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History of the
Christmas Tree

The Christmas Tree, as 
we know it, began in 
Germany in the 16th 
century, but evergreens 
have been a symbol of 
hope for much longer.

- page 12

By Monica Drake, Historical Museum Operations Manager

I
n  2026, Heritage Village will proudly celebrate its 50th 
anniversary—an occasion that coincides with America’s 
250th celebration. This dual milestone honors not only the 

nation’s Semiquincentennial but also fifty years since the 
1976 Bicentennial movement that inspired the creation of 
countless historical societies and open-air museums across 
the country, including Heritage Village itself.
A half-century of collecting, preserving, and sharing Pinellas 
County’s history is an extraordinary achievement, one that 
continues to reflect the vision and dedication of the Village’s 
founding stakeholders. What follows is the story of how their commitment—and the momentum of the 
Bicentennial—brought forth the county’s official museum, archives, and historical park.
The Spirit of the Bicentennial
The Pinellas County Historical Commission (PCHC) had been established years earlier, on February 
21st, 1961, by resolution of the Board of County Commissioners under the authority of Florida Statute 
Chapter 125.47. Although that statute was repealed in 1971, the Commission’s mission endured with 
renewed purpose.
By 1975, with the nation’s Bicentennial on the horizon, the Commission recognized an opportunity to 
translate national enthusiasm for history into a lasting local legacy. On April 15th, 1975, Mr. George 
Gramling wrote to Mr. G. Leonard Pucci, Chairman of the PCHC, enclosing what he called “the final 
draft of our statement of purpose.” This document outlined “all the activities and potential activities 
the historical commission should endeavor to undertake,” capturing both the national mood of 
commemoration and the Commission’s local ambitions.
                                                                                                                                            - Continued on Page 6 

PRESERVING PINELLAS HISTORY FOR 50 YEARS

Ralph Reed with members of the
Junior League of Pinellas, 1975 

Parrot in the Park?
Local resident Lauren Reilly 
and her free-flying friend Rio 
are turning heads in Pinellas 
County parks.
                                  - page 14

The McMullen Oil Company
The McMullen family are one of Pinellas County’s 
earliest settlers, and the McMullen Oil Company 
has supplied oil products since 1932.
                                                                  - page 20
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CLEARWATER BEACH 
NEIGHBORHOOD NEWS 

Inside, you will find articles and local 
information about the nearby area 
inside. We call it Neighborhood News 
because it is about your neighborhood 
- Clearwater Beach. It is mailed to the 
entire 33767 zip code including Island 
Estates and Sand Key - about 6,000 
households, six times a year.
You can pick up additional copies at 
the Pier 60 Welcome Center, Shorty’s 
Gourmet Deli, Sand Key Realty or the 
Island Estates UPS. 
We hope you enjoy our magazine and 
we want your input. Did you like this 
issue? What suggestions do you have for 
future articles? Call or email us with your 
comments, or take our online survey at 
BeachNewsletters.com.
Keep up to date with your local news; 
follow us on Facebook at Neighborhood 
News Magazine.
Thank you for reading,
Lora and Pete Magnani (813) 361-7376
Lora@MagriffProductions.com

SEE YOU AGAIN 
IN FEBRUARY

CREDITS

DECEMBER
Cyber Monday Shopping	  1
Christmas at the Plaza Belleair Bluffs 4
Reindeer Lane at Countryside Rec 6
Pearl Harbor Remembrance Day	  7
Clearwater Holiday Parade	  9
Clearwater Yacht Club Boat Parade13
Market Marie Holiday Extravaganza 14
Hanukkah			   14-22
Ugly Christmas Sweater Day	  19
First Day of Winter		   21
Breakfast with Santa CMA          21
Public Schools Close		   22
Christmas Day			    25
Boxing Day			    26
ReliaQuest Bowl Beach Day	  29
Dunedin Chanukah Festival	  30
ReliaQuest Bowl			   31
Light It Up Clearwater		   31
New Year’s Eve			    31

JANUARY
New Year’s Day			   1
Ringling Brothers Circus		   2-4
Holiday Lights in the Gardens Ends 3
Dunedin Craft Festival		   3-4
Public Shool Starts		   5
Epiphany			    6
NFL Wildcard Games Begin     10-11
Harlem Globetrotters at USF	  11
Treasure Island Kite Festival 16-18
St. Pete Power and Sailboat Show 16-19
Florida’s Arbor Day		   16
NFL Division Championships 17-18
Martin Luther King, Jr. Day	  19
NCAA Football Championship	  19
Gasparilla Children’s Parade	  24
Pinellas Medevil Fair DK Farms Begins 24
Pinellas Park TacoFest           24-25
NFL Conference Championships	 25
Gasparilla Pirate Fest		   31

 CALENDAR OF HOLIDAYS & EVENTS
As always, this is subject to change.

More details for items highlighted in red can be found in the Bar/Restaurant 
News, Business Briefs, Community News or Holiday Events Sections
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Did You Know
REMEMBERING DR. POWELL 
With heavy hearts, Clearwater Marine 
Aquarium recently announced the passing of 
Dr. James “Buddy” Powell, Chief Zoological 
Officer of Clearwater Marine Aquarium and 
Executive Director of Clearwater Marine 
Aquarium Research Institute (CMARI). Powell 
passed away Saturday, July 19, following a 
brief illness.
For more than 50 years, Dr. Powell worked 
to protect manatees and other endangered 
species such as North Atlantic Right whales and sea turtles 
around the world through science and education. With an 
integrated approach to unlock solutions for conservation 
issues, his efforts have resulted in coastal protected areas 
in Florida, West Africa, Belize, and Cuba.
Dr. Powell’s legacy lives on through the research and 
conservation efforts that he helped lead at CMA and 
around the world.	                                                                           	                                                                           
SUGAR SAND FESTIVAL RETURNS The countdown 
is officially on! Just one month until tickets go on sale for 
the 2026 Pier 60 Sugar Sand Festival presented by Visit St. 
Pete-Clearwater. More than 1,000 tons of Clearwater Beach 
sand will be transformed into a stunning sand sculpture 
museum featuring the theme, “United in Sand: Celebrating 
Sports & Spirit!” The Pier 60 Sugar Sand Festival returns to 
Clearwater Beach March 27th - April 12th.	         	         
WHAT’S IN A NAME? 
Bob Griffin, local historian (and 
former publisher of this news 
magazine) will be the guest 
speaker at the monthly meeting of 
the Clearwater Historical Museum, 
Wednesday, December 10th.
Where did the name 
“Clearwater” come from? For 
that matter, America, Florida, 
Pinellas, and others. 
Griffin is developing a book that researches the name origins 
of hundreds of cities in Pinellas and the state of Florida.
Plan to attend his presentation at their monthly meeting. It 
begins at 6pm.
For more information, visit ClearwaterHistoricalSociety.org 
or call (727) 754-8019.
The museum is located at 610 South Fort Harrison Avenue 
in Downtown Clearwater.	         	         
ATM SCAM If you are at an automated teller machine 
and cannot put your card in because it is jammed, go 
to another location. There is a new scam where suspects 
have intentionally jammed ATM machines with quarters, 
metal, or paper so that people cannot access them. Then 
the suspects - posing as good Samaritans - offer to help 
by showing them how to use the tap function instead of 
inserting your card. They take your card, tap it, switch it out 
with another stolen card, and hand it back to you, while 
also memorizing your PIN. Then the suspects head out to 
other locations to use your card and steal your money. 
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and More...

