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ABSTRACT 

 

 
 The American Revolution Bicentennial in Florida: State Authority, Grassroots Organizing, 

and the Creation of Memory and Patriotic Commemoration examines the ways in which the 

national bicentennial was celebrated in Florida. Using a cultural historical approach, this thesis 

looks at how government officials, politicians, and private citizens constructed patriotic 

historical narratives during a time of heightened social and political divisiveness. Doing so 

illuminates the ways in which Floridians adapted consensus narratives of history to 

contemporary political needs. Furthermore, this thesis examines the legacy of the national 

bicentennial on the practice of patriotic commemoration and remembrance in the United States 

today.   

  The records of the American Revolution Bicentennial Commission of Florida serve as the 

chief source of material for this thesis. These records are housed at the State Archives of Florida 

in Tallahassee, and include institutional records, American Revolution Bicentennial 

Administration literature, newspaper articles, and tourism brochures. Each of these pieces are 

vitally important to analyzing the dialectic of commemoration between government officials and 

the public throughout the 1970s.  
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CHAPTER 1 

 

INTRODUCTION: THE BEGINNING OF A SECOND AMERICAN 

REVOLUTION  

 

 
The Bicentennial in Florida  

 

 The Fourth of July, 1976 was greeted with fanfare and pageantry in communities across 

Florida. In cities and small towns, Floridians from different walks of life came together to 

celebrate the nation’s 200th birthday with parades, fireworks, and historical reenactments. In the 

state capital of Tallahassee, the day was punctuated by a naturalization ceremony downtown, 

interdenominational worship services, and re-enactments of events surrounding the admission of 

Florida to the Union. The day culminated in a grand fireworks display over the capital city. In 

neighboring Wakulla County, residents celebrated with square dances, and a dedication 

ceremony for the restored county court house.1 Naturalization ceremonies were also planned in 

Deland and Jacksonville Beach hosted sixteen hours of celebration, which included music and 

dancing on the beach, a re-enactment of the Battle of Fort McHenry, as well as the burying of a 

time capsule at the Jacksonville Beach Bicentennial Flag Pavilion. Meanwhile, Jacksonville put 

on the largest parade in the state’s history, complete with an elaborate skydiving demonstration, 

and retailers reported difficulty keeping up with consumer demand for American flags.2 The past 

was very much present in these celebrations, which intermixed local history and memory with 

grand, patriotic messages of unity, resilience, and hope in the future of the nation state. 

These festivities offered Floridians an opportunity to come together and express 

patriotism during a time of heightened conflict and divisiveness in American society. The 

                                                 
1 Florida Times Union (Jacksonville, FL), July 4, 1976  
2 Ibid.  



2 

political crises of the past decade, coupled with profound social and economic changes, had 

challenged many Americans’ trust in government institutions, and called into question traditional 

forms of patriotism. On the eve of the nation’s 200th birthday, the persistence of racial dissention 

and violence, the legacy of the Vietnam War, and Nixon’s ignominious resignation, prevented 

many Americans from feeling particularly patriotic.  

These issues weighed heavily on the minds of politicians in the weeks and months 

leading up to the bicentennial, as they sought ways to foster unity amidst division, and restore 

faith and trust in an American way of life that seemed all but extinct. In his remarks at the 

kickoff of festivities on Friday, July 2, Jacksonville mayor Hans Tanzler invoked the words of 

Thomas Paine, who in 1776 said “these are the times that try men’s souls.”3 Modern times, 

argued Tanzler, were similarly fraught, but had “as much potential for success as those early 

days.4” Also speaking at the inauguration of festivities in Jacksonville, Florida Lieutenant 

Governor Jim Williams stated that the United States had faced three great crises in its first two 

hundred years, “Revolutionary War, Civil War, and an arrogance of power.”5 In the face of 

modern day challenges, Williams charged all Floridians to use the bicentennial “as a time to set 

high standards and goals… and to work for the betterment of mankind” The bicentennial was not 

the time “to be anti-government,” he argued, but rather the time for Floridians, and all 

Americans, to “support those institutions that made us great.” 
6 

The political, economic, and social crises of the 1960s and 1970s necessitated a 

reevaluation and reconstitution of patriotic commemoration and celebration in the United States, 

                                                 
3 Florida Times Union, July 2, 1976  
4 Ibid.  
5 Ibid.  
6 Ibid.  
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and fundamentally changed the ways Americans conceptualized and utilized patriotism. At a 

time when the flaws and shortcomings of America’s past and present were all too apparent, 

politicians and citizens alike pinned their hopes on narratives of a bright and shining future, one 

in which the ideals of the founders were no longer far off and obscured by plumes of civil 

disorder and political corruption, but fully realized. Politicians and government officials in 

Florida encouraged all citizens to “participate in rethinking the nation’s purpose on the occasion 

of our Bicentennial.”7 Rather than focusing on the past, organizers wanted the public to envision 

the bicentennial as “the beginning of a second American Revolution, a revolution not of 

violence, but of fulfillment, of fresh purposes, and new directions.”8 The state set forth narratives 

of the future, of progress and of American self-actualization in an attempt to redirect the people’s 

gaze from the crises of the present, to the promises of the future. These narratives became the 

theme of bicentennial observance in Florida.  

  This thesis examines the ways in which the American Revolution Bicentennial was 

celebrated in Florida, and focuses on the efforts of private citizens, government officials, and 

politicians to develop commemorative and celebratory programming for the bicentennial. In 

doing so, this project seeks to illuminate how Floridians constructed patriotic historical 

narratives during a time of heightened social and political divisiveness, and the ways in which 

they adapted these narratives to assuage contemporary political and societal needs. In addition, 

this thesis argues that the new forms of patriotic, commemorative work developed during the 

bicentennial decade continue to impact the ways in which nationalism and patriotism are 

observed corporately in the United States today.  

                                                 
7 “Town ’76 Meeting,” Florida Bicentennial Commission Papers, box 2, folder 9, Jan. 30, 1976, State Archives of 

Florida, Tallahassee, FL (hereafter SAF)  
8 Ibid.   
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 Anniversary celebrations such as the American Revolution bicentennial, utilize highly 

tailored, and at times even fictive, historical narratives to address contemporary questions and 

issues. Rather than paint an accurate picture of historical events, these narratives emphasize 

societal unity and consensus in order to unify different classes and ethnicities, while 

simultaneously solidifying the dominance of one class or ethnicity over another. These narratives 

are thus more about the present than the past. Examining the ways in which Florida state officials 

conceptualized the meaning and importance of the bicentennial, as well as the types of programs 

they did and did not support, illustrates the important role of patriotism as a tool of social and 

political control.9 By constructing a distinct historical memory that emphasized fealty to the 

nation state and submission to the status quo, and by fostering its ritualized celebration, Florida 

state officials attempted to garner the support of the populace. 

 The historiography on the American Revolution Bicentennial has typically framed patriotic 

commemoration during the early 1970s as a fundamentally grassroots movement that developed 

in response to government sponsored “one-size-fits-all historical interpretation.”10 Scholars who 

have adopted this interpretation contend that the political, social, and economic turmoil of the 

1960s and 1970s challenged the American people’s confidence in the government, which in turn 

necessitated the reconstitution of patriotic commemoration from a corporate act led from the top 

                                                 
9 The idea that patriotism can be used as a tool of social control is directly connected to Gramsci’s notion of “civil 
society.” In nations with a republican form of government, the mechanisms of the state are inherently weak, and thus 
ineffective in protecting the state’s hegemony over the governed. As a result, elites use culture, religion, education, 
and patriotic commemoration as means of manufacturing the consent of the people. This idea has influenced the 
ways in which I interpret planning for bicentennial commemoration and celebration by Florida state officials 
throughout the late 1960s and early 1970s. See also Andrew Heywood, Political Ideas and Concepts: An 

Introduction (London: Macmillan, 1994); Thomas R. Bates, “Gramsci and the Theory of Hegemony,” Journal of the 

History of Ideas 36, no. 2 (Spring 1975): 351-366; David Forgacs ed. A Gramsci Reader: Selected Writings, 1916-

1935 (London: Lawrence and Wishart, 1988).  
10 Tammy Gordon, The Spirit of 1976: Commerce, Community, and the Politics of Commemoration (Amherst: The 
University of Massachusetts Press, 2013), 45  



5 

down, to an individualized, personal, and grassroots act. Historians such as Tammy Gordon and 

John Bodnar have argued that bicentennial commemoration was fundamentally a grassroots 

movement, spearheaded by average Americans from all walks of life who embraced a “do-your-

own-thing approach to historical interpretation” that “shaped the significance of the observance” 

without significant direction from the government.11 While grassroots groups did make many 

important contributions to bicentennial planning throughout the early 1970s, this thesis argues 

that patriotic commemoration and celebration of the national bicentennial remained a top-down 

process. Rather than cede authority to the people, government agencies at both the federal and 

state levels used patriotic commemoration and historical interpretation as tools to restore their 

legitimacy, and regain the people’s trust.  

 The festive parades, picnics, and historical re-enactments that took place across Florida on 

the nation’s bicentennial were the fruit of more than six years of careful, and at times 

contentious, planning, fund-raising, and organizing on the part of city, state, and federal officials. 

In Florida, responsibility for bicentennial planning was spearheaded by the American Revolution 

Bicentennial Commission of Florida (ARBCF), which was established by an act of the state 

legislature on July 1, 1970. Made up of politicians and government employees, the ARBCF was 

tasked with stimulating “appropriate commemorative programs,” and rekindling the spirit of the 

American Revolution throughout Florida for the nation’s 200th birthday. Chapter 1 examines the 

various ways in which “appropriate” commemoration was defined by the federal government, 

the ARBCF, and the people of Florida.  

                                                 
11 Ibid., 4; see also John Bodnar, Remaking America: Public Memory, Commemoration, and Patriotism in the 

Twentieth Century (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1993)  
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 Chapter 2 examines several significant controversies that arose in Florida and across the 

nation in the years leading up to the bicentennial, as differing definitions of appropriate 

commemoration came into conflict. This chapter will also demonstrate how the unwillingness of 

state and federal planners to share authority for the creation of meaningful commemoration with 

the American people hampered planning efforts and contributed to a sense of disillusionment and 

frustration among private citizens. As these controversies illustrate, government planners 

struggled to accommodate, and at times resisted, grassroots efforts to commemorate the national 

bicentennial.  

 Chapter 3 focuses on two ambitious projects undertaken by the ARBCF in the early 1970s: 

The Bicentennial Travelling Exhibit, and the Florida Bicentennial Trail. These projects were 

intended to highlight Florida’s role in American history, as well as America’s important role as 

“the hope of liberty throughout the world.”12 These projects were developed without the 

participation of local planning groups, thus demonstrating the state commission’s hesitancy to 

engage with grassroots projects. Rather, the ARBCF worked in tandem with other government 

agencies to complete these projects, and bring their interpretation of American history, and the 

spirit of 1976, to all Floridians.13 

 The concluding chapter explores the legacy of the national bicentennial on patriotic 

commemoration in the United States. The political, social, and economic crises of the 1970s 

altered the tenor of patriotic commemoration in the United States, and fundamentally changed 

the ways in which Americans conceptualize the utility of the past in the present. Maya Lin’s 

                                                 
12 “House Bill 3974,” Florida Bicentennial Commission Papers, box 2, folder 1 (SAF)  
13 Ibid.   
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Vietnam Veterans Memorial in Washington, D.C., which was dedicated on November 13, 1982, 

is one prominent example, and will be briefly explored in chapter 5.  

Why Florida?  

 

 Florida is not commonly linked to the American Revolution in the popular imagination. It 

was not one of the original thirteen colonies, and remained under British control during the war, 

before being transferred back to the Spanish once the war ended.14 Regardless, the Sunshine 

State provides an apt case study of how patriotism evolved during the bicentennial decade not 

because of its historical connection to the American Revolution per se, but because of its status 

as one of the fastest growing and most prosperous states in the mid-twentieth century. If 

Americans during the bicentennial were pinning their hopes on future prosperity, progress and 

change, they needed to look no further than Florida.  

Since the end of World War II, Florida had experienced unchecked growth and prosperity 

as an increasingly prosperous and mobile American middle class flooded into the state. The 

subtropical climate and abundance of cheap land made Florida particularly attractive to 

developers, and by the 1960s, Miami was fast becoming one of the state’s largest cities, as well 

as a nascent hub for international business. In a matter of decades, this once agrarian and isolated 

southern state was catapulted from the political and social periphery to the center of global 

tourism and finance. 

 The demographics of the state changed dramatically during this time as well. While Cuban 

immigration was consistent throughout the nineteenth century, with Cuban enclaves forming in 

                                                 
14 Florida’s geo-political importance during the American Revolutionary War is well understood by scholars. 
However, the state’s connection to the Revolution in the popular imagination remains tenuous at best. See The New 

History of Florida, ed. Michael Gannon (Gainesville, FL: University Press of Florida, 1996).  
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Tampa and Jacksonville, only one in twenty Floridians were foreign-born in 1950. The majority 

of the state’s population during this time was white and native born, and was concentrated in the 

primarily agricultural northern region of the state. In the succeeding two decades, however, 

Florida experienced unprecedented levels of immigration from Cuba, the Caribbean, and other 

central and southern American nations.15 The impact of this rapid demographic change was felt 

throughout Florida.  

 The opening of Disney World in October 1971 was another seminal moment in the 

transformation of Florida in the twentieth century. The previous year, the state Chamber of 

Commerce estimated out-of-state tourism in Florida at 22 million. The year after Disney’s 

opening, that number jumped to between 26 and 28 million. Disney’s economic impact was felt 

outside of Central Florida as well, with tourist attractions across the state reported average 

increases of 25 percent in attendance.16 The following year, north-south arteries in Tallahassee 

saw a 20 percent increase in traffic from tourists travelling to Disney World from the Midwest.17  

 Florida’s burgeoning tourism industry brought an increase in permanent residents as well. 

Between 1960 and 1970, the state’s total population increased 36 percent, from 4.9 million to 6.7 

million. The state’s capital county saw an increase of 38 percent during this time, from 74,225 to 

103,047. Florida’s growth rate ranked among the highest in the nation every decade between 

1920 and 1990, and dwarfed nation-wide averages, which sat between 10 and 20 percent.18  

                                                 
15 Gary R. Mormino, “Sunbelt Dreams and Altered States: A Social and Cultural History of Florida, 1950-2000,” 
The Florida Historical Quarterly, vol. 81, no. 1 (Summer 2002), 11,12; Louis A. Perez Jr. “Between Encounter and 
Experience,” The Florida Historical Quarterly, vol. 82, no. 2 (Fall 2003), 174.  
16 Florida Times Union, February 11, 1973  
17 Ibid.   
18 Stanley K. Smith, “Florida Population Growth: Past, Present and Future,” (Gainesville: Bureau of Economic and 
Business Research, 2005), 2; Richard L. Forstall, ed. “Florida: Population of Counties by Decennial Census: 1900 to 
1990,” Population Division: U.S. Bureau of the Census, 2005, accessed November 1, 2016, 
http://www.census.gov/population/cencounts/fl190090.txt.  
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 The rapid influx of new taxpayers injected the state government with more money than 

lawmakers knew what to do with, at first. As the 1973 legislative session opened in February, 

legislators in Tallahassee were already wrangled over the previous year’s quarter-billion-dollar 

surplus. Democrats saw the surplus as a way to expand social programs, and improve 

infrastructure that was quickly becoming overwhelmed by tourists and new residents. 

Republicans, however, saw the very existence of a surplus as prima facie proof that citizens had 

been overtaxed. But as money continued to flow into the state’s coffers, every legislator 

developed a “pet project” to which the surplus could be put to use.  As Representative Jim 

Tillman put it, “there’s no way to avoid pet projects. That’s the name of the game. Even the 

people who say shelve your pet projects have pet projects of their own.”19 The scope of 

bicentennial planning set forth by the ARBCF in the following years was, in many ways, made 

possible by this surplus.  

