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This home, called the McMullen log cabin, is featured at Heritage Village. It is representative of 1840s Clear Water style homes.

CLEARWATER’S CELEBRATES 100 YEARS!

By Bob Griffin, Publisher
The City of Clearwater, incorporated May 27th 1915, is
celebrating its 100th anniversary this year. However, the
history of Clearwater dates farther back than just the 100
years since it became a city. It was the early settlers who
planted the seeds of what Clearwater would be.
200 years ago there was no name for our area. The
United States did not acquire Florida from Spain until
1821. Before that, Cuban fishermen primarily lived here
in fish camp homes were called ranchos.
Once Florida became a territory, some hardy settlers
began moving to the area, mostly living along the
coastline. Early settlers traveled here by boat and the
area began to be called “Clear Water” because of the
many natural area springs, most of which flowed into the
bay. It is said the bay was so clear, you could see the
bottom, even in deep water.
In the 1830s, the first of three Seminole Indian Wars
were fought in Florida. All told, the wars cost 1400
American soldiers their lives. People were afraid to live in
Florida.
In April 1841, the government established a fort, named
Fort Harrison after former President William Henry
Harrison, on the Clear Water Harbor bluffs. (Today it is
Harbor Oaks at the intersection of Druid Road and
Orange Place.) It was not big; it was really nothing more
than a group of shacks made from pine trees.
Fort Harrison was a place for the Seminole War soldiers
to recuperate. Between 300 and 500 officers and
enlisted men from the 6th United States infantry were
stationed there. The Second Seminole Indian War ended
seven months later and the fort was decommissioned
November 1st, in its first year.
To encourage people to move to Florida, the Armed

Occupation Act of 1842 was created. It allowed a free
land grant of 160 acres to anyone who would settle
here, farm at least 5 acres and fight Indians if needed.
Many families already living here applied for land. They
are the first documented Clear Water settlers.
James Stevens was one of these first settlers. Living in the
area of the former Fort Harrison, he received one of the
area’s first land grants in 1848. It included the area west
of today’s Ft. Harrison Avenue, from Drew Street south to
Jeffords Street.
Other families that were among the first included Samuel
Stevenson, John C. White, and Elias Hart. The White
family lived on the north side of Clear Water. The McKay
brothers settled in the Anona area, just a few miles to the
south of Clear Water.
In 1845, Florida became a state.
In September 1848, a powerful hurricane hit our area.
Clear Water was high and did not flood, but many were
surprised by the violent winds. No one is known to have
died, but many of the rickety homes were destroyed, and
livestock and crops were lost. Some left the area.
John S. Taylor, Sr. an early citrus farmer in Brooksville
visited Clear Water but did not consider the land worthy
of farming. He was about to return home, when a friend,
James Stevens, offered to sell him part of his property
near the old fort. Taylor agreed and as a slave owner, he
offered to pay for the land with a slave. One of his
young female slaves, who cooked for the family, had
tried to poison them. He offered her to Stevens and glad
to be rid of her, he received 80 acres west of today’s
South Fort Harrison in return.
By 1850, the Census shows that the Pinellas peninsula,
which was then called West Hillsborough, had only 35
families and a population of 178 people.
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The first school, the McMullen Log School, was built by Capt. James
the
McMullen two miles southeast of Clear Water. It was private and only his
public
children and a few neighbors attended. It was soon followed by the free
fishing
Old Taylor School on the Taylor Property. (The land, at Druid and Hercules,
pier
eventually became the Pinellas County School Administration Building.) The
school had 19 pupils; Mr. Campbell, their 25 year old teacher, earned $1
per day for a 40 day school year.
In 1854, David B Turner and Robert J Whitehurst bought Taylor’s 80-acres
for $800; that is only $10 per acre. Then they split it with the line of
ownership running east and west down Mulberry Lane. Turner had the north
half, Whitehurst the south. The Turner family lived on the west end of the
road named Turner Street. Turner operated a sawmill by a waterfall on what
is now Bayview Drive in Belleair. He also taught Sunday School at the
Community Church in the old Taylor School.
Life was not easy. Early settlers lived in log houses. Their furniture was made
largely of lumber and animal hide. Cooking was done over an open fire in
the yard or in a fireplace. Many had only one pot and a frying pan, but
there was plenty to eat. Wild game was plentiful and included deer, hogs
and wild turkeys. Fish was a major part of their diet and easily available. During the fall, mullet spawned in such large
numbers, men would kick them up on the beach while the women would gather them in their aprons. Nearly everyone
raised and sold livestock. Cattle were allowed to roam the forests and sometimes even the roads. Everyone also grew
food. Corn and sweet potatoes were abundant.