NEW GIRL SCOUT COOKIE While earning the Exploration 
Merit Badge, Girl Scouts study real-life explorers who made their 
mark in the wild or in science while the scouts plan an expedition 
of their own. The spirit of discovery is reflected in the Girl Scouts’ 
latest cookie offering – the “Exploremores.”
The decadent cookie is inspired by rocky road ice cream, filled 
with chocolate, marshmallow, and toasted almond cream 
sandwiched between two chocolate wafers. Exploremores will 
be available during the 2026 Girl Scout Cookie Season, which 
runs from January-April. 
Every purchase helps fund the Girl Scout program, it 
supports girls in developing leadership and entrepreneurial 
skills and learning goal setting, decision-making, money 
management, and business ethics. Text “COOKIES” to 
59618 for more information.                                                                                                                                                                          
BEACH RENOURISHMENT For the first time since 2018, 
Pinellas County has begun beach renourishment along its 
barrier islands to strengthen the coast against future storms. 
But the county is proceeding without financial support from 
the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, which now requires all 
beachfront property owners to grant ongoing public access 
to their property. The Army Corps historically picked up 65% 
of the cost.
Providing access has been revisited with only 80% of property 
owners having complied with temporary agreements. So, 
for the first time, the county is paying the entire bill: $125.7 
million. The county is using Tourism Development Tax dollars 
and $14.2 million in grant reimbursement from the state to 
cover the cost.
Beach renourishment extends the depth of the beach to absorb 
effects from future storms. It replaces sand that has washed 
away by pumping sand from offshore or elsewhere onto the 
beach. The project will span Sand Key, from Clearwater Beach 
to North Redington Beach, and Treasure Island and Upham 
Beach. The total project is expected to require more than 
2.5 million cubic yards of sand, an amount that would fill St. 
Petersburg’s Dalí Museum more than 40 times.                                                                                                                                                                        
OUR NEXT ISSUE IS IN FEBRUARY If you need another 
copy of this magazine, pick one up at all City Halls, Panera 
Bread, The UPS Store and Belleair Market. If you need more 
than a few, call (813) 361-7376. 
Read this issue and others at BeachNewsletters.com. 
Follow us on Facebook for local news.
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Heritage Village, Continued
Reflecting on 
the Bicentennial 
spirit, Gramling 
observed:  “Today 
America is 
experiencing a 
renaissance, a 
period of artistic 
and intellectual 
revival. There is a 
reawakened public 
curiosity about the 
past…museums 
and national 
monuments 
report remarkable 
increases in attendance.”
In his letter, Gramling underscorved the enduring value 
of preservation, quoting George Brown Goode of the 
Smithsonian Institution, who in 1881 defined a museum’s 
purpose as preserving “the phenomena of nature and the 
works of man.”  Guided by that philosophy, Gramling and 
the PCHC envisioned a county museum of record, research, 
and education—one that would preserve “the material 
foundations of knowledge, especially the materials relating to 
Pinellas County and the West Coast of Florida.” 
A Museum in the Making
By the mid-1970s, that vision was taking shape. Two urgent 
needs propelled the effort forward.
The first was the inadequate condition of the existing Pinellas 
County Museum and Archives, then located in the basement 
of the old county courthouse. Since 1961, County Historian 
Ralph Reed, working closely with the Junior League of 
Clearwater, had been collecting and cataloging artifacts 
that documented the county’s past. By 1975, however, the 
cramped basement quarters were overflowing and ill-suited 
for a growing collection.
The second need arose from the imminent threat to two 
historic homes facing demolition amid new development. The 
Junior League of Clearwater played a leading role in saving 
the Henry B. Plant Home, initially proposing a historical site to 
the City of Clearwater. Although the city expressed interest, it 
ultimately had neither land nor funds to support the idea.
Undeterred, the Junior League joined forces with the Pinellas 
County Historical Commission to find an alternative. Pinellas 
County proposed a 10-acre tract of land, $30,000, and 
two frame houses facing the courthouse; the Junior League 
committed $30,000 and the Henry B. Plant home.
Overcoming Obstacles and Gaining Recognition
Progress, however, met resistance. The Greater Clearwater 
Chamber of Commerce initially objected to moving the museum 
outside the city. Gramling urged cooperation and warned that 
“the deadline for submitting projects for the Bicentennial funds 
was rapidly approaching.” Despite opposition, the PCHC 
persisted and ultimately secured a $25,000 Bicentennial 
grant—the second-largest awarded in Florida.
Less than a month later, on September 24th, 1975, a letter 
confirmed that the Pinellas County Historical Commission’s 
project—then called Heritage Park—had been designated an 
official Bicentennial Project by the State Bicentennial Committee.

By March 1976, the St. Petersburg Times announced that the 
County Commission had “approved $60,000 to construct a 
temporary Florida Cracker-style building to house the new 
museum.” Soon after, the Plant-Sumner House and the House 
of Seven Gables were relocated to the site.
A Vision Realized
On March 31st, 1976, community members and county 
leaders gathered for the dedication of the new open-air 
museum. At the ceremony, County Commission Chair Don 
Jones captured the sentiment of the moment: “This museum is 
honoring those people in the past who were good enough to 
work for the future.”
That vision proved enduring. Today, Heritage Village spans 21 
acres, encompassing 23 historic structures, eight reproductions, 
more than 20,000 artifacts, and tens of thousands of archival 
photographs, maps, postcards, and special collections.
As Heritage Village approaches its 50th anniversary—alongside 
America’s Semiquincentennial—Pinellas County’s Board of 
County Commissioners and community stakeholders continue 
to uphold its founding purpose: to serve as “a museum of 
record, research, and education—dedicated to preserving the 
material foundations of knowledge, especially those relating to 
Pinellas County and the West Coast of Florida.”

To honor this milestone, 
Heritage Village  will 
celebrate with programming, 
events, and exhibits that 
explore our local history 
within the framework of 
our nation’s history. Our 
signature program, The 
Power of Place Oral History 
Inititiave, aims to capture 
and preserve stories from the 
Pinellas County community 
in collaboration with local 
organizations. The initiative 
honors the past and creates 
a legacy, demonstrating that 

every voice contributes to America’s story and fosters connection 
for future generations.
For more information on particpating in The Power of Place 
Oral History Initiative, please contact Monica Drake at 
MMDrake@pinellas.gov.	
Photos courtesy of Heritage Village Library & Archives Special Collection.

George Gramling, Leonard Pucci, 
Ralph Reed, and E. Reinhold Rogers 

in the Country Store built by
the Junior League - 1979

Ribbon cutting at Plant Summer House - 1976House of Seven Gables in transit -1976
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RETIRE? WHAT’S THAT? WHY?
by Ray Ferrara, ProVise Management Group
For Baby Boomers born in 1955, an 
average life expectancy for a man 
was 66.7 and a woman was 72.8 
years, but how things have changed. 
The Center for Retirement Research 
says the average life expectancy is 
three years longer than it was just 
35 years ago. Today about 19.3 
percent of those 65 and older 
are still working, according to the 
Bureau of Labor Statistics, and 8.2 
of those age 75 and older are still 
in the labor force. WHAT? Why not 
retire rather than continue to work?
Make no mistake, many are 
retiring, but some work well into 
their 70s and beyond. Back in the 
good old days, a retiree got a pension for life and then at age 
65 a full Social Security benefit. Today, pensions have been 
mostly replaced by 401k plans, and the Full Retirement Age 
is now 67. 
From a financial perspective many have not saved as much 
as they should have since the average 65-year-old couple has 
$600,000 (not bad), but the median is only $200,000. “Do 
I have enough?” is a common refrain along with a concern 
about volatility in the stock market. Then there is that nasty 
word “inflation” that is keeping people in the workforce longer. 
As a result, many who have retired have been forced to go 
back to work. 
On the non-financial side, you will find that those who are 
better educated have not had to physically work as hard, so 
the body is holding up better and they still feel young and 
ready to go. “What else am I going to do?,” is a common 
statement. Americans are living longer thanks to increasingly 
better medical advancements and care and a healthier lifestyle.
There are those that just love what they do, find the great 
social intercourse from others at work to be a significant part 
of their life, and do not know what they would do if they did 
retire. There are many entrepreneurs who just have it in their 
blood to work because they really love business and people. 
To our way of thinking, retirement is defined by work becoming 
optional and the most important element of success is having 
a financial roadmap to help you get there. Take advantage of 
our one-hour complementary consultation in our Clearwater 
office or by Zoom to start charting your chosen retirement plan.

V. Raymond Ferrara, CFP®, Founder and Executive Chair 
ProVise Management Group, LLC
611 Druid Rd E, Suite 105, Clearwater, FL 33756 
727-441-9022, Info@Provise.com 

The information herein is general and educational in nature and 
should not be considered legal or tax advice. Tax laws and regulations 
are complex and are subject to change.
Investment Advisory Services may be offered through ProVise 
Management Group, LLC.
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HURRICANE RECOVERY EFFORTS
By Brian Scott, Chairman,
Pinellas County Commission 
Pinellas County knows the strength and 
resilience of its people. Time and again, 
we have faced challenges together and 
emerged stronger. Yet even after a year 
post Hurricanes Helene and Milton, 
many of our neighbors, particularly 
those with low to moderate incomes, are 
still navigating the long road to recovery.
That is why I am excited to announce 
the launch of our People First programs, 
a series of initiatives designed to put residents at the center 
of hurricane recovery by awarding millions of Federal 
grant dollars to rebuild homes, find an affordable place to 
live, or get reimbursed from storm related expenses. 
Beginning in October, these programs will provide vital support 
to households who need it most, with a focus on restoring 
homes, stabilizing families, and strengthening communities.
Our first five programs will offer:
•	 Reimbursement for eligible home repairs already 

completed.
•	 Home rehabilitation or reconstruction for repairs not 

yet made or to meet current flood codes and build 
back stronger.