 In the Cold War era, Florida’s growth represented more than just economic or demographic 

trends. Rather, to many Americans, it symbolized the triumph of capitalism over communism, 

and the seemingly inevitable spread of American values across the Caribbean and South 

America. The state’s close proximity to Cuba and other Latin American countries put Floridians 

on the front lines in the international struggle to contain Communism.20 But the Cold War in 

Florida was as much about military operations as it was about ideology, and politicians and state 

officials seized upon the symbolic message of the bicentennial as the primary weapon in this war 

                                                 
19 Florida Times Union, February 11, 1973  
20 For more information on military operations in Florida during the Cold War, see Steve Hach, Cold War in South 

Florida: Historic Resource Study, ed. Jennifer Dickey (Atlanta: National Parks Service, 2004)  
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of symbols. Thus, preparations for patriotic commemoration and celebration of the bicentennial 

in Florida were inextricably linked to Cold War nationalism.21 

Historical Antecedents 

 The bicentennial was by no means the first time civic celebrations were used as tools of 

social and political control in the United States. In the earliest years of the Republic, Fourth of 

July celebrations were central to national discourse over many important issues facing the new 

nation, including the ratification of the Constitution in the 1780s.22 Republicans and Federalists 

alike used the Fourth as a theater of “symbolic action,” and the American people learned how 

“orderly nationalist rejoicing” could be used to express “political differences.”23 In the 

nineteenth century, the use of civil society as a tool of social and political control was 

spearheaded not by politicians or government officials, but by members of the bourgeoisie. Some 

were industrialists, while others were civically minded, upper-class women. Regardless of their 

station, these men and women recognized the importance of using civil society as a political tool, 

and their interests generally coincided with the interests of the state.  

In the years leading up to the Civil War, elite American women joined together to 

establish preservation societies which aimed to preserve and restore historic homes. The Mount 

Vernon Ladies Association (MVLA) was established by Ann Pamela Cunningham in order to 

                                                 
21 The link between patriotic commemoration and Cold War nationalism originated in the years immediately 
following World War II, and was part of the larger, cultural battle against communism that took place in the United 
States. American history was an important tool in this battle, as Americans used the commemoration and celebration 
of historical events to “reaffirm” the nation’s “divine destiny,” while simultaneously portraying communism as a 
“moral challenge to the spiritual resources of America.” Michael Kammen, Mystic Chords of Memory: The 

Transformation of Tradition in American Culture (New York: Vintage Books, 1993), 547. See also Michael 
Kammen, Mystic Chords of Memory, 367, 548.  
22 David Waldstreicher, In the Midst of Perpetual Fetes: The Making of American Nationalism, 117-1820 (Chapel 
Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1997), 54 
23 Ibid., 55  
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purchase and restore George Washington’s famed Virginia home. Cunningham and the women 

who joined her cause were motivated by the deeply held belief that an important bond existed 

between “mankind’s dwellings of yesterday and his life today.”24 Historical homes, such as 

Mount Vernon, “embodied home values, family ties, and face-to-face community.”25 

Cunningham saw preserving the physical vestiges of the past as a way to teach virtue 

and patriotism to future generations, and foster community in the present. By saving this vitally 

important piece of American history, Cunningham hoped to preserve the Union from the fast 

approaching Civil War.26 In the decades that followed, high volumes of immigration and rapid 

economic change continued to strain the social and economic fabric of the nation, and fueled 

fears among native-born citizens that American heritage would be lost forever.  

Industrialization itself challenged many of the ideas at the core of the nation’s republican 

identity. Many Americans believed that factories took men and women from the fields, where 

honest labor supposedly imbued the human spirit with true freedom, and provided all the 

necessities for a good life, and enslaved them in a “disgusting and loathsome” wage labor 

system. To these concerned citizens, the “abject poverty, pauperism, the dependency and 

insecurity” generated by this new system were grossly out of place in the United States.27 These 

were the Old World’s problems, problems the American experiment was supposed to have 

                                                 
24 Mary Wingfield Scott, “A.P.V.A. Tries to Save Old Richmond,” Journal of American Society of Architectural 

Historians 4 (1943); 27  
25 James M. Lindgren, “A New Departure in Historic, Patriotic Work,” in The Public Historian, Vol. 18, No. 2 
(Spring 1996), 42  
26 Denise Meringolo, Museums, Monuments, and National Parks: Toward a New Genealogy of Public History, 
(Amherst: University of Massachusetts Press, 2012), 27. 
27 Alan Trachtenberg, The Incorporation of America: Culture and Society in the Gilded Age, (New York: Hill and 
Wang, 2007), 72 
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solved.28 Thus, America’s emergent nationalism had to simultaneous give meaning to a painful 

past, make sense out of a chaotic present, and explain an uncertain future.  

As Robert Rydell demonstrates in his book All the World’s A Fair, the 1876 Centennial 

International Exhibition in Philadelphia provided a testing ground for this emergent nationalism, 

as well as an opportunity for Americans to reaffirm their collective identity.29 The patriotic 

message of the Centennial Exposition was rooted in the perceived supremacy of American 

industry. Thus, the young nation’s industrial progress and prowess was proudly displayed by 

business elites in order to demonstrate the fundamental rightness of the existing economic, 

political, and social order.  

 The Centennial Exhibition was the first official world’s fair held in the United States, and 

provided white Americans a “welcomed change” from the social and economic unrest that 

characterized the postwar years. However, organizers intended the exhibition to be more than 

just an escape from the woes of the day, but a “calculated response” to them. From the moment 

the exhibition opened on May 10, 1876, its displays and attractions functioned as direct 

challenge to the doubts and uncertainties that plagued the populace, and as vehicles to “restore 

confidence in the vitality of America’s system of government as well as the social and economic 

structure of the country.”30  

The latest technological marvels were featured at the exhibition in a grand showcase of 

America’s industrial prowess. The focal point was the massive Corliss engine, which grabbed 

fairgoers’ attention. In describing the impact of the Corliss engine on those who beheld it, John 

                                                 
28 Ibid., 60  
29 Robert Rydell, All the World’s a Fair: Visions of Empire at American International Expositions, 1876-1916 

(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1987), 4  
30  Ibid., 11  
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Kasson writes, “…visitors to the Centennial were…impressed by the engine as a powerful, 

indeed monumental, symbol of man’s technological triumphs and a titanic form to inspire the 

romantic imagination.”31 The Corliss and other machines served as physical manifestations of 

the nation’s bright and promising future. 

But if doubts lingered in the minds of dissatisfied laborers or nervous businessmen after 

viewing the Corliss engine, then displays of Japanese, Chinese, and Native American cultures 

were meant as further affirmation of white American exceptionalism. By comparing American 

ingenuity and modernity with the “wasteland of humanity’s dark and stormy beginnings,” 

exhibition organizers simultaneously enforced a narrative of inexorable progress, while affirming 

America’s central role in this narrative.32 This dynamic was replicated seventeen years later at 

the World’s Columbian Exposition in Chicago. Intent on providing fairgoers a glimpse into the 

ordered, glimmering future the United States had in store, organizers utilized displays of 

evolution and ethnology “as active agents and bulwarks of hegemonic assertion of ruling-class 

authority.”33 

The organizers of the Centennial Exhibition and the World’s Columbian Exposition 

intentionally obscured “all signs of trauma with expressions of confidence and fulsome praise,” a 

difficult task given sustained economic volatility and social unrest.”34 Yet the didactic mission of 

the fairs was not simply aimed at hiding or ignoring the changes that faced American society, but 

rather to incorporate new people, systems, and ways of thinking into an updated and thoroughly 

modern American identity that was simultaneously traditional and wholly new. Organizers of the 
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Columbian Exposition included foreign-language addresses on the virtues of George Washington 

in attempts to educate immigrants into American citizenship. And the colonial architecture of 

many of the exhibits was juxtaposed with the latest commercial products, machinery and 

technology, illustrating that America’s republican past was just as much part of the future as the 

most cutting edge machine. Nostalgia was thus incorporated as “part of the great American push 

forward.”35 The use of history as a tool to foster unity and solidarity in times of crises continued 

into the twentieth century, and was pronounced during the Cold War era.   

Beginning in the early 1950s, everyday citizens and history buffs called for the 

commemoration of the Civil War Centennial. The Federal Government soon became involved 

with the formation of the U.S. Civil War Centennial Commission (CWCC) in 1957.36 Wracked 

by Cold War paranoia and mounting Civil Rights tensions, the United States government, 

through its mouthpiece the CWCC, sought to use history to promote patriotism, unity, and 

conformity.37 Commemoration of the Centennial would promote national unity by educating 

Americans on the bravery and patriotism of their forefathers. In order for this goal to be realized, 

all sectional differences and antagonisms had to be abandoned for one unified and unifying 

remembrance of the war. 

Officials were clear that regional sectionalism would have no place in the 

commemoration, and they demonstrated an acute concern that the events of the Centennial struck 

the “right tone.” During the CWCC’s first national convention in Washington in January of 

1958, historian Bell Wiley charged delegates to “earnestly avoid any sort of activity that will 

                                                 
35 Ibid., 39   
36 James T. Cook, Troubled Commemoration: The American Civil War Centennial, 1961-1965 (Baton Rouge: 
Louisiana State University Press, 2007), 14  
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tend to revive the bitterness and hatred engendered by the conflict a century ago.” Rather, Wiley 

contended that the War should be commemorated as a time of “supreme greatness” for both 

northern and southern states.38 President Dwight D. Eisenhower spoke of the importance of 

disseminating the “lessons and heroism” of the War to all Americans. In many ways, “heroism” 

became the unofficial theme of the Centennial. By focusing on the heroism of those on both 

sides of the conflict, officials could avoid the uncomfortable contradictions of the War.39 Not 

only were historical facts to be subjugated to national consensus, but vernacular memories of the 

War were to be supplanted by an artificial, national memory.  

While the primary goal of the Civil War Centennial was to promote patriotism, the 

commemorative events of the Centennial were also developed with economic objectives in mind. 

Organizers at the time did not view consumerism and patriotism as antithetical, but rather as 

complimentary. The hegemonic narrative, or what Cook refers to as the “dominant conformist 

culture” of the 1950s succeeded in that it connected normal everyday Americans who were 

consumers to American elites who were dependent on the “corporate-capitalist system.”40 But 

this relationship was dynamic rather than static, shifting everyday as a diverse populace faced 

equally diverse struggles.41  

Private citizens and historians alike chafed at the idea of commercialized commemoration 

of the deadliest war in American history. The commemorative events planned for the Centennial 

turned into a heritage “bonanza,” which the government hoped would “reinforce government 

                                                 
38 “Wiley-Speeches at National Assembly and Elsewhere,’ box 184, Wiley Papers, as quoted in James T Cook, 
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40 James T. Cook, Troubled Commemoration, 38  
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calls for civic activism and vigilance.”42 Some of the most fervent criticisms came from minority 

and women’s groups. These activists and social reformers denounced the “sanitizing” of 

American history for profit. These groups argued that dissenting voices and narratives were 

being silenced in order for those in power to sell a version of American history that consolidated 

and justified their own power.43  

 Movements to preserve physical vestiges of the past, such as the MVLA, commemorate 

important events in American history such as the Civil War Centennial, and highlight the 

promises of the future such as the American Revolution Centennial Exhibition or the World’s 

Colombian Exposition, laid bare a central paradox of memory formation and patriotic 

commemoration. While the aim of these endeavors was to unify, they reflected and served to 

solidify existing dynamics of social power. Elite members of society, whether wealthy white 

women, industrialists, or government workers, used these movements to propagate historical 

narratives that justified the status quo, and protected their station in society. Thus, the creation of 

memory and patriotic commemoration during this time was an unequal struggle between elites 

and working class Americans.  

 Yet, recent scholarship has called this dynamic into question. In her writing on the formation 

of Revolutionary memory in the late nineteenth century, historian Carolyn Strange contends that 

this dichotomy between elites and everyone else is too simplistic. Rather, she posits that the 

“elite” in American society have never been a unified group. Rather, they represent a diversity of 
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motivations and visions, and face eventualities which cannot be controlled. Therefore, to assign 

one viewpoint to these groups is to “conflate the dominant with dominant narratives.”44  

 Gilded Age elites faced ideological differences as well as fiscal shortfalls in their efforts to 

commemorate American heritage. These struggles posed significant threats to their 

commemorative efforts, and the ways in which individual members of the elite responded to 

these threats reflected their unique personal experiences and motivations. Therefore, Strange 

argues that historians must first understand how memory is created on the personal level, before 

they can understand how it is created on the societal level.  

 The “micro-historical” perspective Strange applies to elite groups brings into focus the ways 

in which government officials in Florida created commemorative programing in the years 

leading up to the bicentennial.45 These officials were not unified in their motivations and visions, 

and the dissention among them significantly impacted the pace and tenor of commemorative 

planning. In the years leading up to the bicentennial, questions arose over whose narrative of the 

bicentennial would be told. Could vernacular memories coexist with those advocated by the 

state? When differing interpretations of the meaning and significance of the bicentennial came 

into conflict, whose would win out? Debates over how the bicentennial would be celebrated, and 

what messages the bicentennial would convey, thus took on heightened importance. However, 

many questions remained. Committee members struggled over questions of who got to define 

appropriate forms of commemoration and celebration. Did officials in Tallahassee have the final 
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say in how the bicentennial was celebrated in Arcadia, or Tampa? How could the state 

commission stimulate participation in communities throughout the state, while also maintaining 

creative control over the bicentennial’s message? 

 Despite disagreements between members over how much control the ARBCF should exert 

over local observances of the bicentennial, the commission ultimately took a proactive role in 

local level planning, and proved more than willing to involve itself in nearly every aspect of 

local planning. Members of the commission made it clear that any and all local projects that 

directly affected the state’s general image would require the commission’s approval. The top-

down and highly orchestrated nature of bicentennial events was not easily apparent to the men, 

women, and children who celebrated throughout Florida on the Fourth of July, 1976. After all, 

that was precisely the state’s intention.  

 The American Revolution Bicentennial Commission of Florida was founded on the same 

basic template as the CWCC, and as a result was plagued by many of the same issues. The 

commercialized fiasco that was the Civil War Centennial made citizen and activist groups 

acutely aware of the dangers of commodified commemoration, and some worried that 

government planning commissions were beholden to the interests of big business. As Chapter 4 

highlights, members of the ARBCF struggled to find the ideal balance between fostering 

meaningful patriotic commemoration, while also stimulating the economy through increased 

tourism. Would commodifying and merchandizing the bicentennial inevitably corrupt its sacred 

message? 
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Conclusion 

 Throughout the nineteenth and early-twentieth centuries, American exceptionalism was 

championed through preservation societies, grand fairs, and commemorative ceremonies. But by 

the 1970s, this mode was outdated. Rather than demonstrating the rightness of the American way 

of life by emphasizing economic or cultural superiority, those in charge of bicentennial planning 

at both the federal and state level aimed to demonstrate the rightness of the American way by 

emphasizing its goodness. This shift was necessitated in part by the political scandals of the early 

1970s that shocked many Americans, and fundamentally challenged the long held assumption 

that the American way was, in fact, superior to begin with.  As this thesis aims to demonstrate, 

the lofty goals and admirable motivations of bicentennial planners were not always fulfilled. 

Rather, the visions of progress and unity they espoused obscured societal rifts and political 

controversies as a matter of necessity. And in the process, those visions masked rather than 

resolved many of the deep-seated issues of racism and injustice against minorities throughout the 

state.  
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CHAPTER 2 

 

FLORIDA PREPARES FOR THE AMERICAN REVOLUTION 

BICENTENNIAL  

 
 

Interama and Third Century U.S.A.  

