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HISTORY OF THE DADE CITY GARDEN CLUB

On May 9, 1947, a group of local women met with Miss Thelma Gilbert
and Mrs. John H. Dolcater, Tampa - a past president of the Tampa
Federation of Garden Clubs, to discuss the purpose and organization of a
Dade City Garden Club. The ladies voted to organize the club. Date of
the meeting was set as the second Wednesday of each month, at 10:00
A.M., September through May. The following officers were elected from
the floor:

President: Miss Thelma Gilbert

First Vice President: Mrs. Pearl Bessenger

Second Vice President: Mrs. Mildred Huckabay

Recording Secretary: Mrs. Vee B. Jones

Treasurer: Mrs. Christine Slough

The president-elect appointed the following committee chairmen
following the outline of the Florida Federation of Garden Clubs:

Awards and Finance: Mrs. Mae Peek

Birds and Conservation: Miss Dorothy Lock
Civic: Mrs. Essie Blitch

Distribution: Mrs. Louise Edwards

Flower Show: Mrs. Martha Covington
Horticulture: Mrs. Ruth Massey

Junior Gardens: Mrs. Elizabeth Thomas
Historian: Mrs. Vivian Dayton
Membership: Mrs. Grace Larkin

Visiting Gardens: Mrs. Madelyn Butler
Roadside Development: Mrs. Bernice Felberg
Publicity: Mrs. Vee Jones

Program and Literature: Mrs. Betty Burks

The rate for club dues was set at $1.50 per member until the new club
yvear beginning in September, 1947.

There was a called meeting on May 15, 1947, at the Woman's Club
building for the purpose of discussing the formation of circles. The group
voted to remain as a club until a later date. President Gilbert appointed a
special by-laws committee. Mrs. Mary Weyher was chairman.




On September 10, 1947, the beginning of the 1947-48 club year, the first
meeting was held at the Woman's Club building. It was a banner day.
Club yearbooks were distributed and annual dues paid. The by-laws
chairman presented the constitution and by-laws which were accepted
after some changes presented from the floor. Copies of the by-laws were
promised to each member. President Gilbert appointed five members to
serve on the Board of Directors along with the club officers.

The Dade City Garden Club was accepted for federation with the Florida
Federation of Garden Clubs on April 21, 1948.

During the Annual Meeting on May 19, 1948, a decision was made to
divide the membership and organize into five circles, the being drawn for
each circle, and the chairmen of each designated.

Hibiscus: Mrs. Pearl Bessenger; Hollyhock: Mrs. Mildred Price;
Magnolia: Mrs. Mae Peek; Mimosa: Mrs. Leta Thornton; Poinsettia:
Mrs. Catherine Deal.

The ftirst Flower Show was presented to the public on March 31, 1949, at
the Woman's Club building. Theme of the show was "The Spirit of
Spring", This first show ushered in a succession of eighteen additional
ones, several of which were most outstanding. The 1953 even, theme:
"Old South" held at the Pasco County Fairgrounds building, won the
National Purple Rosette Award, This award is given on the quality of the
entire show from the schedule, staging and theme carried throughout the
presentation., This award is much coveted by all clubs. Dade City also
won the scrap book award the same year.

On May 6, 1949, the Club Charter was filed with fifty-seven names on
the signature list. The list below is as the ladies signed their names:

Mprs. Stanley Cochrane Mers. Everett Thornton
Eurylee Yost Covington Mrs, W.H., Walters
Mers. John B. Burks Nell M. Cook

Mrs. E.H. Lovelace Mrs. T.B. Forsburg
Mrs. Wardell E. Stanfield Mprs. A. F, Spencer, Jr.
Mrs. Ted Borck Mprs. James W, Ellison
Mprs. John P. Chalker Mrs. W. C. Webb

Mrs. Ray Cook Mrs, L.A. Roseman




Mrs. Chas. F. Touchton
Mrs. JR.A. Williams
Mprs. George Nikolar
Mrs, J.T. McKinstry
Myrtice G. Varn

Mrs. V.H, Williams
Mrs. W.P, Cain

Adrs. W. Barfield
Christine G. Slough
AMrs. Wardlaw Jones
Miss 8. E. Coleman
Mbrs, John 8. Burks
Edna P. Turner

Mrs, Carl P, Deal
Jennie H. MacFarland
Mrs, W, Porter Sargent
Mrs. Leslie Bessenger
Mprs. J. T. Helms, Jr.
Mrs, V, C, Tillman

Records for the years between
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Essie E. Daniel

Mrs. R.L. Nall

Mrs, Frank Massev
Mrs. HT, Caldwell
Mrs, W.F, Edwards
Myrtle Congleton
Belle Mead Sonberg
Mrs, J. M. Williams
Mrs. Robert Butler
Mprs. W, Glenn Lester
Mrs, O.L. Dayton, Jr.
Mrs. Geo. B, Wells

Annie H. Blount
Mprs. Charles Touchton, Jr.