•	 Direct disaster relief payments to help with urgent 
needs such as reimbursement for rent, utilities and 
other financial hardships.

•	 First-time homebuyer assistance, opening doors for 
families ready to put down roots.

•	 Support for local landlords to rehabilitate units and 
expand affordable rental housing.

The good news is you don’t have to figure out which of these 
programs is right for you. When you apply online, you will 
be asked for some basic information, and a case manager 
will help guide you to options that fit your situation. 
We want to make sure help is accessible. Residents will 
be able to apply for these grant programs through our 
website recover.pinellas.gov, by calling (727) 606-3307, 
or at convenient walk-in locations.
Recovery is not just about repairing what was lost, it’s 
about building a safer, more resilient future so get your 
application started today! 
Visit recover.pinellas.gov, call (727) 606-3307, or text 
888777 to learn more and stay informed.
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Bar & Restaurant News
HAPPY BIRTHDAY
The Turkish Flame
Mediterranean Restaurant
opened in September 2024 in 
the space previously occupied 
by Casa Italia. Unfortunately, 
that new restaurant feeling was 
cut short by Hurricane Helene. 
After being completely flooded, 
owners Borah Caliskan and Melis 
Sinoglu, had to start from scratch. 
With a lot of hard work, they 
reopened by Thanksgiving and 
are now celebrating one year in 
business on Indian Rocks Beach. 
It is the sister restaurant to Mio’s 
on Sand Key. 
The eatery serves authentic Turkish 
and Mediterranean cuisine for 
lunch and dinner, from savory kebabs and freshly baked 
flatbreads to falafel and Babaganouj. Turkish Flame is open 
Sunday – Thursday from 11am-9pm and Friday – Saturday 
from 11am-9:30pm. Visit TurkishFlame.com for more 
information or to view the menu.                                                                                                                                                                          
NEW RESTAURANT IN CLEARWATER The District 
Bistro, at 412 Cleveland Street in the heart of Downtown 
Clearwater, is a modern American bistro that is bringing a 
fresh take on comfort and craft. They are a certified Seed 
Oil-free restaurant. The menu showcases craft burgers, 
hand-cut steaks, and seasonal favorites. They also have a 
full bar serving craft cocktails.
They are open seven days a week, Monday and Sunday 
from 11am-9pm and Tuesday-Saturday 11am-10pm. For 
more information, call (727) 221-5641.                                                                                                                                                                          
TEASER ALERT It has been over a year since hurricanes 
Helene and Milton tore through Indian Rocks Beach, leaving 
some businesses unable to reopen. Sandy’s Restaurant, at 
2300 Gulf Blvd, closed permanently when a tree fell on the 
roof, causing significant structural damage. It will not sit 
empty much longer, however. 
Xavier and Valerie De Marchi, the owners of Café De Paris, 
have decided to do something with the vacant restaurant. It 
is still unclear what direction they will go, but if it is as good 
as their pastries and crepes, Indian Rocks Beach is in for 
a real treat. For more information, call (727) 593-0277 or 
follow Café de Paris on Facebook.                                                                                                                                                                          
BYE BYE BREWERY  Clearwater craft brewery Big Storm 
Brewing will be up for auction this month following an 
unsuccessful attempt to file Chapter 11 bankruptcy, 
according to the Tampa Bay Business Journal. Bidding 
will start at $7.5 million for the company’s liquor licenses, 
fixtures and real estate, including the property at 12707 
49th Street North.
The bankruptcy attempt and pending sale followed the 
after the June arrest of owner Leo Govoni for allegedly 
embezzling more than $100 million from a local nonprofit.                                                                                                                                                                                          
RESTAURANT NEWS WANTED If your restaurant has 
news or an upcoming event we can include in this News 
Magazine, please e-mail Lora@MagriffProductions.com or 
call (813) 361-7376.
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Bar & Restaurant News

TAKING BACK HOOTERS After years of ownership by 
private equity groups, Hooters Incorporated Chief Executive 
Officer Neil Kiefer announced plans for a “re-Hooterization,” 
aiming to return the brand to its core founding principles. 
Hooters Inc. and Hoot Owl Restaurants, franchisee groups 
that include several of Hooters’ six Clearwater-based 
founders, completed a buyback of 110 locations last month. 
Company representatives say upgraded restaurants and a 
streamlined menu are planned for Hooters’ second act.                                                                                                                                                                            
SISTER STORE OPENS Shorty’s Breakfast and Gourmet 
Deli, located at 1261 Gulf Blvd in the Shoppes of Sand 
Key Plaza, recently opened a sister restaurant, Shorty’s 
Cuisine, at 1444 South Belcher Road. The new restaurant 
offers dine-in and takeout service for breakfast, lunch, and 
dinner with seating for around 75 guests. They can expect 
scratch-made American cuisine featuring Boar’s Head 
meats and bagels brought in from New York. Beer and 
wine are also available.
For more information, visit ShortysontheDeck.com.                                                                                                                                                                            
CITY HALL EATS Horizon West Bay, Largo’s new mixed-
use city hall, located on the 400 block of West Bay Drive, 
has signed deals with three restaurants/shops that will fill 
the street level storefronts. Parlor Doughnuts, Strachan’s 
Ice Cream & Desserts, and Louis Pappas Fresh Greek will 
welcome customers and city employees in 2026. 
Parlor House, a national doughnut chain with a location on 
South Clearwater Beach, was the first to sign and will be 
open when city hall employees relocate to the new location. 
Louis Pappas and Strachan’s are in the permitting process 
for construction.
For more information about Horizon West Bay, visit 
DowntownLargo.com or Largo.com.                                                                                                                                                                            
WELCOME BACK After a twenty-year hiatus, the Texas-
based burger chain WhatABurger, has returned to Tampa 
Bay and will be opening the first of eight planned locations 
near the Largo Mall. The company originally expanded into 
Tampa Bay in the early 2000s, but closed those locations 
several years later. The new location at 10150 Ulmerton 
Road, previously occupied by Joella’s Hot Chicken, will 
feature a drive-thru, seat 62 patrons, and offer 24-hour 
service. WhatABurger is known for its iconic five-inch 
burgers but now also offers other fan favorites including 
breakfast, customizable sandwiches, creamy pepper sauce, 
and spicy ketchup condiments. The new location is set to 
open in February 2026.
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THE HISTORY OF THE CHRISTMAS TREE:
FROM ANCIENT TRADITIONS TO MODERN LIGHTS

By Pete Magnani, Publisher
The twinkling Christmas tree, a centerpiece of holiday celebration across the world, 
has a story that stretches back thousands of years. Long before it became a Christian 
symbol of joy and togetherness, evergreens represented hope and renewal for ancient 
civilizations facing the darkness of winter.
Ancient Roots: Evergreens and the Solstice
Before the advent of Christianity, people treasured plants that remained green throughout 
the year. During the harsh winter months, evergreens symbolized life’s endurance and 
protection against dark forces. Ancient cultures believed that hanging evergreen boughs 
above doors and windows could keep away witches, ghosts, and illness.
•	 In the Northern Hemisphere, the winter solstice - the shortest day and longest night 

of the year, around December 21st or 22nd - was a time of celebration. Many 
believed the sun was a god who grew weak in winter and regained strength at the 
solstice. Evergreens were a reminder that life would return with the sun’s warmth.

•	 In Egypt, people honored the sun god Ra, by decorating their homes with green 
palms and papyrus reeds as symbols of life’s triumph over death.

•	 In ancient Rome, citizens celebrated Saturnalia, a festival for the god of agriculture, 
Saturn, decorating their homes and temples with evergreen branches.

•	 In northern Europe, Druids—priests of the Celts—adorned their temples with 
evergreens as symbols of everlasting life, while Vikings revered mistletoe for its 
role in their mythology.

