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Introduction

[image: ]




The purpose of this writing is to allow you, the reader, to feel the land as it was during a specific time in our county’s history — the mid-1960s. Life, according to the talking heads on the evening TV news shows, kept us informed about the hippie movement with its drugs and free love, anti-war protests, and what we now recognize as the beginning of the demise of San Francisco.

The Vietnam conflict was on every young man’s mind, as we had older friends being drafted, going off to war, and coming home with injuries both visible and unseen.

But the excesses of the world were softened here by warm, gentle breezes, the smell of orange blossoms, the mysteries of the bayhead swamps, and the soft lowing of cattle.

My individual stories are shared to reflect how life was during that era. It is my hope that your enjoyment of these memories will equal — or even exceed — the pleasure I have received in writing them.
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Chapter 1 Moving to the Country
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Every story has a beginning and an ending. This one starts in North Tampa in the mid 60’s. I mention this era of my life here because it sets the stage for the rest of the story. It has nothing and everything to do with later on when the story centers in Land O’Lakes. Living here is when I first got introduced to the horse world. I remember when I was in kindergarten we lived in Tampa, about 25 miles away from downtown Land O’ Lakes. Dad, a detective with the Tampa Police Department, was required to reside within the city limits. When I was in kindergarten, our home was on 26th Street, off what was then known as Temple Terrace Highway—now Busch Boulevard

It was a nice urban area with few subdivisions, some agriculture land and large lots with houses and a lot of open land. A good place for a boy to romp and explore nature. I was a Cub Scout at the time and Mom and Dad had given me an official Boy Scouts of America pocketknife for my birthday. I was about 8 at the time. I remember being in a vacant lot with my knife out blade drawn crouched and creeping in the tall grass looking for something to hunt.

I saw a Mockingbird on a bush ahead of me. I took careful aim and let the knife fly through the air at my prey. Of course, the bird flew off and that was the last time I saw my knife. I was crying and looking all around in the weeds for my knife, but I never found it. I was so upset when I got home and told dad what had happened that I didn’t even get a whipping. I guess he figured I had been punished enough just losing my knife.

Dad had built a house on about an acre of land, next to neighbors who owned a pasture with five acres and an old horse. That horse became my trusted friend. Every evening after supper, I’d go out to feed him from a bucket Dad attached to a fence post. Me and that old horse shared countless hours of quiet companionship and conversation, a bond I cherished deeply. I recall his pasture was lined with huge oaks and the grass was sparse and his condition showed his lack of feed. That is one reason I fed him. I felt sorry for the old horse. Not that he was starving. He just wasn’t barn kept with hay in front of him all the time. He did help me with one little problem I had.  I was in kindergarten and first grade while we lived there. I had a bully at school that would steal my Tootsie pop sucker or whatever treat I had out of my shirt pocket. One evening while out feeding my friend I took one of his turds and stuck a Tootsie pop stick in it and covered it with the wrapper.

I put it in my shirt pocket to save for the next day’s lesson. Sure enough, the next day the bully came up and grabbed my Tootsie pop and unwrapped it. Just as he was about to cram it in his mouth, he realized what was happening. Instead of being mad I guess he felt grateful he hadn’t bit into it. He never stole from me again.

There were a lot of adventures while we were there. Busch Gardens was under construction and we would ride our bicycles over to 30th Street, the edge of their property and watch the construction workers for extended periods. We had no idea how magnificent the project would be upon completion. That was the biggest thing I had ever seen. It was the site of an old WWII airfield and now was an industrial park. Not much was known about the company other than they were of German descent. That was all we needed to hear. To us army playing boys they became Nazis and the enemy. We would hide in the mountains of dirt surrounding the property and zero in with our sniper rifles, old oak limbs favoring the shapes of real weapons. 

The construction site consisted of several hundred acres and stretched from Busch Blvd to Fowler Ave. On the North side of Fowler was where USF was being constructed. Dad had gotten two blood hound puppies from somebody he knew, and we would go out to the USF site which was just blackjack oaks and palmettos. I would run and hide, and dad would turn the hounds loose to come find me. Somehow, they always knew just where to look to find me no matter how well I thought I had concealed myself. The scent factor never entered my mind. 

As life shifted, so did our surroundings. Dad partnered with a colleague to start Commercial Service Investigators, which gave us the freedom to move to the country. Mom and Dad purchased 15 acres along Leonard Road, known as the Ferry property. It was a slice of paradise, with a charming old Cracker house nestled amid an orange grove with two ponds. What made it even more special was its connection to Grandaddy’s grove on SR 54 creating a large L shaped 25-acre piece. It was a seamless thread of land and memories.

Grandaddy’s family was among the first pioneers of the area, leaving an indelible mark on its history. More on he and my ancestors is written in subsequent chapters. He, Granny, and several family members now rest peacefully in the pioneer cemetery on County Line Road, just west of I-75. Mom had gone to elementary school at Denham School which was located just west of the RV park on 54 and east of 41 on the south side of the road. So, it’s not like we were moving someplace we weren’t known. 

My new school was Sanders Elementary on School Road. We did grades 1-7 there and it was a special time. Grade 8 went to Pasco High in Dade City and, that is s story all its own. I was in the fifth grade and my teacher was Mrs. Crawford, who was also the principal, Mr. Crawford’s wife. I don’t imagine the student count has changed since the size of the buildings that were there then are there now. But it was an awesome time. 

Meeting new kids and teachers was interesting and I even signed up for piano lessons for one year but then gave it up. We played basketball and football against other schools and won tournaments in the area. We had the church right across the road from the school for youth activities. Those were good years, and I am so happy that we were handled the way we were back then as opposed to kids in school today. We were taught. And we learned. It wasn’t about showing up and acting on your feelings. You actually had to study and produce. 

The First Baptist Church of Land O’ Lakes across the road offered a Boy Scouts program and I of course joined. Dad had been an Eagle scout. He made sure I was indoctrinated in the Scouting by getting me in Cub Scouts when we lived in Tampa. Now I was with the Big Boys and anxious to trace Dad’s steps to Eagle Scout. I never made it. If they had a horseback riding cowboy badge I could have gotten there. But they didn’t. 

The school was putting on a program, and they wanted a few of us scouts to show off what we'd learned in Boy Scouts. Our Scoutmaster picked me to give a demonstration on how to start a fire without matches — just a piece of metal and a flint rock.

Dad helped me practice at home. I’d pile up some dried grass and pine needles, strike the flint against the metal, and blow on the tiny spark until a flame caught. Easy enough — in the backyard.

The day of the exhibition came, and I showed up with my gear: a handful of kindling, a piece of flint, a chunk of metal, and the bottom of an old cardboard box to catch the mess. I was nervous — sick nervous. What if I couldn’t get the fire started? I'd be humiliated in front of the whole school. Fifth grade is hard enough without giving everyone fresh material to laugh about for the next six years.
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