Mrs, Sid Larkin
Mrs. H, S, Massey
Mildred Price

Mrs. Emmett Evans

ber, 1949 and September, 1958 are

not available, therefore the history of that period will be sketchy.

Of historical importance during this time are the general club civic
projects. Among these the landscaping of the Dade City Grammar
School, Dade City Armory, Pasco High School (now Pasco Junior High),
Pasco Elementary School, the Chamber of Commerce, Jackson Memorial
Hospital (after both new additions). Dade City Grammar is now Rodney
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similar date in 1965. The apex on West Meridian and Florida 52 and 41
was also a club project. Live Oaks and Red Bud trees were planted on the
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American Legion grounds by the general club Ia

Fach of th circles in the beginning, and now the four circles
remaining, have individual projects. Among these are: Pasco County

7th and 98, Civic Center,




Health Center, Lester Park, Apex South 7th and 98, Civic Center,
Edwinola Park (now Four Seasons Park), Meridian Avenue and Ninth
Street.

Radio Garden Tips were presented monthly, other events included a
bookshelf established at Hugh Embry Library honoring past presidents
and as a memorial for club membpers. Contributions were made to State
Headquarters in honor of past presidents and a contribution to the State
Federation to help buy furnishings for the state building. Several Junior
Garden awards were won during this time.

In cooperation with the city, we worked at planting and tree trimming
around the community. QOur involvement became evident in many as,
cooperating with other civic clubs, we bought and installed a Club
Emblem on the wire Welcome Signboard north of the city.

With records starting September 1958, the incoming president was Joyce
Covington, who called the Executive Board meeting to order and there
were several recommendations presented and approved. These were: (1)
that a contribution be sent to District Il to help sponsor the Annual
Flower Show in Largo; (2) An invitation was sent to District VIII to hold
the 1959 Annual Meeting in Dade City, which was Accepted; (3) Garden
Center Committee asked the city to give the ciub lots 1 and 2 Block 1
LEE's Addition, for a Garden Center. The city declined to honor the
request.

The Garden Center Committee continued to look for available property
to establish a center. On February 18, 1959, the club was called together
by the president to hear their report, to discuss same and vote on their
finding. The committee had found three pieces of property, two of which
were in "Golf Course Estates" one for $5,000 per acre, the other $6,000
per acre. The most desirable spot was the Henry property on south 5th
Street, 2.3 acres for the total of $9,000. It was available for $1,000 down,
and $75 plus interest monthly. On the property were several fruit trees.
After much discussion, the club voted 19 to 8 to purchase the property.

Being a non-profit organization, in oOrder to support the civic projects
and pay for the property, it became necessary to promote many
luncheons, fashion shows, silver teas, bazaars, smorgasbords, plant sales,

bake sales, and a Variety Show held at Pasco IHigh School.
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We owe a great deal to our long-suffering business people, friends, and the
general public, who have been so generous in their contributions. We
must not forget the faithful club members who have helped so much.

With the purchase of the land, our thoughts turned toward getting a
building for the Garden Center. The Committee looked for buildings
which could probably be moved to the property. Consideration of the
Osceola Hotel, which was then on Meridian Avenue, was ruled out.
Other options were the possibility of construction a building. One church
in town wanted to buy part of the property. Club members objected to
selling any of the Iand.

Charles Jackson, then City Manager, met with the club on November 24,
1959, and explained the City's program for the removal of diseased trees,
and trimming of the others. He stated that new trees would be planted,
and asked the president to appoint a committee to act as an advisory
board to the city on this project. Johnnie Ramsey, Agnes Jordan,
Elizabeth Thomas were appointed. Later, after the commissioners had
studied and reviewed the oncoming growth of the city, a joint meeting of
the club and the city fathers was held on March 2, 1960, to discuss
removal of the trees between 7th and 9th Streets on East Meridian
Avenue. John Burks, Mayor, presented facts and the problems as well,
to the 15 ladies who represented the club. The club went on record as
approving the removal of the diseased trees previously designated,
however, they stood firm on having some kind of islands with
landscaping in the two block area. Lengthy discussions ensued but we
lost the island between 7th and 8th Street, and preserved the one between
9th and 10th, thus saving the landscaping there.

Mayor Burks commended the Dade City Garden Club, stating that the
City Commission as a whole saluted the ladies for a job well done, and
congratulated each of the 5 circles for their work in developing and
beautification of various city and county-owned property at their own
expense.