Germany: The Birthplace of the Modern Christmas Tree
The Christmas tree, as we know it, began in Germany in the 16th century. Devout Christians brought decorated trees into 
their homes, and when wood was scarce, some built wooden pyramids and decorated them with evergreens and candles.
According to legend, Martin Luther, the Protestant reformer, was the first to add lighted candles to a Christmas tree. Walking 
home one winter night, he was inspired by the brilliance of stars twinkling among the evergreens and recreated the scene 
for his family.
The Christmas Tree Comes to America
In the early 1800s, most Americans saw Christmas trees as foreign or even pagan. Though German immigrants in Pennsylvania 
had been setting up Christmas trees since at least the 1820s, the practice was slow to spread. The Puritans, who settled in New 
England, considered Christmas celebrations to be frivolous and unholy. In 1659, Massachusetts even passed a law making it 
a punishable offense to celebrate Christmas with decorations.
This attitude began to change in the mid-19th century. In 1846, Queen Victoria and her German husband, Prince Albert, were 
depicted in the Illustrated London News standing beside a beautifully decorated Christmas tree with their children. The royal 
couple’s popularity made the tree a fashionable centerpiece of Christmas celebrations—first in Britain, then in America.
From Candlelight to Electric Glow
By the 1890s, imported glass ornaments from Germany and homemade decorations made Christmas trees increasingly 
popular in the United States. Americans preferred taller, more elaborate trees than their European counterparts, often 
reaching from floor to ceiling.
The invention of electric Christmas lights in the early 20th century transformed the tradition. No longer limited by candle 
flames, families could safely keep their trees lit for days on end. Soon, Christmas trees began appearing in public squares 
and became a defining feature of the American holiday season.
The Rockefeller Center Christmas Tree
One of the world’s most iconic holiday symbols, the Rockefeller Center Christmas Tree in New York City, began humbly 
during the Great Depression. In 1931, construction workers at the Rockefeller Center site set up a small, undecorated tree 
to lift their spirits. Two years later, the first officially lit tree appeared—and a new tradition was born.
This year, the tree is a 75-foot Norway spruce from East Greenbush, NY, donated by the Russ family. It will be decorated 
with 50,000 LED lights and topped with a Swarovski star.
Evergreen Facts and Fun Traditions
•	 A freshly cut Christmas tree can absorb up to three quarts of water per day during its first week indoors.
•	 Tinsel, once made from lead foil, was replaced by plastic in the 1970s for safety reasons.
•	 The most popular Christmas tree varieties in the U.S. include the Scotch Pine, Douglas Fir, Fraser Fir, Balsam Fir, and 

Blue Spruce.
A Living Symbol of Hope
From ancient solstice rituals to modern city lightings, the Christmas tree has always stood as a symbol of life, renewal, 
and hope in the darkest days of winter. Whether adorned with candles, electric lights, or cherished family ornaments, the 
evergreen tree continues to bring warmth, joy, and a touch of magic to homes and hearts around the world.
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By Lora Magnani, Publisher
“What kind of bird is that flying around the park? Is that a 
pet that escaped from its cage?” These were the questions 
on many Dunedin residents’ minds recently, after spotting 
a striking blue and gold macaw flying freely through 
Hammock Park.
But the bird isn’t lost — he’s in training. His name is Rio, 
and he belongs to Lauren Reilly, a Clearwater native who 
is turning heads with a unique and growing approach to 
parrot training: free flight.
Reilly, 36, is mother to 11-month-old Cheyenne. She 
wears many hats — bartender, beverage cart attendant 
at the Clearwater Golf Course, hair stylist, and makeup 
artist. But in her free time, she’s often found at one of 
Pinellas County’s many parks, training Rio to soar, 
explore, and return — all without a leash or cage.
“Parrot free flight is when companion parrots are trained 
to fly outdoors, without a leash or harness, and navigate 
their surroundings while reliably returning to their owner 
on cue,” Reilly explained. This advanced form of training 
depends on positive reinforcement, strong recall, and — 
most importantly — a deep bond of trust between bird 
and human.
Rio, a Blue and Gold Macaw (Ara ararauna), turns two 
on New Year’s Eve. Reilly has been working with him 
since he was a fledgling — the stage between hatching 
and achieving full flight capability. He came from Percy 
Wings Aviary, a small, reputable breeder run by Chris 
Armstrong, who also serves as Reilly’s mentor in all things 
avian. Armstrong trains and flies parrots as part of his 
lifelong passion for bird care and conservation.

Reilly’s fascination with parrots began when she was just 11 years old.“I started volunteering at an exotic bird emporium 
on weekends and full-time during the summers,” she said. “I learned so much about different species of parrots and how 
to properly care for these beautiful animals.” Today, she’s the proud “feather mom” of two parrots: Rio and Phoenix, a 
five-year-old African Grey she’s raised since he was two weeks old. Reilly and Phoenix have traveled together to nine states.
Not every bird is a free flight candidate. “Very small birds can get caught in the wind or blown away by strong gusts,” 
said Reilly. “Macaws like Rio are ideal — they’re large, social, and extremely vocal. Their size makes them less vulnerable 
to predators, and their loud calls help locate them if they wander.” She added that parrots respond best to training when 
they’re young, though success also depends on maturity, health, and the strength of the human-animal bond. “Above all, 
the bird must be in peak physical condition. Strong flight muscles and stamina are essential for safe navigation outdoors,” 
she emphasized. While Rio is free-flight trained, Phoenix is not — he wears a harness for outdoor outings.
Despite the beauty of a bird flying free, there are always risks involved — from predators to sudden wind shifts. “That’s 
why recall training, proper conditioning, and choosing the right location are critical,” Reilly said. “It’s not something to take 
lightly. But when done right, it’s one of the most beautiful experiences in the world.”
To enhance Rio’s safety during longer flights, Reilly uses a 
Marshall Turbo GPS tracker. “It’s about the size of a thumb drive 
and attaches securely to a mount on one of his tail feathers. It 
doesn’t affect his flight at all,” she said. The lightweight tracker 
syncs with a receiver in Reilly’s pocket and communicates with 
an app on her phone. “It can track up to 100 miles depending 
on terrain and altitude. I can monitor his location in real time, 
which gives me peace of mind if he ever goes out of sight.”
These GPS trackers were originally developed for falconry — the 
ancient sport of hunting with trained birds of prey — and were 
first introduced in 1974 by L.L. Electronics. Their adaptation for 
parrot training has given free-flight practitioners like Reilly a 
powerful new safety tool.
So the next time you see a parrot soaring above Hammock 
Park, there’s no need to worry — it’s likely Rio, stretching his 
wings in the Florida sunshine, with Lauren close by.
To learn more about Rio, Reilly, and free flight, follow her 
on Facebook or watch her feature on Fox 13 Tampa Bay by 
searching: “Rio Free Flight.”

Flying FreeFlying Free
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LOCAL HOLIDAY EVENTS  

Through January 4th, 5pm-10pm
Largo Central Park Holiday Lights & 
Carnival Rides
101 Central Park, Largo
This family-friendly annual tradition 
presented by the City of Largo features 
a spectacular holiday light display, with 
more than 2.5 million dazzling LED 
lights. It is free to park and walk to the 
view lights, amusement rides are $6 
for one ride, $50 for ten rides. Dogs 
are welcome but must remain on the 
leash at all times. Call (727) 587-6740 
x5014 for more information.
Through January 3rd  
Holiday Lights in the Gardens 
Florida Botanical Gardens,
12520 Ulmerton Road, Largo
The Gardens will sparkle with over one 
million twinkling LED lights in a multitude 
of colors, and lighted figures round out 
our display and wow guests of all ages. 
Donations of $10 per person over 12 
years old are greatly appreciated. 
Donations go to help maintain the 
Gardens and provide programming. It 
also allows the Foundation to improve 
and expand the Gardens, such as the 
recent addition of the Majeed Discovery 
Garden. The Foundation is a not for 
profit 501(c)3.

Through December 23rd,
Wednesday-Sunday from 6-9pm 
except December21st &22nd.
Winter Wonderland
200 block of North Fort Harrison 
and Drew Street, Clearwater
This festive event delights families with 
twinkling lights, real pine trees, and 
joyful holiday cheer, all while supporting 
local children in need.
Winter Wonderland features a lively 
entertainment stage, photos with Santa, 
cookie decorating with Mrs. Claus, a 
hot chocolate shop, and rides on the 
whimsical Holiday Express Train. Guests 
can also enjoy seasonal activities 
like pony rides, bounce houses, and 
more—all set in a beautifully lit village 
that captures the spirit of the season.
Admission is free, and visitors are 
encouraged to bring a non-perishable 
food item or unwrapped toy to benefit 
local charities, including the Pinellas 
Sheriff’s Police Athletic League of 
Lealman. For more information, visit 
ClearwaterCommunityVolunteers.org 
or call (727) 442-2099.
Decemeber 1st, 5-6pm 
Belleair Beach Holiday Social & Tree 
Lighting 
Belleair Beach Community Center at 
444 Causeway Blvd
The town of Belleair Beach invites 
residents only to join them for some 
festive fun and watch the sparkle of 
their beautiful tree lighting! 
December 4th, 6-9pm
Christmas at the Plaza Belleair Bluffs
100 Indian Rocks Rd
Join the Shops at The Plaza for their 
annual Christmas at The Plaza musical 
holiday event. Fresh Brass of Belleair, 
a brass quintet consisting of local 
musicians that perform and teach in 
Pinellas County, will be performing as 
well as the Indian Rocks Beach Christian 
High School Ensemble. Refreshments 
will be served, and the shops will be 
open for this event. 
December 9th, 3-5:30pm
Clearwater’s “Making Spirits Bright” 
Holiday Parade
Island Way Grill at 20 Island Way
Celebrate the magic of Christmas on 
Clearwater Beach! The line up begins 

