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ABSTRACT 

 
Natural resources, the environment, and conservation movements all played an important part 

in Florida�s past, particularly within the last half of the twentieth century.  As development of the 

built environment within Florida and the population increased, Floridians experienced a culture 

change that altered the ways that they viewed the environment and the accompanying natural 

elements.  Numerous conservation movements emerged, and individuals became more aware of the 

effects of these developmental changes.  From this ideological transformation, writers and artists 

used Florida�s natural features as inspiration for works that reflect sentimentally on a more natural 

past and also attempted to invoke feelings of indignation at the detrimental changes happening 

around them.   

Each set of artistic works analyzed in this thesis are the products of this influence.  The 

twentieth-century landscape paintings of Martin Johnson Heade and the mass-produced works of the 

Highwaymen both highlight the struggle that has plagued Florida since the beginning of its 

widespread development: the conflict between the desire to live somewhere that is exotic and natural 

and the need to civilize this place in order to make it inhabitable.  Heade, a Hudson River School 

painter, moved to Florida in 1883 to take advantage of the landscapes and scenery that Florida had to 

offer.  His scenes contained features such as conflicts between the civilized and wild and were more 

vibrant than his earlier works, suggesting that Florida was to be viewed differently from other parts 

of the country. 

 The Highwaymen, a group of south Florida African American painters, act as a comparison 

group for Heade�s works.  Because one of the founders of the group, Alfred Hair, was trained by A. 

E. Backus, a white painter who was classically trained in the Hudson River School style, influences 

of this style can be found in the Highwaymen�s paintings.  Regardless of the similarities, the 

Highwaymen paintings were unique to specialized mass-production techniques.  Both Heade and the 

Highwaymen were influenced an emerging tourism culture that enveloped Florida in the early and 

mid-twentieth century, and close examinations of their paintings reveal these nuances.  

Participants in the 1985 Florida license plate contest convey similar ecological themes in 

their entries.  The results of the contest, over 3,500 images and letters, reveal Floridians� 

contemporary concerns.  In addition, these entries reflect the increasing influence and continuity of a 

cohesive Florida image that highlights the natural characteristics of the state.  Other issues discussed 

in that chapter will include people�s perception of government process, the increasing awareness 

about conservation and environmental movements in Florida, and the ways that Floridians felt about 

their state in the 1980s. 

When the state of Florida�s 2004 state quarter was minted with the images of a Sabal Palm, a 

Spanish galleon, and a launched space shuttle on its face, the long-standing developmental discourse 

was again reinforced through the images that were selected to represent Florida nationwide.  The 

state quarter contest, and the chapter devoted to it, serves as an addendum to the 1985 license plate 

contest.  The finalist selections were analyzed to reveal the narrowing focus of the Florida brand at a 

national level, to compare the images chosen with those submitted in the 1985, and to evaluate the 

differences and similarities between the conduct of the 1985 and 2002 contests.  Ultimately, the 

outcome of the quarter contest shows that themes such as ecology, history, and recreation constitute 

Floridians� opinions of the state.  

 Taken together, these three groups of artistic works show how pervasive and cohesive the 

Florida myth has become.  In the conclusion, a brief analysis of a new ad campaign produced by 

VISIT FLORIDA, the state�s official tourism advocacy organization, will show that with each 

passing year, these images of Florida became inherent to Floridian culture and identity as 

representative of the �real� Florida.
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INTRODUCTION 

 

        What do you picture or feel when you think of Florida? Is it the heat, the sun, the humidity 

that creates a stifling blanket that can be unbearable? Perhaps it is the blueness of the ocean or 

the bright and shiny reflections of the sun as it hits the waves.  Is it the food? The sweetness of 

the fresh corn, the tartness of an orange, or the crunch of a pecan? Surely, all of these images 

work together to create a sensory experience that is Florida, or do they simply conform to our 

vision of Florida or what we want it to be?  Florida has become not only somewhere to live, but 

something to strive for, a destination at the end of a long and difficult working career or a short 

reprieve from a boring job and the snow.  The influx of new citizens has pushed several issues to 

the forefront: development, conservation, and availability of resources.  Although presented as 

urgent and recently developing, these issues are not new.  Ultimately, the history of Florida has 

been driven by the eternal struggle between Florida as it was and Florida as it could be.   

 Mythmaking, and the ways that identity are created through the use of particular images 

or themes, is central to this thesis.  Historian David Lowenthal describes the use of myth to 

create national identity by downplaying negatives and focusing on themes that seem foreign, 

different, and distant, noting that �[e]xotic enigmas enrich heritage more than drab details.�
1
  

This technique has been crucial to the creation and perpetuation of the Florida myth and will be 

utilized in the writings and images discussed here.  The use of the exotic to describe and depict 

Florida is not a new concept, and by the end of this thesis, the development of the Florida myth 

will be traced from the writings of one of its earliest proponents, scientist William Bartram in the 

18
th
 century, to its current manifestation in the images of the VISIT FLORIDA ad campaign. 

Although the exotic is the most often employed perception of Florida, several other themes are 

typically found in writings and art about Florida: discussions about the perceived (and real) 

regional differences between north, central, and south Florida, the perception of Florida as one of 

the last frontiers, and most commonly, the image and now ingrained identity of Florida as 

America�s paradise.  Whether or not each of these perceptions can be proven as correct or real, 

those individuals offering creative works about the state are fully engaging in this discourse and 

are ultimately reinforcing the Florida myth.  In particular, the use of the land and natural themes 

                                                
1 David Lowenthal, The Heritage Crusade and the Spoils of History, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 

1998), 136. 
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by the state government, businesses, and private individuals in discussing both the development 

and history of Florida has been essential in Florida�s mythmaking. 

 The everyday nature of mass-produced paintings, license plates, and quarters lend 

credence to the strength of the Florida myth.  These items, typically viewed as dispensable, and 

in the case of the plates and quarters, as fulfilling a requirement or need, are not always saved in 

archives or examined for their cultural value.  The Highwaymen paintings fulfilled another 

purpose: their images were taken into people�s homes and offices to be displayed.  They became 

familiar and useful.  Their familiarity is also their value.  Because these items serve a purpose, 

the individuals who are paying for goods, displaying their art, and driving their cars are tacitly 

agreeing to disseminate the Florida myth far and wide.  The myth�s power is not just in its 

message but also in its vehicle.  

Florida historians frequently characterize a struggle that has plagued, and ultimately 

damaged, the culture, aesthetic landscape, and natural environment of Florida since Europeans 

first landed upon its shores.  The environment was intimately tied into the ways that Florida has 

developed, the identities of Floridians and the state itself, and the industries that have been 

crucial to Florida�s economy.  Frequently, these problems forced an accompanying intellectual 

discourse in which the state�s activists, artists, writers, and politicians participated.  The 

exploitation of Florida was, and is, key to this discourse.  The over-hunting of native species and 

the introduction of plantation crops drastically changed the environment of Florida and forced 

Floridians to speak out in response to environmental degradation.  The effects of these settlement 

strategies helped to frame the early environmental arguments of the twentieth century and 

ultimately shaped Florida historiography.  As environmental historian Jack Davis argues, the 

Florida alligator and several species of plume birds suffered due to the fashion value of their skin 

and feathers in the early twentieth century.  The trade in alligator skins was so lucrative that �2.5 

million alligator hides were harvested� over 14 years.
2
  The feather trade also responded very 

positively to growing popularity.  Egret hunters could receive up to the price of gold per ounce 

                                                
2 Jack E. Davis, �Alligators and Plume Birds: The Despoliation of Florida�s Living Aesthetic,� in Jack E. Davis and 

Raymond Arsenault, Paradise Lost?: An Environmental History of Florida, (Gainesville, FL: University Press of 

Florida, 2005), 242. 
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for an ounce of egret feathers, or the plumes of four birds.
3
  These industries deeply affected the 

composition of Florida�s wildlife as did the intrusive introduction of crops such as citrus. 

 Private citizens were not the only ones to try to change or exploit Florida.  Government 

intrusion into and regulation of the natural affairs of Florida led to a series of decisions that 

transformed the state from a perceived �savage and contentious� place that was dangerous into a 

�serene and inviting� place to settle.
4
  These strategies to create a �paradise� included attempts to 

control the Native Americans.  The Seminoles, free blacks, and others acted as barriers to the 

profitable settlement of Florida because they compromised the potential �peaceful� and 

�pleasant� landscape.  Through a system of relocation, strident runaway slave laws, and the 

eventual development of reservations, the United States government attempted to eradicate and 

then corral these groups into controllable areas.
5
 Even government-endorsed programs that were 

based upon �good intentions� created additional destruction. 

 The result of these programs is a state that is a created shell of its former self.  In the first 

half of the twentieth century, the two Civilian Conservation Corps programs in Florida, the 

Florida Forest Service and the Florida Park Service, implemented a program of design that was 

invasive and destructive.  They eradicated native plants such as palmettos and native animals 

such as snakes, re-introduced �friendly� non-native animal species such as deer, and suppressed 

regular natural fire schedules that had fostered longevity in long-leaf pines.
6
  The fire prevention 

was particularly problematic.  As hardwoods began to shade out and kill off the long-leaf pines, 

the corresponding ground cover habitat was destroyed as well.  The two agencies were creating 

�built environments� not �preserved wild areas.�
7
  These government-sanctioned actions were 

heralded and considered beneficial at the time; however, they offer a cautionary tale to the 

                                                
3 Ibid., 245. 

  
4 Introduction in Jack E. Davis and Raymond Arsenault, Paradise Lost?: An Environmental History of Florida, 

(Gainesville, FL: University Press of Florida, 2005), 242, 7. 

 
5 Mark Derr, Some Kind of Paradise: A Chronicle of the Man and Land in Florida, (New York: W. Morrow, 1989): 

271-293. 

 
6 Dave Nelson, ��Improving� Paradise: The Civilian Conservation Corps and Environmental Change in Florida,� in 

Jack E. Davis and Raymond Arsenault, Paradise Lost?: An Environmental History of Florida, (Gainesville, FL: 

UFP, 2005), 99-100. 

 
7 Ibid., 97, 99. 
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citizens of Florida today about the state Department of Environmental Protection�s proposed 

environmentally restorative �solutions� offered. 

 The image of Florida that activists and long-time residents now fight to preserve is in 

actuality a construct of the 20
th
 century.  The use of the orange on license plates is no less 

contrived than the Disneyification of the landscape around Orlando.  Nonetheless, debates about 

authenticity drive questions about whether the state parks should be preserved in their current 

state or should they be completely rehabilitated to restore their historical accuracy.  Will 

questions about historical legitimacy ever have clear-cut answers or should they?  If anything, 

these fights about development, the environment, and government involvement may represent 

the state better than an orange ever could.  

Florida has undergone a series of transformations since it became an American territory 

in 1821.  The state has always been well-known and highly advertised for its tropical climate, 

variety of natural resources, and relatively unsettled regions, but in the last half of the twentieth 

century, factors such as a huge population increase, out-of-control development, significant 

immigration from the Caribbean and Latin America have radically changed the way that 

Floridians and Americans generally view the state.  One aspect of Floridian life has remained 

constant since 1821; a clear economical, political, environmental, demographical divide between 

the regions known as north Florida and south Florida. 

 The most uncontrollable and significant divisive factor has been the environment.  The 

landscape, geography, climate, and natural resources of each region have undeniably affected the 

settlement and identity of each region.  The environmental issues affecting Floridians in north 

Florida and those affecting south Floridians are dependent upon the landscape and environment 

of each region.  Because the composition of the soils, the temperature, and the ecosystems are 

significantly different, the problems due to human interference are not the same.  These 

environmental differences are reflected in almost all the other historical categories, particularly 

in demographics, economics, and development.
8
  

                                                
8 Jack Davis�s and Raymond Arsenault�s Paradise Lost? is an edited collection that traces Florida through the 

environment.  Within their work, David McCally, Gordon Patterson, and Raymond Arsenault describe the influence 
of the environment on the ways and places that Floridians settled in Florida in the first half of the twentieth century, 

including problems with mosquito control, dealing with a watery landscape, and the effect of hurricanes on settled 

regions and crops.  In the same book, Gary Garrett, Nano Riley, Bruce Stephenson, and Gordon Harvey analyze the 

later results of Florida settlement such as the damage to Lake Apopka and the Everglades. 
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Water contamination and scarcity are two problems that unite all areas of Florida; 

however, the causes of the degradation are region specific.  In the Everglades region, the 

available freshwater and aquifer have been dramatically affected by Big Sugar�s agricultural 

practices.
9
  For the Panhandle region and other sections of north Florida, water problems can be 

tied to overuse, the spray fields and other methods of waste disposal in the Tallahassee area, 

industrial plants such as the paper mills scattered throughout the coast, and nuclear power plants 

near Jacksonville and other coastal cities.
10

  The environment in central and south Florida were 

also significantly impacted by the state-mandated cow dipping stations that are theoretically still 

interspersed throughout the Florida landscape.  The arsenic in the dipping liquid undeniably 

affects the environment, and when the stations went out of fashion, the state did not require 

either documentation about the locations of the dipping pools or adequate disposal of the 

chemicals. 

Some economic opportunities have been available state-wide.  A number of military 

installments from World War II are still functional, and they are significant employers in the 

state.  South Florida�s economy has been significantly stronger than north Florida�s economy.  

The economy of south Florida has become increasingly diversified, so that technology, business, 

agriculture, and tourism have ensured the success of this area.  Central and south Florida have 

always been dependent upon the business of tourism.  Orlando has been dramatically altered by 

the creation of several attraction destination parks that encourage tourism.  Miami, historically, 

has always been an important vacation locale as was Key West.  In recent years, the 

southwestern coast of Florida from below Tampa down to Naples has become increasingly 

developed for long-term seasonal tourists.  The in-migration of �snow birds� has dramatically 

altered the demographics of south Florida, especially in comparison to north Florida.
11

 

Significantly different population groups have moved into the regions of Florida.  In 

North Florida, the early planter class settlers from other locations in the South imported their 

                                                
9 For a lengthy discussion of the problems with the Everglades, see Michael Grunwald, The Swamp: The 

Everglades, Florida, and the Politics of Paradise, (New York: Simon and Schuster, 2006). 

 
10 For a description of the problems facing the water quality of north Florida�s aquifer, please see a series of articles 

run by the Tallahassee Democrat on June 19, 2006, in which each of the writers tackled a different source of 
pollution and discussed the ways that it harms the aquifer.  The problems addressed included septic tanks, spray 

fields, and development.  Jennifer Portman and Bruce Ritchie, �Problems�,� Tallahassee Democrat, 19 June 2006. 

 
11 Lee Irby, �Taking Out the Trailer Trash,� Florida Historical Quarterly, 79 (Fall 2001): 181-200. 
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entire clan systems along with their social customs and gender roles.  As Baptist outlined in his 

article, this planter class forced Florida to become �Southern.�  This in-migration was centered 

primarily in the Red Hills region of Florida and in upper central Florida.  The Southern gentility 

of north Florida has its roots in this in-migration period and set it permanently apart from south 

Florida.
12

  The counterparts of the northern gentry class are the immigrant groups that helped to 

settle south Florida and helped to define the cultural and social mores of the region.  In Tampa, 

Italian, Spanish, and Cuban immigrants first moved to the region in the late 1800s and first half 

of the twentieth century.  Like the northern gentry group of north Florida, these immigrants 

drastically changed the culture and economy of their region.  These immigrant groups bolstered 

the cigar industry, and imported their cultural values.  They formed mutual aid societies and 

created a significant amount of Tampa�s built environment including social clubs, theaters, and 

cigar factories that set their ethnic enclaves like Ybor City apart from the surrounding areas.
13

    

Social issues have also forced several demographic groups to settle in certain locations in 

the state.  Because the United States forced Florida�s Native American groups to either leave the 

state or relocate to the Everglades, this government policy has shaped the demographics of 

Florida.  The largest group of remaining Seminoles in Florida lives in south Florida.  The earliest 

Seminole settlers in the Everglades region were forced there by the government.  The Seminoles 

that now own a significant amount of land in that region live there due to enforcement of the 

treaties that the United States government made with the Seminoles under the notion that they 

were sovereign.  Both the initial political decisions by the U.S. government and the later legal 

battles over the treaties have shaped the way that the area surrounding the Everglades in south 

Florida is settled.  There is no comparable settlement in north Florida and the demographics of 

the region reflect the Seminoles� sovereignty.  The population make-up of Florida has also 

deeply affected the ways that development has occurred in the state. 

 Huge population increases in south Florida throughout the twentieth century forced real 

estate development to occur quickly in a number of regional urban centers without a significant 

amount of planning.  As a result of these population increases, south Florida�s development is 

characterized by these urban centers that line the coastal regions.  The largest cities in south 

                                                
12 Edward Baptist, �The Migration of Planters to Antebellum Florida: Kinship and Power,� The Journal of Southern 

History, 62.3, (August 1996): 527-554 . 

