gary said he caught his first bass
with an artificial lure here at Kate’s. The picture that Kate’s
friend Eleanor took of the young angler is the first photo in his
fishing scrapbook.
Many years later, Gary tells me, the original owner of Kate’s
visited his tackle shop on Newnans, told him fish camp stories,
and asked him a question: Did the sea cows still come up the
creek? I’m not sure what you mean, Gary remembers saying. The
man went on to explain that manatee used to swim in the creek
right by the camp.
This story still fills me with wonder. Imagine the manatee’s
journey: from the Atlantic, up the St. Johns, passing a slew of
fish camps along the way—Pacetti’s, Whitey’s, Georgia Boy’s,
Shell Harbor, Stegbone’s (when it was Bob’s), Anderson’s, Sunset
Landing, Bass Haven—and then up the Ocklawaha, into Orange
Creek, through Orange Lake, the River Styx, and finally Prairie
Creek, right by Kate’s and into Newnans.
They swam right through Florida’s watery veins, not yet
locked and dammed. They connected a peninsula’s center to its
coastal edge. And the fish camps were witnesses.
Charlie Hailey is an architect,
writer, and professor in the School
of Architecture at the University of
Florida. He has written five awardwinning books, including Camps:
A Guide to 21st Century Space. In
2018, Hailey received a Guggenheim
Fellowship that helped support
research for his new book on porches,
due out next spring. Next year, he
will be a Master Artist-in-Residence
at the Atlantic Center for the Arts in
New Smyrna Beach.
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DAYS OF TROUBLE, DAYS OF HOPE continued from page 17
Mosquito control allowed year-round living in places once
considered too mosquito-ridden. In 1962, Rachel Carson wrote
Silent Spring, calling DDT a “witches’ brew” that poisoned the
food chain. The book was a clarion call to arms for an emerging
American environmental movement. In 1972, the U.S. banned
the insecticide.

Spanish flu:

Progress, then a pandemic

COURTESY STATE OF FLORIDA ARCHIVES

The quarter century following the yellow fever epidemic of
the late 1880s witnessed a dizzying period of industrialization,
urbanization, and immigration. If a single word described the
meaning of these developments, it was progress.
But in 1914, any illusion of progress was shattered. The guns
of August commenced the fighting called the “Great War,” also
known as World War I. The conflict unleashed ancient demons
and modern forces. In a war famous for the new instruments of
death—the airplane, U-boats, and poison gas—the Grim Reaper’s
most lethal weapon was an ancient one: a virus.
Military conflict on a colossal scale, fought across four
continents by 70 million soldiers in dense conditions, served as
a perfect setting for a global pandemic. The lethal virus spread
like prairie fire across the globe. Between 1918 and 1919, one-half
billion people fell ill with what contemporaries called Spanish flu.
Death estimates range between 50 million and 100 million,
including 4,000 Floridians. In contrast, as of early August 2020,
COVID-19, the disease caused by the novel coronavirus, has
killed more than 160,000 Americans, including 7,746 Floridians,
and more than 716,000 people worldwide .
Epidemics ordinarily claim the most vulnerable, but the
Spanish flu targeted healthy young adults. By mid-summer 1918,
medical officials rejoiced that the epidemic had crested. “In fact,
it was more like a great tsunami that initially pulls water away
from the shore,” observed historian John Barry, “only to return
in a towering, overwhelming surge.”
A second wave darkened the Sunshine State. By September
1918, Jacksonville teemed with war workers and soldiers.
Florida’s largest city was home to Camp Joseph E. Johnston,