at 3pm at Island Way Grill. The parade 
will begin at 4pm and travel from Island 
Estates to North Beach Clearwater, then 
to South Beach Clearwater, and finish  at 
Island Way Grill for a holiday celebration 
at 6pm. For more information, email 
Aquilar2@verizon.net. 
December 12th-14th, 19th-21st
5:45-9:30pm Fridays and Saturdays
5:45-8:30 Sundays
Ruldoph Limited at Largo Central Park
101 Central Park Dr.
The city of Largo invites you and your 
family to join them for an enchanting 
journey through a winter wonderland as 
their festive train whisks you around the 
park, dazzling with millions of twinkling 
lights. Marvel at the breathtaking 
displays as you glide through a magical 
tunnel and across a shimmering 
bridge. Experience Largo Central Park 
in a whole new light, while creating 
unforgettable memories with family and 
friends. All riders must obtain a ticket 
to ride. This benefits the Largo Central 
Railroad. Limited availability. Don’t miss 
out on this magical experience! For 
more information, please call or text 
(727) 601-3168.
December 13th, 6:30pm  
Clearwater Yacht Club’s 51st Annual 
Lighted Holiday Boat Parade 
Intracoastal Waterway
Clearwater Yacht club invites you 
to come and celebrate over half a 
century of maritime magic with their 
51st Anniversary Holiday Lighted Boat 
Parade! This lighted, nautical event 
celebrates the spirit of the holidays and 
raises funds for sailing scholarships 
at the Clearwater Community Sailing 
Center for youth in the Boys and Girls 
Club of the Suncoast. The parade 
will launch at 6:30pm north of the 
Mandalay Channel Bridge. It follows 
its traditional route through Island 
Estates, past Coachman Park, and 
along the Memorial Causeway Bridge 
before turning at the City Fuel Dock and 
concluding at the judging area in front 
of Clearwater Yacht Club. Returning 
as Grand Marshal is Laura Moody of 
Fox13 Tampa Bay, aboard the 82-foot 
Monte Fino Yacht, Andiamo. For parade 
routes, more information, or to register 
visit ClearwaterYachtClub.org or call 
(727) 447-6000.



CLEARWATER BEACH NEIGHBORHOOD NEWS Page 17

LOCAL HOLIDAY EVENTS  

December 14th 10am-2pm
The Market Marie
Holiday Extravaganza
Coachman Park 300 Cleveland Street
Explore unique finds from over 130 local 
artisans, indulge in fresh produce, and 
groove to lively holiday beats. Plus, don’t 
miss the chance to meet Santa and Mrs. 
Claus, watch the adorable Pet Pawrade, 
and enjoy family fun with the splash 
pad and playground - all set against the 
beautiful downtown waterfront.
December 18th, 6-8pm 
Deck the Paws at Largo Central Park
101 Central Park Dr.
Don’t miss this paws-itively memorable 
evening in Largo Central Park as SPCA 
Tampa Bay features pet photos with 
Santa. Also enjoy pet friendly vendors, 
food and music as you stroll through the 
holiday lights with your pooch in tow. As 
always, pets are welcome to the Holiday 
Lights, but please make sure they are 
leashed. SPCA Tampa Bay will also be 
on-site sharing adoption information. 
For more information, please call 
(727) 587-6740 x5014
December 20th, 10am-5pm 
Jingle Bell Family Fun Fest
Coachman Park 300 Cleveland Street
Celebrate the season with this immersive 
holiday-themed event, full of décor and 
seasonal music. The event includes 
appearances by Santa and Mrs. 
Claus, several holiday character photo 
opportunities, and festive entertainment.
Family-friendly activities include “Lil’ Miss 
and Lil’ Sir Candy Cane” contest for kids 
and pets, a 20’ snow man bounce house, 
a gingerbread themed obstacle course 
along with a toddler zone, and games.
Jingle Bell Family Fest will include over 
150 local artisans, makers, and small 
businesses offering one-of-a-kind holiday 
gifts and handcrafted goods. Enjoy the 
selection of gourmet bites and seasonal 
treats from local food trucks and culinary 
vendors throughout the event. This fun-
filled day is a great chance to support 
small local businesses and the community.
December 20th, 12-2pm 
Largo’s Old Fashion Christmas Parade
Downtown Largo 
The parade begins at the corner of First 
Avenue and Fourth Street Southwest

and circles the streets of Downtown 
Largo. Hosted by the Rotary Club of 
Largo, the parade features decorated 
floats, local dance troupes, fire trucks, 
marching bands, and Santa Claus. 
December 21st, 9:30am-noon
Breakfast with Santa at the 
Clearwater Marine Aquarium
249 Windward Passage
Bring the whole family to celebrate the 
holiday season. Enjoy a memorable 
morning filled with holiday spirit, 
delicious food, festive crafts, and a 
chance to meet Santa himself! Whether 
you’re crafting ornaments, sipping hot 
cocoa, or taking photos with Santa, 
there’s holiday cheer for everyone. To 
reserve tickets, go to CMAquarium.org.
December 29th 11am-4pm
ReliaQuest Bowl Beach Day 
Hilton Clearwater Beach 400
Mandalay Avenue
Join the teams, their marching bands 
and cheerleaders as they enjoy the sun 
and beaches at the Hilton Clearwater 
Beach next to Pier 60. This fun day 
includes live music, a game of tug-of-
war and other contests from 11 a.m. to 
4 p.m. After Beach Day, stick around 
for Sunsets at Pier 60 featuring artisans, 
music and more while you watch the 
sunset on the Gulf.
Learn more at ReliaQuestBowl.com.
December 30th 5:30-7pm
Chanukah Festival 
Pioneer Park, 420 Main Street, Dunedin
All are welcome to this giant neon 
menorah lighting in the heart of 
Downtown Dunedin. There will be a DJ 
and light show, neon wearables, DIY 
glowsticks, a Kosher food truck, Dreidel 
Man and Chanukah music. This is a free 
event with reservation, please RSVP at 
Yichabad.com/Festival.
December 31st noon
ReliaQuest Bowl
Raymond James Stadium, 4201 North 
Dale Mabry, Tampa
The ReliaQuest Bowl is a college football 
game matching teams from the SEC 
and Big Ten Conference. The Bowl, 
originally known as the Hall of Fame 
Bowl, is celebrating 40 years in Tampa. 
The game is a culmination of a week-
long schedule of events throughout the 
Tampa Bay area. 

The mission of the bowl is to create an 
economic impact in the area, positively 
showcase the community nationally 
and internationally and manage an 
event that adds to the quality of life in 
the area while making a significant 
financial contribution to NCAA member 
institutions. As of the writing of this 
magazine, the two teams had not 
been picked. To purchase tickets, visit 
ReliaQuestBowl.com.
December 31st 8pm-12:30am
Light It Up Clearwater
301 Drew Street, Clearwater
Fireworks will light up the sky at midnight. 
Watch from all along Clearwater Beach, 
especially near the southern end. Note 
that the fireworks will be set off from the 
north end of Sand Key, across the bridge 
from Clearwater Beach. Coachman 
Park at the Baycare Sound is great place 
to watch if you choose to stay on the 
mainland. Many hotels and restaurants 
have special events going on that night 
including Shepard’s, JW Marriot, and 
the Edge Hotel.
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CHILD PEDESTRIAN SAFETY
From the Desk of Sheriff Bob Gualtieri