 
13 Gary Mormino and George E. Pozzetta, The Immigrant World of Ybor City: Italians and their Latin Neighbors in 

Tampa, 1885-1985, (Gainesville, FL: University Press of Florida, 1998). 
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Florida include Miami, Tampa, Ft. Myers/Naples region, and the Orlando area.  Tampa, in 

particular, has experienced an inordinate amount of sprawl.  The population increase in the 

Tampa metro region was almost 1 million between 1984 to 2006 or approximately 1/6 of the 

total population increase statewide.
14

  In contrast, north Florida has only three large population 

clusters in Tallahassee, Jacksonville, and Pensacola, and of these three, only Jacksonville is on 

the same developmental scale as the southern regions.   

The changing population of south Florida has also led to innovation in housing 

production.  Cheap, affordable, and quickly assembled housing has been an important factor in 

south Florida�s real estate development.  As outlined by Lee Irby, mobile homes and then 

manufactured homes became a significant housing sector in these vacation locales.
15

  Mobile 

homes and trailers have gained some popularity in recent years for the north Florida region; 

however, the individuals moving into these houses are not retirees like they would have been and 

still are in many places in south Florida.  Rather, for north Floridians, manufactured housing is 

an affordable option for some families to live in year-round as opposed to serving as vacation 

homes for seniors.  Other developmental differences separate north and south Florida. 

The abandoned plantations in north and central Florida and their plotted and sometimes 

cleared land have offered opportunities for development by the St. Joe Company.  Their new 

neighborhood-style communities are significantly different from the developments in south 

Florida.  Their designs are the direct result in ideological changes in the fields of urban and 

regional planning, particularly in relation to pedestrian neighborhood development.  In 

comparison to the southern coasts of both the Atlantic and Gulf Coasts, which were significantly 

developed by the 1950s and were quickly becoming important urban tourism centers, the 

Panhandle Coast was relatively undeveloped.  Panama City Beach was the only real location for 

tourists, and other vacation homes were spread in large intervals along the upper Gulf Coast.  

Within the last twenty years, planned communities have been built along the coast from Wakulla 

County to Destin, but these developments are significantly different from those planned in the 

South.  Unlike the southern urban centers, these planned communities consist of two or three 

story, pastel colored homes, and each �village� has a town center that provides amenities of 

                                                
14 Parker Neils, �Pain in Paradise: Florida�s Failed Fix-all,� Florida State University Research in Review, xvii.ii, 

(Winter/Spring 2008): 16-17. 

 
15 Irby, �Taking Out the Trailer Trash�,� 182. 
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some kind, such as groceries, restaurants, pubs, and shops.  Because this coast does not have the 

same availability of services that the larger southern cities do, the developers have used these 

town centers to accommodate (usually inadequately) the needs of both seasonal and year-round 

inhabitants.  In addition to these factors, developers at companies like St. Joe were encouraged to 

build in north Florida due to stricter building codes in south Florida.  In 2002, the Florida 

Building Codes were established to provide state-wide standards for contractors, but the codes 

for South Florida were still much stricter for hurricane shingle loads and window wind-

resistance.  With the regular revisions in 2007, the new codes are now being enforced equally 

state-wide and the standards for south and north Florida are now the same due to pressure from 

the insurance lobby. 

Both the demographics and development of the different regions have affected the 

political situation in Florida.  Until the 1990s, the Florida legislature was controlled by north 

Florida white, socially connected, and typically wealthy legislators.  They maintained their 

power by preventing the redistricting of the state that was absolutely necessary due to the 

population and settlement patterns outlined above.  Although the districts of North Florida had 

significantly smaller per capita populations, the more densely populated southern districts were 

afforded the same, or lesser, representation than these northern districts.   

In one aspect of politics, the experience was similar throughout the state.  The 

disfranchisement of African-Americans was almost universally enforced throughout the state 

with the use of intimidation tactics, violence, and state-wide laws that were created specifically 

to prevent African-Americans from voting.  These political stances would carry over into the 

1950s and 1960s, when African-Americans were forced to fight unfair segregation practices 

throughout the state.  Neither region of Florida was open to equality for both races.
16

  Ortiz 

argues that the collective experience for black Floridians showed that Florida had fallen in line 

with the rest of the nation, at least politically and socially.  Ortiz may argue that for this instance, 

Floridians� experiences were more universal; however, the differences between north and south 

                                                
16 Paul Ortiz outlines the problems with disfranchisement in Emancipation Betrayed.  The attacks and problems 

were not region-specific, although the urban centers appeared to offer African-Americans more freedom.  Although 

some of the latest lynchings and violence occurred in north Florida, the Rosewood incident occurred in south 
Florida, showing that violence could occur anywhere in the state and that prejudice was rampant.  Paul Ortiz, 

Emancipation Betrayed: The Hidden History of Black Organizing and White Violence in Florida from 

Reconstruction to the Bloody Election of 1920, (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 2005),  

David Colburn, �Rosewood and America in the Early Twentieth Century,� Florida Historical Quarterly, 76, (Fall 

1997): 176-193. 
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Florida, politically and demographically, became especially evident during the land booms and 

immigrant and migrant waves of the twentieth century.   

The tropical and unstable weather in South Florida created a particular agricultural and 

cultural environment.  These differences were often embraced by the inhabitants of Florida, 

especially by the writers and artists, and have become an important part of Floridians� identities. 

While Edward Baptist, Lee Willis, Robert Hall, Paul Ortiz, and Vivienne Miller all discuss 

individual people, events, or organizations within Florida, they are presenting histories that focus 

primarily on the northern portion of the state or on the political actions of government leaders.  

As a result of this exclusivity, their examples ultimately show that north Florida, its citizens, and 

its culture became more entrenched in the Southern experience as the nineteenth century 

progressed. In contrast, south Florida remained largely unsettled until the twentieth century, 

experienced significant development at a rapid pace, and was distinctly affected by immigration 

as its urban centers offered job opportunities. 

Baptist contends that the relocation of an almost complete kinship group from North 

Carolina shaped the both the political climate and the social structure within the Tallahassee area 

in a way that was dependent upon the landscape of the region and the relationships/wealth of 

these settlers.  The Branch, Bradford, and Whitaker recreated their familial groups when they 

moved to the Red Hills region of the state.  This system allowed the settlers �to obtain and then 

control access to scarce� societal resources.
17

  Baptist focuses on the Tallahassee region of the 

Red Hills, but other parts of the region, such as Thomasville, Georgia less than fifty miles from 

Tallahassee, had areas that were settled in similar ways.  Similar to the North Carolina clans, the 

Hannas, a prominent family from the Cleveland area, dominated the area just over the Georgia 

border through land ownership via kinship and friendship ties.
18

  Although the Hannas settled on 

a different type of plantation (the recreational quail plantation) and a bit later (in the latter half of 

the nineteenth century), this example shows that Southern settlers were not the only ones who 

                                                
17 Edward Baptist, �The Migration of Planters,� 529. 

 
18 The Hannas were able to establish a community of power that was powerful at its inception but was also 
extremely active up to the end of the 20th century.  Descendants of the family itself owned 22 plantations within the 

area by 1970, and another 19 plantations were owned by individuals affiliated with the Hanna family in some way.  

Dr. William Bruckheimer, Leon County Hunting Plantations: An Historical & Architectural Survey, Tallahassee, 

FL: Florida Department of State, Historic Tallahassee Preservation Board of Trustees, 1988, 102-103. 
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successfully recreated entire cultures in the South by dominating a landscape through land 

ownership.   

Baptist is actually outlining one of the most important reasons that north Florida became 

Southern: the successful infiltration of a significant number of connected Southern settlers who 

ultimately forced Florida�s culture into conforming to the rest of the southern states.  By 

transplanting their customs and kinship systems, these settlers were recreating the typical 

Southern plantation and landed gentry culture.  Baptist�s article raises a question that will be 

addressed throughout Florida�s history: did the entire state become Southern or have south 

Florida, central Florida, and north Florida all developed in different ways due to environmental, 

political, and population differences?   

Robert Hall�s ��Yonder Come Day�� depicts Florida�s similarity to other Southern states 

by tracing the importance of the church to African American identity.  He describes the ways 

that Florida�s religious organizations developed in a diverse manner, particularly during and 

immediately following the Civil War.  Catholics, Episcopalians, and Protestants all actively 

practiced in the state, but Protestant churches began to grow in popularity due to factors that 

were common throughout the South.  The activities they undertook, such as ��dinners on the 

grounds�� held during �revival season� have been repeatedly examined throughout the South by 

historians of Southern religion.
19

  As a result, Florida appears to have conformed to Southern 

religious conventions.  Hall, however, does contend that Florida was unique in one way: the 

harshness of its black codes.  The author notes that the codes had �an enduring effect upon 

patterns of race relations in the state.�
20

  Paul Ortiz offers a more expansive and detailed 

discussion of the resulting race relations within these special circumstances. 

 Paul Ortiz�s analysis of race relations in Florida following the Civil War show that white 

Floridians� attitudes toward African Americans largely reflected the emerging racial tension that 

characterized the South as a whole.  Consequently, his work could be used to further the �Florida 

as southern� thesis.  Ortiz situates Florida in the larger discourse on the South by noting that 

other authors have written about the development of similar �secret� societies that acted as 

mutual aid organizations, unifying political forces, and important culture groups for African 

                                                
19 Robert Hall, ��Yonder Come Day�: Religious Dimensions of the Transition from Slavery to Freedom in Florida,� 

The Florida Historical Quarterly, 65, 1987, 416. 

 
20 Hall, 423. 
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Americans following Emancipation.
21

  Ortiz also shows that many of these organizations were 

local chapters of larger national organizations attempting to achieve the same goals.  He does, 

however, present one Florida organization as unique.  The Negro Uplift Association (NUA), the 

first statewide civil rights organization, was crucial to the political organization of Florida�s 

African-Americans.
22

  The author outlines the ways this special organization combated the one-

party system in Florida, and he argues that the existence of the NUA was uniquely Floridian.  

Like Ortiz, historian Lee Willis highlights a circumstance in which a number of issues came 

together to create a relatively special historical situation in the state. 

 Willis argues that while most of Florida was more receptive to the idea of Prohibition, 

certain areas of the state fought the ban on alcohol until the statewide ban was passed.  He 

presents Apalachicola as a unique setting in which special characteristics helped to foster 

positive feelings about alcohol.  The characteristics include Apalachicola�s lack of a connection 

to the Confederate memory, its role as a port city, and Northern influences.
23

  The question arises 

again; however, can a state be deemed totally unique due to one special circumstance?  Because 

Willis frames his argument in a way that shows Apalachicola as different from most of the state, 

he inadvertently supports a dominant view that Floridians had adapted to overarching Southern 

ideas about alcohol, gentility, and morality.  Conversely, Willis also shows that Florida�s 

geographical alignment and environmental composition affected the ways that certain areas 

developed.  His argument about the coastlines and Apalachicola�s place as a port city could be 

applied to many of the other areas of Florida that developed due to the importance of waterways, 

such as Key West, Tampa, the Ft. Myers/Naples region, Jacksonville, and Miami. 

Vivienne Miller does not present Florida�s State Board of Pardons as special in 

comparison to the other Southern states. She contends that the members of the board use a set of 

Southern moral, religious, and cultural mores to evaluate the worth of the requests and to judge 

                                                
21 Robert Hall also offers a simple description of these societies in his piece, noting that �Florida freedmen� 

flocked to the Lincoln Brotherhoods�secret societies who avowed purpose was to prevent them from being 

returned to slavery.� Hall, ��Yonder Come Day,�� 423. 

 
22 The activities of the NUA and the organization of it are described in detail by Ortiz in Paul Ortiz, Emancipation 

Betrayed: The Hidden History of Black Organizing and White Violence in Florida from Reconstruction to the 
Bloody Election of 1920, (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 2005), 159-170. 

 
23 Lee Willis, �Creating a Lost Cause: Prohibition and Confederate Memory in Apalachicola, Florida,� Southern 

Studies, 7.2-3, Fall/Winter 2005, 57-58. 
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the character of the convicts.  Due to the composition of the board (the governor, attorney 

general, the Supreme Court justices, and other political leaders depending upon the time), they 

would have been perfectly positioned to embrace this culture by participating fully in genteel 

society.
24

  Her piece ties in well with Hall�s work, as they both describe the effects of religion 

upon social organizations in the South. 

Because these authors are addressing primarily the history of northern Florida, the 

perceived long-standing cultural differences are not discussed and Florida as a whole appears to 

have become fully ingrained in Southern culture and standards.  What these works show is that 

the landscape and environment of the northern region of the state is, and was, very similar to that 

of the other Southern states.  The authors do not completely neglect this issue.  Baptist, in 

particular, notes that the Branches and Bradfords were able to recreate their North Carolina lives 

because the agricultural opportunities were approximately the same due to similarities in climate 

and soil.  Willis, as previously mentioned, briefly addresses the unique nature of Florida�s 

placement within the larger economic history of the United States because its vast aquatic 

resources and coastlines were crucial for trade.  Ultimately, the authors provide a cohesive 

argument for the Southerness of some, particularly the upper central and northern, parts of 

Florida.   

Other historians have turned their attention to the southern portion of the state, and their 

work often highlights the differences between the two regions.  Although the North Carolina 

clans found a comfortable and familiar landscape in the Red Hills region, they would have 

encountered a much different situation in the southern section of the state. Many areas were 

uninhabitable, and the plantation agriculture that prevailed in the northern portion of the state 

was simply incompatible with and unsuccessfully attempted in the lower regions.
 25

   Attempts at 

the growing of cotton and tobacco largely failed, and the settlers in this portion of the state began 

to cultivate citrus and tropical crops to adapt to the differing climate.  Due to the fickle nature of 

                                                
24 Vivienne Miller, �Wife-Killers and Evil Temptresses: Gender, Pardons, and Respectability in Florida, 1889-

1914,� The Florida Historical Quarterly, 75.1, (Summer 1996): 45-47. 

 
25 Dr. William Bruckheimer extensively discusses the soils of the Red Hills region in his survey, noting that the red 

soils enabled the settlers to create extensive plantations in this region as opposed to lighter soiled counties to the 
north in certain parts of Georgia and the sandy soiled Wakulla County to the south in Wakulla (16).  Bruckheimer�s 

studies help to show that not only was this ability to grow cotton particular to the northern part of Florida but also 

that the soil characteristics were so specific that the difference of a few miles could mean a great disparity in 

plantation success and development. 
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orange crops and a series of freezes that occurred in the latter half of the nineteenth century, the 

large plantation model with the uninvolved landowner gentry did not work in this portion of the 

state.
26

  Also, a significant number of settlers to the state relied upon cattle for income in these 

early years, and the resulting society was not as close knit and developed as the settled cities in 

the north of the state.  Lower central Florida remained a �frontier� much longer than the port 

cities and capital city as described by these authors.  Consequently, for these working settlers, 

life was less about social stratifications and imported gender roles than it was about the survival 

of their individual families and limited economic success from working the land in an adapted 

way.
27

 

In order to fully analyze these authors� work, the larger problems with microhistory in 

general should be addressed.  Because each of these authors is essentially completing a local 

history, the nature of their arguments would be to present their cases as special and unique.  In 

order to complete good local history, they must also situate their study within a larger historical 

framework, which in this case, would be the plantation and Reconstruction South.  The format of 

local histories often leads to a focused argument that is presented as original and special.  In 

these instances, the format of the history themselves is not unique, let alone the situations 

themselves.  Within any state or region, local histories can be produced that highlight a particular 

problem or issue.  Can we argue then that all of these states and regions are as unique as Florida 

is argued to be? 

The artistic works highlighted here reveal that Floridians are fully engaged in the creation 

and perpetuation of the Florida myth.  As a result, the fact that Florida is or is not unique is less 

important than whether or not its citizens believe the state is special in any number of ways, 

including historically, environmentally, and politically.  All of the historical issues, the 

environment, population, economies, and politics of each of the regions, are intertwined with the 

environment affecting the settlement patterns or economic products, or the population dictating 

the politics or environmental problems.  Despite these differences, a long-standing static and 

                                                
26 For a first-hand account of the land available in south Florida, please see George M. Barbour, Florida for 

Tourists, Invalids,and Settlers, (New York: D. Appleton and Company, 1885).  For a description of the orange 

groves and their mainetenance, see John McPhee, Oranges, (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1975).   
 
27 For a fictionalized account of central and south Florida�s frontier life that was based upon real families and 

accounts, see Patrick Smith�s A Land Remembered, (Sarasota, FL: Pineapple Press, 1996).  Several authors describe 

the influence of the environment on the ways that Floridians lived their lives in Davis and Arsenault, Paradise 

Lost?, (Gainesville, FL: University Press of Florida, 2005). 
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relatively cohesive mythology of Florida has developed.  Beginning with scientific travelers and 

writers such as William Bartram in the eighteenth century, continuing on through Marjorie 

Stoneman Douglas� treatises on the environment in the early nineteenth century, and including 

current authors such as journalist Carl Hiaasen from South Florida, this conception of Florida is 

based upon its unique environmental characteristics, strange inhabitants and visitors, and the idea 

that the identity of Florida is predominantly tied to its natural resources and landscape.  This 

literary tradition has influenced not only the writers of Florida, but also its artists, and each set of 

artistic works analyzed in this thesis are the products of this influence. 