 

 The first plans for bicentennial commemoration in Florida were laid nearly two decades 

before the ARBCF was established. In 1951, the state legislature established the State of Florida 

Inter-American Center Authority (Interama), which was tasked with developing a grand, 

international exhibition and fair in Miami that would open to the public on the bicentennial. The 

earliest iterations of the plans for Interama resembled the grandiose exhibitions of the nineteenth 

century. Like the 

Centennial Exposition or 

the World’s Columbian 

Exposition, Interama was 

envisaged as a projection 

of America’s wealth and 

economic prowess on the 

world stage. Planners also 

intended Interama to provide 

cultural, educational, and 

trade activities for an international audience, and combine the features of an amusement park, 

world’s fair, and trade fair, while also showcasing the cultures and industrial advancements of 

Figure 1: Artist's rendering of the International area of the Interama complex. 
Source: State Archives of Florida. Tallahassee, Florida.  
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American nations.46 But unlike the Centennial Exposition in Philadelphia or the World’s 

Columbian Exposition, Interama was intended to be permanent.  

 Over the course of the following sixteen years, various plans for the Interama complex were 

considered by the Inter-American Authority. However, it was not until 1967 that the first 

concrete plans were made public.  The theme of the international exposition was to be “THE 

AMERICAN WAY OF LIFE – PROGRESS WITH FREEDOM.” Interama would showcase the 

accomplishments of North and South American nations, and demonstrate how these 

accomplishments were “made possible within the framework of democratic institutions, without 

loss of civil liberties or individual freedom.”47 Four areas would make up the massive complex, 

and feature exhibits from different nations, as well as facilities for government officials, 

intellectuals, and scientists to meet and “discuss mutual needs and problems and reach workable 

solutions.”48   

 Interama was championed by bicentennial planners from Third Century, U.S.A., which was 

established by the Miami Chamber of Commerce and tasked with planning bicentennial 

observances in Dade County.49 Together, Third Century and Interama championed the building 

of stronger ties with Latin America, and fostering a welcoming and diverse community in South 

Florida. Organizers from both groups saw the bicentennial as an “opportunity to create 

                                                 
46 American Revolution Bicentennial Commission of Florida (ARBCF) meeting minutes, box 1, folder 2, Sept. 24, 
1971, series 787 (SAF)  
47 “Interama Fact Sheet,” State of Florida Inter-American Center Authority (Miami: 1967), 1, accessed November 3, 
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48 Ibid.   
49 There is little information about Third Century U.S.A. in the historical record. Unlike other planning 
organizations in Florida, Third Century was privately operated. The organization was officially disbanded in 1976.  
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a…celebration” that focused on “the beginning of a third century of independence and 

progress.”50 

 In 1969, Third Century officials obtained President 

Nixon’s designation of Miami as a special 

bicentennial city, and Interama was selected as the 

city’s signature project.51 Miami’s designation as a 

special bicentennial city was significant, since the 

only other cities to receive such a designation were 

Philadelphia, Boston, and Washington, D.C. But 

unlike these cities, Miami was chosen not for its 

historical connection to the Revolution, but rather as a 

projection of America’s strength and prosperity into 

the future. By the late-1960s, Miami had taken on a 

symbolic and ideological meaning as significant to 

American identity as those imprinted on Philadelphia 

and Boston. And politicians at both the state and federal 

level had every intention of utilizing this meaning in the 

global war against communism.52  

                                                 
50 U.S. Congress, Senate, Committee on the Judiciary, American Revolution Bicentennial Commission: Hearings 

before the Committee on Federal Charters, Holidays, and Celebrations, 92nd Cong., 2nd sess., 1972, 468-469, 
http://congressional.proquest.com.proxy.lib.fsu.edu/congressional/result/congressional/pqpdocumentview:pdfevent?
pgId=658479c3-d902-4b33-be13-dffc18adc0d9&pdf=/app-bin/gis-hearing/6/8/0/e/hrg-1972-sjs-
0025_from_1_to_644.pdf  
51 Bicentennial Source Book (Washington, D.C.: Hawkins and Associates, c. 1973), section 3 page 27  
52 Federal recognition also had financial significance for Interama, which obtained $5.5 million in federal funds in 
1971 alone. Figures taken from ARBCF meeting minutes, box 1 folder 2, September 24, 1871 (SAF)  

Figure 2: 1964 artist’s rendering of the Tower 
of Freedom, which was to be the focal point 
of the Interama complex. Source: State 
Archives of Florida. Tallahassee, Florida.  
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Florida governor Claude Kirk was one such politician. The state’s first Republican 

governor since Reconstruction, Kirk was known as much for his tenacity in fighting the 

Democratic establishment as he was for his “flamboyant” antics.53 An early and enthusiastic 

supporter of Interama, Kirk was confident that American “free enterprise and democracy” would 

spread from the shores of South Florida across Latin America, and “stop communism.” To Kirk, 

Interama and the bicentennial were opportunities to showcase Florida’s impressive prosperity, 

and to send a message to future generations that capitalism had ultimately triumphed over 

communism.54  

Florida in a National Context 

 

The establishment of Interama and Third Century in the 1950s and 1960s was part of a 

nationwide move to prepare for the celebration and commemoration of America’s bicentennial.  

In cities and state capitals across the country, similar planning organizations were established. 

Largely made up of politicians, government workers, and community leaders, these committees 

were responsible for catalyzing public interest in the bicentennial, organizing programs, and 

raising and distributing funding for these programs. And while the form and function of these 

committees varied from state to state and city to city, they were generally modeled after the 

American Revolution Bicentennial Commission (ARBC), the federal body responsible for 

bicentennial planning.   

Congress established the ARBC by joint resolution in July, 1966. In a written request to 

Congress earlier that year, President Lyndon Johnson outlined the form bicentennial 

commemoration in the United States should take, and the role the federal government should 
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play in fostering and supporting commemoration nationwide. He argued for grassroots action, 

stating that “each community will celebrate in its own way and will draw its own inspiration 

from the Revolution.”55 Both Congress and the President conceptualized bicentennial 

commemoration as a grassroots affair that was to be supported by state and local governments. 

Thus, the central focus of the ARBC would be to assist and coordinate these plans, to foster 

rather than to lead. The role of the federal government was to be limited to sharing “knowledge 

and resources with the States, local communities, historical societies, and others across the 

Nation.”56 

The ARBC was to be governed by a commission made up of four members of the Senate 

and four members of the House, the Secretary of State, Attorney General, the Secretary of the 

Interior, the Secretary of Defense, the Secretary of Health, Education and Welfare, the Librarian 

of Congress, the Secretary of the Smithsonian, and the Chairman of the Federal Council on the 

Arts and Humanities. The commission would also include seventeen private citizens appointed 

by the President. The commission’s first task was to develop recommendations for “appropriate” 

commemoration for the President’s approval. The change in Presidential administration in 1969 

slowed the commission’s progress, and the first recommendations were not formulated until July 

4, 1970.  

The commission recommended that bicentennial commemoration and celebration should 

“review and reaffirm the basic principles” on which the nation was founded, and “forge a new 

national commitment, a new spirit for ’76.” The Commission developed three thematic areas that 

were meant to celebrate the past (Heritage ’76), the present (Open House, U.S.A.), and the future 
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(Horizons ’76).  The Commission intended all plans for bicentennial observance to fall within 

one of these three themes, which would streamline and unify the didactic mission of the 

bicentennial.57 But in the early years of bicentennial planning, such unity proved elusive.  

The bill that created the ARBC never specified what did and did not constitute 

“appropriate” forms of bicentennial observance. But the use of the term indicated that such a 

definition did exist, and that not all ideas would be considered equal. This definitional gray area 

caused many problems in the years leading up to the bicentennial at both the federal and state 

level, as the search for appropriate forms of commemoration and celebration became 

increasingly contentious.  

The Vision of the American Revolution Bicentennial Commission of Florida 

 In July, 1970, four years after the establishment of the ARBC, the Florida legislature 

established the American Revolution Bicentennial Commission of Florida (ARBCF). State 

legislators adopted the language of the ARBC in delineating the responsibilities and parameters 

of Florida’s commission. The primary objective of the ARBCF was the development of 

“appropriate commemoration befitting our national heritage.” But as was the case at the federal 

level, Florida state legislators did not define “appropriate commemoration.” Rather, the 

definition of what was and was not appropriate commemoration had to be worked out over the 

course of several years, as the commission refined – and redefined – its mission and goals.  

  The first meeting of the ARBCF was held on December 18, 1970. One of the major aims of 

the first organizational meeting was to establish the goals and tone of bicentennial 

commemoration in Florida. Commission members conceptualized bicentennial commemoration 
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as a vehicle for the betterment of society as a whole: for fighting the negative effects of 

commercialism, protecting the environment, expanding and improving infrastructure, and 

tackling many of the issues that plagued Florida’s inner cities. The commission thus resolved 

that all proposed projects throughout the state must have “residual” value.58 Pat Dodson, Vice 

Chairman of the ARBCF, made clear that the commission needed to learn from some of the 

mistakes of the Civil War Centennial seven years earlier, in which commemorative events were 

“spectacles” that had little enduring value to society.59 He argued that the tone of bicentennial 

commemoration needed to be more serious, and project a positive message of the future. In his 

view, the commission needed to “set goals for 1976 and also project them onto the year 2000.” 

Dodson wanted bicentennial commemoration to reflect ideals, rather than realities. He wanted to 

task each Floridian with “determining what kind of country, what kind of state, what kind of 

county and city we want to be.”60 

 Furthermore, the ARBCF wanted to pursue educational projects that would establish the 

importance of Florida’s history to the national narrative, and foster a unified state culture and 

identity among students.61 One commission member lamented that “many youngsters today don’t 

know where they came from and, needless to say, don’t know where they are going.”62 

Therefore, providing young Floridians with an identity rooted in history “would certainly be a 

worthwhile goal” for the commission to pursue.63 In order to accomplish this goal, the 
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commission planned to coordinate with the Department of Education to develop a new 

curriculum that would foster student involvement in preparing for the bicentennial, and also 

challenge students to think about Florida history in a broader, national context.  

 The commission also laid out plans to sponsor a series of scholarly publications that would 

focus on Florida history. The Committee on Research and Publications was established to 

spearhead this project. Committee Chairman Dr. Sam Proctor worked closely with the University 

Press of Florida in developing the Florida Facsimile series, as well as contracting new works by 

historians. The ARBCF budgeted $30,000 for these two projects for the 1971-72 fiscal year.64 

 Many of the initiatives developed by the commission were delegated to various state 

agencies, which were in turn responsible for their execution and maintenance. The Department 

of Transportation was tasked with beautification projects such as reducing the number of 

billboards along Florida’s highways, and developing signage and literature that highlighted 

Florida history.  Edward A. Mueller, the Secretary of the Department of Transportation, 

suggested the creation of historical exhibits focusing on the bicentennial in highway rest areas 

and wayside parks. He also put forward a host of pragmatic programs, which included the 

creation of an electrified rail system connecting Miami and Boston, the development of a rapid 

transit system in Miami, as well as airport expansions in Miami and Orlando. Secretary Mueller 

also proposed more general improvements to the state’s infrastructure, which included repaving 

surface streets and highways. The Department of Transportation pledged $3 million to these 

projects, and Mueller estimated that an additional $700,000 would be needed to finish surfacing 

the roads.65  
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 The state Department of Citrus was tasked with developing a program to provide orange 

juice to underprivileged children, while the Department of Natural Resources was given funding 

to expand and enhance the state’s recreational parks. The ARBCF wanted the Department of 

Agriculture to focus on programs that promoted good nutrition and the improvement of 

consumer services across the state.66 

 The commission’s focus on practical programs represented a changing understanding of the 

nature and role of patriotic commemoration. Parades and fireworks were no longer seen as 

sufficient means of celebrating or commemorating the nation. The reasons for this change 

undoubtedly varied over time and between individuals. It was in part necessitated by the societal 

transformations of the previous decade, which had made commercialized, consensus driven, feel-

good celebrations untenable. ARBCF planners understood that Floridians expected more out of 

the government.  However, members of the ARBCF were also well aware that couching their 

programs in the language of social reform made justifying their use of taxpayer dollars much 

easier. This was especially true as the commission’s popularity ebbed and flowed with the tide of 

political, social, and financial exigencies. 

Action ’76  

 As the ARBCF developed programs and initiatives throughout 1971, it became clear that a 

unified framework and plan of action was needed to coordinate and organize bicentennial 

planning throughout the state. Commission members frequently spoke of actively involving 

“every citizen” in the process of preparing for the bicentennial, while also underscoring the 
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importance of balancing control over bicentennial observance between the state and local 

agencies. Local involvement was vital, but state oversight (and funding) would remain central.  

 In order to accomplish this goal, the commission drew up a set of plans and guidelines called 

Action ’76. Under Action ’76, local steering committees were to be the primary vehicles for the 

creation and implementation of bicentennial events and initiatives in Florida. These committees 

would be responsible for developing bicentennial programs and initiatives, and could petition the 

ARBCF for funding, which would be allocated on a matching basis. While the total amount of 

funding was to be based on community population, smaller communities would receive 

proportionately more funding than larger towns or cities.67   

 In order for community projects to qualify for state funding, steering committees needed to 

demonstrate that their proposed plans were of “substance,” and addressed the “most serious 

problems” in their communities.  ARBCF members made clear that the bicentennial was not to 

be “simply a party that will be forgotten after the celebration is over.”68 Rather, the commission 

envisaged bicentennial observance as a means of tangibly improving the lives of all Floridians. 

As one commission member argued, “to do less would be unworthy of our faith in the future.” 

Thus, the ARBCF defined appropriate commemoration as any program that targeted societal 

needs, and had a long-lasting impact on the community.69 As a result, steering committees were 

responsible for identifying the issues facing their communities, proposing solutions to these 

issues, and developing those solutions into workable programs.  
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 The ARBCF also required any community interested in forming an Action ’76 steering 

committee to submit a report outlining the makeup of the community, as well as the makeup of 

the committee. The ARBCF implemented these requirements as a way of ensuring that steering 

committees were “fully representative of the total community,” and that membership was given 

“without regard to race, color, or sex…” If a community application failed to meet the 

commission’s standards, their application was put on hold until equitable representation was 

achieved.70  

 This was not a hollow threat. On multiple occasions, the ARBCF tabled community 

applications because the makeup of committee membership was not “broad” enough.71 

Applications from Pahokee and Hernando County were sent back for revision, and ARBCF vice 

chairman Pat Dodson made clear that these applications would only be approved when “the 

membership has been clearly identified as representing the entire community.”72 Clearwater’s 

application was rejected twice, and both times the ARBCF demanded the committee “expand its 

membership to include every possible group.”73 Upon revision, all community applications were 

eventually approved by the ARBCF.  

Implementing Action ’76 proved a significant challenge for the commission, and 

members debated the extent to which the state should interact directly with local steering 

committees. Throughout the spring and summer of 1971, the commission experimented with the 

idea of subdividing the state into regional divisions as a way of fostering local participation. 