Most parents teach their 
young children to look both 
ways before they cross the 
street, but there is a lot 
more that kids should know 
about pedestrian safety. With 
Pinellas County schools back 
in session, now is the time 
to make sure that your kids 
know how to keep themselves 
safe while walking to school. 
When possible, kids should 
stay on the sidewalk. If there 
is no sidewalk available the 
next best choice is to walk on 
the shoulder, maintaining a 
safe distance from vehicles. 
If kids are walking in the 
road in a quiet neighborhood, they should stay close to the 
edge. Whenever they are not using a sidewalk, they should 
walk facing oncoming traffic so that they can see any 
potential danger and be ready to react. Avoid horseplay 
near traffic and stay alert – phones and headphones can 
prevent kids from being aware of their surroundings. 
Teach kids to always find the safest place to cross the street. 
Most routes to schools have a crossing guard, so those 
are their best bet. Kids should follow the crossing guard’s 
instructions and only enter the intersection when they say 
it is safe to do so. If a crossing guard isn’t available, they 
should use a marked pedestrian crosswalk. At signaled 
crosswalks, they should press the button to activate the 
flashing lights and then wait until all cars have stopped 
before crossing. Older children who need to cross large 
intersections by themselves should be taught about traffic 
light cycles and cautioned to only cross when the “Walk” 
signal is illuminated. 
No matter where they cross, kids should make sure they 
are visible to drivers. Avoid being obscured by bushes, 
parked cars, or other obstacles. They should pause at the 
curb before crossing, both to see the traffic and to allow the 
traffic to see them. Look both ways and listen too. When it 
is safe to cross, they should move in a straight line, walking 
quickly but not running.
According to Kids and Car Safety, about 50 kids are backed 
over in driveways every week in the U.S., and about two 
of those accidents each week are fatal. Driveways are 
very dangerous for children – there are obstacles such as 
landscaping, and large vehicles with blind spots have a 
hard time seeing anything close to them. At every driveway, 
kids should look and listen to determine if a vehicle is 
occupied and running. Never walk behind or in front of a 
vehicle that is running. Kids should never assume that the 
driver is aware of them. 
Kids should avoid walking in the dark, but with early school 
start times, or even cloudy weather, kids might be out in 
low light. They should wear reflective clothing and have a 
flashlight if they walk at dawn or dusk.
If possible, walk with younger children in the morning 
and meet them after school. As you walk, point out the 
safety rules they should follow, and model safe pedestrian 
behavior yourself. Teach them young so that when they are 
old enough to walk to school or to the bus stop on their 
own, they know about pedestrian safety.
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MIND THE MANATEES
By Pete Magnani, Publisher
It’s snowbird season, when 
northerners flee the winter cold to 
Florida’s milder climate. Humans 
are not the only ones seeking 
fairer climates, manatees need 
warmth as well.
Manatees are widely dispersed 
across Florida’s shallower 
waterways for most of the year, 
but during the colder months, 
they congregate in locations with warmer water.  The warm-
blooded mammals are capable of producing their own internal 
heat and must maintain a relatively high body temperature 
to survive.  They must be in water that is 68° Fahrenheit or 
warmer to avoid cold stress, a potentially fatal condition similar 
to hypothermia. During Manatee Season, from November 
15th to March 31st, manatee flock to warmer locations like 
freshwater springs, which maintain a constant temperature of 
72°, and warm-water discharges from power plants.
Manatees are herbivores with a diet of fresh and saltwater 
plants. As such, they have no canine teeth, only molars suited 
for their diet. Weighing around 65 pounds at birth, they grow 
to between 800 and 1200 pounds in adulthood with females 
generally being larger and heavier than males. 
They frequent shallow and marshy water of the Gulf, Caribbean 
Sea, and African Basin. With the exception of young manatee 
following their mother or adult males courting a female, 
they are generally solitary animals. They spend about half 
the day sleeping while submerged, and the remainder of the 
day foraging for food. Although they live in both fresh and 
saltwater, they require access to freshwater for hydration and 
often remain near freshwater sources like springs and rivers. 
It may be tempting, but intentionally feeding or giving water to 
wild manatees is illegal and harmful as it alters their natural 
behavior. It is also illegal to tough or feed them.
Besides cold stress, leading natural causes of manatee deaths 
are starvation due to destruction of seagrass, predation by 
sharks and alligators, birth complications, and disease. 
Humans are the cause of the majority of deaths, from boat 
propeller strikes, entanglement in fishing gear, and the 
animals getting caught in flood gates and navigation locks. 
To mitigate harmful interactions between manatees and 
humans, the state legislature adopted the Manatee Sanctuary 
Act in 1978, declaring Florida a sanctuary for the mammals. 
The act made it illegal to intentionally or negligently annoy, 
molest, harass, or disturb manatee, and established Manatee 
Protection Zones in which the Florida Fish and Wildlife 
Commission can regulate boat speeds and operations to 
prevent harmful collisions with manatees.  Violations of state 
law can lead to significant fines and jail time.
In cases of extreme harassment causing injury or death, state 
authorities may pursue prosecution under federal laws, which carry 
more severe penalties, including substantial fines and imprisonment.
Manatee season gives us a brief opportunity to see these 
creatures up close in confined environments. Some places to 
see the congregated animals include:
Ellie Schiller Homosassa Springs Wildlife State Park - 4150 S 
Suncoast Blvd, Homosassa (352) 423-5600 
Three Sisters Springs - 917 Three Sisters Springs Trail, Crystal 
River  (352) 586-1170
Crystal River – Visit DiscoverCrystalRiverfl.com for tours, 
charters, and more information on manatee etiquette.
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By Bob Griffin, Local Historian
Everyone has seen fuel trucks running around the Tampa Bay area but what you may not know is that one of those 
companies belongs to a local family whose roots trace back to the first settlers of the county in the 1840s - when horses 
were the main form of transportation.
The McMullen Oil Company is owned by Paul McMullen and his family. Paul is a direct descendent of James Parramore McMullen, 
the first of the McMullen clan to settle here. Paul acquired this business from his father, Daniel (Guy) McMullen.
Guy McMullen started in the oil business in 1930, managing a corner gas station located at what was known as “Five Points,” Gulf 
to Bay Boulevard at Cleveland Street. “This was when gas pumps were really pumps,” says Paul. “The kind that had a glass tube 
at the top, and you pumped by hand.” The gas station was owned and supplied by Standard Oil of Kentucky, part of the larger 
Standard Oil Company of Ohio. The company asked Guy McMullen to represent them in the Pinellas area, and he became a 
commissioned agent, establishing new gas stations  working strictly on commission. 
As he learned the business, Guy struck out on his own and started McMullen Oil in 1932, operating first in downtown Clearwater 
off Seminole Street, supplying oil, gas, and other products directly to area gas stations, and later homes and businesses. 
Guy and his wife, Laura, had four children: Daniel Guy Jr., Paul, and twin sisters, Linda and Laura--the first twins ever born 
at Morton Plant Hospital. 
As the hospital was not equipped for twins at that time, they were kept in an orange crate in the nursery. In an ironic twist of 
fate, it was their great grandfather James P. McMullen who had invented the orange crate years earlier. 
Paul, Linda, and Laura also worked for their dad at McMullen Oil. Guy and Laura raised their family in the Safety Harbor 
area, with all four children following in their father’s footsteps and graduating from Clearwater High School. “I worked in 
the company with my dad, helping build gas stations from the ground up,” remembers Paul, now 86. “Later, I started driving 
the delivery trucks, learning all aspects of the business.” 
Eventually needing a larger facility, the company relocated to their present location off 49th Street and 118th Avenue North, 
in Clearwater. 
Paul McMullen married Janet Wilson and moved into a house in Clearwater, where they raised two sons. Paul bought the 
oil company from his father in 1989, and 
along with his wife Janet, their sons, Brett 
and Paul Jr., their wives, and grandsons, 
Maverick and Austin--have been keeping 
the family business thriving. Today, the 
elder McMullen’s have two sons, three 
grandkids, and three great grandchildren. 
McMullen Oil continues to supply oil 
products to the Tampa Bay Area, as well as 
keeping its legacy in history alive. It is truly 
a family business. The company is located 
at 11965 49th Street North in Clearwater. 
They carry gasoline, diesel, VP race gas, 
oil, and grease. Their gas station at 118th 
Avenue yard carries 90, 91, and 93 non-
ethanol gas and diesel at the pumps. 
They are open to the public five days 
a week, from 6am-6pm. Oil and gas 
are also available for delivery. For more 
information, visit McMullenOil.com or call 
(727) 573-0016.