The twentieth-century landscape paintings of Martin Johnson Heade and the mass-

produced works of the Highwaymen both highlight the struggle that has plagued Florida since 

the beginning of its widespread development: the conflict between the desire to live somewhere 

that is exotic and natural and the need to civilize this place in order to make it inhabitable.  

Heade, a Hudson River School painter, moved to Florida in 1883 to take advantage of the 

landscapes and scenery that Florida had to offer.  The resulting works were a conglomeration of 

Florida scenes that were similar in style to Heade�s earlier works, but also exhibited some of the 

contemporary common themes that influenced Florida�s early writers and artists.  His scenes 

contained features such as conflicts between the civilized and wild and were more vibrant than 

his earlier works, suggesting that Florida was to be viewed differently from other parts of the 

country. 

 The Highwaymen, a group of south Florida African American painters, are an interesting 

comparison group for Heade�s works.  Because one of the founders of the group, Alfred Hair, 

was trained by A. E. Backus, a white painter who was classically trained in the Hudson River 

School style, influences of this style can be found in the Highwaymen�s paintings.  Regardless of 

the similarities, the Highwaymen paintings are very different from Heade�s, as they were mass-

produced using a special method that involved repetitive motions and consistency.  Both Heade 

and the Highwaymen were influenced an emerging tourism culture that enveloped Florida in the 

early and mid-twentieth century, and close examinations of their paintings reveal these nuances.  

Participants in the 1985 Florida license plate contest convey similar ecological themes in 

their entries.  When the state legislature revised auto registration legislation in 1985, a revamp of 

the current license plate was suggested to accompany the changes.  To obtain an appropriate 

plate, Graham announced a statewide contest in which the citizens of Florida would design the 
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new plate.  The results of the contest, over 3,500 images and letters, reveal the themes that were 

important to Floridians at that time.  In addition, these entries reflect the increasing influence and 

continuity of a cohesive Florida image that highlights the natural characteristics of the state.   

When the state of Florida�s 2004 state quarter was minted with the images of a sabal 

palm, a Spanish galleon, and a launched space shuttle on its face, the long-standing 

developmental discourse was again reinforced through the images that were selected to represent 

Florida nationwide.  The state quarter contest, and the chapter devoted to it, serves as an 

addendum to the 1985 license plate contest.  The finalist selections were analyzed to reveal the 

narrowing focus of the Florida brand at a national level, to compare the images chosen with 

those submitted in the 1985, and to evaluate the differences and similarities between the conduct 

of the 1985 and 2002 contests.  Ultimately, the outcome of the quarter contest shows that themes 

such as ecology, history, and recreation constitute Floridians� opinions of the state.  

 Taken together, these three groups of artistic works show how pervasive and cohesive the 

Florida myth has become.  In the conclusion, a brief analysis of a new ad campaign produced by 

VISIT FLORIDA, the state�s official tourism advocacy organization, will show that with each 

passing year, the images of Florida that were first introduced by early travelers, streamlined by 

Henry Flagler and his resident artists, implemented in the paintings of the Highwaymen, and 

repeated by Floridians in the Florida state license plate and quarter contests have become 

ingrained in Floridian culture and identity as representative of the �real� Florida.
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CHAPTER ONE 

  WRITING ABOUT FLORIDA�S ENVIRONMENT 

�For the historian, the main object must be to discover how a whole culture, rather than 

exceptional individuals in it, perceived and valued nature.�
1
  Natural resources, the environment, 

and conservation movements all play an important part in Florida�s past, particularly within the 

last half of the twentieth century.  As development of the built environment within Florida and 

the population both increase, Floridians are experiencing a culture change that alters the ways 

that they view the environment and natural elements.  The climate and landscape of Florida have 

always been highly treasured and coveted; however, the land booms of the twentieth century and 

the resulting environmental problems have acted as a catalyst that has forced significant cultural 

change.  Numerous conservationist movements have emerged, and individuals have become 

more aware of the effects of these developmental changes.  Consequently, in this historiography, 

I will trace the variations in the ways that people view natural resources by examining secondary 

sources related to the notions of nature as commodity, nature as inspiration, nature as a cause, 

and ultimately nature as identity in the state�s recent past while trying to situate Florida within 

the larger environmental movements. 

Three ideas form my argument in regard to the evolution of Florida�s environmental 

movement:  first, that the environmental movement in Florida is based upon a belief that Florida 

is exotic and its role as America�s paradise; second, that environmental historians are not the 

only individuals documenting the degradation of Florida�s environmental resources and these 

other authors are completing important works that have been, and continue to be, vital to the 

various ecological movements in this state; and three, Floridians in particular are persistent in 

their discussion of the environment and related problems because they are responding to a series 

of ongoing environmental crises due to increasing human influences such as urban sprawl, 

encroachment on important ecosystems, pesticide use, and pollution.  In summation, 

environmentalists will always be able to find a cause in Florida. 

Richard White argues, in The Organic Machine: The Remaking of the Columbia River, 

�that we cannot understand human history without natural history and we cannot understand 

                                                
1 Donald Worster, �Doing Environmental History� in Carolyn Merchant, ed., Major Problems in American 

Environmental History, (Boston: Houghton Mifflin: 2005), 4. 
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natural history without human history."
2
   This notion is repeated throughout the field of 

environmental history.  In his �Doing Environmental History,� Donald Worster outlines the three 

major tenets of environmental history as a discipline.  The three analytical methods deal with 

�the understanding of nature itself, � the socioeconomic realm as it interacts with the 

environment, � and the [ways in which] structures of meaning become part of an individual or 

group�s dialogue with nature.
3
  Worster�s arguments are particularly applicable to Florida�s 

recent environmental problems, as the state�s geology consists of significant water resources, 

with its network of lakes, rivers, and swamps and the miles and miles of coastline. 

William Cronon�s discussion on the uses of environmental outlines many of the reasons 

that historians so frequently invoke the environment in writing about Florida�s recent past.  He 

argues that American environmental historians often �regard themselves as environmentalists� so 

their �works� approach their subjects with explicitly present day concerns.�
4
  Florida�s 

environmental problems never reach a stasis. 

Benjamin Reilley�s 2005 Tropical Surge: A History of Ambition and Disaster on the 

Florida Shore is a detailed examination of the settlement of the Keys, Miami, and other parts of 

south Florida.  He traces the ways that Flagler�s railroad and the development of these areas 

undoubtedly stressed the land, so that the 1935 hurricane was unnecessarily detrimental to these 

regions.  He is offering a story similar to that of Donald Worster�s Dust Bowl: The Southern 

Plains in the 1930s, in which humans attempt to mold and shape the landscape to suit their needs 

but are ultimately rebuked by a series of ecological circumstances of their creation that lead to 

disaster.   

As opposed to other major environmental writers of the twentieth century, Florida�s 

advocates have been forced to become vigilant, flexible, knowledgeable, and mobile 

commentators on environmental issues.  The struggle for conservation never ceases in this state, 

and the areas threatened by human intrusion increases every day.  The following analysis traces 

the different ways and venues that Floridians use to discuss the environment. 

                                                
2 Richard White, The Organic Machine: The Remaking of the Columbia River, (New York: Hill and Wang, 1996), 

ix. 

 
3 Worster, �Doing Environmental History,� 9. 

 
4 William Cronon, �Using Environmental History,� in Carolyn Merchant, ed., Major Problems in American 

Environmental History, (Boston: Houghton Mifflin: 2005), 15. 
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 Early authors writing about the state created a vision of Florida by highlighting the both 

the exotic and the dangerous while attempting to sell its ability to be tamed.  Historian Thomas 

Hallock explains this methodology as �a rhetorical balancing act, that defined a place both actual 

and imagined,� ultimately arguing that this imagined topos, or imagined terrain, eventually 

overtook the reality of the locale in literature.
5
  The earliest travelogue and guidebook authors 

within Florida helped to create the Florida topos that would feed upon, and ultimately replace, 

the wild natural landscape of the state.  Although the portrayal of Florida has traditionally been 

positive in an attempt to attract both tourists and permanent settlers, even authors with an 

extremely positive perception of the state included accounts of harrowing events that gave 

Florida an exotic and unique feel.  William Bartram�s scientific and at times fantastic account of 

his travels through the southern states in the 1770s furthers the literary image of the treacherous 

yet manageable landscape.  Bartram�s adventures are relatively tame when he is in the presence 

of other humans, but his journey becomes more treacherous when he ventures out alone.  

Bartram describes a serene and pleasant day of fishing near a plantation: �[w]e chose a shaded 

retreat, in a beautiful grove of magnolias, myrtles, and sweet bay-trees, which were left standing 

on a bank of a fine creek, that, from this place, took a slow serpentine course through the 

plantation.�
6
  The setting in this description is non-threatening, slow-moving, and a sparadise.  

Later, when Bartram is traveling alone via canoe, he encounters an extremely threatening and 

dangerous group of alligators.  In this passage, Bartram describes the waters as �thick,� 

�muddy,� and �turbulent.�
7
  Clearly, he has made obvious distinctions between the domesticated 

version of Florida and its natural state.   

Florida has a long-standing history of travel narratives that highlight its ecosystems, 

tropical climate, and attractive natural resources.  Exaggeration and dramatization are intimately 

tied into the history of Florida.   Several authors have relied upon hyperbole, the fantastic, or 

drama to convey an image of Florida.  Florida is portrayed as a land of opportunity, a place of 

lifestyle or health reformation, and a place of adventure.  The images of Florida in these 

                                                
5 Thomas Hallock, �Between Topos and the Terrain: The Environmental Literature of Florida, 1513-1821,� in Jack 

E. Davis and Raymond Arsenault, Paradise Lost?: The Environmental History of Florida, (Gainesville, FL: 
University Press of Florida, 2005), 26. 

 
6 William Bartram, Travels of William Bartram,(New York City, NY: Dover Publications, 1955), 37. 

 
7 Ibid., 115. 
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narratives were typically cultivated and wild, carefree yet violent; yet they were always depicted 

as uniquely Florida. 

 George Barbour, a correspondent to the Chicago Tribune, traveled with �General 

[Ulysses] Grant in a tour through the state [of Florida] in 1880.
8
  �Furs, Fins, and Feathers� and 

�Orange-Culture,� an account written as a result of his observations while He relied upon 

hyperbole and positive stories of the fantastic location, wildlife, and opportunity to describe 

Florida.  His account of the availability of game for sport fishing or hunting is extremely 

fantastic.  Within five pages of text, Barbour alleges that the opportunity for fishing is 

�inexhaustible� and that �there is no season of the year when the sportsman needs to seek far for 

his [avian] prey.�
9
 For Barbour, it is not just the availability of game that is so attractive.  Using 

the mild climate as bait, he calls upon the disabled and the infirm to visit or move to Florida, 

noting that �even invalids may camp out for weeks with substantially no risk.�
10

  In addition to 

these accounts, Barbour attempts to paint a pleasant picture of Florida with sensory language 

such as a description of an orange grove �with its ripe, golden-hued, luscious fruit.�
11

  Stories 

such as Barbour�s would have attracted men of all sorts, as they turned to Florida hoping for 

better health or fortune from the virtuous land and extensive natural resources. 

 John McPhee relies upon suspicious and ambitious characters for excitement in his 

Oranges.  Although his work was written much later than Bartram�s and Barbour�s (1965), 

McPhee sets up a series of characters who are involved with wild or fantastic stories 

exemplifying the dangerous and invigorating nature of Florida similar to the previous authors.  

Captain Burnham, for example, leaves Vermont of Florida and is so cured of his ills that he is 

able to �lift two fifty-pound kegs, one in each hand.�
12

 McPhee then trots out Cobbett the 

Cobbler, Crazy Ned, Osian B. Hart, Young Phil, Old Phil, and Major Russell, a character so 

ridiculous as to be almost unbelievable.  Major Russell, a victim of both an Indian attack and his 

                                                
8 Samuel ed., �Florida for Tourists, Invalids, and Settlers.,� The Literary World: A Fortnightly Review of Current 

Literature, 3 December 1881, 454. 

 
9
 George M. Barbour, Florida for Tourists, Invalids, and Settlers, (New York: D. Appleton and Company, 1885), 

285, 287. 
 
10 Ibid., 289. 

 
11 Ibid., 241. 

 
12

 John McPhee, Oranges, (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 1975), 91. 
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own stupidity, lost his arm and survived despite his move to Florida.
13

  With these stories and 

these men as examples, McPhee has created an unforgettable sense of place for a state in which, 

apparently, even the most idiotic of men can thrive and prosper.  These men and their humor, 

wild sense of life and adventure, and unfortunately poor fortune foster an image of Florida as an 

untamed wilderness that was unreliable and exciting, a direct contrast to the monotonous reality 

of daily life in Florida as part of industries such as the turpentine and naval stores, the actual 

maintenance and picking of the orange groves.
14

  Florida�s agricultural industries have resulted 

in significant commodities for the state; however, Florida�s environmental writers have 

frequently documented other ways in which the state�s natural resources have been traded.  

Similar to the American environmental movement as a whole, many of the key writings 

in Florida�s environmental history have been in response to important natural resource crises. A 

key issue in both American and Florida environmental history is the commodification of natural 

resources.  Early in the twentieth century, the most often traded and visible natural commodities 

were animal products that were used in clothing production.  Because women were the most 

common purchasers of these goods, they would be the natural leaders to lead the movement to 

oppose their use.  Women were instrumental in the environmental movement on a national scale, 

but women environmentalists were particularly effective and prolific in Florida.  The movements 

to combat the selling of plumage were varied.  Marjorie Stoneman Douglas utilized her writing 

abilities by penning �Plumes,� a fictional and emotional short story based upon the murder of 

game warden Guy Bradley.  In addition to individual women like Douglas who were writing 

very publicly about the environmental movement, collective groups of women worked for 

preservation and conservation movements.  Carolyn Merchant outlines the roles of women in the 

national arena, noting that several factors influenced the participation of women at the turn of the 

twentieth century.  Increased leisure time, improving travel and transportation conditions, and 

the formation of statewide and national women�s political associations tied into the suffrage 

movement helped to mobilize women.
15

  Lesley Kempe Poole examines similar female activist 

movements within Florida, focusing particularly on the collective role of women in the mostly 

                                                
13 Ibid., 94. 

 
14 See the naval stores industry as described by Robert B. Outland III, Tapping the Pines: The Naval Stores Industry 

in the American South, (Baton Rouge, LA: Louisiana State University Press, 2004). 

 
15 Carolyn Merchant, �Women and Conservation� in Carolyn Merchant, ed.  Major Problems in American 

Environmental History, (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Company, 2005): 343-344. 
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male-led Florida Audubon Society in the early half of the twentieth century.  She describes the 

ways that women used pre-established social organizations such as Junior Leagues, Women�s 

Clubs, and Garden Clubs to mobilize in support of key environmental movements in Florida.  

Women�s influence in the Florida Audubon Society is not surprising, considering that they 

represented more than �fifty percent [of the club�s members] by 1915.�
16

 

Land is currently the most valuable natural commodity in Florida.  Like Rachel Carson, 

William Cronon, and Donald Worster, Marjorie Stoneman Douglas recognized the connections 

between life forms, their water supplies, and human influence on the environment.
17

  She argued 

that �[i]f we can save water for people, we can save it for the birds and fish, too.�
18

  These two 

women, although both prolific authors and influential environmentalists, had very different 

approaches to the material itself.  Carson�s outdoorsy and experimental approach was strikingly 

different than Douglas� personal feelings about the Everglades.  For Carson, the outdoors and the 

ocean in particular were strong draws upon her time and efforts.  She felt that her ��own destiny 

was somehow linked to the sea.��
19

 Douglas, in contrast, felt that �[t]o be a friend of the 

Everglades is not necessarily to spend time wandering around out there.�
20

  She offered an 

argument that made sense: regardless of her personal feelings about the Everglades and the 

amount of enjoyment she obtained from visiting, she was simply fighting to preserve a place that 

had significant environmental impact on the place in which she did live, relatively suburban 

Florida. 

Carson and Douglas�s fights were similar in yet another way; both women would take on 

powerful industries near the end of their lives.  Carson fought for significant federal legislation 

                                                
16 Lesley Kemp Poole, �The Women of the Early Florida Audubon Society: Agents of History in the Fight to Save 

State Birds,� The Florida Historical Quarterly, 85.3, (Winter 2007): 317. 

 
17 In his discussion on ecology and its usefulness to environmental history, Worster questions the influence of 

human modes of production on ecosystems.  He summarizes this notion of interconnectedness by writing that 

[e]verything in the ecosystem� has a role and therefore an influence on the workings of the whole,� and that 

�conversely, everything is shaped by its presence in the ecosystem.� Worster, �Doing Environmental History,� 7. 

 
18 Jack Davis, �Conservation is now a Dead Word�: Marjory Stoneman Douglas and the Transformation of 

American Environmentalism,� in Jack E. Davis and Raymond Arsenault, Paradise Lost: The Environmental History 

of Florida, (Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 2005), 316. 

 
19 Rachel Carson quoted in Mark Hamilton Lytle, The Gentle Subversive: Rachel Carson, Silent Spring, and the Rise 

of the Environmental Movement, (New York: Oxford University Press, 2007), 30. 