In 1857 the Reverend C.D. Nicholson was sent here by the Methodist Church. He bought land in north Clear Water. For
many years, he preached in area churches.
Turner opened the first post office on August 20, 1859 and was its first Post Master. He operated it out of his Turner Street
house. In those days, post offices had names; his was called Clear Water Harbor Post Office. Mail was infrequent. It arrived
either, from Cedar Key on the boat The Madison Packet or when someone traveling to Tampa brought it back. Letters often
sat in people’s home until someone got around to dropping it off at the Post Office. Postage was paid when it was picked
up which is how Turner got paid. It went out of business March of 1867, after the Civil War.
The 1860 Census shows 82 families lived on the peninsula with a total of 381 people. The family names listed in teh
Census that you might recognize include Whitehurst, McMullen, Campbell, Taylor, Mears and Youngblood.
At the beginning of the Civil War, James P McMullen with other Clear Water leaders organized The Home Guard making
every Clear Water man a member. It was their job to watch for Union Troops and protect the community. During the Civil
War, Florida was really only affected by blockades. The area around Clear Water avoided most of the war, although a few
Union gunboats raided Clear Water, stealing food and provisions, but there was no real combat.
Before and during the war, salt was produced in the area. It was used to cure meats. Young girls monitored large pots of
boiling salt water near the shoreline. By the second day, a pot would yield two or three quarts of white salt.
Very ill and close to death, Reverend C.S. Reynolds, both a newspaper pioneer and a preacher, had moved to the area after
his doctor advised him to so, hoping to extend his life. It worked, because he lived 30 more years. As the war was ending,
he moved to Clear Water from Tampa after founding the Tampa Herald newspaper. He also worked with newspapers in
Ocala, Palatka and Key West. In 1873, Reynolds established this area’s first newspaper; he called it the Clear Water Times.
In addition to his newspaper business, Reynolds started the Midway Baptist Church, holding services in a log cabin near
today’s Municipal Cemetery. Later, it became Calvary Baptist Church.
During his time, Reynolds wrote some of the area’s best PR. In one issue, he states “orange groves here, will make the
residents of this area independently rich.” He went on to say, “Our climate is almost unequalled. Our population is
industrious and moral. With the finest crops of cotton, sugar cane, tropical fruits and rice, we have only to persevere for a
few more years to become independent.”
With the end of the war, more farmers were growing citrus for shipment to to previously banned Union cities. The locally
grown oranges, packed in large barrels, were shipped by boat to Cedar Key, then loaded on trains for northern locations.
They sold for $15 per thousand.
During the war, the local post office was closed and did not reopen until roughly 1870. David Turner remained the
postmaster, operating it out of his house on Turner Street.
By 1873, Clear Water residents realizing they needed an organized school system, petitioned the Hillsborough School
Board (they were still part of Hillsborough County) to establish a school district. When approved a year later, Jennie
Reynolds Plumb was appointed the first public school teacher. Classes were held in the same church her brother, C.S.
Reynolds built, the Midway Baptist Church. The school and the school district were the foundation of today’s county public
education system. After about 10 years, a new school was built, where they later built the historic South Ward School on
South Ft Harrison Avenue.
M.C. Dwight bought some land and built the Orange Bluff Hotel which opened in 1880. It was The area’s first hotel, but
burned down after a few years, a serious loss for the town. The area had no other hotel until 1885.
Also in 1880, after experiencing a shipwreck nearby, Charles Wharton Johnson decided to stay in Clear Water and bought
the land along the bluffs south of Clearwater. He played an important role in the area’s growing citrus industry. Part of his
land was used to build the Belleview Biltmore ten years later.
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Three pioneers J.M. “Doc” Baggett, Dr. J. L. Edgar and M. Joel McMullen started the newspaper The West Hillsborough
Times in 1884. The 4-page weekly edition was published in today’s Dunedin area.
Arthur Turner, David Turner’s son, had many business interests including owning a printing press. Only a few months after
it was started, Turner bought the newspaper and moved it to Clear Water. He printed it from 1884 to 1892, when he sold
it to some St Petersburg businessmen. It was the forerunner of the St Petersburg Times.