The McMullen Oil Company - A Family Tradition
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Business Briefs
BEST BEACH RESTAURANTS 
MAGAZINE This free magazine 
highlights many of the best 
restaurants on the Pinellas Beaches. 
The September - February issue is 
out now. It is available at every hotel, 
motel, and accommodation on the 
beaches. You can also pick one up in 
a few locations: CVS in Indian Rocks 
Beach, The Pier 60 Welcome Center, 
Panera on West Bay Drive, Shorty’s in 
the Shoppes of Sand Key, and area 
restaurants. This is the 56th issue.                                                                                                                                                                            
OUR CHILDREN HAVE RIGHTS RECOGNIZED
The DeBartolo Family Foundation awarded Our Children 
Have Rights.org (OCHR) with the prestigious “Spirit of 
Humanity Award” and $25,000. The award recognizes 
OCHR’s child custody and co-parenting workshops, offered 
at no cost to families and community organizations.
OCHR’s strategies create structure, allowing single parents 
to confidently commit to education and training programs 
knowing that childcare duties have been addressed. Their 
workshops showcase early childhood resources like Turbo 
Babies, R’Club Child Care, and Evara Health Institute.                                                                                                                                                                            
ANOTHER SUCCESSFUL TOURNAMENT The Annika 
driven by Gainbridge wrapped up another successful year 
at Pelican Golf Club, located at 1501 Indian Rocks Road, 
last month. This year’s winner was 26-year-old Linn Grant 
from Sweden, the first Swede to win the tournament. Grant 
is now a two-time winner on the LPGA and one of four 
Swedes to win on tour this season.
The purse for the tournament was a hefty $3.25 million. 
Coming in at a -19, Grant took home $487,500. Rounding 
out second and third were Jennifer Kupcho with a -16 and 
Gabby Lopez with a -15.
Another highlight of the tournament was the return of 
Indiana Fever point guard and WNBA star Caitlin Clark. 
She played the front nine with defending champion Nelly 
Korda at the Pro-Am before the tournament began. She 
then finished the inward nine with Northwestern University 
All-American sponsor invite, Lauryn Nguyen.                                                                                                                                                                          
GLOWING GOLF A new take on miniature golf has 
opened in Dunedin. Monster Mini Golf is an indoor,
18-hole monster-themed, blacklight miniature golf course. 
After playing a game or two of Monster Mini Golf, guests 
of all ages can continue playing games and winning prizes 
in the state-of-the-art arcade. They also offer a laser maze 
that will challenge guests to think strategically and harness 
their inner ninja, testing their reflexes and agility while 
racing against the clock.
Monster Mini Golf is located at 1649 Main Street. Visit 
MonsterMiniGolf.com to view their pricing on single games 
or packages. Follow them on Facebook for specials and 
upcoming events.                                                                                                                                                                          
BUSINESS NEWS WANTED If your company has news or 
an upcoming event we can include in this News Magazine, 
please e-mail Lora@MagriffProductions.com or call 
(813) 361-7376.
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CO-PARENTING TO 
ADDRESS CHILDCARE

By Jake Hornstein & Greg Hill, 
Our Children Have Rights.Org 
(OCHR)
Why Childcare Matters to 
Custody & Co-Parenting
Childcare decisions influence 
key components of co-
parenting,  It directly impacts:
•	 Work Schedules: Reliable 

childcare supports both 
parents’ ability to work

•	 Child Support: Costs 
may impact support 
calculations

•	 Child Development: 
Quality childcare is critical 
to school readiness  

•	 Parenting Plans: Childcare is a required component of FL 
parenting plans

Questions to Help Co-Parents Address Childcare in 
Parenting Plans
These are intended to help parents consider the implications 
of addressing childcare so they can make informed decisions 
while developing a parenting plan.
•	 Who gets to choose childcare? 
•	 Who pays for childcare? 
•	 What type of childcare is best? 
•	 How do you choose childcare? 
•	 How do you agree on childcare? 
•	 Who is responsible for transportation? 
•	 How do you communicate about childcare? 
•	 Should you use a co-parenting app to help manage childcare?

What Type of Childcare is Best? 
There are four main types: daycare, nanny, family, babysitter. 
Knowledge of “Standard Daycare” vs “Quality Daycare” 
can influence the approach to clarifying childcare in a co-
parenting strategy.
Standard: Provides basic supervision to keep children safe 
and occupied. 
Quality: Prioritizes qualified staff, curriculum for early learning, 
and an environment that fosters social and emotional growth 
that promotes School Readiness.
80% of brain development takes place from birth to age 
three. Quality daycare helps children enter kindergarten 
ready to learn. And kindergarten readiness is a well-
documented indicator of student success (K-12) and career 
paths. Bottom line, if childcare that promotes early learning 
is a priority, then you should know that it can be clarified in 
a co-parenting strategy. 
If you need help finding convenient and affordable childcare, 
contact us. We can assist with available tools and education for 
utilizing your local early learning coalition, at no cost the family. 
OCHR is a Pinellas-based 501c3 nonprofit that helps parents 
achieve successful co-parenting strategies, at no cost to the 
family. Why? Because Our Children Have Rights. 
Contact Jake & Greg at info@ourchildrenhaverights.com. 
Learn more or donate at www.ochr.org. 
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Community News
SHEPHERD’S VILLAGE
Submitted by Sherry Chandler
At this year’s Shepherd’s 
Village Gala, something 
unforgettable happened, 
something deeper than 
decorations, beyond
the bidding, and more 
enduring than the sunset 
that framed the night.
It started with a powder-
blue retro mini fridge—
unassuming in size but 
bursting with potential. 
It didn’t chill wine or 
hold desserts. Instead, it 
held something far more 
powerful: hope.
Guests were invited to 
write a prayer, a word of 
encouragement, or a truth 
they believed could anchor a mom in her storm. One by one, 
they placed those sticky notes on the fridge. By evening’s end, 
the doors and sides were blanketed in color and compassion. 
Each note—a whisper of faith. A shout of love. A declaration 
that no mom walks alone.
A fridge full of faith, born in a ballroom—but destined for 
something greater.
At Shepherd’s Village, we believe the fridge is more than just 
an appliance. It’s the heartbeat of a home. It’s where meals 
are made, where children sneak snacks, where schedules are 
hung, and where memories begin. It’s where families gather, 
talk, cry, and laugh.
Now, it’s also where faith lives.
That same powder-blue fridge now lives in our Shabby to 
Chic thrifty boutique, adorned with handmade cross magnets 
created by our boutique manager, the same ones each guest 
took home as a reminder that even the smallest acts of faith 
can leave the biggest mark.
But the sticky notes? They found their higher calling.
Each one was carefully gathered, prayed over, and 
repurposed. Now, when a single mom steps into her new home 
at Shepherd’s Village—often after fleeing crisis, instability, or 
even homelessness—she finds her fridge already filled… not 
just with essentials, but with believing hearts.
One of our newest moms, whose story is behind Door #7, 
put it best:
“I wasn’t expecting anything like this… I walked in and saw 
the fridge. I just stood there and cried. It felt like someone 
already believed in me before even meeting me.”
You are seen. You are supported. You are not alone.
Be Part of the Ongoing Story
We’re still building this village one note, one home, one mom 
at a time.
Together, we’re putting faith on the fridge—and grace in every 
home. To help our mission, visit ShepherdsVillage.com/donate.
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DOWNTOWN CLEARWATER ON THE RISE: MAJOR CONSTRUCTION 
PROJECTS SET TO TRANSFORM THE CITY’S CORE

By Jack Donahue, Public Information Coordinator, City of Clearwater
Downtown Clearwater is stepping into an exciting new 
era. Over the next few years, a series of major construction 
projects will reshape the core of the city, adding new 
housing, retail, parking, and hospitality options while 
modernizing streets and infrastructure. Together, these 
investments will create a more vibrant, connected 
downtown that serves residents, attracts visitors, and 
inspires new business opportunities. 
“I am delighted to share the exciting news about the 
upcoming construction projects that are poised to 
transform our downtown area,” said City Manager 
Jennifer Poirrier. “These initiatives will not only enhance 
downtown but also open new doors for business and 
community engagement. We are dedicated to creating 
a vibrant and welcoming downtown for everyone. I am 
confident that these developments will positively impact 
our city’s future.” 
The effort builds on momentum from the $84 million 
redevelopment of Coachman Park and The BayCare Sound, 
which reopened in 2023. Since then, the waterfront venue has hosted more than 100 concerts, attracting more than 
340,000 attendees. 

One of the most significant projects will be the Ballad Hotel, a 10-story Tapestry 
Collection hotel by Hilton planned for the former Harborview site. The 158-
room hotel will feature street-level retail, an underground parking garage, 
and a rooftop bar. Construction mobilization begins this November, with a 
groundbreaking in December. Completion is expected by mid-2027. 
A new public parking garage at the corner of Osceola Avenue and Pierce 
Street will add 397 spaces, EV chargers, and first-floor retail. The facility will 
also guarantee parking for Peace Memorial Church during service times. 
Construction is slated to finish in December 2026. 
At the former City Hall 
site near Coachman 
Park, the Bluff Apartment 
Development will rise 28 
stories and deliver 400 
rental apartments, 10,000 
square feet of retail, and 

a 440-space underground 
garage. The project begins 

in January 2026 and is expected to be complete by April 2028, bringing 
much-needed housing close to the waterfront.
Beginning in early 2026, the Osceola Avenue Roadway and 
Infrastructure Improvements project will upgrade underground utilities, 
widen sidewalks to 10 feet, add lighting and landscaping, and improve 
drainage. Completion is expected in early 2027. 