 
20 Jack Davis, �Conservation,� 316. 
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that would limit the use of the pesticide of DDT, and Douglas testified to have strict dumping 

and water use regulations imposed on the Big Sugar industry in the Everglades.  Ideas about 

water usage and the fragility of ecosystems were central to the arguments of both women.  In 

both instances, as is common in the production of Florida environmental writing, an 

environmental problem served as a catalyst for important policy both proposed and enacted.  The 

natural resources of Florida are being sold in an indirect fashion.  As opposed to land, resources, 

and animal products that can be sold and consumed, the landscape and climate of Florida has 

been commodified and marketed in another and extremely profitable way: as tourist attractions. 

 The 1970s were the beginning of an age of melancholy and reminiscence in Florida�s 

environmental writing.  Like Donald Worster, William Cronon argues that �it is best to assume 

that most human activities have environmental consequences, and that change in natural systems 

(whether induced by humans or by nature itself) almost inevitably affects human beings.�
21

  This 

argument could be extended to historians of Florida�s recent past.  Environmentalist Archie Carr 

describes his feelings about the future of Florida: �I am especially susceptible to the disease of 

bitterness over the ruin of Florida�over the partly aimless, partly avaricious ruin of unequaled 

natural riches of the most nearly tropical state.�
22

  The environmental movements of the 1970s 

and 1980s have undeniably affected the ways that historians approach the field of Florida 

history.  Due to the interconnected relationship between the identity of Florida and its natural 

resources, when any Florida historian is documenting historical changes in Florida�s recent past, 

they are ultimately outlining either effects or causes related to Florida�s environmental problems.  

Historians David Colburn and Lynn Leverty attribute the changes to Florida in the latter half of 

the twentieth century to �[t]he pressures of in-migration, immigration, economic regionalization, 

geographical isolation, and the proliferation of gated communities.�
23 

 Yet, the issues outlined in 

Colburn and Leverty�s report have been affecting Florida since the beginning of the twentieth 

century.  Accommodations for the new arrivals such as improved infrastructure and increased 

                                                
21 Cronon, �Using Environmental History,� 18. 

 
22 Archie Carr, as quoted in Frederick Davis, �A Naturalist�s Place: Archie Carr and the Nature of Florida,� in Jack 

E. Davis and Raymond Arsenault, Paradise Lost: The Environmental History of Florida, (Gainesville: University 
Press of Florida, 2005), 87. 

 
23 David R. Colburn and Lynn H. Leverty, �The Reubin O�Donovan Askew Institute: Building Community in 
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urban sprawl exhausted the limits of an already stretched landscape.  Florida�s environmentalists, 

and Floridians generally, were forced to deal with extensive environmental problems. 

 The pollution and degradation of Boca Ciega Bay was one of the many influential 

environmental problems in the last half of the twentieth century.  Bruce Stephenson describes 

why the bay�s problems acted as a catalyst for the organization of Florida�s environmental 

groups, arguing that �no other bay in the nation suffered such extensive damage in such a short 

period.�
24

  Gordon Harvey traces the changes to Florida�s landscape and climate, arguing that 

�[b]y 1970, Florida offered little of the wild frontier and immaculate beauty praised by literary 

notables.�
25

   

 Governor Askew was frank about Florida�s situation in 1972: �Florida, like California, is 

in great danger of becoming a �paradise lost.�  It is not offbeat and alarmist to say that continued 

failure to control growth and development in this state will lead to economic as well as 

environmental disaster.�
26

  Environmental historians have recently been joined by writers who 

have not been trained in environmental history.  Like earlier environmentalists who were not 

professionally trained in their field, these new authors have been inspired by the landscape and 

beauty of Florida.  Despite their lack of formal training, these writers certainly document the 

ongoing degradation of a historical natural past that has been transformed by development and a 

burgeoning population and posit similar notions about the environment and its importance in 

Florida.  Cronon argues that this is the most important role of environmental historians and 

environmental writers: the stories they tell �teach us how difficult it is to act in ways that benefit 

humanity and nature both�and yet how crucial it is to try.�
27

  Bill Belleville, a freelance 

journalist and documentary producer, moved to Florida in the early 1990s.  He had a long-

standing love for Florida�s climate and natural resources, and he attempted to settle in a location 

that maintained a sense of the Florida Cracker past that Belleville felt was so important.  

                                                
24 Bruce Stephenson, �A �Monstrous Desecration�: Dredge and Fill in Boca Ciega Bay,� in Jack E. Davis and 

Raymond Arsenault, Paradise Lost: The Environmental History of Florida, (Gainesville: University Press of 

Florida, 2005), 344.  
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�[I] knew that growth with no natural ethic to accompany it is a 

maelstrom, knew that�s why this state was losing its connectedness, its 

link between people and the land.  Florida is for sale, has been for awhile 
now, and it makes me sad as hell.  I�ll stay as long as I can, but one day 

soon it will all go: the marsh wrens and the butterflies, the cactus and 

blackberry vines, the Old Cracker house, the feeling.� 
28

 
 

Perhaps the most interesting aspect of Belleville�s sense of Florida�s environmental past 

is that the two aspects that he loves would have typically been in conflict: the pastoral �Cracker� 

existence in which they farmed the land, and the totally wild and untouched areas that were not 

cultivated, such as the little creeks and rivers. 

Carl Hiaasen, columnist for the Miami Herald and author, has also documented the 

degradation of Florida�s resources, particularly in south Florida and the Florida Keys.  Like 

traditional environmentalists, he recognized that proposed developments in the Keys would come 

at a great natural cost.  In a collection of Hiaasen�s articles from the mid-1980s to 2000, a 

chapter is devoted solely to articles on  �The Last Days of Florida Bay.�
29

  He describes the stark 

contrast between the remaining natural landscape and the �developed� region: �the pristine 

tamarind and mahogany end, and the sun strikes the eye harshly.  Ahead the land is bare, 

bleached and broken, as if a giant�s claw had raked away a hundred acres of forest.�  Hiaasen has 

also tackled problems with Everglades development and the contamination of south Florida�s 

water resources, both fresh and salt.  Hiaasen describes the influence of the folklore of the Keys:  

�[o]ver the years, my father and grandfather told me so many stories that 

the Keys had become in my young mind a mystical, Oz-like destination: 

a string of rough-cut jewels, trailing like a broken necklace from 
Florida�s southern-most flank�the water, a dozen shades of blue and 

boiling with porpoises and game fish; the infinite churning sky, streaked 

by pink spoonbills and gawky pelicans and elegant ospreys.  This I had 
to see for myself.�

30
 

 

                                                
28 Bill Belleville, Losing It All to Sprawl: How Progress Ate my Cracker Landscape, (Gainesville, FL: University 

Press of Florida, 2006), xx. 
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In addition to his non-fiction columns, Hiaasen has written a number of environmentally 

minded fiction works.  In each of these pieces, the environmental problems of south Florida acts 

as a backdrop to Hiaasen�s larger stories.  Randy Wayne White, like Hiaasen, writes an ongoing 

series with repetitive characters in which a rich south Florida ecosystem serves as the backdrop.  

With the Doc Ford series, White uses the Ford, a biologist, to commentate on the development of 

the Sanibel/Ft. Myers region on Florida�s southern Gulf Coast.  White uses extensive care when 

crafting his works, relying upon up-to-date research and consulting with significant scientists, 

historians, and knowledgeable locals to ensure that his portrayal of the region and the 

environment are accurate.  Because Hiaasen, White, and other Florida authors reach a significant 

audience via their fictional pieces, they may currently be the most influential environmental 

writers in Florida. 

Although these popular authors have an extensive readership, historians have recently 

completed some excellent works summarizing the major issues facing Florida in the twentieth 

century.  Like Hiaasen, journalist Michael Grunwald tackles the contentious and ongoing 

problems and policies related to the Everglades.  His discussion of the Everglades issues and the 

resulting political posturing is extensively researched.  Grunwald manages to trace many of the 

recent ecological debates in Florida because the draining and polluting of the Everglades has 

been such a substantial fight and has forced Florida�s citizens to re-evaluate the planning 

decisions that have led to a stagnant and dying ecosystem.  In his analysis, Florida�s politicians, 

particularly the governors, become the newest advocates for moderated environmental change.  

Grunwald argues that these individuals could no longer ignore what was happening in their state, 

because �Florida was growing to death� due to a population rate that was �four times the 

national� average in the 1970s.
31

  This out-of-control growth is just one of many issues addressed 

by Florida�s environmental authors. 

 Michael Grunwald offers this analysis of the environmental movement in Florida, tracing 

the progression of the writings and actions:  

�Florida�s conservation movement had begun by saving birds from 

hunters; it had progressed to saving habitats from developers; then trying 

to restore degraded habitats.  Now the Everglades Coalition began 
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strategizing about restoring the entire ecosystem, while improving the 

human environment as well.�
32

 

 

Is Grunwald correct in his analysis? Has the environmental movement and the 

corresponding writings gone through a series of changes that affect the ways that people write 

about Florida and its history? Ultimately, Grunwald�s tracing of the movement in Florida is 

generally correct.  Florida�s environmentalists constantly evaluate and re-evaluate both the 

current ecological questions and the previous decisions that have been made in regard to 

environmental issues like Lake Apopka and the Everglades.  Increasing and changing scientific 

knowledge forces environmental problems to be revisited, both because the new knowledge 

allows for better decision-making, but also because new materials and chemicals can cause 

significant problems.  Writers have documented these changing in a variety of ways, with 

fictional and non-fiction accounts, with scientific analyses of the environment, and through 

historical evaluation of Florida�s natural resources and humans usage of them.  From this 

ideological transformation, writers and artists are now using Florida�s natural features as 

inspiration for works that reflect sentimentally on a more natural past and also attempt to invoke 

readers to feel indignation at the detrimental changes happening around them.  These works have 

shaped the identity of Florida and the perceptions and values of its citizens, and these effects will 

become evident throughout the rest of this piece. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

   �LITTLE HISTORICAL TREASURES�: THE LANDSCAPE PAINTINGS OF 

MARTIN JOHNSON HEADE AND THE HIGHWAYMEN 

 

 The word �Florida� evokes a vision of a paradise legendary for its temperate climate, 

beautiful landscapes, exotic wildlife, and a perceived sense of opportunity.  Like only a few other 

tourist destinations in the United States, Florida has become a brand of sorts, a household name 

for a commodity that has become coveted by the masses.  To think of Florida is to breathe the 

salty air of the beach, to taste the sweetness of an orange, and to feel the warmth of the sun on 

your shoulders.  These notions of Florida have deep historical ties throughout an extensive 

literary and artistic tradition.  Martin Johnson Heade and the Highwaymen, a small group of 

African-American painters based in the Ft. Pierce region of south Florida, represent two artistic 

movements in which landscape painting reflected these conceptions about Florida.  Heade, a 

classically trained artist whose Florida patron was Henry Flagler, and the Highwaymen, a group 

of untrained artists who developed a method of mass-production painting, capitalized upon the 

tourist booms of the 1880s and 1890s, and the 1950s and 1960s.  Although their methods and 

lifestyles were very different, these sets of artists produced images that were similar in style and 

advanced the Florida myth.  Despite its relatively short history in comparison to the rest of the 

East coast states, Florida has a complex historical past that is reflected in its popular culture.  

Florida�s artists have also continued this tradition by focusing on the beauty of the landscape 

despite its environmental and aesthetic degradation.  

 Thomas Moran, became the first nationally recognized landscape artist to paint in Florida 

in 1877.  Moran completed several wood engravings to accompany Edward King�s The Great 

South, a collection of articles that became a printed travelogue.  King outlined the sights and 

scenes he encountered while traveling the South and wrote the articles as advertisements to 

encourage Northern travelers who exhibited ��a new willingness� to forgive and forget but also 

to embrace the full potential of reconciliation.��
1
  In addition to the engravings, Moran 

completed �a �brief flurry of Florida subjects� in oil paintings.�
2
  Moran had been largely 

                                                
1 Roberta Smith Favis, Martin Johnson Heade in Florida, (Gainesville, FL: University Press of Florida, 2003), 3. 

 
2 Ibid., 5. 

 



 28

successful in securing Congressional monies for paintings of western importance such as his The 

Grand Canyon of the Yellowstone.  He had hoped to garner similar success and acclaim for his 

Ponce de León in Florida by selling it to Congress and to become Florida�s �painter of that 

state.�
3
  However, he quicky grew tired of the state and abandoned the endeavor, opening the 

door for Martin Johnson Heade to enter as the state�s first prolific painter.
4
   

Heade, a formally trained Hudson River School painter from Pennsylvania who spent 

much of his adult life in New York, moved to the St. Augustine area of Florida in 1883.  Henry 

Flagler became Heade�s local patron and he was considered �dean of the local artists.�
5
  Heade 

used the tenets of the Hudson River School to portray landscapes in both New England and in 

Florida.  Asher Brown Durand, one of the earliest Hudson River School painters, and perhaps the 

most vocal, describes their approach to the landscape:  ��go first to Nature to learn to paint 

landscape, and when you shall have learnt to imitate her, you may then study the pictures of 

great artists with benefit� True Art teaches the use of the embellishments which Nature herself 

furnishes, it never creates them.��
6
  The Hudson River School painters appreciated the landscape 

for what it was and used the beautiful features already found there, including colors, dimensions, 

and structure.  Despite their appreciation of nature, many of the painters recognized the ability of 

man to mold the landscape and attempted to create realistic images with elements of both nature 

and man.  The works of painters such as Heade made Florida�s landscape accessible to potential 

investors and settlers.   

Other influences affected the works of the Hudson River school painters and particularly 

Martin Johnson Heade�s work within Florida.  Angela Miller explores one particular influence in 

her Everywhere and Nowhere: The Making of a National Landscape: the notion that landscape 

painters were helping to reinforce the idea of the unified �republic� within the United States.  

Miller cites a Georgia planter in 1831 as a synthesis of the duality of a common national identity 
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that still acknowledges the importance and special character of each part of the whole:  �each 

town of the State is a small nation, each ward of a town is a small nation, [and] has its particular 

interests, its government, its representation, its political life in a word.�
7
  Landscape artists of the 

time were working to include the smaller nuances of each individual area�s landscape but were 

ultimately overshadowing these differences with a larger vision of America.  Miller further 

alleges that �the [resulting] twentieth-century calendar image of America as a land of expanding 

horizons and natural wonders is our banalized and postmythic projection of [this] landscape.�
8
  

All of these influences affected early landscape painters and Martin Johnson Heade�s work 

within Florida. 

Near the end of the nineteenth century, Henry Flagler helped to entrench these notions of 

the tropical landscape securely in the minds of rich and important Americans through his 

patronage of several famous artists at his Artists� Studio Building at his Ponce de Leon hotel 

complex in St. Augustine.  The two-story building offered �artists-in-residence� such as Heade 

both studio space that was regularly open to the public and an �open-air gallery� space in which 

they could hold exhibitions.
9
  Flagler wanted to use the artists as an entertainment draw for his 

wealthy guests and also use their talents to advertise the state. 

Flagler was not the first to advertise Florida as a tourist or migration locale, but his 

financial backing and vision for developing transportation in the state, and a large scale tourist 

economy helped to thrust Florida into the forefront of an emerging leisure culture.  The Industrial 

Revolution ushered in a new era of wealth, and its beneficiaries, primarily the robber barons of 

the Northeast and Midwest, began to explore options for vacation homes in the South.  Flagler�s 

chain of hotels along the eastern coast of Florida and his extensive railway system allowed these 

patrons to partake in Florida�s natural draws in numbers that were never before possible.
10

  In 
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order to attract tourists to his massive hotels, he needed to provide an artistic ambiance that was 

almost European in nature but also utilize the images to convey the beauty of the locale.  The 

landscape paintings of Heade fit both of these criteria perfectly.  He painted with the skill of a 

classical painter, but also had an �acute sensitivity to the peculiar beauties of [Florida�s] 

landscape.�
11

  Flagler subsequently found in Heade exactly the artist for which he was looking.
12

    

Heade�s works epitomized this landscape trend in Florida.  Art historian Theodore E. 

Stebbins, Jr. contends that Heade�s artistic style changed drastically in his later life, particularly 

when he moved to Florida.  Stebbins argues that these new landscapes are �damp, turgid, 

unknowable, and unchanging;� whereas, Heade�s New England works were full of �clarity.�
13

  

This author, however, disagrees with Stebbin�s thesis. Close examination of his works of the 

Florida landscape in comparison to his paintings based upon locations within New England 

reveal that Heade ultimately was attempting to force the Florida landscape into conventions set 

forth by his classical training and the notion of �America� as described by Miller.  Striking 

similarities are evident in Heade�s Marsh at Dawn, a depiction of a New England marsh painted 

in 1859, Hayfields: A Clear Day, another New England painting completed in the 1870s, and 

Evening, Lake Alto, Florida, completed in 1883.
14

 The paintings are all two by one landscapes 

depicting marshes or fields that appear to be cultivated.  The landed portion in each represents a 
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little under half of the total painting area, and the skies are predominantly clear but have clusters 

of puffy, non-threatening clouds.  The cultivated portion of Marsh at Dawn is represented by 

neatly gathered haystacks found sparsely dotted on the land. Hayfields: A Clear Day contains the 

same haystack images along with a small farmer in the middle of the painting with a wagon 

drawn by an ox.  In Evening, Lake Alto, Florida, Heade uses grazing cows to represent man�s 

domestication of the landscape.  Within all three of the paintings, the landscape is non-

threatening and domesticated.  The Florida painting has few differences from the New England 

paintings despite the very different location.  The guidelines regarding size, horizon lines, and 

focus ratios of the paintings as established by Martin Johnson Heade and the other landscape 

painters would continue to influence Florida art well into the twentieth century and even today. 