Under this plan, regional divisions would serve as intermediary agencies between state and local 
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planning committees. A temporary division was established in the Greater Orlando area, but the 

ARBCF received negative responses from the community. In his report to the ARBCF in July, 

Commissioner W.E. Potter argued that the Orlando division was unable to effectively implement 

its goals “because of the larger number of small communities involved.” This indicated that 

power dynamics between larger and smaller communities could potentially hamper the 

cooperation of local groups. The plan was shelved, and the state commission decided to take 

more direct involvement with local planning groups.74 

Action ’76 enabled the ARBCF to delegate many of the responsibilities of planning to 

local communities, while maintaining ultimate control of the “content and message of the 

celebrations.”75 Therefore, Action ’76 did not represent a truly grassroots approach to 

commemoration or celebration. Members of the ARBCF justified this approach as an 

organizational necessity. They wanted to foster diverse celebrations in cities and small towns 

across the state, but at the same time argued that this freedom needed a framework. Otherwise, 

the commission feared that bicentennial observance would devolve into a cacophony of crass 

commercialization and hollow fanfare. However, the rhetoric of openness and inclusion adopted 

by the ARBCF belied a hesitation to share authority with local bureaus or agencies. Commission 

members routinely demonstrated a reluctance to inform city or county officials of proposed plans 

or programs until all details were worked out. Furthermore, the commission wanted any existing 

plans developed by county or city governments to “adopt” one of the three thematic areas 

already approved by the ARBC, and discouraged local steering committees from establishing 
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new programs. This proved to be a point of frustration for some steering committees, which felt 

as if the state was telling them what to do, rather than enabling them to partake in the process.76 

Throughout 1971 and 1972, the ARBCF struggled to define its relationship with Third 

Century and the Inter-American Authority. State commissioners understood the importance of 

delegating responsibilities to these groups, and allowing them to have a free hand in creating and 

directing their own bicentennial observances. Yet, they felt entitled to retain some authority, since 

nearly half of their annual budget was going directly to these organizations.77 In order to maintain 

a balance of power between Interama and Third Century on one end, and the ARBCF on the other, 

state planners decided to bring liaisons from both groups to Tallahassee.78  

Race and the Bicentennial 

 The political and societal crises of the early 1960s and early 1970s made the search for 

appropriate bicentennial observance very difficult. Planners at both the federal and state level 

were faced with the daunting task of fostering patriotism at a time when many Americans were 

disillusioned with the government, and with the pace and direction of social change. In the 

South, contentious race relations further complicated the search for meaningful bicentennial 

commemoration. Across the South, desegregation policies were implemented slowly, if at all, 

and faced considerable resistance from the white population. During the 1968 Presidential 

campaign, Richard Nixon portrayed himself as an ally to white Southerners, and as a politician 

who was “sympathetic” to their concerns. He distanced himself from desegregation policies such 

as school busing, believing they were indicative of liberalism “run amuck.” After winning his bid 

for presidency, Nixon continued to appeal to the “silent majority” that had carried him to victory. 

                                                 
76 Ibid.  
77 The 1972-1973 Appropriations Act allotted $511,816 to the ARBCF. Of this, the commission allocated $130,000 
to Third Century, and $100,000 to Interama. ARBCF meeting minutes, box 1 folder 3, May 18, 1972 (SAF)  
78 Ibid.  
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 Despite Florida’s rapid modernization during this time, the state was still very much a part 

of the Deep South, and thus faced many of the same issues as other southern states. As a result, 

the state had a split personality, as the promises of modernity collided with the realities of deep-

seated racism and ongoing discrimination.79 At the same time that planners in Miami were 

drawing up grandiose and futuristic plans for Interama, African Americans across the state were 

struggling against the yoke of Jim Crow. Throughout the spring of 1963, African American 

activists held sit-ins at segregated lunch counters in Tallahassee. And the following summer in 

St. Augustine, tensions mounted between civil rights activists and white residents as the wade-in 

movement came to the Ancient City’s segregated beaches.80 

 Despite the passing of the Civil Rights Act in 1964, questions of equality and justice for 

African Americans in Florida remained unanswered in the early 1970s. School busing was 

particularly controversial during this time. And in February, 1973, as preparations for the 

bicentennial were in full swing, riots broke out between white and black students at the 

predominantly white, upper middle class, Boca Raton High School. Black students, who were 

bused in from neighboring Delray Beach, had retaliated against ongoing harassment by white 

students, and nearly 100 police officers in riot gear were called in to quell the unrest. In the 

aftermath of the Boca Raton riot, teachers and community leaders throughout the state called for 

                                                 
79 A journalist writing about race relations in St. Augustine described the city as “schizophrenia by the sea,” a 
moniker that undoubtedly applied to the state as a whole. Claudia S. Slate, “Florida Room: Battle for St. Augustine 
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1975), 75 
80 See “The Civil Rights Movement in Florida: Timeline,” Florida Memory (SAF), 
https://www.floridamemory.com/onlineclassroom/civilrights/timeline/; Jasmine Rashid, “Florida wade-ins to end 
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rights-movement-1945-19  
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unity and harmony, but with limited success. During this time, African Americans throughout 

Florida agitated against Jim Crow.81 

 Because of the contentious nature of race relations in Florida in the late 1960s and early 

1970s, early bicentennial plans largely ignored issues of race and racism in American history, as 

well as contemporary society. Rather, organizations such as Third Century U.S.A. and Interama 

focused on consensus narratives that either minimized or omitted the topics of slavery, the 

genocide of Native Americans, or the ongoing struggles of African Americans for equality and 

better social and economic opportunities.  

 In the years that followed, it became clear to many bicentennial organizers that issues of 

race, racism, and gender inequality could not be ignored any longer.  Failure to highlight these 

issues meant repeating the same mistakes of the widely unpopular Civil War Centennial. 

However, there was little agreement as to what incorporating these stories and discussions into 

patriotic commemoration would look like. In a radio address to the nation on the 4th of July, 

1972, President Richard Nixon emphasized the government’s dedication to meaningful and 

inclusive bicentennial observance. He highlighted the importance of inclusion and unity, and 

argued that “the spirit of ’76 is a spirit of openness, of brotherhood, and of peace.”82 

  Throughout 1972, the ARBC attempted to fulfill Nixon’s mandate of inclusion. The 

official literature of the ARBC, which was distributed to each state, challenged planners to 

implement programs that enhanced American’s quality of life. A 1972 planning guidebook 

                                                 
81 For more on race relations and the political environment in Florida in the mid-twentieth century, see Gary 
Mormino, “GI Joe Meets Jim Crow: Racial Violence and Reform in World War II Florida,” in The Florida 

Historical Quarterly 73, no. 1 (Jul., 1994), pp. 23-42; Randy Sanders, “Rassling a Governor,” 332; Florida Times 

Union, February 2, 1973  
82 Richard Nixon: "Address to the Nation Announcing Plans for America's Bicentennial Celebration.," July 4, 
1972. Online by Gerhard Peters and John T. Woolley, The American Presidency Project, 
http://www.presidency.ucsb.edu/ws/?pid=3491.  
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argued that “the moment we cease building freedom through a better quality of life, we begin to 

turn our backs on what the signers of the Declaration of Independence envisioned for us.” 

Furthermore, the ARBC made clear that state planning commissions were responsible for 

fostering grassroots involvement. “America is 50 states. America is big cities, small cities and 

small towns. It is all the hopes of 200 million people.” As a result, the bicentennial had to be a 

truly national experience, “it must go directly to the people and derive its strength from the 

people. We want people all over this land to sense the greatness of this moment, to participate in 

it, and help us all to discover what the national spirit is… Mobilize your best citizens.”83 This 

meant reaching out to women and minority groups. 

In order to accomplish this goal, the ARBC launched a number of subcommittees and 

commissions aimed at fostering the involvement of minority groups and women. The Women’s 

Coalition was organized in 1972, and articulated the meaning of the bicentennial as a “means for 

societal improvement,” and aimed to highlight “the vital role of American women in the cultural, 

ethnic, social, economic and political development of the nation,” contributions that had not 

“been fully recognized in written histories…. or the consciousness of the people.”84 Other 

minority groups organized their own commissions, such as “Native Americans and the 

Bicentennial,” and “Oriental-Americans and the Bicentennial.” While these organizations were 

private non-profits, they sought official sanction from the ARBC.85 

 The African American community was represented by the non-profit “Afro-American 

Bicentennial Corporation” (ABC). Vincent and Robert DeForrest established the ABC, and 

intended the group to focus on three main initiatives which aimed to preserve sites of important 

                                                 
83 “Action ’76 Guidebook,” Bicentennial Administration Files, Series 811, box 2, folder 2 (SAF)  
84 Bicentennial Source Book, Section I, page 21.  
85 Ibid., 2  
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historical significance to black history, restore blighted communities, and generate involvement 

of African American men and women in all levels of government. Similar groups were 

established across the country, and engaged in a diversity of causes, from inventorying black 

composers and photographers, to highlighting the contribution of African Americans to 

American art, dance, and music.86 

But neither Nixon’s uplifting rhetoric nor the piecemeal efforts of the ARBC sufficed to 

quell the public’s growing resentment toward a celebration they viewed as commercialized and 

consensus driven. Furthermore, Nixon’s enthusiastic support of national unity belied growing 

schisms within the ARBC, as government planners tried to incorporate minority groups and 

women into their planning efforts, with varying degrees of success. 

Conclusion 

The vision for bicentennial commemoration in Florida that emerged over the course of 

1971 and 1972 melded Cold War patriotism with pragmatic plans for improving society for all 

Floridians. ARBCF members conceptualized appropriate bicentennial commemoration and 

celebration not as flashy, patriotic festivities, but rather as a series of social programs that would 

enhance the quality of life throughout the state. And while Interama remained a priority, political 

and economic exigencies required the commission to move away from the grandiose rhetoric 

used by Claude Kirk. As bicentennial planning continued into 1973, the commission came to 

view their work less as a way to spread and defend democracy, and more as means of restoring 

the public’s trust in the government. Commission members demonstrated a desire to establish 

Florida as one of the U.S.’s preeminent states, and were adamant that all plans for bicentennial 

                                                 
86 Bicentennial Source Book, Section IV, page 35  



37 

commemoration and celebration be rooted in practical concerns and provide the people of 

Florida practical benefits for generations to come. They firmly believed that all bicentennial 

projects should be used to better society for everyone, whether they be aid programs to provide 

orange juice to underprivileged children, improve infrastructure, or protect the state’s fragile 

ecosystem. 
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CHAPTER 3 

 

CONFLICTING VOICES 

 

 
The ARBCF and Grassroots Participation 

 The mobilization of grassroots participation and the equitable distribution of funding and 

resources were central tenants of Action ’76. The American Revolution Bicentennial 

Commission of Florida wanted bicentennial commemoration to come from the bottom up, and 

aimed to foster planning efforts in each of the state’s 67 counties, from the rural and primarily 

agricultural counties of the Panhandle, to the densely populated and affluent counties of Dade 

and Palm Beach. ARBCF members believed that Action ’76 would empower local communities 

to take patriotic commemoration and celebration into their own hands, and spur every Floridian 

to become actively involved in preparing for the nation’s 200th birthday. Yet the commission 

overestimated the extent to which Action ’76 catalyzed grassroots participation. As community 

planning for the bicentennial began in earnest throughout 1973, the top-down structure of Action 

’76 hindered, rather than fostered, grassroots activities.  

 One of the primary roadblocks to grassroots planning in Florida was the ARBCF’s 

continued unwillingness to share authority over the creation of cultural meaning. Rather than 

allow individuals and communities to define the meaning of the bicentennial for themselves, and 

fashion programs and events that reflected this meaning, the ARBCF developed its own 

definition, and required local communities to adopt this definition in order to receive recognition 

and funding from the state. This created an environment that was not conducive to vernacular 

memory or diverse perspectives, and generated frustration among citizens that already doubted 

the competence and intentions of the government.  
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 Another significant roadblock was the state commission’s failure to distribute funding across 

the state in an equitable manner. The Action ’76 framework, with its reliance on local steering 

committees as the main organizers of planning and implementation, was supposed to solve this 

issue. Furthermore, the ARBCF made clear that, while population would be one of many factors 

considered in determining the amount of funding a given community would receive, smaller 

communities would receive proportionally more funding than larger communities. Yet, this did 

not work out in reality. As early as the spring of 1973, the ARBCF faced charges of favoritism 

and unfair treatment in newspapers and from community leaders across the state.  

 The main point of contention was Miami. Bicentennial planning in Miami had been a 

priority for state and federal authorities since the city’s designation as a special bicentennial city 

by the President in 1969. And as a result, a majority of state and federal funding for bicentennial 

projects in Florida went to Third Century and Interama.  Of the more than $160,000 in federal 

grants offered to Florida in 1973, Third Century was one of only two organizations in the state to 

receive funding. And in the years that followed, Third Century continued to receive federal 

grants upwards of $30,000 a year.87 Interama also received large grants from the federal 

government, which included 22 million from the Department of Housing and Urban 

Development, and nearly 12 million from the Department of Transportation.88 

 The ARBCF also dedicated a significant portion of its total funding to Miami. State grants to 

Third Century, for example, were typically more than double the amount given to any other 

city.89 And in 1973 alone, Third Century was given nearly $80,000 in state grants, while 
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88 Ibid.  
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“community participation” for the rest of the state received $50,000 total.90 The unequal 

distribution of taxpayer dollars fueled accusations of favoritism and unfair behavior on the part 

of the ARBCF.  

 The situation was made worse by the fact that, by March 1973, progress on Interama had 

stalled. Despite more than a decade of planning and millions of dollars in state and federal 

funding, Interama was nothing more than an empty marshland outside of North Miami Beach. 

Inter-American Authority Chairman Elton Gissendanner continued to insist that the site would be 

ready in time for the bicentennial, and that the finished product would be well worth the cost. In 

the spring of 1973, the Inter-American Authority conducted a visitor impact survey which 

estimated that the site would draw more than 9 million visitors to Miami in 1976 alone.91 This 

projection served as the justification for the project’s continued expansion in the face of 

increasingly unfavorable public opinion.  More than fifty projects were added throughout the 

spring of 1973, despite the fact that construction had not begun on any of the sixty-five projects 

originally proposed.92 Gissendanner blamed the slow progress on state and federal authorities, 

yet he remained positive that the American people would ultimately support the project.93   

 Throughout February and March, articles in the Jacksonville based Florida Times Union 

were critical of the ARBCF and Interama. One editorial asked, “why should Miami and its 

dragging Interama receive the lion’s share of bicentennial funds? This is not Miami’s 

bicentennial… it is the nation’s. It is ours….it should be celebrated throughout the state, not just 

in Miami.”94 Local officials and community members in St. Augustine were particularly critical 
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of the pace and direction of bicentennial planning in Florida, and felt as though Florida’s 

“ancient city” should be the focal point of bicentennial observance in the state, rather than 

Miami. After all, Miami did not exist in 1776, and had “comparatively little historical 

significance either to Florida or to the nation.”95 

 Richard Boone, an actor and St. Augustine local, spearheaded early planning efforts in the 

city. He organized a small committee of community members, and started developing plans for 

an official committee that would fund and coordinate all plans for bicentennial observance in the 

city. Boone estimated that St. Augustine’s committee would require $7 million in funding over 

three years in order to successfully accomplish its task, and petitioned the St. Augustine city 

council and St. Johns County for $10,575 each in seed money.96 Both the city and county agreed 

to Boone’s terms and in the weeks that followed, his plan for a St. Augustine bicentennial 

commission gained widespread support from the community, even garnering the support of 

Florida Senator Jim Glisson. Glisson persuaded neighboring Duval County to pledge $15,840 in 

ARBCF funding to the nascent St. Augustine commission. 