Work is also underway on the new Clearwater City Hall at 200 S. Myrtle Ave. The 
two-story, 40,000-square-foot building will modernize city operations and public 
meeting space, with phased move-in planned for late summer 2026. 
Meanwhile, the PSTA Clearwater Station, which broke ground in August 2025, 
will replace the Park Street Terminal with a new multimodal transit hub featuring 
EV chargers, bike racks, retail, and real-time transit information. The project is 
expected to finish in early 2027. 
Mayor Bruce Rector added, “We are so excited to see continued growth and 
development of Downtown Clearwater and projects moving forward to complement 
the already successful Coachman Park revitalization and creation of The BayCare 
Sound. We appreciate the community’s understanding and patience in navigating 
around these construction projects while we all work together to make downtown 
and all of Clearwater shine brighter than ever.” 

As construction moves forward, residents and visitors can stay informed on project timelines, traffic adjustments, and road 
closures at MyClearwater.com/DowntownConstruction.

Ballard Hotel Rendering

Bluff Apartment Rendering

PSTA Clearwater Rendering

City Hall Rendering
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Community News
HUMANE SOCIETY OF 
PINELLAS
Thank you to everyone 
who helped make Paws 
for a Cause a tremendous 
success. Because of your 
generosity, they raised 
over $120,000 for the 
community’s pets and the 
people who love them.
Humane Society of 
Pinellas are incredibly 
grateful to their sponsors, 
donors, staff, and 
volunteers. They want 
to thank everyone who 
attended, bid in the silent 
auction, and supported 
from afar. Every dollar raised is going right back into 
programs that protect, heal, and support animals and the 
families who care for them.
Every gift makes a difference - Even $100 can cover the cost 
of a spay or neuter surgery. Thanks to supporters like you, 
Humane Society of Pinellas  performed over 900 surgeries 
last year. If you weren’t able to participate or would still like 
to make an impact, you can make a dedicated donation at 
HumaneSocietyofPinellas.org.

CREATIVE PINELLAS
Creative Pinellas is at a pivotal moment. Right now, 
fundraising is essential to how this community resource 
rebuilds and continues to thrive
They need your generosity to shape what’s next for the 
organization and Pinellas County’s creative community. 
This is about more than keeping the lights on it, it is 
about making sure artists are supported and that creative 
experiences remain accessible. Every donation and every 
show of support helps ensure Creative Pinellas can keep 
delivering the impact you believe in. Visit CreativePinellas.
org for more information on how to support this valuable 
community organization.
CASA PINELLAS
Submitted by Amber Valente
Did you know 89 percent off domestic violence survivors 
reported that their pets had been threatened, harmed, and 
or killed by their partners? CASA Pinellas is dedicated to 
removing barriers to escape and keeping survivors and their 
pets together. CASA is in the less than 19 percent of domestic 
violence shelters nationwide that accept animals, but our 
kennel needs repairs.
Pets are part of the family. This holiday season, give the gift 
of safety and peace to survivors and their furry friends by 
making a tax-deductible donation: CASAPinellas.org/kennel.
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Community News
CLEARWATER YACHT CLUB
Submitted by Holly Shuga
Clearwater Yacht Club is proud to announce its 51st 
Annual Holiday Lighted Boat Parade, returning on 
Saturday, December 13th to dazzle spectators and unite 
the community in a celebration of maritime tradition and 
holiday spirit. This beloved event has become a cornerstone 
of Clearwater’s festive season, drawing families, boaters, 
and visitors from across the region to witness a spectacular 
procession of illuminated vessels winding through the city’s 
waterways. Last year’s milestone 50th parade raised over 
$13,000 in support of youth sailing scholarships at the 
Clearwater Community Sailing Center, benefiting children 
from the Boys and Girls Club of the Suncoast. This year, 
organizers aim to build on that success with even greater 
community involvement and sponsorship support.
The parade will launch at 6:30pm north of the Mandalay 
Channel Bridge. It follows its traditional route through Island 
Estates, past Coachman Park, and along the Memorial 
Causeway Bridge before turning at the City Fuel Dock 
and concluding at the judging area in front of Clearwater 
Yacht Club. Spectators can expect a vibrant display of 
boats decked out in dazzling holiday décor, accompanied 
by festive music and cheer. Returning as Grand Marshal is 
Laura Moody of Fox13 Tampa Bay.
Cash and prizes will be awarded across multiple categories. 
Participation is open to both individual and commercial 
vessels of all sizes, and there is no registration fee. However, 
all entrants must register for a boat number to be eligible for 
judging and prizes.
Sponsorship opportunities are now available for businesses 
and individuals eager to support this cherished community 
tradition and its mission to empower local youth through 
sailing. Interested sponsors are encouraged to contact Julie 
Drolshagen at Julie@floridabeachbusiness.com to learn 
more about how they can contribute to this impactful event.
For boat registration and additional details, please visit 
ClearwaterYachtClub.org/boat-parade. Join us in lighting 
up the night and making waves for a cause that truly matters.
ST. BRENDAN’S CATHOLIC CHURCH 
Submitted by Teresa Brady
On a beautiful weekend in February, the spirit of community 
will be alive and well as members and neighbors gather 
together for our 20th annual yard sale. There will be tables 
brimming with treasures from gently used clothes and 
household items to books, toys, jewelry, and more. 
The event is more than just a sale, it’s a celebration of generosity, 
fellowship, and shared purpose. Volunteers will be working 
tirelessly during the week of the event, sorting donations and 
preparing the hall for the sale. All proceeds benefit local 
charities and needed improvements at the church.
Donations may be dropped off at Mulligan Hall from 9am-2pm 
February 9th-12th. If you require a pick- up of your donations, 
you may arrange that beginning January 19th by calling Ken 
Brady at (661) 917-8337. Early pick-ups are possible. 
The sale will be held Saturday, February 14th from 8am-
5pm (early birds for a fee at 7am) and Sunday February 
15th from 8am-Noon. The church is located at 245 Dory 
Passage Clearwater on Island Estates.

CLEARWATER FREE CLINIC
Mark your calendar for Martinis + Matisse on Saturday, 
January 24th. This evening of cocktails and culture brings 
together people from the community to raise funds to 
provide healthcare services for Pinellas County residents 
in need. This year’s event will be held at the Frank Crum 
building in Clearwater, courtesy of Frank and Brenda 
Crum. 
At Martinis + Matisse, you will experience high-end local 
cuisine, and of course, exceptionally smooth martinis. As 
in years past, each guest will have the opportunity to bring 
home a beautiful piece of donated art. For additional 
information, visit MartinisandMatisse.com or call (727) 
331-8146. Email MChristiano@clearwaterfreeclinic.org 
for sponsorship inquiries.
About Clearwater Free Clinic: Founded in 1977, the 
Clearwater Free Clinic provides comprehensive, integrated 
medical and behavioral health services to low-income 
uninsured residents of Pinellas County. It is located at 1218 
Court Street and is housed in an 11,000 sq. ft. healthcare 
facility. The mission of the Clearwater Free Clinic is to 
deliver comprehensive medical care to uninsured families 
through volunteerism and community partnerships.
MEASE COMMUNITY OUTREACH
Submitted by Lauretta Fernandez
Do you want a fun, rewarding volunteer experience? 
Mease Dunedin Hospital needs your help. We offer several 
opportunities throughout the hospital.
Do you love being out in the community? Our Carelift 
Van Transportation service may be for you. We provide 
free transportation to BayCare hospital campuses for 
those ambulatory members of our community that do not 
have the option of using their own vehicle. The service is 
available Monday through Friday and helps to improve the 
lives of the most vulnerable people in our community. 
Join our team of dedicated volunteers and help brighten 
someone’s day—whether it’s greeting visitors, supporting 
our gift shop, or driving for our Carelift Van Service. Your 
time and compassion can truly change lives.
Start your rewarding volunteer journey today by contacting  
Lauretta Fernandez – Lauretta.Fernandez@baycare.org  
(727) 734-6046 
Tina Huelsman – Tina.Huelsman@baycare.org 
(727) 734-6046
CLOTHES TO KIDS
Submitted by Sarah Shine
Please join us in donating your gently used or new jackets 
this December. The cooler months are here, and we need 
your help to keep every child warm and confident this 
winter! Our goal is to provide every child who shops with 
us a jacket. Our shelves are especially low on sizes for 
elementary and teen boys, but we accept and need all sizes 
from 4T through 4XL.
Are you interested in running a jacket drive? Please reach 
out to Caroline Stroud at CarolineS@clothestokids.org 
Or are you interested in making a financial gift? Please 
reach out to Sarah Shine at sarahs@clothestokids.org for 
more information. Thank you and let’s go, jackets!
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