Yellow fever wiped cities off the map, but Floridians never gave up the
fight against the scourge. This print shows fires burned on Bay Street in
Jacksonville to kill yellow fever germs.
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bustling shipyards, and 82,000 residents. The outbreak began at a
city prison farm.
By Armistice Day, November 11, 1918, one-third of the city
was walloped by the disease, resulting in the closing of movie
palaces and vaudeville theaters, pool halls and saloons. “No
Spitting” signs appeared. Influenza claimed almost 900 lives
in Duval County. Ominously, coffin makers reported shortages.
Comparing the yellow fever and Spanish flu epidemics, T. F. Davis
wrote, “The rattle of the death carts of 1878 was supplanted by
the whir of the motor in 1918.”
Pandemics turn societies upside down. In July 1918, a
newspaper headline read, “Pensacola One of Healthiest Cities
on Map.” Influenza soon erupted there. By October, a journalist
gasped, “Almost no spot was spared.” Schools closed for the fall
term. In Gainesville, one-third of the all-male student body at
the University of Florida reported sick, along with President
Albert Murphree.
Since the 16th century, St. Augustine had struggled with
plague, invasion, and fire, but the St. Augustine Record of the
day reminded readers, “For the first time in the history of St.
Augustine, churches, schools and theaters have been closed and
public meetings canceled.” Children giggled a ditty, “I had a little
bird, its name was Enza. I opened the window, and Inflewenza.”
The epidemic also scoured small towns, claiming 20 victims
in Quincy and eight in Kissimmee. Greenville lost four citizens
in one week alone. Herbert Moore of Crawfordville, the youngest
member of the State Legislature, succumbed to the flu.
Having survived three savage wars, Florida’s 750 Seminoles
felt safe in the remote region of the Everglades. But modernity
arrived when, in 1918, an airplane crashed in the Big Cypress and
a rescue expedition reached the Seminole outpost, bringing the
infection. Ten Seminoles died.
The pandemic occurred during a “war to save the world
for democracy,” inflaming passions and prejudices. Engines of
conflict isolated and ignited racial, class, and ethnic tensions.
America was already deeply embroiled in clashes over
Prohibition and women’s suffrage, the Great Migration and
immigration restriction.
“There is always more misery among the lower classes
than there is humanity in the higher,” wrote Victor Hugo in Les
Misérables. Poor Floridians who lived in close quarters were hit
hardest. Thousands of laborers rolled cigars in Ybor City and
West Tampa factories. In one block in Ybor City, every single
home housed a sick member.
Only near the end of the crisis did officials open an
emergency hospital for African Americans. Clara Frye, a
Black Tampa nurse, treated the ill in her home. In total,
influenza infected 20,000 Tampans, killing 283 citizens.
In Miami, the city’s first Black millionaire, D.A. Dorsey,
transformed his hotel in Overtown into a hospital for the
city’s African Americans.
Home-front doctors and nurses performed steadfast service
in a terrifying environment. The Tampa Tribune editorialized,
“For devotion to duty, who except mothers and soldiers excels
the family doctor? . . . The Tampa doctors are the salt of the
earth.” Without a vaccine or antibiotic, doctors’ and nurses’
major treatment was boosting morale and giving comfort.
In Florida, as in America, there was little collective mourning.
Few monuments honor the victims of the yellow fever and
Spanish flu disasters.
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Curiously, polio seemed
to erupt in small towns, not
big cities. In the fall of 1954,
the Leon High football team
shut down because 448 cases
of polio had been reported
countywide. Opponents
refused to play the Lions.
In 1953, the scientist Jonas
Salk announced that he had
developed a successful polio
vaccine. In 1955, the vaccine
was adopted throughout the
country. School children
were rushed to centers to be
inoculated with menacingly
long needles. The Salk vaccine
was followed by the oral vaccine
developed by Albert Sabin,
which went into widespread use
in the 1960s.
The campaign to eradicate
Besides deadly disease, the most existential crisis faced by Floridians occurred in October 1962 when
polio
is considered one of the
President John F. Kennedy revealed the Soviet Union was constructing missile bases in Cuba. Here, school
great
success stories. Since
children in St. Petersburg practice duck-and-cover drills to prepare for protection in a nuclear attack.
1979, not a single case of polio
has originated in the U.S. The late news commentator Daniel
These pandemics of the past contained sad warnings
Schorr told the story of taking a young journalist to the annual
for today, as one commentator noted near the beginning of
Jonas Salk banquet. The guest asked, “Who’s Jonas Salk?”
COVID-19’s emergence in the U.S.
Schorr explained that he had developed a vaccine for polio. The
“Some disasters, like hurricanes and earthquakes, can
reporter then sheepishly asked, “What’s polio?”
bring people together,” argued columnist David Brooks in
The New York Times in March, “but if history is any judge,
pandemics generally drive them apart. These are crises in
which social distancing is a virtue. Dread overwhelms the
A threat from 90 miles offshore
normal bonds of human affection.”