 With seed money from the city and county in place, Boone moved forward developing 

specific plans for bicentennial observance in St. Augustine. Along with Malcolm Stevens, the 

newly appointed chairman of the St. Augustine commission, Boone earmarked $5,150 of the 

combined funds for the establishment of a bicentennial office, which would be housed in city 

hall. The remaining $16,000 would go to the production of comedy “Dog in the Manger” by 
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Lope de Vega, which was to be directed by Boone.97 The commission would also develop a 

series of other “bicentennial plays” that would be produced and directed by Boone over the 

course of the following three years.98 

 Like many other Floridians, Boone and Stephens were dissatisfied with the direction of 

bicentennial planning in the state. In a series of articles published in the Florida Times Union 

throughout February and March, they criticized the ARBCF. Boone claimed that St. Augustine 

had been given “a back seat… in favor of Miami’s Interama and Third Century.” In response, the 

state commission provided $2,500 in grants to the St. Augustine commission, but this action only 

made matters worse. Malcolm Stephens described the grants as “token support,” and argued that 

the ARBCF had given them “a pat on the back, but no money.” And Boone threatened that 

“there is going to be a row… if we don’t get the financing we need.”99  

 But the ARBCF was not easily goaded by Boone and Stephens. Commissioners voiced 

frustration over Boone’s disregard for the Action ’76 guidelines. Rather than follow the 

guidelines for community participation set forth by the state, Boone had developed his own set of 

programs that did not fit within the scope of appropriate commemoration as defined by the 

ARBCF. Vice chairman Pat Dodson argued that bicentennial commemoration in Florida was 

supposed to focus on “community improvement,” and that the commission would only support 

“substantial projects.”100 At the commission’s meeting on March, 23rd, Dodson further criticized 

Boone’s plans stating, “you don’t re-enact battles anymore to celebrate a centennial, and the 

                                                 
97 Lope Felix de Vega Carpio (1562-1635) was a prolific dramatist of the Spanish Golden Age. His comedy “Dog in 
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98 Florida Times Union, Feb. 12, 1973  
99 Ibid.  
100 ARBCF meeting minutes, box 1, folder 5, March 23, 1973 (SAF)  
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word ‘bash’, which the Times-Union calls this thing, is an improper word. If this thing is going 

to be a bash, then gentlemen, I have got some other things to do.”101 

 To Dodson and other members of the state commission, the national bicentennial required 

meaningful commemoration and celebration, not a lot of “fluff and firecrackers and confetti.” To 

invest in such activities would be “a misuse and abuse of public funds.”102 Commissioners also 

took issue with the transfer of state grants from Duval County to the St. Augustine commission, 

which had been done without prior approval from the ARBCF. As a result, state commissioners 

argued that the transfer violated state law. However, the ARBCF was amenable to compromising 

if the St. Augustine commission brought its plans in line with the Action ’76 guidelines.103 

  On April 4, 1973, representatives from the ARBCF and the St. Augustine commission met 

to work out the details of the transfer. Despite Pat Dodson’s heated opposition, the ARBCF 

approved the transfer on two conditions. The first required that all the funds be used solely for 

“organizational, administrative, and planning purposes, and not for the implementation of 

programs or projects.” The second condition was that both the Duval County Steering 

committee, and the St. Augustine commission adopt the official bicentennial logo of the ARBCF. 

Prior to this, both organizations had designed and used their own logos. State commissioners felt 

strongly that every community receiving state funds should adopt the official Action ’76 logo.104 

Although the ARBCF acquiesced to St. Augustine’s demands, they were intent on maintaining 

control over the image and message of bicentennial observance at the local level.105 
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 The struggle between local and state planners to define and direct bicentennial observance in 

St. Augustine laid bare the ARBCF’s uneasy relationship with grassroots participation. In many 

ways, Boone was an exemplar of grassroots involvement. He was a private citizen who 

mobilized other private citizens to organize and develop commemorative and celebratory events 

for the nation’s bicentennial. As a group, these citizens utilized local resources, and built their 

programs from the ground up. But as the controversy between the ARBCF and St. Augustine 

illustrates, this was not what the state commissioners meant when they spoke of grassroots 

participation. Rather, Dodson and the other members of the commission clearly believed 

grassroots participation had to be directed from the top. This meant that every community 

application submitted to the ARBCF was subject to close scrutiny. Commissioners looked for the 

“quality and merit,” as well as the “residual value” of every program that was proposed. And, as 

St. Augustine commission had learned firsthand, the ARBCF would not support plans that fell 

outside of the Action ’76 guidelines.  

 However, other communities were successfully able to develop programs in line with the 

Action ’76 guidelines. For example, the Hillsborough County steering committee developed a 

series of programs that targeted the needs of the community, and provided important services to 

residents. These programs included a scholarship program through Hillsborough Community 

College, a fund for the preservation and restoration of Ybor City in preparation for its 

nomination to the National Register of Historic Places, as well as the construction of an 

environmental research center on the campus of Hillsborough Community College.106 

 The Hillsborough County steering committee worked in tandem with a variety of smaller 

planning groups in order to develop these plans, and committee chairman Cesar Gonzmart 
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reported to the ARBCF that the Tampa Chamber of Commerce, the University of South Florida, 

and Hillsborough Community College all had task forces that were actively engaged in planning 

for the bicentennial.107 These groups were made up of wide swaths of the county’s population, 

and Gonzmart reported that local steering committees had adequate minority representation.108  

The programs and initiatives the Hillsborough committee developed exemplified the 

meaningful and substantive commemoration the ARBCF wanted to foster through Action ’76. 

And state commissioners praised Gonzmart and his team for their work. Furthermore, the 

commission was more than willing to provide the Hillsborough committee with the funding they 

requested. The ARBCF allotted $33,000 in grants to the environmental center project and, when 

the cost of the project grew, the commission unanimously agreed to pledge an additional 

$36,000. Commissioner Thomas Todd stated that the project “has the potential for being one of 

the most significant Bicentennial projects in the state.”109  

The ARBCF also contributed significant funds to other programs throughout Florida. 

Funding was allocated for statewide historic preservation efforts, including the restoration of the 

Okalee Seminole Village in Broward County.110 Furthermore, the commission approved funding 

to educational institutions for the organization of lecture series and other events focusing on the 

bicentennial, as well as the research and publication of topics connected to Florida history. The 

ARBCF provided sizable grants to the Florida A & M Black Archives, and to local historical 

societies for the publication of county histories.111 
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As these examples demonstrate, the ARBCF was more than willing to fund programs it 

perceived as providing substantial and long term benefits to the people of Florida. Such 

programs aligned with their vision of bicentennial commemoration as a means of improving 

society. As Dodson and other state commissioners made clear throughout 1973, parades and 

fireworks were not appropriate forms of commemoration or celebration. But the extent to which 

community steering committees acquiesced to this vision varied widely, especially as the 

authority of both state and federal authorities was challenged by controversies and scandals.  

Crises and Commemoration 

 The controversy over bicentennial commemoration and celebration that erupted on the pages 

of the Florida Times Union throughout the spring of 1973 was part of a broader, nation-wide 

backlash against the tone and direction of bicentennial commemoration. Allegations of 

corruption in the Executive Branch, and concerns over ineffectiveness within the American 

Revolution Bicentennial Commission, came to the forefront of the public consciousness during 

this time. These controversies challenged the federal government’s authority to dictate the terms 

of patriotism and what constituted appropriate commemoration. In addition, many Americans 

accused the ARBC of silencing minority voices for the sake of consensus, fueling criticisms that 

the government’s vision for the bicentennial was flawed. 

 Throughout 1973, news of governmental scandals and economic stagnation filled American 

newspapers and airwaves. As evidence mounted of Nixon’s involvement in the break in at the 

Watergate Hotel, an oil embargo threatened the foundation of the nation’s economy. As the 

activist and political theorist Michael Harrington commented, a “collective sadness” descended 

upon the American people in 1973, as “the promise of modernity…slipped out of reach.”112 
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America’s “collective breakdown” not only challenged the public’s faith in governmental 

institutions, but also the sense of optimism and patriotism the bicentennial was supposed to 

represent.113  

 The ways in which government bodies such as the ARBC and ARBCF responded to these 

crises only made the situation worse. As historian Tammy Gordon points out, these groups failed 

to recognize the public’s increasing hesitation to embrace government sponsored historical 

interpretation and commemoration. Rather, Americans searched for “their own versions of the 

spirit of the revolution,” a spirit that was deeply personal, rather than corporate.114 As a result, 

the ARBCF’s determination to retain control over the form and content of bicentennial planning 

in St. Augustine served to frustrate and isolate the very public they were trying to unite.115 

 In light of these controversies, Boone and Stephen’s criticisms of the state government had 

acute relevance to many Floridians. And the sentiment that big government had bungled 

bicentennial planning was fostered by news from Washington, D.C. that the ARBC was to 

undergo a series of investigations by the Senate. Charges of financial mismanagement, 

favoritism, and the exclusion of minority groups, plagued the commission. The high-profile 

failure of the commission’s two signature programs, a national exposition in Philadelphia, and 

the establishment of a “bicentennial park” in each state, cemented the notion that the ARBC was 

fundamentally incompetent. Furthermore, the commission’s nationalistic and consensus driven 

vision seemed increasingly tone-deaf to the many needs and struggles of the American people.116 
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 These issues fostered a growing sense among the public that planning for the nation’s 200th 

birthday was on the path to disaster and, on August 1st, the United States Senate Subcommittee 

on Federal Charters, Holidays and Celebrations began a series of hearings to investigate the 

ARBC. Led by Senator Roman Hraska of Nebraska, the hearings provided a forum for activists 

to air their grievances against the Commission. Vincent DeForrest spoke on behalf of the Afro-

American Bicentennial Corporation, and argued that the ARBC had strayed from its intended 

goal of providing meaningful commemoration, and had instead succumbed to brash 

consumerism and the interests of big business. Bicentennial commemoration, he argued, had 

become “a program administered… without imagination or feeling by bureaucrats,” rather than a 

meaningful “movement.” DeForrest contended that the bicentennial was part of a “movement 

toward self-realization and self-government by people determined not to be kept in a subject 

status.” The bicentennial was not simply a celebration, but rather a “continuing revolution” from 

which important “lessons can be drawn for the future strengthening of America.”117  

Furthermore, DeForrest accused the commission of whitewashing American history by 

solely focusing on events that commemorated or celebrated America’s “first families.” He 

argued that bicentennial commemoration needed to go beyond Independence Hall, Lexington, 

and Valley Forge, and include “Nat Turner and his rebellion, the hopes and frustrations of 

reconstruction, black migration from rural America to the cities, the march on Selma.” In his 

view, these events were vitally important to include in bicentennial observance because they 
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illustrated that the American Revolution was not over. Rather, it was an “ongoing revolution,” an 

unfinished journey toward liberty and freedom.118 

 On December 11, 1973, Congress voted to dismantle the ARBC and replace it with the 

American Revolution Bicentennial Administration (ARBA). The ARBA had more advisory 

members and a less centralized power structure than its predecessor. However, many of the 

initiatives developed over the course of the previous seven years were retained, including the 

three thematic areas of “Heritage ’76,” “Festival, U.S.A.,” and “Horizons ’76.” And much like 

ARBC, the ARBA was tasked with coordinating, facilitating, and aiding “in the scheduling of 

events, projects, and programs of states and private citizens,” as well as national and 

international programs. One of the first priorities of the new organization was the development 

of a “master calendar” of all bicentennial events nationwide taking place between March 1975 

and December 1976.119 

In Florida, there was hope that a new commission meant a fresh start for bicentennial 

commemoration. An editorial in the Florida Times Union stated that “instead of seeking the 

same grandiose over-plan which eluded its predecessor,” the ARBA needed to “simply 

encourage…local success…for the ultimate answer will be written not by any Washington 

commission, but rather in terms of how good a job the people of St. Augustine and Florida 

do.”120 This sentiment suggests that, for many Floridians, the success of the ARBA was 

dependent on its ability to foster grassroots participation.  
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But the controversies at the federal and state level did not significantly alter the ways in 

which Florida’s state administrators conceptualized or organized bicentennial planning. In the 

wake of the St. Augustine controversy, the ARBCF did little to make Action ’76 more 

accommodating of different ideas and perspectives. Rather, they continued to argue that the 

existing guidelines provided the best possible means of encouraging bottom-up participation, and 

meaningful commemoration.  

This unwillingness to change spurred continued dissent among community leaders across 

the state. Throughout 1974, George Linville, the chairman of the Jacksonville Bicentennial 

Commission, continued to criticize the way the ARBCF allocated funding for bicentennial 

planning. He insisted that his community was not getting “their fair share” of funding, and 

threatened to file an injunction if the ARBCF did not provide more funds to the Jacksonville 

Commission.121 Linville believed that the ARBCF needed structural change in order to more 

fairly represent the people of Florida. He argued that the commission should distribute funds to 

counties on a per capita basis, rather than to individual steering committees. County 

commissions would then be responsible for allocating funds to local steering committees. In 

Linville’s view, this would empower communities to craft their own forms of commemoration 

and celebration, rather than the state government.122  

Politicians also became involved in the debate. Tommy Hazouri, a Representative from 

the state’s 20th district, agreed with Linville, and stated that he “did not like” the way the 

commission distributed grant funds. State Senator Lori Wilson also expressed her frustrations 
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with the state commission, and argued that, despite the commission’s tight control over funding, 

it had failed to spur local participation or get Floridians “turned on” to the Bicentennial.123 

The ways in which the ARBCF responded to these criticisms revealed contradictory 

attitudes and visions within the commission. On one hand, commissioners were adamant that it 

was the state’s responsibly alone to determine how taxpayer’s money was spent on bicentennial 

programs. They were adamant that such decisions could not be left up to county commissions. 

But in response to Senator Wilson’s claim that the commission had not done enough to foster 

local participation, commissioners contended that this was not their duty. It was not the role of 

the state to prod communities to participate, only the communities themselves could do that. 

Commissioner Potter argued that “the people of this state would resent it if their activities were 

dictated, run, or influenced unduly by this commission or Tallahassee.” Furthermore, he stated 

that the whole point of Action ’76 was to “delegate” responsibility for planning to local 

communities, and that the commission did not “have the authority to go out in the counties and 

try to tell them what to do.”124  

As the controversies surrounding the St. Augustine commission clearly demonstrated, 

this was not the case. The ARBCF continued to dictate the terms of appropriate commemoration 

to local steering committees, and were inflexible when it came to incorporating programs that 

did not fit within the Action ’76 guidelines. Commissioners were quick to criticize local steering 

committees when they did not abide by the Action ’76 guidelines, and one commissioner 

complained that many at the local level considered Action ’76 to be “a guide and not a 
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requirement.”125 In response, ARBCF chairman Thomas Adams encouraged his staff to work 

closely with county and city officials in order to “help with the implementation” of the ARBCF’s 

goals.126 

Commercialized Commemoration  

 The fair and balanced distribution of funding was not the only challenge bicentennial 

planners in Florida faced. Commercialism also proved to be a significant concern. To ARBCF 

officials, the controversies surrounding the ARBC and Civil War Centennial were proof that 

commercialism had no place in patriotic 

commemoration or celebration, and worked 

diligently to ensure commercial interests were 

kept in check. The commission established a 

subcommittee with the sole purpose of 

screening proposals for commercial ventures. 

The subcommittee was tasked with 

determining the “legitimacy and good taste” of 

any proposed commercial ventures, as well as 

their “tangible benefits to the Bicentennial program.”127 What constituted a “tangible benefit” 

would be debated, as the commission struggled to define its relationship with the private sector.  

 Throughout American history, commercialism, consumerism, and commemoration have 

been closely linked. In his study of patriotic commemoration in United States history, John 
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Bodnar argues that, as early as the American Revolution, Americans used the “patriotic symbols 

and language of the Revolution for their own economic ends.”128 And throughout the nineteenth 

and early twentieth centuries, this trend firmly established itself as part of the nation’s consumer-

oriented ethos. As Tammy Gordon demonstrates, commercialism became an important means 

through which Americans could express themselves, as well as individualized understandings of 

the meaning and importance of the bicentennial.129 

 In the years leading up to the bicentennial, patriotism and profit were closely connected. At 

the federal level, ARBC planners largely embraced commercial interests from the outset, and 

viewed public/private partnerships as a way to share the burden of responsibilities.130 The ARBC 

licensed its logo for use on many different products, including a line of commemorative coins, 

medals, and license plates to be sold in the years leading up to the bicentennial.131 But over time, 

the line between commemoration and commercialism became increasingly blurred, and 

community groups across the country criticized the ARBC for placing the interests of big business 

over those of grassroots organizations.132 These charges undermined the credibility of government 

sponsored commemoration, and ultimately contributed to the downfall of the ARBC in 1973.  

 In contrast to federal planners, ARBCF officials were conservative when it came to 

engaging in such ventures, and believed that meaningful commemoration had to be free from the 

“vulgarity” of commercialism.133 When a proposal for the manufacture and sale of special 

bicentennial license plates came before the commission, vice chairman Pat Dodson voiced 
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concern. He did not want the commission to become “involved in peddling items of this nature,” 

and wanted to get final approval from the ARBA before making a decision.134  

 Furthermore, members of the ARBCF were hesitant to allow private businesses to use the 

commission’s official bicentennial symbol.  Chairman, and Lieutenant Governor, Thomas 

Adams insisted that the commission only consider licensing its official emblem to “appropriate 

groups” that would incorporate the “medallion into something that is sufficiently dignified.” 