When his father died, Turner inherited his south Clear Water land which he divided and sold. He also donated land for an
Episcopal and First United Methodist Church.
As the town of Clear Water continued to develop, Turner moved his father’s store and post office to the foot of Cleveland
St. He became the postmaster operating it from 1875 to 1886. Turner also operated the Clara Em, a small ship used to
transport mail and products from Cedar Key.
In addition, Turner served on the Town Council, was a Hillsborough County commissioner, served on the first City Charter
Committee, participated in the formation of Pinellas County (1912) and served as Pinellas County’s first Treasurer (1913).
He had had a profound effect on the area, at the time of his death in 1929 at the age of 85.
About 1885, Theodore Kamensky relocated here from Russia. He was a famous Russian artist and sculptor but, like so
many others, left to escape the Czars. The area was still without a hotel, so he built the Sea View Hotel.
Kamensky is also credited with creating the first historically detailed map of Clear Water. During the same time, an 1885
land survey made reference to the spoil island we know as Clearwater Beach, calling it “Clear Water Key”. It was the first
name recorded for the beach.
By 1888 Peter Demens had built the area’s first railroad, The Orange Belt Railroad. It connected Sanford to Tarpon
Springs, then continued to a small village to be known as St Petersburg, with a stop on the east side of Clearwater.
The 1890 annual census documented 18 families living in or near the immediate Clearwater area. There were no paved
streets or improvements to the town, only a public dock at the end of Cleveland Street. In 1890, the area was still called
Clear Water and was part of West Hillsborough County, with no local government. The only real roads, Fort Harrison
Avenue and Cleveland Street were only paved with shell. The shell was obtained by destroying nearby Indian mounds,
which today we consider historical. Primarily, everyone used horse and buggies or ox carts for transportation. There was no
bridge between Clear Water and Dunedin. Stevenson Creek’s bed was much wider then and at high tide, travelers had to
ride around it to the east to travel between towns.
Peter Demen’s Orange Belt Railroad passed through Clear Water, but it was poorly run and rarely on time. Many times it
didn’t show up at all. By 1895, Henry Plant’s Atlantic Coast Line, started coming to Clear Water from Tampa.
Mail arrived by boat from Cedar Key, by train from Brooksville and by horseback from Tampa. What mail that was not
picked up at the post office was distributed in saddlebags by a postman.
The land east of today’s courthouse, known as the prairie, was really nothing but a dried up lake with some trees and
scrubs. Someone built a public fishing dock at the foot of Cleveland Street and cargo boats began to use it, too.
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There were few markets and they sold very little fresh food. Lemon or soda crackers were sold from barrels. Coffee was
sold by the pound, but it was green. Buyers roasted, then ground it at home. Residents bought their meat and vegetables
from farmers who peddled their products from a wagon. Most people had a cow and made their own butter. Mullet and
sweet potatoes were among the most popular foods. Sugar and syrup was made from local sugar cane.
In 1891, the area incorporated into the Town of Clear Water. It finally received their special state charter in 1897. The first
mayor was James E. Crane and his city clerk was T.J. Sheridan. Sister town St Petersburg, was incorporated as a town two
years later in 1893.
In the fall of 1892, A.C. Turner sold his West Hillsborough Times newspaper to Richard J Morgan for $1200, who
moved it to St Petersburg. It was renamed The News and in 1895 became The St Petersburg Times. Quickly, another
area newspaper appeared when Rev. C.S. Reynolds started the West Hillsborough Press.
While we don’t hear much about it today, the United States had a financial collapse, during the 1890s, referred to as
the Panic of 1893. At the time, it was the worst economic depression the United States had ever experienced. Many
banks closed and investors and depositors were left stranded including the residents of Clear Water. It would be 1897
before the economy would begin to recovery.
The next year, while the citrus industry was still in its infancy, was the Big Freeze. Impacting most of the state, there
were two back-to-back, record setting freezes, one in December of 1894 and another one in February. The first freeze
destroyed fruit left on the trees, stripping the limbs of their foliage. The February freeze was more devastating, killing
the trees. Discouraged, citrus growers turned to growing strawberries. Many stores closed as farmers had no money
to pay their debts.
The big freeze helped cripple the Orange Belt Railroad since they had no product to ship. The Railroad went bankrupt
and closed in 1895. Peter Demen’s sold his interest to Henry Plant and quickly moved out of state. Even though Plant
already had the Tampa railroad, he had to replace the Orange Belt tracks to standard gauge which fit his engines
and cars.