The paintings of Florida�s Highwaymen reflect both the influence of the earlier landscape 

painters and the influence of the development during the 1960s, 1970s, and 1980s within South 

Florida, along the East Coast from Cape Canaveral through Palm Beach and down to the 

burgeoning metropolis of Miami.
15

  Despite the impact of the early painters, the Highwaymen 

were distinct in their style, their motivation of the art, and the actual paintings they produced.  

Their lifestyle is a stark contrast to that of the formally trained, patroned painters attracted to 

Florida by Henry Flagler.  Albert �Bean� Backus was a white painter living in Ft. Pierce who 

had been classically trained at Parson�s in the techniques of the Hudson River School.
16

 At the 

urging of Alfred Hair�s African-American high school art teacher, Backus began heavily training 

Alfred Hair during the 1960s.  Despite his support of the painters and his involvement in the 

early stages of the Highwaymen movement, Backus is only an honorary member of the group 

and is only credited with teaching Alfred Hair.   

The lives of the Highwaymen were drastically different from that of the Hudson River 

School painters and even of Backus.  The Highwaymen were affected by racism and by deep 

                                                
15

 According to the Highwaymen documentary, the �Highwaymen� title was assigned to the 
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economic stratification with south Florida.  For many of the individuals who would eventually 

become known as the Highwaymen, these paintings offered an option that was not typically 

afforded to the African American community in Fort Pierce.  Art was an escape from the citrus 

industry and other labor jobs.  Robert Butler described how he felt as a black artist living in Ft. 

Pierce:  �I understood very clearly that my world was not the same world Backus lived in.�
17

 

Unlike Backus, who painted as his livelihood, but was not forced to paint to make ends meet, the 

Highwaymen relied on their ability to quickly produce a painting of quality, so their techniques 

and results were quite different from those of Backus.
18

  These differences can be seen in the 

paintings themselves.  Other differences, particularly with paint application techniques and the 

creative processes themselves have been articulated by the painters in interviews.  The 

Highwaymen were utilizing a tourist market that had been established well before they began 

painting.  This culture of tourism was crucial to their success and also influenced their 

techniques, as affordability, speed, and portability were at the highest value.  The Seminole Tribe 

of Florida was the first group of individuals to capitalize upon tourists� desire to take home a 

piece of their vacation with them.  From their ingenuity, the Florida souvenir market was born.   

The Seminole Tribe of Florida�s tourist camps that formed at the turn of the twentieth 

century and increased in popularity and size in the 1930s are an excellent comparative model for 

the Highwaymen�s techniques.  Historian Patsy West describes the ways that Seminoles 

capitalized upon the tourist industry.  An important part of the Seminoles� success was the 

production of goods that could be carried home by tourists.  By producing these souvenirs, the 

Seminoles guaranteed widespread exposure for themselves through these transportable 

advertisements of their culture and craft skills.  Reverend James L. Glenn observed in 1928 that 

                                                
17 Ibid.  For further discussion of the longstanding problems facing African Americans in Florida, please see Paul 
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18 Please see A. E. Backus I (Figure A-4) in Appendix A.  A reproduction of this untitled painting can be found in 

print in Monroe, Gary, The Highwaymen: Florida�s African-American Landscape Painters, (Gainesville, FL: 
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�[the Seminoles] own private folkways have a cash value that must be bewildering.�
19

  The 

Seminoles used the interest of the tourists to market their goods.  With the opening of the 

Tamiami Trail in 1928, the Seminoles were able to consolidate and improve their craft shops, 

increase their one on one time with tourists, and mass produce small items such as palmetto dolls 

and clothing that were easily transportable.
20

  The introduction of new techniques and tools, such 

as the sewing machine, allowed the Seminoles to almost meet the overwhelming demands for 

Seminole goods and significantly reduced the amount of time needed to produce the famous 

patch-work clothing.
21

  The Seminoles, like the Highwaymen, used the changing landscape of 

Florida as a tool for business. 

 Both the Seminoles and the Highwaymen were able to take advantage of improved 

transportation and the �opening up� of Florida through expanded roadways. The title 

�Highwaymen� refers to their selling methods.  The artists would either set up stands along the 

highway to sell their wares, or they would go door-to-door to both homes and offices selling the 

paintings as they were produced.  Several painters were associated with the group first as sellers 

and then later become artists.
22

  The history of the area is also deeply connected to the formation 

of the Highwaymen painting group as well as their production and selling methods. 

 The methodology of the Highwaymen was significantly different from that of Heade and 

the other Hudson River painters.  When analyzing the paintings of this group, several key issues 

must be acknowledged. The group now known as the Highwaymen did not start out as an art 

collective with a cohesive style, rather, they were a group of friends or acquaintances who came 

together under the tutelage of Alfred Hair to take advantage of a unique economic opportunity 

                                                
19 Patsy West, The Enduring Seminoles: From Alligator Wrestling to Casino Gaming, Revised and Expanded 

Edition, (Gainesville, FL: University Press of Florida, 2008), 27. 

 
20 Another important similarity between the Seminoles and the Highwaymen must be noted here.  One of the most 

profitable and sought after items from the Seminole camps were small dolls made from palmettos.  The production 

of the dolls was not traditional and some Seminoles were concerned about the accuracy of the depictions, worried 

that life-like recreations may hurt the living people.  The Highwaymen were also creating a product that was 

untraditional, particularly in the lives of the actual painters, who had no previous formal training and would 

otherwise not have been involved in craft production.  For discussion on the developing Seminole souvenir economy 

of the early twentieth century, please see the �Commercial Wares� chapter in West, The Enduring Seminoles, 50-57. 
 
21 Ibid., 53. 

 
22 Spencer, The Highwaymen DVD, 2003. 
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that emerged as the result of a booming national economy that fostered a tourist leisure class that 

visited the state on both short vacations.    

 The paintings of the Highwaymen were frequently mass-produced through quick 

reproduction methods and cooperation between the artists and helpers.  When Alfred Hair first 

opened his first production studio, he would employ other African-Americans to assist him with 

the works.  Alfred Hair�s high school art teacher explained their success in representing the 

landscape in a way that was attractive to the masses: the artists were �bringing the beauty of Ft. 

Pierce and the back country to outsiders because they were outsiders.�
23

  The result of their 

efforts to survive is a collection of over 30,000 estimated tropical, lively, exotic, and beautiful 

paintings that act as one of the best advertisements for Florida. 

 Close examination of the Highwaymen paintings reveal several recurring themes and 

images.  The painters were clearly attempting to emphasize the natural state of Florida without 

the encroachment of man in most of the paintings.  Mary Ann Carroll, the only female member 

of the Highwaymen group, explained her approach to the paintings and the subject matter, noting 

that she felt that �this is God�s country, it�s so beautiful.�
24

  Her love for the landscape and its 

vivid color are evident in two of her untitled paintings.  In Mary Ann Carroll I and Mary Ann 

Carroll II, the artist uses bright orange, red, and gold in her oversized skies, allowing the horizon 

to dominate the land.
25

  Other artists used striking and bold colors to convey feelings about the 

landscape.  The Highwaymen did not always paint in tropical colors, sometimes relying upon 

traditional colors to invoke a mood.  Roy McClendon, in one of his untitled paintings, used a 

combination of deep blue, light blue, purple, and black to depict the melancholy quiet of a lake in 

the evening.
26

  The colors lend a wistful lonesomeness to the picture, called Roy McClendon I 

here, and the small boat tethered to the dock is the only witness to large white moon in the night 

sky. 

                                                
23 Spencer, The Highwaymen DVD, 2003. 

 
24 Ibid. 

 
25

 Please see Mary Ann Carroll I (Figure A-5) and Mary Ann Carroll II (Figure A-6) in Appendix A.  The two 

paintings are showcased on the documentary and the paintings are available for viewing online at Gary Monroe�s 
Highwaymen page.  Gary Monroe, �Folk Art-The Highwaymen,�  First accessed 27 July 2007, 

http://www.garymonroe.net/folk_highway.htm,  Last accessed 2 August 2007. 

 
26 Please see Roy McClendon I (Figure A-7) in Appendix A.  Monroe, �Folk Art,� Webpage. 
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 The Highwaymen also relied upon simple, broad strokes to maximize production in a 

small amount of time, but like the addition of vibrant, tropical colors, the broad strokes and 

sometimes simple landscapes only highlight the beauty of their landscape subjects.  An untitled 

painting by Rodney Demps, titled Rodney Demps I here, shows the minimalist techniques that 

many of the Highwaymen employed.
27

  The painting itself is simple, a traditional two by one 

landscape painting, with only the sky, the water, a shore line, and two distinct trees with other 

indistinct vegetation.  The trees are relatively non-descript, and the branches are not defined.  

The canvas is visible in some sections, as the orange painting had only been loosely placed upon 

it.  In the upper left corner of the painting, the paint appears particularly thin.  Demps� vertical 

strokes have left visible lines on the painting, and it appears that once the paint was applied, no 

changes were made, indicating both a confidence in his work and a need to conserve time. 

 While most of the paintings show no humans or only minimal human involvement in the 

formation of the landscape, a few pieces depict humans at work or human structures.  These 

exceptions to the regular depictions are the result of either important attachments to the 

structures or important themes that the Highwaymen artists chose to reveal.  The most famous of 

the structural paintings is Harold Newton�s depiction of the bar where Alfred Hair was killed in 

1970.  The colors of the painting are tropical with greens, blues, and grays, much like the 

landscapes produced by Newton, but the focus of the piece is the building itself as opposed to the 

flora surrounding it.  Eddie�s Place shows other influences of human intrusion into nature.  Six 

people are depicted, a paved road dominates the lower right of the picture, another building is 

shown behind the bar, and perhaps most significant, Newton includes two light posts with 

electric lines stretched between them.  All of this development dominates the wildly tropical 

scene behind.
28

  The Highwaymen�s connection to this bar as both the scene of a tragic event and 

its social importance to them prior to the death are both captured in this piece. 

 Alfred Hair�s formal training is evident in several of his paintings, as they resemble the 

Hudson River style more.  These paintings include depictions of humans and their imposition on 

nature, but the works are still dominated by the sky, large natural features such as swamps, 

                                                
27 Please see Rodney Demps I (Figure A-8) in Appendix A.  Ibid.  

 
28

  Please see Eddie�s Place (Figure A-9) in Appendix A.  A reproduction of this painting can be found in print in 

Gary Monroe, The Highwaymen: Florida�s African-American Landscape Painters, (Gainesville, FL: University 

Press of Florida, 2001), 21.  
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rivers, or the oceans, or some sort of flora.  Two of Hair�s untitled paintings reflect human 

imposition on the landscape, but natural features overwhelm the human imagery in the pieces.  

The first painting, given the title Alfred Hair I by this author for clarity, shows a rural homestead 

on a river with grazing cattle, chickens, and several native birds.  Although Hair has included 

these elements, other stylistic elements such as a river, the sky, and several large trees dominate 

the scene.  The sky to land ratio is approximately 2 to 1, and of the land portion, the 

�domesticated by humans� region is only 1 inch spanning horizontally across the painting.
29

  

This disparity in the areas can be interpreted as a value judgment on the part of Hair.   

In the second untitled Hair painting, called Alfred Hair II here, the artist has depicted 

another small homestead with a woman hanging clothes on a clothesline stretching from the 

house to a large Royal Poinciana tree in the middle of the painting.  Again, Hair has inserted a 

small bit of humanity into a painting that is otherwise dominated by natural features.  The 

comparisons between the human elements here and the natural elements are similar to those in 

the first untitled Hair painting.  The area of the painting devoted to the house and clothesline is 

almost one-half the size of the area devoted to just one of the natural elements, the vibrant Royal 

Poinciana tree.
30

  In addition to the differences in size, Hair also used drastically different color 

choices for the two sections of the piece.  The house and woman are painted in the much muted 

tones of brown, cream, and light blue, but the Royal Poinciana tree is a bright red and dramatic 

element.  Also, the color in the human involvement region increases in vibrancy the closer that 

the clothes and clothesline appear towards the tree.  In these examples, Hair has placed the focus 

on nature over cultivation using the artistic elements of both color and size.  He, and the other 

Highwaymen, have allowed the landscape to speak for itself, as opposed to the earlier works of 

Martin Johnson Heade, which helped to force Florida into the larger cultivation of the American 

Dream. 

                                                
29 Please see Alfred Hair I (Figure A-10) in Appendix A.  This author measured the reproduction of this painting 

available to her.  The height of the painting was approximately 7 inches.  The portion of the painting devoted to the 

land was approximately 2 ¼�, and the portion of the painting devoted to the sky from its horizon to the top of the 

painting was approximately 4 ¾�.  A reproduction of this painting can be found in print in Monroe, The 
Highwaymen, The Plates, painting 22. 

 
30 Please see Alfred Hair II (Figure A-11) in Appendix A.  In the reproduction of the painting available to this 

author, the area of the painting for the house and woman was 4� by 1 ¾�.  The size of the Royal Poinciana was 6� 

by 3�.  A reproduction of this painting can be found in print in Monroe, The Highwaymen, The Plates, painting 41. 
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 Direct comparisons between the works of Martin Johnson Heade and the Highwaymen 

paintings reveal important information about the artists themselves, and more importantly, the 

changing images of Florida.  While Heade attempted to force Florida�s landscapes into the 

methodology of the Hudson River School painters, the Highwaymen embraced the vivid colors 

of Florida�s nature and enhanced its tropical scenery with artistic license.  Together, these artists 

show the transformation of Florida from an extension of the United States, simply a place to 

settle with available land, into an exotic and special location that offered tropical weather, fiscal 

opportunity, and an escape from reality.   
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CHAPTER THREE 

 �AN ARTIST I AM NOT�: FLORIDIANS� DEPICTIONS OF THEIR STATE IN THE 

1985 FLORDA STATE LICENSE PLATE CONTEST 

  
 �The orange and its blossom are on the state license plate, but the groves 

that helped sustain the true scent of La Florida for so long are 

disappearing.  A more accurate icon might depict a sunburnt tourist in 

mouse ears, beckoning from the edge of a sinkhole.�
1
 

 

 In 1985, the Florida legislature decided to update the state license plate to accompany 

updated vehicle registration legislation.  After a lengthy design process undertaken by the 

graphic designers at the Department of Highway Safety and Motor Vehicles to update the plate 

with �green numbers on a white background with an orange silhouette of the state,� Governor 

Bob Graham denounced the proposed design for the new plate as too cluttered and announced a 

statewide search to find a suitable replacement.
2
  The results of this contest were overwhelming, 

and organizers were floored by the reaction.  The entries from the Florida Department of 

Highway Safety and Motor Vehicles (DHSMV) contest showed not only the images Floridians 

felt best exemplified their beloved state but also revealed the social concerns, events, and cultural 

icons that affected their lives in the 1980s.   

 Three questions form the cornerstone of my analysis.  Contest participants had to exert 

some effort to give their opinions and artistic suggestions.  Consequently, what motivated the 

entrants to voice their concerns about both the contest and related social issues? In addition to the 

actual designs, many individuals chose to include letters.  Can these sources show how 

Floridians felt about their state in 1985?  Finally, according to this group of Floridians, which 

images best exemplified �Florida�? 

 To organize the sources from the contest collection, I catalogued the designs and noted 

variables such as creator information and design elements when available.  The information 

categories most commonly provided by the creators were name, location, and less frequently, age 

                                                
1 Bill Belleville, Losing It All to Sprawl: How Progress Ate my Cracker Landscape, (Gainesville, FL: University 

Press of Florida, 2006, 121. 

 
2 Jon Nordheimer, �Ocean Life, Avian Love and Repatterned Plates,� The New York Times, 7 October 1985, A12. 
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or sex.
3
  I also analyzed the images within the designs for reoccurrences and organized the image 

categories into broad characterizations: industry, social issues, environment, tourism, sunshine, 

and water.  Specific images, such as sunshine, water, and oranges were then noted.  When an 

entry is accompanied by a letter, I analyzed the two materials together, looking for correlation 

between the ways that the authors textually described the state and visually represented their 

feelings within the drawings.
4
   

 Perhaps the most important aspect of these sources is their scope.  Because more than 

3,500 individuals participated in the contest, a broad cross-section of society is represented.  The 

contest invoked responses from adults in rural and urban Florida, from young adults and the 

elderly, from both �new� and native Floridians, and from an often silent sector, school age 

children.  A significant portion of the participants were under the age of 18, and many entries 

were completed by elementary school students. To complement these more informal sources, I 

have also included the works of several individuals who were more often able to voice their 

views on the license plate and related social issues in a public forum.  Taken together, these 

sources show that the environment and Florida�s landscape undoubtedly shaped Floridians� 

perceptions of their state and influenced their creative products. 