Only after the commission reviewed and approved the design, would the product be authorized 

for sale to the public. This would ensure that the “symbols of the Bicentennial” maintained their 

“potent message.”135Throughout 1973 and 1974, the commission approved a number of products 

to be branded with the official bicentennial logo and sold to the public. These included a 

bicentennial doll, playing cards, as well as reprints of documents such as the Constitution and the 

Declaration of Independence.136 The modest profit from the sale of these items went to the 

commission’s trust fund.   

 The ARBCF also had an uneasy relationship with tourism. Commissioners frequently stated 

that no bicentennial program should be aimed at tourist promotion. In their view, doing so would 

cheapen the meaning and message of the bicentennial.137 However, many business and political 

interests in the state disagreed, and the ARBCF eventually established a task force to deal with 

such interests. The Task Force on Travel and Promotion was charged with developing 

“meaningful programs” that would “stimulate tourism” and provide greater exposure for existing 
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bicentennial programs. State Representative A.H. “Gus” Craig from St. Augustine was selected 

to chair the task force.138   

 Funding for the task force came from the ARBCF as well as the Florida Department of 

Commerce, which allocated a combined total of $160,000 to the task force in 1974 alone.139 The 

following year, the total funds allocated to the task force amounted to $157,000.140 The ARBCF 

remained hesitant to contribute, and commissioners continued to express doubts over whether it 

was appropriate for them to contribute taxpayer dollars to the task force at all. The commission 

roundly rejected Chairman Craig’s 

request for two million dollars in 

appropriations, and in May of 1975, 

passed an amendment that prevented 

the task force from spending any 

ARBCF funds on billboards.141 

 The ARBCF was intent on 

keeping bicentennial commemoration 

in the state free from brash 

commercialism and flashy tourist promotion. When concessions had to be made, commissioners 

acquiesced begrudgingly. The belief that commercialism and tourism degraded the meaning of 

the bicentennial guided many of the commission’s decisions, and influenced the ways in which 

they approached public/private partnerships. Yet, the extent to which Floridians agreed that 

commemoration should be free of commercialism and tourist promotion was not well understood 
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by bicentennial planners. It was assumed rather than demonstrated. As a result, a disconnect 

existed between what the commission perceived the public wanted, and what the public actually 

wanted. Interpreted in a less generous way, the commission’s actions could be seen as 

paternalistic. The ARBCF would do what it believed to be in the public’s best interest, whether 

or not the public agreed.  

  Throughout the early 1970s, newspapers across Florida regularly ran advertisements that 

adopted the language and symbols of patriotism in order to sell goods and services. The ubiquity 

of these ads suggests that the use of the nation’s birthday as a tool of commercialism was not 

anathema to the Florida public, as the ARBCF argued was the case. Furthermore, the success of 

other commercial ventures connected to the bicentennial indicated that Floridians did not 

disapprove of commercialized commemoration. For example, the television series “Bicentennial 

Minute,” which aired nationally throughout 1975 and 1976, received a generally positive 

response from the Florida public. Reporting on the program in June 1975, Charles Witbeck of 

the Boca Raton News praised the mini-series for successfully fusing commercial and educational 

interests. He argued that the series, which recapped a different historical event relating to the 

American Revolution each week, made historical content “a commercial winner.”142  

 There was also a disconnect between the ARBCF’s stance on tourist promotion and the 

attitudes of the public. After all, the livelihood of many in the state relied on a robust tourist 

industry. By 1970, tourism in Florida had reached unprecedented numbers, and had become a 

vital source of revenue and investment capital throughout the state.143 Regardless, the ARBCF 
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maintained that tourist promotion was not an appropriate use of taxpayer’s money, since the 

bicentennial was supposed to be about reaffirming American values and providing a better future 

for all Floridians, not enriching amusement parks or hotel chains. Furthermore, commissioners 

candidly expressed their concerns over the negative impacts of tourism on the state’s ecology 

and quality of life. Marshlands and lakes were being drained at an increasingly rapid rate to 

make room for upscale resorts, and billboards continued to clutter the state’s highways.144 

Commissioners thus viewed tourism as eroding the very things the bicentennial was intended to 

promote.   

Conclusion 

 Throughout 1972 and 1973, bicentennial planning in Florida faced many challenges, from 

concerns over commercialism, to disagreements between the ARBCF and local steering 

committees. Crises at the federal level compounded these issues, and heightened the feeling 

among many Floridians that preparations for the nation’s bicentennial were heading in the wrong 

direction.  

 As bicentennial planning in Florida entered its fourth year, politicians and state officials 

addressed these issues head on in an attempt to regain the public’s trust. In a speech given on 

February 12, 1974, Governor Reuben Askew contended that the “real test” of the government 

was how it responded to the “doubt and uncertainty” that existed among American citizens, and 

“whether we can help restore the faith of the people in their government, and in themselves as 

well.” Governor Askew saw the years leading up to the bicentennial as a critical period in 

American history, a period with many obstacles that could only be overcome by unity and hope 
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in the future. Askew believed that all Floridians needed to unite in their desire for honesty, and in 

their search for “public officials who will serve [the people’s] interests as opposed to… special 

interest,” for leaders “who believe, as Thomas Jefferson said two centuries ago, that ‘the whole 

of government consists in the art of being honest.’”145 As the ARBCF undertook larger and more 

expensive projects in the following years, the people’s trust and confidence in the state 

government would be of critical importance.  
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CHAPTER 3  

 

STATE SPONSORED COMMEMORATION  

 

 
 Fostering local participation was an important part of the ARBCF’s vision for the 

bicentennial. The decentralized structure of Action ’76 was intended to spur grassroots 

organizing, and empower all Floridians to get involved in preparing for the nation’s 200th 

birthday. Yet, a significant amount of tension existed at the intersection of grassroots organizing 

and state authority, and many people across the state voiced their disapproval of the ARBCF. 

However, as the bicentennial neared, and the state commission increased its overall funding for 

local participation, some of the more ardent voices of criticism were quelled.146 

 But community participation was only a small part of the ARBCF’s vision for the 

bicentennial. As steering committees across the state were implementing the Action ’76 

guidelines in the spring and summer of 1973, the ARBCF was developing large scale projects of 

its own, without the input or participation from local steering committees. These projects were 

funded by legislative appropriations and federal grants, and were directly implemented and 

controlled by the state government.  For example, the ARBCF invested $24,000 in the Leon 

County Bicentennial Survey, which was a thorough archeological survey of Tallahassee and 

Leon County.147 The project was a joint venture between the state commission and the National 

Parks Service, and aimed to “help further knowledge” of Florida’s Native American heritage, as 

well as to “provide interpretive information on both the prehistoric and historic heritage” of the 
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area.148 Louis Taser, one of the directors of the project, noted that very few surveys of this scope 

and focus had been conducted, and that this was by far the most complete site survey ever 

conducted in Leon County. One prominent site that was excavated and researched by the Leon 

County Bicentennial Survey was De Soto’s winter encampment.149 

 The ARBCF also focused a considerable amount of time and financial resources in 

researching and developing the Bicentennial Travelling Exhibit, and the Florida Bicentennial Trail. 

Both of these projects were central components of the ARBCF’s larger vision for bicentennial 

commemoration in the state. The Travelling Exhibit and the Bicentennial Trail highlighted Florida 

history, and were meant to be used and enjoyed by all Floridians. However, the ARBCF did not 

solicit input from local steering committees, and as a result, these projects reflected the ARBCF’s 

vision of appropriate commemoration.    

Bicentennial Traveling Exhibit 

 State commissioners first proposed the idea of a travelling exhibit of Florida history and 

culture in late 1972. Over the course of the following year, the project gained widespread support 

among members of the commission, and it was viewed as the best possible means of bringing a 

piece of the bicentennial to every community in Florida, regardless of size. When completed, the 

exhibit would tour each of the state’s 67 counties throughout 1976, stopping at county fairs and 

bicentennial celebrations. In order to give the exhibit lasting use after the bicentennial, 

commissioners decided that the exhibit displays would be incorporated into a permanent exhibit 

at the Museum of Florida History.150  
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 Travelling exhibits had been an important part of patriotic commemoration in the United 

States since the end of World War II. In an era of Cold War uncertainties, politicians, 

government officials, and business leaders across the country embraced travelling exhibits as a 

way to boost the morale of the people and foster patriotism. The first of these large scale, mobile, 

history museums was the “Freedom Train,” which crisscrossed the United States in the late 

1940s in commemoration of the 160th anniversary of the signing of the Constitution. The 

Freedom Train set out from Philadelphia in September 1947, and visited 332 cities across the 

nation before coming to an end in Washington, D.C. for the inauguration of Harry S. Truman in 

January, 1949. The exhibit contained 133 documents and other memorabilia relating to the 

colonization of North America, the Revolutionary War, and the establishment of the early 

Republic. These items included original copies of the Mayflower Compact, the Bill of Rights, 

and Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address.151   

 Because the Freedom Train was developed during the early years of the Cold War, the 

project reflected many of the anxieties and insecurities of that era. As historian Stuart J. Little 

contends, the exhibit was “one of the first attempts to articulate a national identity and define 

citizenship after the New Deal and World War II.”152 Organizers wanted the Freedom Train to 

unite all Americans, and display the success of American institutions and the American way of 

life. The exhibit was intended to “rekindle an ideal vision of America’s past that would 

supersede contemporary partisan conflict and racial class and ethnic antagonisms.”153 The 

Freedom Train project was spearheaded by government officials, prominent businessmen, and 
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wealthy citizens. The United States Attorney General, Tom C. Clark, served as project director. 

These individuals “shared certain notions of the American past as well as hopes for a consensual 

future,” a future that would stand in stark contrast to encroaching communism.154  

  Many states had their own Freedom Trains as well. New York State’s Freedom Train, 

which toured the state from January 1949 to February 1950, was referred to as an “impressive 

library on wheels,” and was intended to bring all citizens to “the realization that the liberty and 

the freedoms which we all enjoy today are living fulfillments of our nation’s and our state’s 

purpose and laws.”155 The train contained exhibits on many different subjects, including the 

Constitution, freedom of speech and the press, and women’s suffrage.156 

         The Freedom Train idea was revived in the 1970s for the bicentennial by New York 

businessman Ross Rowland Jr. Rowland was concerned that the nation’s bicentennial would pass 

“with little note” due to the aftermath of the Vietnam War, and the ongoing Watergate scandal.  

In response, Rowland partnered with his business associates to develop a travelling exhibit that 

would mirror its predecessor, and bring the bicentennial to all Americans.157 The American 

Freedom Train was encouraged by the American Revolution Bicentennial Administration, and 

officially endorsed by the ARBCF in July, 1974.158 

 The American Freedom Train consisted of twenty-six cars, and included ten display cars. 

Like the previous Freedom Train in the 1940s, the American Freedom Train carried many 
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important pieces of American history across the United States throughout 1975 and 1976. These 

items including George Washington’s copy of the Constitution, and the original Louisiana 

Purchase. The train visited 48 states during its two-year voyage, and an estimated 7 million 

people turned out to see the travelling exhibit.159  

 Florida’s Bicentennial Travelling Exhibit was based on this model. The ARBCF tasked the 

state Division of Archives, History, and Records 

Management with the primary research and design of the 

exhibit, and the Department of Transportation would be 

responsible for coordinating its journey across the state.160 

The exhibit would consist of three separate audio-visual 

displays that would highlight Florida’s heritage, including 

Spanish exploration, European colonization, and 

American acquisition.161 

 Initial estimates put the cost of the travelling exhibit at 

$325,000, which included the salary for a full-time 

exhibit supervisor.162 Several commissioners were wary 

of the price tag, and voiced concern that the commission 

would face backlash from the public for spending taxpayer money in such a way. But Dr. Samuel 

Proctor, a historian at the University of Florida, vigorously defended the project. He argued that 

the cost of the travelling exhibit could be justified because it was an educational project that 
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would bring the “story of the bicentennial” to all Floridians.163 In his view, the people of Florida 

would not criticize the state for spending over a quarter of a million dollars “if we explain that… 

we’re trying to carry the message of the bicentennial… to the kids.” Dr. Proctor also argued that 

such an exhibit would have educational utility well beyond the bicentennial.164 

 Throughout 1974 and 1975, the cost of the travelling exhibit continued to grow, reaching 

more than $400,000 by November, 1975. Yet commissioners maintained that the project 

provided tangible, long term benefits to 

the people of Florida and spurred local 

engagement with Florida heritage.165 And 

when the ARBCF was criticized for what 

some perceived to be overspending, 

commissioners argued that half a million 

dollars was a small price to pay for 

instructing the next generation of 

Floridians in the virtues and values of 

being an American.166 

 Despite the commission’s certainty, some community leaders were concerned that the 

travelling exhibit was not fostering local participation. A representative from the Broward 

County steering committee complained to the ARBCF that his community was not mobilizing 

around the project, and that the money being spent on the project could instead be put toward 
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Figure 6: Dr. Samuel Proctor (center) discusses plans for the 
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much needed community participation grants.167 But state commissioners disagreed, and 

remained certain that the travelling exhibit was a worthwhile use of state funding, and a perfect 

example of “appropriate” commemoration.168 

 Florida’s Bicentennial Travelling Exhibit, like the two Freedom Train projects, was an 

effective way for the government to bring its message to the people. As a result, the Bicentennial 

Travelling Exhibit was not so much a means of fostering local participation as it was an attempt 

by the state government to control the meaning and message of the bicentennial in Florida. 

Rather than providing a platform for diverse perspectives and vernacular forms of memory, the 

Bicentennial Travelling Exhibit disseminated the perspective of the state government, and 

enforced official memory. Like the freedom trains, the ARBCF’s exhibit was intended to 

articulate a unified civic identity from the top down.  

Florida Bicentennial Trail 

 The Florida Bicentennial Trail was another important project sponsored by the ARBCF. The 

concept was first suggested by University of Florida historian Blair Reeves at the ARBCF’s first 

organizational meeting in December, 1970. Reeves conceptualized the trail as a statewide system 

of historical sites linked by an interpretive guidebook that provided a unified narrative.169 Reeves 

pointed out that many important historical sites in the state were undeveloped, and that the only 
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guidebook in existence was badly out of date, having been published in 1940. As a result, he 

believed that many Floridians did not know what or where their state’s historical sites were.170 

The research and development of the Florida Bicentennial Trail was delegated to the 

Historical Sites and Properties Committee. This committee was originally established to carry 

out the federal government’s nationwide “bicentennial park” plan.171 While the federal 

commission ultimately abandoned this plan, the Historical Sites and Properties Committee 

remained in place. Chaired by Commissioner Ney C. Landrum, the committee’s responsibilities 

were outlined by the Florida legislature in House Bill 3874.   

 The committee shall determine… the sites, artifacts, buildings, monuments, structures 

 and other evidence of our cultural heritage within the state which are appropriate for 

 preservation or development in commemoration of the American Revolution or other 

 historical events to ensure that fitting observances and exhibits are held… during  the 

 bicentennial celebration.172 

Ney Landrum was responsible for developing an overarching narrative for the trail, selecting sites 

for inclusion, and overseeing the research and development of these sites.173  

Before the Historical Sites and Properties Committee could begin the process of 

nominating and selecting sites, a unified theme was needed that provided a “visual narrative” of 

Florida history. Ney Landrum worked closely with historian William A. Buckley to develop a 

theme that encompassed “the whole scope of Florida’s recorded history,” and emphasized “those 
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sites and events which helped influence the total shape of the United States,”174 and related 

Florida’s “development and growth to the nation’s.”175  

 Throughout the winter and early spring of 1972, the Historical Sites and Properties 

Committee worked closely with the Florida Division of Archives, History, and Records 

Management to conduct historical 

research on undeveloped sites, 

and generate a list of those sites 

recommended for inclusion in the 

trail.  Reports on development 

costs and timeframes were also 

developed by the Division of 

Archives, History, and Records 

Management, and submitted to 

the ARBCF for approval.176 Ney 

Landrum also made Bi-weekly 

progress reports on the status of the trail project to the ARBCF. He detailed the research and 

development of proposed sites, as well as design considerations for the trail markers, which 

would bear the emblem of the American Revolution Bicentennial Administration.177  

On March 10, 1972, the Florida Bicentennial Trail was officially announced to the public. 