In 1895, the people governing the area decided to change Clear Water’s name to Clearwater Harbor. The Post Office
also changed name to Clearwater Harbor Post Office. Thomas J Sheridan became the city’s Post Master. The same
year, Cleveland Street was paved from the bay to the train station; Ft Harrison was paved from Cleveland Street south
to the Methodist Church on Turner Street.
Earnest Tate purchased the south end of Clear Water Key which is now what we call Clearwater Beach, from Prudence
Chafer, in 1896 for $200. He built the first house on the beach there, but he sold the island a few years later for
$350. Called Isle of Palms, the beach was not a part of the Town of Clearwater Harbor.
Plant was still building railroads, and everywhere a railroad was built, he also built a large, luxurious hotel. With his
newly acquired Orange Belt Railway, he bought land south of Clearwater Harbor, on the bluffs overlooking
Clearwater Bay to build his next hotel, The Belleview Hotel. He added a spur off of his Clearwater Harbor - St
Petersburg route to go directly to his newest resort. When the hotel first opened in January of 1897, it only had 100
rooms, about one-fourth the size it would become. About the same time, Cleveland Street was widened and a new
road, paved with clay, was added from Fort Harrison Road to the entrance of the Belleview Hotel.
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Bicycling became the rage in the late 1890s and Clearwater Harbor found itself a mecca for the new sport. Everyone,
young and old, “rode a wheel,” as it was called. A number of bicycle paths were added around town; some paved
with shell and clay, while others were simply covered with pine straw. The paths were the beginning of future road
improvements.
An asphalt bicycle racetrack was built in the Belleair area and bicycle races were held in November of 1897. Some of
the world’s most noted riders wintered and trained on that track.
In 1898, the Spanish American War began and Tampa, with Plant’s Tampa Hotel, became the staging area for
thousands of troops. Teddy Roosevelt and his troops being here helped put the whole area on the map.
Henry Plant, the owner of the Orange Belt Railroad and the Biltmore Hotel, died in June of 1899. His son Morton
continued to manage the hotel. He expanded Plant’s 6-hole golf course made of shell, and added a second course,
both with 18-holes. He used their railroad to import special northern dirt. Morton was responsible for painting the big
hotel on the bluffs white, which earned it the name “Great White Queen”.
The next year, the 1900 census shows Pinellas’s peninsula had about 8,000 residents. St Petersburg with 1,600
people and Clearwater Harbor with slightly less were the two largest towns.
The beginning of the new century brought many changes and inventions to our area. Clear Water’s first ice making
plant was opened by J.N. McClung. It was a hit and led to the birth of the town’s Water Works System, when
McClung ran the first water main from the ice plant to the corner of Cleveland and Ft Harrison. McClung maintained
the system until the town purchased it in 1910.
By 1903, a Clear Water telephone exchange was created. 1905 brought an electric light franchise also owned by
J.N. McClung, who previously brought ice and water to the area.
In 1905, another big freeze hit the state’s citrus industry. Luckily for Clearwater and its peninsula, it was not nearly as
bad as the 1894 freezes. The area was spared because its close proximity to the water kept it warmer.
In 1906, the town officially changed its name from Clear Water to Clearwater. The Post Office followed suit and
officially became the Clearwater Post Office.
About this time, Clearwater and St. Petersburg residents began to feel they received no benefits from Hillsborough
County. Talk of creating a new county became common. William Straub, editor of the young St Petersburg Times,
took up the cause in 1907 and using his newspaper, launched a five year fight to make Pinellas its own stand-alone
county.
1910 is known for the Big Fire. Like many developing cities, Clearwater had a major fire June 24, 1910. Starting
about 4am, it burned the entire north side of Cleveland Street from Ft Harrison to Osceola Avenue. Soon, the city
created a Fire Department and the next year built new buildings for the City Hall and the Fire Department. In 1914,
firefighting equipment was purchased “at a very large expense.”

Looking northwest on Cleveland Street after the 1910 fire.
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After much debate, the state legislature allowed today’s Pinellas County
to break free on January 1, 1912. It was the smallest county in Florida
with only 300 square miles. Although small, it immediately became one
of Florida’s leading citrus producing counties, shipping approximately a
million boxes of oranges and grapefruit a year.