13 days in October:

Polio:

Fear on the heels of optimism
When WWII ended, America was supremely confident.
A new Florida dream emerged, defined by fresh starts, palm
trees, and the promise of a better life. But amid Cold War
tensions, an old threat reemerged: Poliomyelitis, Polio.
Polio is an ancient disease, but the first polio
epidemic in America did not occur until 1894. Polio’s
most famous victim was a young Franklin D. Roosevelt
who contracted the crippling illness in 1921. When
Roosevelt was elected president in 1932, the press had
a tacit understanding never to photograph the chief
executive in his wheelchair or on crutches.
While COVID-19 disproportionately impacts senior
citizens, polio targeted young victims. Images of patients
suffering from infantile paralysis, a disease that attacked
the body’s central nervous system, became part of 1940s and
‘50s culture: children in clanking metal braces, iron lungs,
mothers fearful of sending children to swimming pools, and
placards with inserts for dimes to raise money.
Officials attacked polio with best intentions, such as
conducting DDT spraying campaigns and Georgia’s 1946
two-week quarantine on all travelers from Florida.
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Besides deadly disease, the most existential crisis faced
by Floridians occurred on October 22, 1962. In a televised
address, President John F. Kennedy shocked Americans when
he announced that U.S. spy planes had confirmed the Soviet
Union was constructing missile bases in Cuba. The threat of
assured mutual destruction was the product of a Cold War and
an arms race between the U.S. and U.S.S.R.
“I remember when the announcement happened, and my
family reacted with: ‘The world is going to end,’ and it had
something to do with Cuba. I was 7 years old at the time . . . I
was very afraid,” recalled Marta María Darby, in an interview
with National Public Radio in October 2012.
“It was quite frightening. . . . [at school] You hear the alarm,
you dive under your desk. And I remember thinking, even as
a child, thinking, really, this is going to prevent a bomb from
destroying us?”
In 1959, Fidel Castro and his rebel forces overthrew
dictator Fulgencio Batista. For the next three years, the U.S.
and Cuba engaged in an escalating chess match: the exodus
of Cuban refugees to Miami, Cuba’s expropriation of U.S.
property, an embargo on Cuban sugar, the disastrous Bay of
Pigs invasion, and a Soviet-Cuban alliance.
In his 1961 inaugural address, John F. Kennedy, the
young American president, had laid a marker, vowing, “Let
every nation know, whether it wishes us well or ill, that we