At the ARBCF’s meeting that month, Ney Landrum distributed a list of the first twelve sites 
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Figure 254: A Florida Bicentennial Trail marker at Fort Clinch State Park 
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selected for the trail. These included Castillo de San Marcos, the Fort Caroline site, the Crystal 

River Archaeological site, 

Villa Vizcaya, the Gamble 

Mansion, Dade Battlefield, 

and the Kennedy Space 

Center.178 Most of these 

twelve sites were already 

developed, and on land that 

was owned by the state. 

However, Ney Landrum 

also provided the ARBCF 

with a list of properties that 

were on privately held land, 

and he recommended that 

the commission consider 

purchasing these sites. A number of other sites that Landrum recommended were undeveloped, 

and as a result would need to be researched, interpreted, and made accessible to public. The 

Cazenave House in Pensacola was one such property, and Landrum presented the commission 

with a proposal to reconstruct the historic site.179 He estimated the cost of the reconstruction to 

be $68,360, of which the ARBCF would contribute $15,000. The remainder would be raised 
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Figure 8: The Cazenave House, also known as the Tivoli High House, in 
Pensacola. This photograph was taken in 1976, shortly after reconstruction. A 
Florida Bicentennial Trail Marker can be seen in front. Source: Holland, Karl E., 
1919-1993. State Archives of Florida, Florida Memory.  
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locally.180The ARBCF approved Landrum’s recommendations, and agreed to allot funds to the 

Historical Sites and Properties Committee for the acquisition of sites not owned by the state.181  

 A dedication ceremony for the Florida Bicentennial Trail was held four months later on July 

4,1972 at Castillo de San Marcos in St. Augustine. The program for the ceremony heralded the 

trail as the “most effective” means of sharing Florida history with all Floridians.182 The 

importance of history in shaping the future was a central theme of the day’s proceedings. One 

speaker asserted that “it is from the past that are gained the experience, wisdom, and aspirations” 

to create a “renewed Spirit of ’76.” This spirit would “enable the Nation to face and overcome 

the uncertainties of the future, as we enter into the third century of our independence and 

freedom.”183 The trail was a means of conveying the “practical and moral” lessons of history to 

present and future generations.184 

The narrative of the trail was one of progress. The inclusion of sites of historical, as well 

as contemporary importance, such as Castillo de San Marcos and the Kennedy Space Center, 

were intended to illustrate the advancement of human civilization and technology. Furthermore, 

parallels were drawn between Florida’s early European settlers and Floridians in the twentieth 

century. “There are striking similarities between the 16th and 20th centuries,” noted one state 

commissioner.185 “Over four hundred years ago, world powers were competing for economic, 

military, and national power,” and in the 20th century, “the struggle continues.”186 In the same 
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way that Spanish and French colonists came to Florida looking for prosperity and new lands to 

control, so too were “Americans today… searching for new worlds in Space.”187 The narrative of 

progress through time appealed to bicentennial planners in Florida because it could be easily 

projected into the future, and thus offer hope that the controversies of the present would 

inevitably be overcome. 

In the months that followed, the Historical Sites and Properties Committee began 

developing the trail guidebook. The guidebook would provide the locations of each site, as well 

as detailed historical information, and would be distributed throughout the state in 1976. Ney 

Landrum wanted to ensure that the guidebook “achieved the greatest degree of historical balance 

possible,” so as to “fulfill the highest degree of its purpose.”188 As a result, all drafts of trail 

literature prepared by the Committee were submitted to the Division of Archives, History, and 

Records Management for content approval.189 The guidebook described the trail as a graphical 

portrayal of the “unique and varied story of Florida’s more than 400 years of history.”190 

Beginning at Castillo de San Marcos in St. Augustine, the guidebook continued west, then 

proceeded down the west coast before returning north along the state’s east coast and coming to 

an end at the Kennedy Space Center.191 This geographical orientation provided the sense of 

following the “unfolding story of Florida’s heritage.”192 
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  The number of sites to be included in the Florida Bicentennial Trail continued to grow in the 

following years: from forty in July of 1974,193 to fifty-one the following year.194 Some 

commissioners expressed concerns that sites included in the Florida Bicentennial Trail focused too 

heavily on military history, and not enough on social history or culture. But overall, the ARBCF 

agreed with the recommendations of the Historical Sites and Properties Committee.  

 The majority of sites included in the trail were related to Spanish exploration, European 

colonization, and United States history. And in many of the interpretive materials developed by 

the ARBCF, indigenous peoples were largely absent. The colonization of Florida and North 

America was described as a power struggle between warring European empires in which native 

nations played little part, and native people exercised little agency.  

However, the Historical Sites and Properties Committee did make an effort to include 

sites that were significant to the history of indigenous nations, the Seminoles, as well as Africans 

and African Americans. For example, the Seminole Okalee Indian Village in Broward County 

was added to the trail in 1974, and the Joseph E. Lee Library in Jacksonville, which was 

established by a prominent African American resident, was added the following year.195 Yet, the 

ways in which these histories were interpreted downplayed controversial topics, and instead 

highlighted the promises of progress. In describing the history and importance of the Crystal 

River site, the Significant Sites and Properties Committee chronicled the migration of Native 

Americans to North America “thousands of years before Christ,” as well as the development of 

their settlements and cultures. The words civilization, town, or society were never used to 
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describe any aspect of Crystal River.196 Implicit was the notion that civilization arrived in Florida 

with European colonists, and only came to fruition after “disease and warfare” drove native 

peoples to “extinction.”197 The ways in which the non-European history of Florida was 

interpreted by bicentennial planners reinforced, rather than challenged, the dominant, consensus 

narrative of Florida history.  

 In July 1975, the selection process came to an end, 

after more than three years. At the ARBCF meeting that 

month, Ney Landrum announced that the trail comprised a 

total of fifty-three sites that stretched across the state. He 

also reported that the Historical Sites and Properties 

Committee had nearly completed the trail guidebook, 

which was entitled Bicentennial Trail: A Heritage 

Revisited. 90,000 copies of the guidebook were to be 

printed by a Florida-based company for a total cost of 

$51,000.198 Landrum assured the commission that the 

guidebooks were not “designed for tourist promotion.” 

Rather, they were meant for the people of Florida, and 

would be distributed to schools and libraries across the 

state.199 He also announced that the Florida State Department of Transportation was in the 
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Figure 9: The cover of the Florida 
Bicentennial Trail Guidebook. Source: 
Florida A&M University Digital Resource 
Center, Florida Heritage Collection,  
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process of developing an official state roadmap that would contain a key with the locations of 

each site, as well as historical information.200   

 Throughout the early 1970s, the ARBCF was frequently criticized for favoritism and 

ineffectiveness, and many of the commission’s projects were met with skepticism. Unflattering 

conflicts between the ARBCF and local steering committees reinforced the notion that state 

sponsored commemoration was headed in the wrong direction. In this context, the success of the   

Florida Bicentennial Trail marked an important accomplishment for the ARBCF. Through the 

work of Ney Landrum and the Historical Sites and Properties Committee, important historical 

sites across the state were identified, preserved, interpreted, and made accessible to the public. 

Landrum and other members of the ARBCF were confident that the trail would have a 

“usefulness” that would “long survive” America’s bicentennial year, and a “validity which will 

not diminish...” but “traverse across yet another century of history.”201  

Conclusion 

 In the years leading up to the national bicentennial, the ARBCF mobilized significant 

resources in order to successfully complete the Bicentennial Travelling Exhibit and the Florida 

Bicentennial Trail. The commission worked in tandem with a number of other state agencies, and 

relied on the knowledge and experience of many different experts within the state government. 

And by 1974, the commission’s work was beginning to garner national attention. At the January 

meeting of the ARBCF, Charles Goodspeed, the state coordinator for the American Revolution 

Bicentennial Administration in Washington, D.C. commended Florida for being “probably first 
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among the states in the planning and implementing of bicentennial projects.” As a result, 

Goodspeed stated that other state bicentennial commissions were beginning to follow “Florida’s 

lead.”202  By July of that year, ARBA Deputy Regional Director Brian Cassidy reported that 

Florida had the greatest number of bicentennial projects underway in the United States.203  

In many ways, these state-sponsored commemorative projects epitomized the ARBCF’s 

definition of “appropriate” commemoration, and fulfilled the commission’s mandate to bring the 

bicentennial to all Floridians. The Bicentennial Travelling Exhibit and the Florida Bicentennial 

Trail elevated commemoration of the national bicentennial to a “dignified and elevated plane, 

free from commercialism or vulgarity,” and thus served the “highest purpose of the Republic.”204 

State commissioners were confident that they had utilized commemoration in an “instructional 

and constructive” way.205 The “recognition of its owns distinctive heritage” and history was, in 

the eyes of the ARBCF, “quite properly a function of Florida’s observance of the American 

Revolution Bicentennial.”206 

But the ARBCF carried out these large-scale projects without the participation or input of 

local steering committees. And as result, the story of Florida history these projects told and the 

meaning they imprinted on the bicentennial were the stories and meanings of the state 

government. They were developed and approved by a body of government bureaucrats and 

politicians, not by private citizens. This is not to say that these narratives were inaccurate or 

biased per se. But by shutting out broader involvement in the projects, the ARBCF was also 
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shutting out other voices and perspectives. The commission missed an important opportunity to 

highlight diverse views on history, and what that history meant in the present and into the future.  

Furthermore, the success of these projects many times came at the expense of community 

participation programs. For example, funding for the travelling exhibit was directly diverted 

from Action ’76 initiatives intended to spur local action. Dr. Charles E. Perry, the chairman of 

the Local Participation and Resources Committee, regularly questioned the ARBCF’s priorities, 

and voiced his concerns that the commission was not providing sufficient funding or attention to 

local steering committees.207 However, these concerns were never directly addressed by 

commission leadership.  

The ARBCF’s top-down approach to the Bicentennial Exhibit and the Florida 

Bicentennial Trail indicated a continued unwillingness to let private citizens decide the meaning 

of the American Revolution for themselves. Ultimately, the state commission’s desire to foster 

diverse perspectives and inclusion was inhibited by their unwillingness to cede responsibility for 

meaning making to the people.  
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CHAPTER 4  

 

THE BICENTENNIAL AND BEYOND  

 

 
 In Florida, efforts to commemorate and celebrate the national bicentennial faced many 

challenges. At times, the very meaning of the bicentennial, and its symbolic importance to the 

nation, were contested. State and local governments, politicians and private citizens, frequently 

clashed over what constituted “appropriate” commemoration, and disagreements over what role 

the state government should play in controlling the message and form of commemoration were 

common. Political missteps and unforeseen delays exacerbated these issues, and the Florida press 

rarely missed an opportunity to criticize the state government for its mistakes.  

 In the years preceding the bicentennial, many projects in Florida fell victim to the tides of 

public discount and governmental mismanagement. Interama was one prominent example. 

Despite the insistence of Inter-American Authority Chairman Elton Gissendanner, Interama’s 

futuristic buildings and soaring towers never materialized on the shores of North Miami Beach. 

Intense media scrutiny, a lack of funding, and wavering support from federal and state authorities 

ultimately brought down what was supposed to be the nation’s projection of future power and 

progress. With little fanfare, the Inter-American Authority was disbanded in 1975, after twenty-

four years in operation.208 

 And in the days and months leading up July 4, 1976, the atmosphere of celebration in 

Florida was punctuated by ongoing economic uncertainty. In June, state employees received 

news that wide scale layoffs would go into effect at the beginning of July, as the state 
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government faced climbing deficits.209 Local newspapers also reported that cities such as 

Philadelphia and Detroit were bracing for widespread strikes and protests by city employees who 

were frustrated by low wages and poor treatment.210 Other controversies filled newspapers across 

the state as well. In Davie, Florida, the Jacksonville Florida Times Union reported that Memorial 

Day celebrations sponsored by 27 units from the Boy Scouts and Girl Scouts, as well as more 

than 50 businesses, were cancelled in order to prevent the Klu Klux Klan from marching in the 

parade.211 

 Despite these challenges and uncertainties, years of careful, and at times contentious 

planning on the part of local steering committees and the ARBCF, came to fruition in the late 

spring and early summer of 1976. In June, the Jacksonville Bicentennial Commission sponsored 

a celebration of the 238th anniversary of the birth of King George III. The Florida Times Union 

lauded the festival, 

and argued that the 

celebration of the 

King George’s 

birthday was 

appropriate because “Florida remained loyal to the crown…throughout the Revolutionary 

War.”212 On July 1, Jacksonville hosted Arts Fourth, a large scale art festival at the Jacksonville 

Civic Center with many different activities and performances by local musical groups. Over 
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Figure 10: Front page headline of the Florida Times Union on July 4, 1976. Source: State 
Archives of Florida. Tallahassee, Florida. 
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1,000 volunteers helped bring “the Fourth of July to everyone.”213 In St. Augustine, the historical 

“Florida on Parade” festival kicked off to great fanfare on July 3.214 

 Throughout 1976, the ARBCF continued to allocate grants and other funding to 

communities across the state. In order to ensure that funding was distributed equitably 

throughout the state, the commission prioritized communities that had not yet received state 

funds. Commissioners emphasized “the necessity” of the commission’s responsibility to 

distribute funding in fair manner, even if it meant “cutting” funding from Third Century’s 

budget. The commission invested in libraries, recreational and historical sites, parks, nature 

trails, as well as historic preservation projects.215 

  At the July 30 meeting of the ARBCF, questions of “what now” were raised by 

commissioners. There was a surplus of $356,390, and it was projected that the commission 

would end the fiscal year with $60,000 remaining in the trust fund. Along with unused federal 

grant money, the commission budgeted a total of $896,601 for projects across the state for the 

1976-1977 fiscal year. Commissioners agreed that these funds would be distributed to steering 

committees with pending projects, or those that had not yet received state funding.216 

Furthermore, commissioners unanimously voted to cease operations after the close of the 1977 

fiscal year, although the governing statue allowed the commission to continue until 1984. Most 

of the commission’s staff would be absorbed into analogous positions within the Department of 

Commerce.217 
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 In the months that followed, the ARBCF focused on the future. State commissioners wanted 

to ensure that the programs and initiatives they developed for the bicentennial continued to be 

relevant and useful to all Floridians well beyond 1976. And throughout the late summer and fall, 

they worked to secure ongoing funding for important community development projects, and 

ceded leadership of other initiatives and programs to various state agencies. The Bicentennial 

Trail was to be maintained as an ongoing project by the Department of State, and Ney Landrum 

arranged for the trail concept to be revised every five years in order to “ensure it is serving a 

valid public purpose.” The ARBCF allotted $5,000 in funding to the Department of State to 

assist with ongoing maintenance.218 The ARBCF also allocated $3,000 for markers that would be 

placed at projects funded by the commission.219 Commissioners also supported new initiatives 

throughout the state as a way to extend their legacy beyond the bicentennial. In November, 1976, 

the commission voted unanimously to endorse the project to save the historic capitol building in 

Tallahassee.220  

 Across the state, local steering committees also began to focus on the future as the 

bicentennial year came to a close. Many of the men and women on local committees wanted to 

continue the work of improving their communities, and used the resources accumulated during 

the bicentennial to so. For example, the Pinellas County Action ’76 committee became the 

Pinellas County Endowment for the Humanities, an organization that continues to foster civic 

engagement in the arts and culture into the twenty-first century.221 

 The last meeting of the ARBCF was held on May 5, 1977 in Tallahassee. The commission 

reported a total surplus of $45,000, which was to be transferred to the Department of Commerce, 
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the commission’s designated successor. The ARBCF also began preparing final financial audits, 

and sent letters to every steering committee reminding the leadership that all last minute 

expenditures had to be approved by the commission, and that all records pertaining to the 

business of their committee needed to be retained, since they were now part of the public 

record.222   

 In a twist of irony, the commission’s final meeting was almost wholly occupied by yet 

another controversy with a local Action ’76 steering committee. Early that month, state 

commissioners had received word that the West Pasco Bicentennial Commission had retained 

unused ARBCF funds, which they transferred to the Pasco County Chamber of Commerce 

shortly before disbanding. As state commissioner’s pointed out, the Action ’76 guidelines 

dictated that that all ARBCF funding had to be designated for specific programs that were 

approved by the commission, or else returned. As a result, ARBCF’s legal counsel demanded 

that the Pasco County Chamber of Commerce return all unused funds. When Pasco County 

refused to do so, the ARBCF decided to sue.223 Several staffers were maintained in the 

Tallahassee office through July 1977 in order to ensure that all of the commission’s business was 

completed, and that the legal proceedings against Pasco County were resolved. 