 Because these sources come directly from individuals, they serve as excellent sources to 

garner the success and influence of the Florida myth.  Unlike the two later examples of 

government approved Florida image that were actually selected for their particular message, 

these drawings are relatively uncensored and many other messages and images are portrayed 

here.  This chapter, then, should offer the best analysis of the validity of the Florida�s 

                                                
3 Unfortunately, racial or ethnic characteristics are almost impossible to discern from the information available with 

each entry. 

 
4 For this paper, I used only part of the total contest collection.  There were 18 total boxes of entries, including an 

Oversized box.  Boxes 1-13 contained alphabetically arranged entries, and only a few had letters.  Boxes 14-17 had 

miscellaneous entries, most accompanied by letters.  I analyzed both the Miscellaneous and Oversized boxes, as well 

as Boxes 1-3 in the alphabetical listings.  I also looked through the other alphabetical boxes, but did not catalogue 

their contents.  The entries and letters cited here are all part of the Miscellaneous boxes, or Boxes 14-17, which 

include entries accompanied by letters, the Oversized Box, and some entries from Box 1, Folder 1, which were 

accompanied by text of some kind.  I chose these selections and boxes because they offered both images and letters 
so that a fuller picture of the entrants� views could be given.  Please see Appendix B (Figures B-1 through B-10) for 

a sample of the images that were submitted for the contest.  Because so few of the children�s entries were 

accompanied by letters and would not have been analyzed here, I included several youth submissions so that some 

of their feelings and perceptions could be revealed in the images themselves. 
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mythmaking and will also portray best the general public�s involvement in the perpetuation of 

the accepted images that now represent Florida. 

NOT EXACTLY MIAMI VICE: FLORIDA IN THE 1980S  

�[I] knew that growth with no natural ethic to accompany it is a 
maelstrom, knew that�s why this state was losing its connectedness, its 

link between people and the land.  Florida is for sale, has been for awhile 

now, and it makes me sad as hell.  I�ll stay as long as I can, but one day 

soon it will all go: the marsh wrens and the butterflies, the cactus and 
blackberry vines, the Old Cracker house, the feeling.�

5
 

 

Freelance writer and transplanted Floridian Bill Belleville�s poignant words conveyed the 

sense of loss that many Floridians felt as they saw the landscape around them eaten up by 

development and sprawl particularly after World War II.   The post-war economy spurred a land 

boom and offered new found mobility for both young and retired Americans, creating unforeseen 

population growth within Florida which lead to quick and shocking changes to the landscape 

with the creation of several coastal urban regions.  In order to understand the motivation for 

many of the contest participants, the social, political, and economic climates of Florida should be 

addressed.   

When writing about the license plate contest in 1985, reporter Jon Nordheimer effectively 

summarized the cultural and environmental factors that would influence the participants.  He tied 

the problems of South Florida to its burgeoning population and overcrowding.  The resulting 

problems included �[p]ollution, dredging,� the killing of the �reef chain� as well as declining 

flamingo populations due to conflicts with the Hialeah Race Course schedules.
6
  Nordheimer was 

not the only reporter who wrote about these issues.  Carl Hiaasen, the famous sarcastic columnist 

from the Miami Herald, wrote a number of columns related to exorbitant population growth, the 

environment, and government officials� incompetence when making developmental and 

environmental policy.  When writing about Dade County in a 1985 column, Hiaasen called the 

county a �crowded, volatile, crime-ridden� racially tense� newly urbanized war zone� with 

�too many people and too many problems.�
7
  In addition to these media specialists, some 

                                                
5 Bill Belleville, Losing It All to Sprawl, xx. 
 
6 Jon Nordheimer, �Ocean Life,� A12. 

 
7 Carl Hiaasen, �If Three�s a Crowd, What is 5 million?� in Diane Stevenson, ed., Kick Ass: Selected Columns of 

Carl Hiaasen, (New York: Berkeley Books: 1999), 336. 
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government officials acknowledged the problems facing the state in the 1980s.  Reflecting on his 

years serving in public office in Florida, Governor Lawton Chiles observed that Florida had 

become �more of a crowd than a community.�
8
  Several factors also outlined by Florida 

historians in the previous chapters contributed to his analysis about the state such as 

environmental and population problems and in-migration and development.  These issues may 

have affected the license plate contest participants� designs and letters.   

THE HISTORY OF FLORIDA�S LICENSE PLATES 

Florida�s license plate was not always so colorful or controversial.  Since 1905, owners of 

motor vehicles within Florida have been required to register their vehicle with the state on a 

yearly basis.  Initially, the license received by vehicle owners was only a paper certificate, and 

the owner provided their own metal plate to be displayed on the vehicle.  As a result, Florida�s 

early plates consisted of a variety of designs and were made from several different materials, 

including wood, metal, and leather.  In 1918, a new law established state issued and 

manufactured plates with a standard design.  Since its passage, the standards have changed 

frequently regarding the number and location of the plates (one on back, one on back and one on 

front) as well as the appearance of the plate itself.
9
  At the time of the license plate contest, the 

registration requirements consisted of one state-issued plate, appearing on the rear of the vehicle.  

Many of the seasonal Florida residents retained the state-issued plate of their home state and 

would then have dual registration.
10

  As a result of this allowance, the Florida plate would often 

been in direct conflict with another state�s image and would make for quick and frequent 

comparisons. 

 In 1985, the Florida legislature decided to make another change to the license plate codes.  

Citizens of Florida were required to reregister their vehicles every year.  To supplement this 

                                                                                                                                                       
 
8 David R. Colburn and Lynn H. Leverty, �The Reubin O�Donovan Askew Institute: Building Community in 

Florida,� New Directions for Higher Education, 2000.112, (Winter 2000), 90.  For a sarcastic analysis similar to 

Colburn�s and Leverty�s, please see the later chapters in Diane Roberts� Dream State: Eight Generations of Swamp 

Lawyers, Conquistadors, Confederate Daughters, Banana Republicans, and Other Florida Wildlife, (New York: 

Free Press, 2004). 

 
9  Brevard County Tax Collector,  �History of Florida�s License Plates,� 
http://www.brevardtaxcollector.com/plates.htm, First accessed 8 May 2007. 

 
10 When registering their cars in Florida, residents were not yet forced to rescind their home plate registration as is 

common today in most states and as they are required to do now in Florida.  Because the registration is changed 

from the home state once residency is established in Florida, the previous plate is no longer legal. 
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change in the codes, lawmakers decided to change the appearance of the plates.  State 

government officials undertook an official and professional design process, and a committee was 

appointed to deal with the redesign.  The committee decided upon a new plate and submitted this 

design to the state legislature and Governor Graham.   The governor ultimately rejected the plate 

and decided to hold a statewide contest in which all Floridians could partake.
11

  Participants were 

notified about the contest in a variety of ways.  For adults, their primary sources for the contest 

details were local newspaper articles or television news segments.  Several times, an entrant 

revealed that they were reacting to the governor�s appearance on television.  Students were 

encouraged to enter the contest through several avenues.  Some parents sent their children�s 

entries.  More often, schools and individual teachers assigned drawings related to the contest in 

their classrooms.  The submissions were sent to Leonard K. Mellon�s office and his assistants 

organized the entries and responded to the applicants with form letters.  Tom Hillstrom, the 

Public Information Director for DHSMV explained the post-submission process in one of these 

letters: �All submissions we receive will be turned over to a panel of outside artists and 

designers, who, in turn, will make nominations to the Governor and Cabinet.�
12

  This panel 

consisted of Jerry Draper, the dean of Visual Arts at Florida State; Dean Mitchell, a professional 

artist; and C. Dean Gaiser, the state Tourism Director.  These three men were charged with the 

task of narrowing down the over 3,500 entries into a manageable group that was then examined 

by Governor Graham and his cabinet, the individuals who would make the final decision.  They 

were confronted with entries that were emotional and full of the opinions of the participants.  

The issues broached by the submitters can be separated into several categories based upon their 

content or images. 

LETTER WRITERS, THEIR DESIGNS, AND THEIR CAUSES 

Belleville�s obvious disgust in the opening quote was not in reaction to the license plate 

itself but is a reaction to the accuracy of the popular image of Florida and its contrast with the 

overdevelopment and environmental waste that characterized the state of Florida.  Belleville�s 

                                                
11 Paul Anderson, �2,600 Have License to Create,� Miami Herald, 1 October 1985, 16 A. 
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 Tom Hilstrom to Participant. Florida Department of Transportation (FDOT).  State of Florida License Plate 

Contest 1985 (SFLPC 1985).  Archival collection, Series 1046. Florida State Archives, Tallahassee, FL.  Box 15: 

Miscellaneous. Folder 1: Correspondence.  
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commentary complemented the letters and images that Floridians submitted during the 1985 

contest.  Like several of the contest participants, Belleville was not actually a native Floridian 

but had moved to the state at the end of the 1980s in order to capitalize upon its good weather, 

and most importantly to him, its natural scenery.  When choosing his home, Belleville 

specifically looked for regions of the state that did not reflect the recent changes in population, 

architectural styles, and commercial development.  Entrants expressed a variety of emotions via 

statements attached to their submissions and attempted to further convey these feelings by 

drawing images that they felt best represented Florida.  The most often repeated images and 

issues addressed related to Florida�s natural resources and environment. 

Organizations as well as individuals participated in the contest.  The Florida Audubon 

Society and its members were deeply invested in the outcome, as they hoped that the new plate 

could raise awareness for conservation efforts and eventually act as a potential fundraiser for the 

group�s activities.  Different chapters of the organization offered their support for the �Save Our 

Everglades� plate as submitted by the state-wide society.  The Eagle Audubon Society from Sun 

City Center argued that the plate could serve as an advertisement for important environmental 

issues:   

�We believe that this message would have the widest possible effect in 

alerting the general public to the fact that the inevitable growth faced by 
our state cannot be achieved intelligently unless there is proper 

understanding that preservation of its natural resources is paramount.�
13

 

 

The arguments of the individual and statewide chapters did not go unnoticed by the 

DHSMV.  Leonard Mellon recognized the group�s efforts in an October 24, 1985 letter, 

informing Dr. Bernard Yokel that �a significant number� of the submissions �carried ecological 

themes, which certainly reflect[ed], at least in part, the work of the Society in raising public 

awareness.�
14

  He closed the letter by mentioning a planned public exhibition and hope that the 

plates could be displayed in other formats, so that �whatever the outcome of the tag selection, the 

Society�s work will be viewed by thousands.�
15

  The Audubon Society did not submit the only 
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 Eagle Audubon Society to DHSMV, SFLPC 1985, Florida State Archives, Box 17, Folder 4.  

 
14 Leonard R. Mellon to Dr. Bernard J. Yokel, 24 October 1985, SFLPC 1985, Florida State Archives, Box 17, 

Folder 6. 
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entry that was based in ecology, and the entrants used several different formats to connect the 

identity of Florida to nature and the environment.  Sandi McGhan, from Tasmpa, attached a note 

to her design, in which she stated that she was �born in St. Petersburg in 1941, and [she] loves 

her native Florida!�
16

  Consequently, she chose to have the egret as the main focus of the design, 

because �[t]o [her] the egret is Florida! (emphasis original)�  For these individuals and 

organizations, the license plate could serve as an important format to create awareness about 

environmental issues as well as highlight Florida�s beautiful natural features and wildlife. 

Although the primary concerns for most entrants were ecological ideas and imagery, 

other participants focused on different societal issues.  For these individuals, the license plate 

was less of a small billboard advertising the State of Florida, but instead, it served more as a very 

physical and frequently visible reminder of the evils that can become associated with a 

population that has increased access to vehicles and ability to drive.  Development was also an 

important issue to the contest entrants.  One submission, a depiction of a mixing truck with 

concrete pouring out of it, showed the concern of the entrant regarding the urbanization of 

Florida and the loss of its natural landscape.  The caption for the plate reads: �CONCRETE IS 

HARD� TO DIGEST! STOP DUMPING IT ON FLORIDA!�
17

  Other submitters highlighted a 

similar issue that was deeply affecting Florida in the 1980s: in-migration from other states in the 

nation, particularly from the northern portions of the country.  Janie Goldin, from Ocala, wrote 

that native Floridians should receive a �special tag.�
18

  Even though she was not a native 

Floridian, she wanted them to have something that �let�s[sic] everyone know that �[they were] 

born here and [they�re] proud of it!��
19

 

Some Floridians used the opportunity to complain about the current registration standards 

and policies.  Entrants frequently expressed their problems with the handicapped plates and the 

system for obtaining the special signage.  Mrs. J. Sagnore from Miami, wrote of her disgust for 

car registration policies in general, noting that she was �angry� because of the fees that only go 

                                                
16 Sandi McGhan to DHSMV, SFLPC 1985, Florida State Archives, Box 15, Folder 3. 

 
17 Anonymous submission�Concrete, SFLPC 1985, Florida State Archives, Box 15, Folder 4. 
  
18 Janie Goldin to DHSMV, SFLPC 1985, Florida State Archives, Box 17, Folder 3. 
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towards a new stamp each year to be used on old plates.  She wanted policymakers to know that 

�[w]e are being bled from all directions� and that they should �give us a break.�
20

 

Jeanne Gatlin mentioned both the safety aspect of the license plate and another important 

potential use �as a learning tool for the citizens to learn the locations of the various counties� by 

changing the location of a sun ray so that it points to the plate�s county on an outline of the 

state.
21

  License plates as a safety concern and crime deterrent were frequently addressed issues.  

Helen Nickau, from Lakeland, felt that flashy license plates and multiple bumper stickers were a 

distraction for drivers following the decorated vehicles.  She thought the plate should not be 

�enhanced to look like a billboard for the Chamber of Commerce with a Florida sunset or any 

other �cute� thing to distract the vision.�
22

  Despite her opposition, many participants felt the 

license plate was a prime opportunity to advertise both the state and industries such as citrus and 

tourism. 

Deitra Dandria-Kemmer suggested �The Squeeze Me State,� referencing the orange 

groves.
23

  She noted in her attached letter that the citrus industry needed positive promotion, as it 

had �lately� received bad publicity.�
24

  Frank Ambrose based his designs around two different 

industries that were vital to Florida and remain vital today.  His first design reflected the 

influence of the space industry on 1980s Floridians.  The relatively simple license plate included 

the phrase �Space Port� and a picture of a space shuttle.
25

  His second design referred to another 

common industry mentioned throughout the collection: tourism.  This license plate consisted of 

an opaque state of Florida separating the letters in the middle of the plate.  The head of Mickey 

Mouse was inscribed on top of an outline of the state.
26

  Mr. Ambrose�s design was not the only 

tourism based plate, and at least one other entrant was a passionate tourism plate supporter.  

                                                
20 Mrs. J. Sagnore to DHSMV, 12 September 1985, SFLPC 1985, Florida State Archives, Box 15, Folder 4. 

 
21 Jeanne K. Gatlin to Governor Graham, 13 September 1985, SFLPC 1985, Florida State Archives, Box 16, Folder 
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Marily Alvarez was more invested in the contest than some other entrants.  She turned in 

a small bound booklet for her entry, signifying her devotion to the license plate change.  Several 

pages outlined the various reasons for using her proposal, and she included some evidentiary 

documents.  In 1973, Ms. Alvarez had sent a suggestion for a license plate redesign to Governor 

Reuben Askew.  Governor Askew answered her letter that he unfortunately could not implement 

her design because �present tag manufacturing equipment at the state prison� could not be 

adapted for her �excellent suggestion.�
27

  Governor Askew did encourage her to �continue to 

give [them] the benefit of [her] suggestions.�
28

  Ms. Alvarez apparently took this advice to heart; 

for the 1985 contest, she again submitted this design. This time, she noted that her college 

experiences have supplied her with another �powerful reason� for her sun motif: �Florida�s new 

auto tag need[ed] to sell Florida more than it needs an artistic touch� (emphasis original).
29

  Crus 

M. Jimenez, Jr. of Hialeah Gardens felt that his license plate design, based around the colors of 

the Miami Vice tv show opening credits, would definitively encourage migration into Florida, 

noting that �[p]otential snowbirds cannot help but see our warm and exotic tags and yearn to 

bask on our warm beaches and partake of our sophisticated cosmopolitan nightlife.�
30

  Other 

participants focused on the marketability of natural themes and their ability to attract tourists.  

Nancy K. Webster, a teacher, offered a design that focused on the sun and water.  She wanted 

DHSMV to �go away from a picture of the state, and go with the things that tourists are 

seeking,� so that Floridians can �push� the state while vacationing elsewhere.
31

  To sell the state, 

some entrants felt that Florida needed a catch-phrase and offered potential mottos or advertising 

slogans. 