After a power struggle with St. Petersburg, Clearwater established the
new county’s government seat when it donated the land for a
courthouse. Immediately the County went to work raising taxes for new
projects. The first priority was building hard surfaced roads with its first
bond issue - $375,000. More followed. A year later, a $40,000 bond
issue expanded the water/sewerage system. Today’s water works
building site was purchased and two 8-inch wells were bored. Pure
water became plentiful. More bond issues passed for paving, a pier and
Island Park improvements.
In 1914, a second railroad was built through Clearwater. Officially the
Tampa & Gulf Coast Railroad, it commonly was referred to as the Tug &
Grunt Railroad because it was not plush, fast or smooth riding. Primarily
used to transport people to and from Tampa, it gave people access to
the beach, and brought a crowd of vacation and retreat seeker.
The Town Council purchased land and built a brick library building with
financial help from Andrew Carnegie. A group of Clearwater’s leading
citizens had formed a subscription library association in 1911, but it was
made free with the new library. The citizens were very proud of their
new library, as a symbol of the great city they had become.
Congress appropriated $29,000 to dredge Clearwater and Boca Ceiga
Portrait of Morton Plant
bays and when completed in 1915, there was a five-foot deep channel
from Cleveland Street to Tampa Bay.
At the same time, the town built the Clearwater Golf Club, the first public golf course, about three miles from
downtown on Safety Harbor Road. It began with only nine holes and a small clubhouse, but had plans to build
another nine holes once they organized as a local golfing club. It soon had 30 members.
In 1914, some of the town leaders and spirited citizens had begun to envision their small town as a big city. They
wrote a new charter, called a meeting at the town hall and nominated a charter board. “These men labored long and
faithfully, and evolved an excellent charter which was submitted to the citizens for a vote,” stated Women’s Club
writers. A special election was held and the new charter carried by a strong majority, 131 out of 140 men were in
favor of forming a new city. The new city officially incorporated on May 27, 1915.
The new charter allowed for “municipal suffrage” for women, meaning women would be allowed to vote for the first
time in the next election. October 23, 1916. Miss Sue Barco was the first woman to vote in Clearwater, followed by
another twenty-four. That election appropriated $10,000 to build a bridge across Clearwater Bay to the island on the
Gulf. It started at the west end of Seminole Street near the Water Works Park. “The new bridge gives easy access to
the gulf beach, which is a pleasure to both residents and tourists,” the Women’s Club announced after the election.
“The surf there is very safe and surf bathing may be indulged in both summer and winter.”
For many years, active Clearwater women had been campaigning for a community hospital and began collecting for
a hospital fund. Morton Plant, son of the late Henry Plant and owner of the Belleview Hotel, offered to guarantee their
project by donating the seed money. A foundation was created with $100,000 and an understanding that the city and
the women’s committee would raise the rest. With much fanfare, the first building opened in 1916.
“It is one of the most beautiful and up to date hospitals in Florida,” proudly stated the Woman’s Club. “Situated on
beautiful grounds, overlooking the bay, it is an ideal place. The only drawback is the people of Clearwater are so
healthy, they seldom require the services of a hospital.” It was named Morton Plant Hospital after the man who
helped get it built.
By 1916, Clearwater’s population was about 3,000 people. But during tourist season, its population almost doubled.
“There were five hotels, many boarding houses, two garages and two well-constructed picture shows,” says the
Women’s Club writers. The city had “six citrus packing houses, two banks, a cigar factory, two retail stores, a fish
warehouse, one bottling company, a novelty works, two lumber yards, an electric shop and many other minor
business concerns”.
“In regards to healthfulness, nature has done a great deal to make it one of the most sanitary cities in the state.
Situated on the bluffs, thirty feet off the water, its elevation affords excellent drainage and makes adequate sewage
possible. With the help of the Board of Health, City Council and our Woman’s Club, Clearwater is now at a standard
where it enjoys a state-wide reputation for cleanliness and good health.”
We wish to thank several people for their help in collecting all the information used to write these installments. Much of the
information was found in “The History of Clearwater” written by The Woman’s Club of Clearwater (March, 1917) and “The Brief
History of Clearwater” by Clearwater’s Bicentennial Committee compiled by Carrie Gleason (1976). Many members of the
Clearwater Historical Society also helped, too. Photos courtesy of Cleawater Historical Society and the Pinellas County Historical
Society