 The ARBCF was officially disbanded on June 30, 1977. The lessons learned during the 

commission’s six years and eleven months had a lasting legacy in Florida. And more broadly 

speaking, the successes and failures of the bicentennial era impacted the ways in which future 

commemorative events and anniversaries were celebrated in Florida, and across the nation.  
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Beyond 1976 

 In the decades following the American Revolution Bicentennial, patriotic commemoration in 

the United States became more dialogic, inclusive, and democratic in nature, as strong currents 

of social change transformed the ways in which Americans commemorated and celebrated their 

past. The bicentennial alone did not catalyze these changes, but it did play an important role in 

challenging traditional notions of what patriotic commemoration looked like, and what it was 

supposed to accomplish. While overtly nationalistic consensus narratives and flashy celebrations 

remained an important part of American civic life after the bicentennial, a democratization of 

patriotic commemoration emerged, and with it a newfound awareness of the importance of open 

dialogue regarding the many difficult and painful aspects of American history, and the many 

different definitions of what it means to be an American.  

 The construction of the Vietnam Veterans Memorial (VVM) on the National Mall in 1982 

reflected this new 

understanding of 

patriotic 

commemoration. When 

the proposal for a 

monument to the men 

and women who died 

during the Vietnam War 

was first announced by 

veterans, there was every reason to believe that such a monument would follow the pattern of 

other war memorials, and stand as a grandiose and triumphant declarations of American strength 

Figure 11: Visitors at the Vietnam Veterans Memorial on Memorial Day, 2013. 
Source: Nathan King for the National Parks Service. 
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and solidarity. And many architects and planners came forward with proposed designs that 

vaunted the power of the nation state, while ignoring the continued controversy and mourning 

that surrounded the conflict. Yet, the design that was ultimately chosen was the complete 

opposite. The subdued and somber design, submitted by college student Maya Lin, embodied a 

national desire to reflect on the errors of the past, in order to achieve a better future. As Kirk 

Savage contends, Maya Lin’s design “bequeathed” to the American people a “therapeutic model 

of commemoration,” a model that had become the “new common sense of our era.” The VVM 

emerged as the “nation’s first true victim monument. A monument that existed not to glorify the 

nation but to help its suffering soldiers.”224  

 This “new common sense” was part of a shift in patriotic commemoration away from 

corporate observances, and toward private reflection on the part of the individual. In the decades 

following the American Bicentennial, the responsibility for the creation of meaning shifted to the 

individual. The well-known inscription on Lin’s monument evinced this profound shift, “brought 

to a sharp awareness of such loss, it is up to the individual to resolve or come to terms with this 

loss.”225 Lin challenged each individual to create their own, personalized meaning, which they 

then inscribe on the monument. This is a powerful example of the legacy of the bicentennial on 

patriotic commemoration in the United States.  

 Another important legacy of the bicentennial decade was a new appreciation for dialogue in 

patriotic commemoration. During the Civil War Centennial, the meaning and importance of the 

war was firmly defined by CWCC officials in Washington. There was no room for competing 

narratives or dissenting voices. The events planned for the centennial were intended to valorize 
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those who died in the war, both Union and Confederate, and highlight the strength and durability 

of American institutions, and not as a means of fostering open and honest discussions about the 

role of slavery in the war, or examine the deeper 

roots connecting slavery and the ongoing oppression 

of African Americans. To the contrary, CWCC 

planners and other government officials actively 

worked to “ensure that relatively little of the rich 

black counter-memory” of the Civil War “came to 

public view” throughout the early 1960s.226  

 During the Civil War Sesquicentennial in 2012, 

government planners and historians made concerted 

efforts to reach out to the African American 

community, and incorporated topics such as slavery, 

emancipation, and African American soldiers into 

the historical narrative of the war. In the half century 

between these two commemorative events, strides 

had been made in understanding the scope of involvement of African American men and women 

in the war effort, and steps had been taken to publicly commemorate the work of these 

individuals. During the Sesquicentennial, these narratives were highlighted, and planners 

emphasized different perspectives on the war, as well as the importance of “discussing” 

America’s “greatest national crisis.”227 For example, the National Parks Service allowed for 

                                                 
226 Robert J. Cook, Troubled Commemoration, 191  
227 “The Civil War: 150 Years,” The National Park Service, accessed Feb. 21, 2017, 
https://www.nps.gov/civilwar/civilwar150.htm  
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African American Civil War Memorial. Sculpture 
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different forms of commemoration, and encouraged the more than 70 National Parks associated 

with the Civil War to remember “the war in its own way, from formal ceremonies to academic 

symposiums.”228  

 This democratization of commemoration was a slow process, and faced as many setbacks as 

it did breakthroughs. The ARBCF’s efforts to emphasize grassroots organizing did not actually 

foster participation at the local level. Rather, it reinforced traditional structures of power within 

the state, with those at the highest levels of government dictating the tone and content of 

bicentennial commemoration to those below them. In this regard, the ARBCF’s rhetoric did not 

match their actions. While some communities in Florida, such as Hillsborough County, were able 

to successfully work within these confines, others were not. And the ARBCF’s unwillingness to 

cede authority when conflicts arose revealed the state leadership’s discomfort with grassroots 

planning.  

 However, subsequent commemorative projects in Florida were also influenced by the 

experiences of state and local level planners during the bicentennial. Florida’s Sesquicentennial 

in 1995 passed with little involvement from the state government, and efforts to commemorate 

and celebrate the anniversary were almost wholly undertaken by local planning organizations 

either at the city or county level. While a state commission was established to oversee planning, 

government officials did not meet for the first time until four months before the anniversary. And 

by February, 1995, the commission had only allocated $125,000 to planning efforts. Rather than 
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take a direct role in planning for the sesquicentennial, state commissioners “hoped that the 

counties would stage their own events.”229 This marked a significant departure from the top-

down nature of the ARBCF and suggests that, by the 1990s, state officials in Florida had a 

different opinion of local level participation than their predecessors.  

 Another significant anniversary that was celebrated statewide was the five hundredth 

anniversary of the landing of Juan Ponce de León on Florida’s east coast. Commemorative 

events and celebrations relating to the anniversary took place throughout 2013. These events, 

collective entitled Viva Florida 500, highlighted Florida’s history, as well as the various cultures 

and ethnicities that made the state unique.  

 Viva Florida 500 was officially announced by Secretary of State Kurt Browning in 2011 at a 

statewide strategizing workshop held at Mission San Luis in Tallahassee. Planning for the 

anniversary was led by the Florida Department of State, which sponsored many different events 

that commemorated Civil Rights and World War II in Florida, as well as cultural festivals across 

the state.230 The Department of State partnered with a variety of public and private entities in the 

planning process, including the Florida League of Cities, the Friends of the Museum of Florida 

History, the Florida Lottery, Blue Cross Blue Shield of Florida, and the Florida Department of 

Transportation.231  

 In the same way that ARBCF commissioners used patriotism and the symbolic meaning of 

the bicentennial to improve the quality of life of all Floridians during the bicentennial, officials 
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in charge of Viva Florida 500 embraced beautification projects as an act of meaningful 

commemoration. For example, the Department of Transportation established a program to plant 

native wildflowers along Florida’s highways. The project aimed to make Florida “Land of 

Flowers” once again, in reference to Ponce de León’s description of the peninsula when he first 

arrived in 1513.”232 

 Efforts to commemorate and celebrate Viva Florida 500 were closely connected to tourism 

promotion. The Department of State 

partnered with Florida’s official tourism 

marketing organization, Visit Florida, in 

order to highlight commemorative events 

and celebrations across the state, as well as 

provide information on various historical 

sites.233 The Department of State’s official 

Viva Florida website incorporated links to 

Visitflorida.com, as well as advertisements 

for and information about tourism in the 

state.  The website highlighted the 

continued importance of tourism to Florida’s economy. In 2012 alone, 112.8 million people 

visited Florida, and spent $108.8 billion. These tourists’ dollars supported 1.4 million Florida 

jobs. Viva Florida 500 was thus seen as an important means of growing the economy, and state 

                                                 
232 “Florida’s Turnpike Prepares for 500th Anniversary Commemoration of La Florida,” Sun Passages Newsletter 

(Fall 2012), http://www.floridasturnpike.com/sunpassages/archives/12.fall/commemoration.html  
233 Visit Florida is a non-profit organization that is not part of the state government. It was created as a public/private 
partnership by the state legislature in 1996, www.visitflorida.com/en-us/about-visit-florida.html  

Figure 13: An official poster for Viva Florida: 500. Depicts a 
Native American woman, Spanish Conquistador, with a 
space shuttle launching from the Kennedy Space Center in 
the background. Source: The National Endowment for the 
Humanities, 
https://www.neh.gov/divisions/fedstate/featured-
project/viva-florida-celebrating-500-years-florida-history.  
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planners were much more willing to use tourism as a tool to promote commemorative events 

then bicentennial planners were.  

  Viva Florida 500 extended beyond 2013. Beginning the following year, the Department of 

State sponsored an ongoing campaign called Viva Florida, which was intended to be a 

continuation of Viva Florida 500. The goal of this ongoing initiative was to promote “12,000 

years of Florida’s people, places and cultural achievements.” St. Augustine’s 450th birthday in 

2015 was a high-profile Viva Florida event, and culminated with the arrival of the King and 

Queen of Spain who visited numerous historical sites in the city, including Castillo de San 

Marco.  

 Many aspects of Viva Florida 500 mirrored the ARBCF’s efforts to commemorate the 

national bicentennial. Both were large scale, statewide events that required planning and 

direction from the state 

government. However, 

there were some important 

differences that set Viva 

Florida 500 apart. 

Whereas planners in the 

1970s worked to establish 

a didactic mission for the 

bicentennial, those in 

charge of Viva Florida 500 

focused on fostering and facilitating local expression and meaning creation. None of the 

literature developed by the Department of State for Viva Florida 500 described what the 

Figure 14: King Felipe VI and Queen Letizia of Spain visit Castillo de San 
Marcos in St. Augustine. Source: Naples Daily News.  
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anniversary was supposed to mean. Rather, the state government encouraged each community 

and ethnic group to develop programs that reflected their individual community values.  

 Thus, planning for Viva Florida 500 was more flexible, and the responsibility for developing 

and implementing programs was distributed more equally among various state agencies, as well 

as local communities. While the Department of State invested significant time and resources into 

planning for the anniversary, no centralized commission such as the ARBCF was ever 

established. Planners in 2012 operated in accordance with a new understanding of collective 

action. More could be accomplished when the burden was shared, and communities were given 

the freedom to define meaningful and appropriate commemoration for themselves.  

Conclusion 

 The American Revolution Bicentennial was one of the largest civic events in Florida in the 

twentieth century. Across the state, every level of government, along with private businesses, were 

actively involved in planning, coordinating, and financing events that were meant to celebrate the 

past, foster unity in the present, and provide hope for the future. This was no easy task, since the 

bicentennial decade was one of the most contentious and troubled eras in modern American 

history. Political scandals, economic uncertainty, and continued racial and class divisions provided 

significant challenges to traditional forms of patriotic expression. The commemoration and 

celebration of the American Revolution Bicentennial in Florida was thus a calculated response to 

these pressing issues.  

 As a result, the ways in which Floridians conceptualized and utilized patriotism both as a 

political and social tool, changed in subtle yet important ways. Federal and state employees, 

politicians, and private citizens had to reformulate the ways in which they celebrated the nation, 
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and commemorated the past. The successes and failures of these efforts illustrate the point so 

eloquently made by Michael Kammen, that perhaps commemoration is “less about what is 

remembered, or how traditions are transmitted,” and more about the “politics of culture.” The 

commemoration of the American Revolution Bicentennial in Florida illustrates the complexity of 

these politics, but also highlights the American people’s “quest for consensus and stability,” a 

quest for identity that entails community, a sense of belonging.234 

 The ARBCF crafted and controlled the message of the bicentennial in Florida through projects 

such as the Bicentennial Travelling Exhibit and Florida Bicentennial Trail. These projects set forth 

a narrative of inexorable progress, and aimed to reassure all Floridians that this progress would 

continue into the future, despite the clouds of political scandal and economic uncertainty that 

seemed to threaten this promise. In this way, bicentennial observance in Florida was similar to 

previous commemorative events in American history such as the Civil War Centennial, or the 

American Revolution Centennial. Like their predecessors, planners in the 1970s saw patriotic 

commemoration as a means of justifying the status quo, and reaffirming preexisting dynamics of 

social power.  

 However, the way in which the ARBCF defined “appropriate” forms of patriotic 

commemoration marked a significant departure from the norm. This new definition was rooted in 

the belief that meaningful commemoration had to benefit society in a tangible way, and have a 

lasting impact on the community long after July 4, 1976. As a result, the ARBCF came to view 

initiatives such as neighborhood renewal, environmental protection, and infrastructure 

improvement as ideal commemorative programs. This new definition was codified in the 

                                                 
234 Michael Kammen, Mystic Chords of Memory, 52  
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commission’s Action ’76 guidelines. In order for local communities to receive funding for 

bicentennial events or programs, they had to accept the state commission’s definition of 

“appropriate” commemoration.  

 Some community planning groups, such as the Hillsborough County steering committee, 

embraced the Action ’76 guidelines, and developed programs that were in line with the state 

commission’s vision. In these instances, the ARBCF was more than willing to provide support, 

and ensure the success of the programs. However, other communities were less willing to abide 

by the rules written by the state. In St. Augustine, bicentennial planners such as Richard Boone 

and Malcom Stephens resisted what they perceived to be an over-reach of governmental 

authority. Rather than follow the Action ’76 guidelines, they developed their own plans for 

bicentennial observance, and demanded the state’s support.  

 As these tensions and contestations demonstrate, the discourse over patriotic 

commemoration and public memory in the twentieth century was shaped “to a greater extent than 

it had been in the century before by the administration of state power over pluralistic 

interests.”235  Yet the extent to which the ARBCF actually controlled the form and message of 

bicentennial observance in Florida varied, and should not be overstated. While the commission 

did control large amounts of funding, other entities also had power to craft their own messages of 

the bicentennial. Media and private commercial ventures played an important role in crafting and 

disseminating messages to the public, and these messages frequently contradicted the ideals of 

appropriate commemoration espoused by the state. The Florida public’s reception of these 

                                                 
235 John Bodnar, Remaking America, 36  
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messages clearly show that, despite their best efforts, the state could not monopolize meaning 

creation.  

 As Florida prepared for the American Revolution bicentennial in the early 1970s, tension 

existed at the intersection of grassroots organizing and state authority. The ARBCF regularly 

attempted to foster community action through government control, which ultimately proved to be 

counterproductive. However, it would be a mischaracterization to conclude that the ARBCF 

failed to spur local participation in the bicentennial. For, by July 4, 1976, fifty of Florida’s sixty-

seven counties had Action ’76 steering committees.236 And while the projects developed by these 

committees all fell under the state’s guidelines, they nevertheless represented grassroots interest 

in and enthusiasm for celebrating the nation’s 200th birthday.  

 

 

  

                                                 
236 ARBCF meeting minutes, box 1, folder 6, March 24, 1974 (SAF)  
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