 The state motto, �In God we Trust,� was repeated several times in different submissions, 

incorporating themes about God�s influence on the state and his part in the creation of its natural 

                                                
27 Governor Reuben Askew to Marily Alvarez, 30 March 1973, SFLPC 1985, Florida State Archives, Box 15, 
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resources.  One entrant offered her reasons for including religious symbolism in her design in a 

note attached to her license plate, stating that she �[c]hose [the] Florida Flag because[:] 1. [the] 

Sun stands for glory and splendor symbol of Supreme Authority. 2. [the] Hills and Lowlands 

shows surface features[,] 3. [the] Steamboat [is a] sign of commerce and growth[, and] 4. Fla. 

Motto [is] �In God We Trust.��
32

  The official state motto was not the only slogan suggestion 

offered by participants, and designs most frequently incorporated promotional phrases that would 

encourage tourists to visit or convince corporations and investors to relocate or invest funds in 

Florida�s industries. 

 In addition to using �In God we Trust,� entrants gave suggestions for other potential 

nicknames, mottos, or catchphrases that could be used to describe the state.  One suggested 

motto reflected the changing demography of Florida.  Richard Allen, a transplant from New 

Jersey who had moved to Florida six years prior, thought that �The Senior State� would be a 

good synopsis of the state.
33

  The proposed slogans were not all positive.  Two particularly 

incendiary mottos referred to crime and punishment.  One participant suggested using ��The 

Latin Crime State�� and another individual felt that ��Florida Plays for Keeps�� with a picture of 

a man in an electric chair would accurately represent the state, despite its negative message.
34

 

Other designs reflected the impact of professional sports teams, their colors, and their 

logos in the creation of the license plate designs.  One submitter wanted to change the state 

nickname to �GATORLAND,� but not in reference to the popular tourist attraction of the same 

name.  By examining the color scheme for the design, a researcher can glean that the individual 

was clearly a University of Florida sports team fan.  In one comment placed near the bottom 

border of the document, the individual wrote �for state as a whole, no offense to Seminoles or 

hurricanes.�
35

  His design and commentary indicated both a fierce dedication to his chosen 

college or team not only on his part, but also apparently on the part of people he has encountered. 

Not every letter expressed a desire to assist in the changing of the plate.  Actually, many 

of the letter writers complained about the expense of the endeavor or praised the appearance of 
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the current plate.  Supporters of the current plate included both adults and children.  F. M. 

Huckabay and Jeff Woodlief, a junior high student, both ask for the plate to remain but for 

different reasons.  For F. M. Huckabay, the plate change �is a waste of money,� and he felt that 

the money could be put toward the �national debt� or to help unemployed individuals as she 

thinks that Florida �has the highest unemployment record of any state.�
36

  Jeff Woodlief�s 

reasons are based in aesthetics: �It�s clear and easy to read and represents where you live in the 

state of Florida. Please don�t change a thing.�
37

  He claimed to speak for others, noting that 

�[e]veryone [he had] talked to said they�d rather see the license tag with Florida on it than any 

other new one made.�
38

  Woodlief was not the only individual speaking for a group of dissenters.  

An individual representing the Proctor Family from Indiatlantic wrote that their �family of 4 

drivers likes the Florida license plate the way it is.�
39

 This statement was followed by the phrase 

�Don�t change it� which they emphatically believed, as they underlined it twice.
40

  Other 

residents were equally straightforward in their response.  Eva Ngai, from Orlando, put the issue 

simply: �Here is my proposal for the Florida license plate: leave it alone.�
41

 

OPPORTUNITY OF A LIFETIME 

An underlying theme in many of the entries was the sense of importance that participants 

felt about being given the opportunity to voice their opinions and exhibit their creative talent.  

Joseph Fuentes expressed this sentiment by writing that: �Floridians know what their state means 

to them, [b]ut outsiders cannot understand this feeling.�
42

  The conviction that Florida was 

special and they should be the ones given the chance to express their feelings about this special 

nature is found throughout the collection.  The notion that they had finally been given �voice� 

undoubtedly influenced the entrants. 
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 These letters and designs are particularly interesting, because the contest enabled 

children to have a voice.  Many teachers around the state assigned the contest as a class project, 

and as a result, the collection is full of children�s entries.  Ms. Lane-Johnson, a high school art 

teacher at East Bay High School outside of Tampa, wrote the letter that accompanied her 

students� submissions.  She highlighted the accomplishments of two of her students, noting that 

Olga Campus �speaks and reads no English� but did a[n] exceptional job� completing the 

project despite living in the United States for only about �2 ½ weeks.�
43

  In Ms. Lane-Johnson�s 

letter, she described the other student, Tim Sprang, a 9
th
 grader at East Bay, as �a[n] 

underachiever, slow, and seem[ed] extremely unhappy.�  She then stated that the only time she 

had �ever seen this child smile was the day [she] told him he was a semi-finalist [at the school] 

for this contest.�
44

  The contest was especially important for Tim, because, as Ms. Lane-Johnson 

later revealed, he had dropped out of school soon after submitting his design.  For the students of 

East Bay, the contest created a series of emotional circumstances and unique opportunities that 

had nothing to do with the images of Florida themselves. 

Adults as well as children felt that the contest offered a special opportunity.  Dottie 

Fosse, like several other participants, stated that her desire to express her feelings about Florida 

overrode her lack of talent: �I am not an Artist, just a happy proud Floridian.�
45

  Jane Banker 

reflected a similar sentiment with her opening: �An artist I am not.�
46

  This phrase was repeated 

verbatim many times over by other budding artists in their attached notes and letters.  Lynn 

Haven described her emotions when submitting her entry: �I love my state and it is certainly an 

honor to be able to submit these designs.�
47

  For many entrants, this contest was simply a 

creative opportunity that had never before been available as opposed to a chance to express their 

opinion about their state.  Bonnie Ziegler acknowledged her excitement when sending in her 

entry: �All my life, one of [my dreams] has been to have an original design of mine grace a 
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product that nearly every person just couldn�t live without.�
48

  She was not the only individual 

with lofty aspirations.  Ronnie Eden from Merritt Island acknowledged both her lack of 

professional art training and the opportunity the contest afforded her.  She wrote that she �was 

only a housewife, but [she] became excited over the thought that millions of cars might have my 

design on them.�
49

 In a stark contrast, a letter dated September 16, 1985, was written by an 

individual who did not desire any fame despite the potential success of their design.  He asked 

Governor Graham to �light a match and burn the letter� if they used any of his ideas, and he 

stated that �there [were] no copies and even [his] wife� ha[d] no knowledge of it.�
50

   

Untrained artists were not the only people who submitted entries.  Both professional 

artists and design companies also viewed the plate contest as a unique opportunity for advertising 

their works.  These entries were often more professional in appearance, with bold, graphic 

designs, and measured, detailed drawings.  The artists used several materials to create their 

submissions, including paint, mylar, clear fiberglass, and metal.  A class of college art students at 

Florida State University produced similar license plates.  Apparently, the assignment was to 

create three variations of one basic design.  The differences could consist of a change in the font, 

the color scheme, or the images used on each plate.  The resulting submissions looked like small 

works of art, where the original design was drawn on a cardboard base, and the design changes 

were reflected on a series of mylar or tissue sheets, so that an observer can alter the design by 

lifting or lowering the panels. 

THE OUTCOME OF THE CONTEST 

The voice of the individuals receiving the entries is much less evident in this collection.  

Most of the recipient commentary is in the form of letters sent from the governor�s office or 

Leonard K. Mellon�s office to the entrants.  The only other evidence of their voices is periodic 

�sticky notes� interspersed throughout the collection.  In reply to James E. Williamson�s letter 

that his �proposal is a rough draft, and of course, needs �some fine-tuning,�� Sarah Vause, one of 
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Governor Graham�s assistants, appears to have written, �Very Good As Is!!!�
51

  Although the 

participants typically received either a form letter from Sarah Vause, Tom Hilstrom, Leonard K. 

Mellon, or low-level assistants at the DHSMV, these individuals did not directly convey the 

outcome of the contest to the entrants.  This disconnect during the reply portion of the contest 

was a direct conflict with entrants� notions about the importance of their entries.  The letters 

were often addressed personally to Governor Graham or to Mr. Mellon, indicating a sense of 

closeness or intimacy with the potential letter recipient.  As a result, the perception that they 

were making their voices heard and that their entry would receive personal attention may have 

been inaccurate or misguided at best.  Many participants did not even know the status of their 

entry until the contest winner was declared. 

The winner of the contest was announced in the same way that the competition itself was 

announced, through a series of newspaper articles and television pieces that featured Governor 

Graham.  The end of this story is anticlimactic, but the panel did choose a winner from the 

submitted plates.  Chuck Ax, owner of Ax International, a graphics firm from Hollywood, had 

completed a design using water and an orange sun that was setting over the water.  He was 

influenced by �the sun and the sea,� which were the reasons he became a product of in-migration 

into Florida in 1963.
52

  Although Ax was chosen as the winner, his design caused public outcry 

as individuals felt moved to voice their displeasure with the new plate and their support for the 

pre-existing design.  Paul Anderson, writing for the Miami Herald in November 1985, reported 

that �war veterans� complained that Ax�s sun reminded them of the Japanese flag.�
53

  Anderson 

was not exaggerating the circumstances.  Gene Kemner, from Indian Harbour Beach, was very 

adamant about the contest and the selection of Ax�s plate.  He not only submitted an entry in the 

contest, but he also followed up on the contest two more times.  The first letter condemned the 
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�Good Governor�s� choice of a �lemon� design.
54

  Because of letters such as Kemner�s, 

Governor Graham and his cabinet rescinded their decision to use Ax�s plate.  They announced 

this decision in January 1986, and the �new� plates were issued in May 1986.   

After all this public interest and bureaucracy, what plate did the officials finally chose? 

The pre-existing plate design that Graham was so intent on changing.  Leonard Mellon, who had 

to organize and deal with the entries from the contest, was given a new task: to decide what the 

new colors for the plate would be.  He settled on a reversed color scheme with a green silhouette 

of the state and orange numbers, which he felt was the ��most logical�� approach.
55

  In response 

to this decision, the vocal Gene Kemner sent a final short note praising the decision not to use 

the design with the �Jap sun over Florida waters.�
56

 

This ending note is a stark contrast to the amount time, effort, and devotion that the 

entrants displayed with their submissions.  The connection that they felt to the political process 

and the influence they thought they would exert over such a visible feature of their state was 

superficial at best.  Some individuals who participated in the contest expressed concerns about 

the futility of the wasteful and unproductive nature of the contest due to its finale.  Lisa Casey 

from Wilton Manors created a design that was among the nine semifinalists selected by the board 

of artists and government officials.   Casey was not even aware that she had been considered for 

the award until she received a framed version of one of her entries with a congratulatory note 

from Mellon.  Seven months passed between her submission and Mellon�s letter.  The artist�s 

response was less than enthusiastic, noting that she was �surprised it took all that time.�
57

  

Participants should not feel that their hard work went completely to waste, as the designs were 

supposedly saved by the DHSMV in the Florida Archives �for future reference the next time the 

tag is changed.�
58

  Many applicants were not completely discouraged by the outcome.  Several 

groups quickly organized campaigns for special alternative license plates based upon designs 
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submitted to the contest.  The Astronauts Memorial Foundation was the group that responded 

most quickly, beginning a lobbying campaign for their space shuttle themed plate in the first few 

months of 1986.
59

  Although the collection does not reveal if the designs were actually consulted 

for future designs, an analysis of the current plates available for Florida�s registered vehicles 

shows that many of their submissions accurately reflected the ideas that legislators, government 

officials, and other Floridians felt best exemplified the state. 

FLORIDA�S CURRENT LICENSE PLATE DESIGNS 

 Ben Montgomery, a reporter for the St. Petersburg Times, argued in October 2007 that 

Florida�s specialty plates �say something about who we are, don�t they?�
60

  He compiled data 

from the county registration offices in the Tampa Bay area on the most popular specialty plates 

purchased so far this year and the amount of money that has been raised in favor of the 

respective plates� causes.  Montgomery�s findings show that Floridians are still affected by the 

same issues that helped to shape the entries of the 1985 contest.  In each of the four counties, the 

top five plates sold were related to universities or ecological issues.  The statewide best-sellers 

for the last fiscal year were the University of Florida plate with 68,754 plates sold or renewed, 

Protect Wild Dolphins with 56,423 plates, and Protect the Panther plate with 55,448 plates.
61

   

The current composition of Florida�s specialty plates reflects almost the exact same 

divisions of interests as the 1985 contest entries.  Florida�s DHSMV currently offers 107 

specialty license plates.  The plates are divided into four categories: Environmental, 

Miscellaneous, Professional Sports, and Universities.  The plate per category breakdown is 18 

Environmental, 44 Miscellaneous options, 9 professional sports teams, and 36 colleges or 

universities.
62

  Although eighteen options for environmental plates may seem insignificant, five 

of the eighteen plates appeared in the top ten most popular plates in 2006, and the lowest ranking 

environmental plate was the �Sportsman�s National Land Trust,� ranked number 52 of 104 
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available plates in 2006.
63

  In addition to the 2006 rankings, DHSMV provides the data from 

2002-2005.  The numbers for those years reflect similar trends, as the plates in the top ten do not 

change much and the only differences are the orders in which those plates are ranked.  Clearly, 

the environment is still a significant part of Floridians� identities and their notions about the 

state. 

 

 

CONCLUSIONS 

 The 1985 license plate contest is a unique and valuable snapshot of life in Florida in the 

1980s.  The collection consists of much more than pencil and crayon drawings.  These drawings 

and the accompanying letters reflect many of the issues influencing the state and its citizens.  

Environmental issues played a significant role in the ways that Floridians and government 

officials viewed their state, but Floridians also voiced their opinions on immigration, crime, 

development, and industry.  Because the collection included the voices of children through their 

drawings, and individuals from all over the state submitted entries, these records represent an 

excellent mix of Floridians and the results are far from homogeneous.  Newspaper columns and 

government commentary from the time serve as a good control group for the opinions of the 

masses.  Consequently, these sources together reveal that Florida�s image as a paradise full of 

natural resources and beautiful landscape is a continual and forceful influence on Florida�s 

identity, despite detrimental societal consequences due to overpopulation and degradation as a 

result of development. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

POCKETING FLORIDA: THE 2002 STATE QUARTER CONTEST 

 

After the state quarter line was announced by the U.S. Mint, each state in the U.S. held a 

corresponding state quarter contest from which the final design would be selected.  Like the 1985 

license plate contest, the 2002 Florida state quarter contest provided Floridians with an 

opportunity to express their feelings about the state via images and to convey what they felt 

would best advertise the state in a national forum.
1
  Despite these similarities, the finalist entries 

and results of the state quarter contest reveal less about the feelings of Floridians towards their 

state and more about the set of advertisement talking points that have become increasingly 

focused and utilized by both Florida�s state officials individually and collectively by the state 

government as an advertising and advocacy agency.  Because the contest was held in a national 

forum and the results would be widely distributed, the state government had to guarantee that the 

images would be acceptable, positive, and convincing.  Consequently, this chapter serves almost 

as an after word or continuation of the findings found within the previous chapter if the state 

government had gone forward with the contest results. 

 The questions that shape this paper reflect this position.   First, did images that were 

acceptable representations of the state (in the government�s opinion) change since the 1985 

contest?  Was the decision about the quarter made by individuals who would have the same 

perspectives as the 1985 officials? Did Floridians feel the same way about their state?  What role 

did special interest groups play in advocating their designs?  What does the final selection reveal 

about Florida?  Are the chosen symbols accurate reflections of the state?  How does the Florida 

quarter fit into the larger collection of quarters and does it portray the Florida myth?  

 The Florida state quarter contest was similar to the 1985 Florida license plate contest 

because it allowed individuals within the state to submit images they felt best represented the 

state.  In addition, ten finalists were chosen by a committee under the governor�s office, some of 

which were then altered by design artists within the Department of State to best reflect what the 
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state officials desired.  These ten designs were then resubmitted to the public and Floridians were 

able to vote on the final design.  Floridians ultimately chose a simple design that represented 

both the past and the future of Florida, with a small Spanish Galleon in the background, a larger 

space shuttle in the foreground of the quarter, and a small Sabal Palm (the state tree) in the right 

corner.
2
  The ten finalist coins were only a small fraction of the designs actually submitted. 

Despite these similarities, several circumstances created significant changes between the 

1985 and 2002 campaigns.  In addition to the later date of the Florida state quarter competition, 

other differences separate the two contests.  Whereas the 1985 license plate contest was a 

uniquely Floridian occurrence, the Florida state quarter was designed within a larger movement 

including all of the states.  Consequently, these other contests would inevitably influence the 

decisions that the state officials made in regard to the design and many artists submitted designs 

in several states via relatives or friends.
3
  The design picked as the state quarter, then, fits into a 

larger campaign for states to create a national identity through images that would act as a 

synthesis of what each state really is. 