F A L L

2 0 2 0

F O R U M

57
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shall pay any price, bear any burden, meet
any hardship . . . to assure the survival and
success of liberty.”
For more than a decade, a popular culture
had grown up around the Cold War and the
need for bomb shelters and “duck and cover”
drills in schools. And in 1962, Floridians felt
on the brink.
The Cold War boiled over when President
Kennedy confronted Soviet premier Nikita
Khrushchev over Soviet missile sites capable
of launching nuclear-tipped weapons 90
miles from Florida. An eerie term emerged to
describe what might happen:
“Nuclear Armageddon.”
For 13 days, the world was transfixed with
the threat of nuclear annihilation. Florida,
which stood in the crosshairs, was a beehive
of activity as the military reserves were
called up and residents were sent scurrying
for safety in rural areas. Residents of Miami,
Tampa, Jacksonville, and Pensacola were
especially nervous because of the presence of
military bases and Cuban refugees.
Deborah Burmester Leibecki recounted
Dadeland Mobile Home Park after passage of Hurricane Andrew in 1992.
to the Florida Times-Union a memory of
her parents watching newscaster Walter
Cronkite’s nightly broadcast, but turning it off when she or her
siblings walked in the room.
In Marjorie Kinnan Rawlings’ 1938 novel, The Yearling, Jody
“I was in elementary school at the time (Jacksonville),”
Baxter runs away after his mother forces him to shoot his beloved
she said, in a story commemorating the crisis’ 50th
deer. When a bedraggled Jody returns, his elated father tells the
anniversary. “We were given metal bracelets that had our
young boy, “You’ve done come back different. You’ve takened a
full name, address, religious faith, phone number, and
punishment. You ain’t a yearling no longer.”
mother’s name on it. I still have mine.”
The melancholic scene provides a message for the Sunshine
The world exhaled when the crisis was defused. “We’re
State in 2020. Florida is strong and resilient. The pandemic has
eyeball to eyeball,” sighed Secretary of State Dean Rusk,
taken, and continues to take, a grievous human toll. But if history
“and the other fellow just blinked.”
is any guide, Floridians will hold on and come back stronger.
We live in turbulent and fraught times. We can hope that the
crisis will strengthen our resolve and instill a new Florida dream.
Uniting Floridians across history
Many Floridians in search of hope and serenity are
rediscovering what brought them to Florida in the first place:
Each summer meteorologists remind Floridians that
the spiritual and comforting power of nature.
a Category 5 hurricane brings the force of a nuclear bomb.
Writing in The Guardian newspaper in 2016, Rebecca Solnit,
Florida history can be measured by its most powerful
author of Hope in the Dark, considers our troubled contemporary
hurricanes: Cedar Key in 1896, Key West in 1935, and Donna
era and evokes inspiring words: “Hope is a gift you don’t have to
in 1960. More recently, the evil triplets—Andrew, Irma, and
surrender, a power you don’t have to throw away.”
Michael—have punctured any sensibility that Florida is safe
from killer hurricanes.
Gary Mormino is the
Hurricanes connect Floridians across the ages. Residents
Frank E. Duckwall professor
of Mexico Beach can relate to a Spanish chronicler who,
of history emeritus at University
describing a 16th-century hurricane, swore that “it seemed as
of South Florida St. Petersburg,
if all the demons had escaped from Hades.” But hurricanes also
where he is also scholar in
bring Floridians together in ways that a long peninsula and
residence at Florida Humanities.
panhandle divide us.

Conclusion

Hurricanes:
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FLORIDA State of Wonder

Haven for herons
By Elizabeth Randall

This blue heron wades in Lake Rowena at Harry P. Leu Gardens
in Orlando, a 50-acre botanical oasis near downtown Orlando.
My husband, daughter and I go there every Father’s Day. This
year, we carried out our tradition in the company of this fine
bird in its heavenly environment .

Elizabeth Randall is a retired public
school teacher and the author of five
books. She lives in Lake Mary with her
husband, Bob.

Do you have a photo for State of Wonder? Please email Jacki Levine at jlevine@flahum.org
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Your Digital Gateways to
Florida’s History and Culture

FloridaHumanities.org is a free resource
for individuals and communities to learn more
about Florida. Visitors to our website can apply for
exciting grant and program opportunities, see the
humanities events happening in their community,
and learn about Florida’s history and culture
with blog posts, radio programs, and more.
Visit FloridaHumanities.org and discover
why Florida is a state of wonder!

Listen! These Streets Have Stories to Tell!
Florida Stories is a free walking tour app created by
Florida Humanities. Users will be transported through
the past and present with over thirty-five tours of Florida
communities. Each Florida Stories tour is narrated, packed
with photos, and will open your eyes to
the Sunshine State in a way you’ve never
experienced before.
Download the “Florida Stories” app today,
available for Android and Apple devices.