 For the all of the state contests, the Mint provided a set of guidelines and potential 

symbols from which each state could choose.  The designs could include �landmarks, 

landscapes, historical buildings, symbols of state resources or industries, icons, native flora and 

fauna, and state outlines.�
4
  The items that the Mint staff deemed permissible were of a more 

permanent sort and could not be changed by the whims of a state government.  The Mint also 

had strict requirements about what not to include such as �[s]tate flags and seals, commercial 

logos, and head-and-shoulder portraits of any person.�
5
  These items, in comparison, were man-

made and extremely specific.  The point of the state quarter line was not to highlight famous 

Americans but instead to give states the opportunity to show what was special.  Paul Leonard, 

the Chief of Staff for Delaware Representative Michael Caste who authored the bill, noted that 

the contests and state quarter line �turned out to be a very positive thing for states, by rekindling 
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state history and also by serving as a moneymaker for the federal government.�
6
  His reference to 

the federal fundraising further illustrates the reasons for a more sanitized and general message. 

 Entrants chose themes similar to those addressed by the participants in the 1985 contest.  

Popular images included pictures of natural resources such as the state�s extensive flora and 

fauna.  Alligators, flamingos, manatees, and a number of fish species were again the favored 

animal selections, and palm trees, oranges, and orange blossoms were frequent representations of 

Florida�s plant life.  Other individuals felt that popular activities such as golf, the pleasant 

weather, or historical images such as Chief Osceola or a Spanish conquistador should be 

inscribed on the quarter.
7
  The ten finalist quarters that were up for the vote reflect the vast array 

of interests proposed by the entrants.   

The Castillo de San Marcos, the St. Augustine Spanish fortress was featured prominently 

in one design.
8
  Other entrants chose natural themes.  Diane Peebles� �Fishing Capital of the 

World� was also selected as a finalist coin.
9
  Her illustration depicted a large Florida game fish 

(supposedly a Marlin) that was hanging from a line that was strung up between two large trees.
10

  

Daniel Carr, an artist who submitted designs in a number of states, offered a coin design that 

went through some revisions.  His original scene included an Everglades themed background 

with a palm tree in the left background and a large flamingo in the right foreground.
11

  When he 

discovered that state officials had altered his design to replace the flamingo with a heron, he 

redesigned the quarter with his own heron image.  Despite his efforts, his coin was not selected 
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to be sent to the Mint as a concept.
12

  Another finalist quarter design incorporated both an image 

of a space shuttle and the outline of the state.
13

  These quarters appeared to be too focused for 

voters and for the decision makers at the Mint.  As previously described, the quarter chosen to 

represent the state had a mix of each of these design elements.  The �Gateway to Discovery� coin 

featured a trio of symbols: a Spanish galleon, a space shuttle, and the Sabal Palm, Florida�s state 

tree.  This design was not controversial, provided a variety of themes, and followed the Mint�s 

guidelines. 

 The contest was again used as a forum for groups to advocate their causes.  The 

Everglades was again featured at the center of the competition, as one of the ten finalist quarters 

was a design that highlighted the Everglades and the environmental degradation of that area.  A 

state �congressional delegation� spoke out in support of the design, urging Bush to select �a 

design featuring the Everglades� to �show his �strong commitment to its preservation.��
14

  These 

state symbols are repeatedly used as advertisements for a particular cause.  The problem with this 

approach with the state quarters, once again, is that the design was supposed to highlight the 

state, not specific problems or people, and secondly, unlike the license plates, which could be 

easily changed by the state legislature, the coins were federally minted and were an extremely 

limited, once-in-a-lifetime opportunity.  In theory, there will not be another set of state quarters 

issued by the U.S. Mint. 

 One striking similarity between the two contests was the sense of futility that the contest 

winners felt after the end of the competition.  In both instances, the �winners� either did not 

receive appropriate compensation or publicity, or the design was altered so that the artist was not 

considered the true designer.  Chuck Ax, who designed the �winning� license plate for the 1985 

contest, never saw his license plate in use.  His piece was rejected by Governor Bob Graham and 

the pre-existing plates were only altered by changing the colors. He had entered the contest �so 

                                                
12 Daniel Carr�s design was one of five selected for the online and mail-in vote.  The five designs for that procedure 

included his Everglades design, Diane Peeble�s �Fishing Capital of the World,� the Castillo de San Marcos design, 

and two designs featuring a space shuttle including the winning design �Gateway to Discovery.�  Carr alleged that 

his design was not sent to the Mint as a concept, but I am unable to find out which coin replaced his as the 5th.  Car�s 

description of the replacement coin leads me to believe that it was Peeble�s design, but according to Brendan 
Farrington�s article, Peeble�s design was already part of the top five selection. 

 
13 Brendan Farrington, �Flip a Coin, Vote for State Design,� Miami Herald, 13 February 2003, 3 B 
14 Associated Press, �Fruit, Glades�� 
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[his] grandkids could point to every vehicle and say, 'My grandpa created that.��
15

  Ax was 

honored by the selection and looking forward to seeing his design.  After Governor Graham and 

his Cabinet decided not to use it, Ax voiced his displeasure, noting that he was �very 

disappointed� and that he �[didn�t] know what it says about government,� adding that the 

decision was not �very professional.�
16

  Despite the problems with the 1985, individuals were 

not swayed from competing in the 2002 contest.  Coin World staff writer Michele Orzano 

explains the interest in the state quarter line: ��People have real strong ideas about what their 

state represents and even stronger ideas about what the coin should have on it.��
17

  The contest 

also provided an opportunity for national fame, which lead to significant problems with the 

competition and the Mint�s policies.  

Because the Florida quarter contest was part of a larger movement, the issues discussed 

by the Florida designers affected each state�s contest nationwide.  The most vocal and upset of 

the coin designers was Paul Jackson, who submitted the winning design for the Missouri state 

quarter.  Jackson alleged that each of the state contests were not fair but were instead �basically a 

mill for [the Mint] to steal from.�
18

 He voiced his disgust by traveling to DC and protesting, 

printing out stickers to place his original design on top of the minted quarters, and by purchasing 

a steel press to print his own initials on the quarters.  Due to Jackson�s vocal outbursts, the Mint 

strengthened its regulations and recommendations for each state quarter to be minted after the 

Missouri set.  

Unfortunately, the Florida artist, Ralph Butler, was not recognized as the coin�s designer 

due to the changed regulations by the U.S. Mint.  Michael White, spokesman for the Mint, 

alleged that the artists did not actually design the quarter�s artwork, as that task was undertaken 

by the Mint�s in-house designers.
19

  A series of molds are created by hand by the Mint sculptors, 

so the molds can never be exact replicates of the submitted designs.  When responding to 

Jackson�s accusations, White further clarified that the states had never been asked for actual 

                                                
15 Linda Robertson, �License Designer Draws on Devotion,� Miami Herald, 21 November 1985, 1BR. 

 
16 Paul Anderson, �Never Mind State Says: We�ll Keep Old Plates,� Miami Herald, 8 January 1986, 1A. 

 
17 Madigan, �Quarter Program�. 
 
18 Leon Worden, �50 State Quarters: Credit where Credit is Due,� COINage, December 2005..  

 
19 Ibid. 
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artwork, but instead were encouraged to submit written design proposals that included general 

�concepts� that could be accompanied by artwork of some kind.
20

  Apparently, the original 

proposal had been very general and never outlined the ways that the states� governments could 

create the designs.  Individual artist creations were never encouraged directly from the Mint. 

An important and interesting difference between the two competitions was the use of the 

internet.  With the 2002 contest, state officials were able to disseminate information about the 

contest online, receive digital designs through email, and both Floridians and non-Floridians 

were able to cast their vote for their favorite entry among the five finalist coins.  Schoolchildren, 

who played an important role in the 1985 contest through their submissions, were also able to 

voice their opinion in the 2002 contest in a more effective way: through the online voting.  To 

publicize the availability of the online voting, the first five individuals to cast their votes were 

schoolchildren at a school where Governor Bush held the voting kick-off press conference.
21

  In 

addition to the online voting, individuals could vote by mailing in a ballot, and the total votes 

cast were over 400,000.
22

  The internet dramatically changed the way that Floridians were able to 

interact with this process, and the introduction of non-native Floridian votes allowed for opinions 

that normally would not be considered.   

Another important difference between the two contests was that a significant event 

undoubtedly affected both the entries in the 2002 contest and the outcome.  The effect of �the 

recent loss� of the Columbia space shuttle was acknowledged by Governor Bush in at least one 

interview.
23

  If the Challenger shuttle disaster had occurred in 1985 instead of 1986, would the 

outcome of the 1985 contest been different? The results of the 2002 contest, and the speed with 

which a Challenger license plate was approved following the disaster in the 1980s, indicate that 

crucial and life changing events can shape the ways that Floridian feel about their state.  Also, 

the change may not be how they view Florida, but rather a modification of the themes that they 

feel should be commemorated or memorialized in an extremely visible and physical manner. 

                                                
20 Ibid. 

 
21Farrington, �Flip a Coin,� 3B. 

 
22 Teres Figueras, �U.S. Mint Brings Change: New Quarters for Florida,� Miami Herald, 7 April 2004, 1B.  The 
400,000 vote figure is the actual number of votes cast, not the number of people who voted for designs.  Because of 

security issues, the website was not able to control the number of votes from a particular computer or household, as 

discussed by Brendan Farrington in his article. 

 
23 Farrington, �Flip a Coin,� 3B. 
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Ultimately, the final Florida state quarter design was a mix of history, industry, and 

nature�s gifts.  Like the 1985 contest, the quarter design process enabled Floridians to give 

commentary about both the images that represent their state and the issues they feel were 

important.  Although the two contests were similar, differences such as the introduction of 

computer software used for online voting, the participation of individuals who did not live in 

Florida, and the perquisite standards as outlined by the Mint all changed the outcome of the 

contest.  The most interesting difference between the two events was that there was at least a 

reward at the end of the lengthy 2002-2003 undertaking; a quarter was actually minted as 

opposed to the license plate, which was never produced.  The result of the 2002 design contest 

was a quarter that encompassed several key areas of Florida�s identity.  The voters may have 

selected this design for that very reason: to them, Florida was not just a state of sunshine and 

golf.  The Florida quarter that was issued in 2004 synthesizes the talking points that have become 

crucial to national perceptions about the state and symbolized the rich cultural past that includes 

the development of the Florida myth.
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CONCLUSION 

The Sunshine State. Beyond the state nickname, it's a state of mind, and a 

promise Florida offers to visitors seeking a destination where they can 
escape, relax, rejuvenate and rediscover their true selves. Millions come 

every year for this very reason.
1
 

 

In January 2008, VISITFLORIDA! finished production on a new campaign to encourage 

tourism to the state. In addition to a song, ringtones, and the motto, the corporation produced a 

television advertisement that began airing nationwide.  The commercial contained a montage of 

scenes that highlights the landscape of Florida and a variety of activities that are dependent upon 

pleasant, warm, and sunny weather.  What does this commercial have to do with the paintings of 

Heade and the Highwaymen and entries received in two state-sponsored design contests? 

This commercial is just the most recent representation of the Florida myth; the notion that 

Florida is exotic, warm, and beautiful year round.  Most individuals would not find this 

commercial strange or out of the ordinary, primarily because this perception of Florida has been 

perpetuated since people began to write or draw about the state.  Jay Schleuning noted that Visit 

Florida wanted individuals to �feel an �emotional connection�� to the state by highlighting its 

�most affordable and appealing thing� winter warmth and sunshine.�
2
  Through tracing both the 

historiography of Florida�s history and environmental writings about the state, these tropical 

themes appear in the earliest writings about Florida and were cultivated by such travelers as 

William Bartram.  In the twentieth century, writers such as Marjorie Stoneman Douglas provided 

further evidence of Florida�s natural uniqueness through their descriptions of the wild birds and 

scenery.  Carl Hiaasen and Bill Belleville have used these images to critique the perceived 

mishandling of environmental affairs by the state, again spreading specific images (the dying 

Everglades, the Cracker homestead, the barren wasteland of development) to readers nationwide, 

further ingraining into the minds of Americans these notions about Florida. 

The perceptions about Florida and the desire to advertise the locale in a particular way 

undoubtedly influenced the paintings of Martin Johnson Heade.  His principal patron within 

                                                
1 VISIT FLORIDA, Inc., �VISIT FLORIDA Sunshine TV Commercials, Sunshine Song, Print Ads, and Ringtone,� 
http://www.visitflorida.com/sunshine_campaign.  First accessed 25 February 2008. 

 
2 Donna Balancia and Scott Blake, �Think about Florida? Think Idyllic Beaches,� Florida Today, 15 February 2008, 

http://www.floridatoday.com/apps/pbcs.dll/article?AID=/20080215/NEWS01/802150375/-1/archives.  First 

accessed 25 February 2008. 
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Florida, Henry Flagler, was trying to attract a certain stature of clientele to his hotels, and those 

individuals desired certain traits in their vacation homes.  Heade�s paintings depicted Florida as 

both natural and civilized, an ideal combination for Flagler�s wealthy and sometimes invalid 

patrons.  The Highwaymen painters, although they very dissimilar in lifestyle and experience 

from Heade, crafted similar images of Florida.   Their tropical and mass-produced paintings 

invoked the same feel as Heade�s and they used similar scenes with a mix of completely wild 

landscapes, domesticated animals, and vibrant individual plants.  Their paintings may have been 

even more influential than Heade�s paintings, as they reached a much wider audience with their 

estimated 30,000+ paintings. 

The entries of the 1985 state license plate contest proved how pervasive the prevailing 

Florida myth had become.  The participants� plates and letters, totaling over 3,500 documents, 

indicate that they felt passionate about their state and the images that represent it.  Environmental 

themes, political issues, social problems, and prominent industries were all offered as license 

plate options.  In addition to the opportunity to voice their concerns, many individuals discussed 

the potential fame and excitement winning the contest could bring to their lives.  All of these 

hopes and dreams were dashed when Governor Bob Graham and his Cabinet decided to forgo a 

substantial change to the plate.  Chuck Ax, the �winner� of the contest, died without ever seeing 

his plate in print. 

The federal government�s decision to mint a series of quarters highlighting each state 

afforded each state�s citizens another opportunity to express their views about their state.  Due to 

the U.S. Mint�s strict regulation of the project, the subjects addressed in the designs were limited.  

Early conflicts with individual state designers and the lack of appropriate credit also proved 

problematic for the quarter design process.  Despite these issues, individuals turned out in droves 

to both design and then select the quarter in Florida, ultimately choosing a multi-faced design 

that incorporated images devoted to Florida�s natural resources, history, and industry.  These 

entries, like those of the 1985 state license plate contest, show that Floridians are not only 

affected by the Florida myth but are also actively involved in the continual creation and shaping 

of the perceptions of their state. 

When a visitor to Florida takes pictures on their vacation, returns home, and shows the 

photos to their friends, what images will those friends see? Most likely, they will see the beach, 

sunsets, and lush greenery.  That visitor has just inadvertently contributed to the Florida myth.  
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Every visitor, every writer, and every artist are all active participants in the perpetuation and 

creation of Florida�s image.  The Florida story is constantly evolving as new images and themes 

become important to both Floridians and those who love the state.  To conclude, I return now to 

the question that I asked when I began this work.  What do you think of when you picture 

�Florida?�  Do you still see that sun, that beach, and feel that warmth? Have you been influenced 

by �La Florida�?  More than likely, you have been influenced by the myth and are involved in its 

survival.  This positive perception will bring other tourists to the state and often raises awareness 

about important environmental issues.  As a result, the Florida myth will survive and be 

perpetuated through artistic works of all kinds, making it no longer a myth, but a truth and a 

memory of Florida how it was and how it will be.   
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APPENDIX A 

 

Figure A-1. �Marsh at Dawn� by Martin Johnson Heade 

 

Figure A-2.  �Hayfields: A Clear Day� by Martin Johnson Heade 

 

Figure A-3. �Evening, Lake Alto, Florida� by Martin Johnson Heade 
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Figure A-4. �A. E. Backus I� by Albert E. Backus   

  

                   Figure A-5.  �Mary Ann Carroll I� by Mary Ann Carroll 

 

Figure A-6. �Mary Ann Carroll II� by Mary Ann Carroll
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Figure A-7. �Roy McClendon I� by Roy McClendon 

 

Figure A-8. �Rodney Demps I� by Rodney Demps 

 

 

Figure A-9. �Eddie�s Place� by Harold Newton
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Figure A-10.  �Alfred Hair I� by Alfred Hair 

 

Figure A-11. �Alfred Hair II� by Alfred Hair
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APPENDIX 2 

SAMPLE IMAGES FROM THE 1985 LICENSE PLATE CONTEST 

 

Figure B-1. Adult submission commemorating DeSoto Landing anniversary. 

 

Figure B-2. Adult submission depicting the dangers of Florida in the form of alligator attacks. 

 

Figure B-3. Youth submission depicting an anti-drinking and driving message. 

 

Figure B-4. Adult submission showing a sunset reflecting on the ocean. 
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Figure B-5. Youth submission depicting an anti-tourism message. 

 

              

    Figure B-6. Youth submission depicting a pro-tourism message. 

 

 

Figure B-7. Youth submission depicting a marlin. 
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Figure B-8. Youth submission with depiction of manatee. 

 

 

Figure B-9.  Adult submission depicting beach scene made with alternative materials (paint/wood). 

 

 

Figure B-10. Graphic from adult submission showing the use of sports (version of a University of Florida gator). 
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