Later, the city began the work east of Highway 301 on Meridian Avenue.
The club was asked to draw up the plans for landscaping those islands.




The club took part in the Dade City Jamboree during 1959-1960, with a
dessert booth, which was highly successful. Junior Gardening, which is
club members working with children in the school, fostered trips to
Lowry Park, Busch Gardens, taking part in the club flower shows;
winning awards was enjoyed by many of these children.

The dedication of and declaring Dade City a Bird Sanctuary took place
May 1, 1965. Signs were then erected at all entrances to the city.

In cooperation with the Chamber of Commerce, routes were mapped out,
and marked through several street in town, designating the "Trail of
Oaks". These streets have many beautiful old oaks which are enjoyed by
our residents as well as many visitors.

After seven years of hard work, at the annual club meeting May 24, 1966,
we celebrated a joyous and happy event. The Land Mortgage was
burned, by Miss Thelma Gilbert, Mrs. Vera Turnbull, Mrs. Elizabeth
Thomas, Mrs. Marge Edenfield, the 1965 club president Mrs. Pat Larkin.
With the exception of Mrs. Larkin, all others were cosigners of the note
purchasing the property. Now, the property being clear of debt, our
striving to get a building started was more exciting than ever. At different
times, discussion came up to build a building large enough to hold
meetings, and add on as funds permitted. However, nothing was worked
out concerning this for a long time.

Concerned with good civic effort, the club was documented as opposing
the making of the north grounds of the courthouse property into a
parking lot. We also went on record opposing removal of the courthouse
dome to add rooms to the existing buildings. These objections were
forwarded to Tallahassee.

A definite stand was taken with the State Federation of Garden Clubs to
save Corkscrew Swamp, a bird sanctuary, in the Fort Myers area. Real
estate developments had been draining away life-giving waters that
maintain the swamp's cypress trees and animal life. The National
Audobon Society acquired four square miles of additional land to protect
the swamp. The Ford Foundation matches every $2 with $1. The clubs
were asked by the Federation to assess each member $.25. Each circle
responded 100%.




Mprs. Ray Knappee, District VIII Director, was introduced as guest speaker
at a general meeting. She presented the aims, and goals of the Florida
Federation. She told about the Junior Gardener's Camp near Ocala

which is a nature camp. A child would qualify to attend by showing an
interest in the camp. A few of our youth have had the opportunity to

attend a newer camp, with the individuals in the club or circles providing
the funds.

The club has decorated for some of the annual Jackson Memorial
Hospital Charity Balls, a fund raising event to raise funds annually for
this hospital.

The club and circles in continuing with our civic efforts, also our fund
raising, want to extend gratitude to all the citizens and merchants for their
patience and efforts on our behalt, and also for helping us to make a
dream come true, the Saint Rita Catholic Church, which is now our club
house. This church, built in 1913 on the corner of 14th and Robinson,
with several additions throughout the years. A new church building was
erected east of this building on the same property. The stained glass
windows were designed for use in the new building, and without these
windows, the building now became saleable for $1,000, with the buyer
having the task of moving it off the premises. The Garden Club
president, Mrs. Inez Jeter, with some other members of the club, began to
check with the city, Tampa Electric Company, Florida Telephone Corp,
and a moving company, as to the feasibility of moving the building to our
property site. About the time the estimated cost was established, the
Church people decided to give the club the church building.

With this information, the president called a special meeting in the
church building in August 1976 to present the information. There was
much excitement and enthusiasm, with some members saying they could
not visualize a club house being "restored" from this church building.
After much discussion, a vote was taken with the majority of 19 ayes to 7
nays to accept the building. Plans began immediately to move the
building to our site at 1000 5th Street. First, several trees were removed
from the foundation site. The city also removed many tree limbs along
the moving route. Mr. Tillman Smith, a building mover from Lakeland
began the great responsibility. The club hoped that the steeple could be
removed, so it could be used as a gazebo on the club grounds. However it
had to be torn off. Finally it was ready to be slowly moved to the street,
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to start the journey to the club property with Florida Telephone, Tampa
Electric Company, the city street workers all taking down poles and
electric wires and street signs. Thanks to Mr, Bob Roberts, Standard Oil
dealer, for taking down the fencing around his property to make a passage
way. On this property the building stood until next day when the
Journey was completed. At this point most of the savings account was
depleted with less than $1,000 left. Mr. John R. White, an architect from
Brooksville had done an architectural design for some residents in Dade
City, and gave freely of his time to draw the foundation plans to set the
building. The church was still mounted on the moving beams. A
proposed inside restoration floor plan sketched by the president and the
committee was presented to the club for their approval. The blueprint
was then drawn by Mr. Lawrence Puckett, Mr. White putting his
architectural seal with no charge to the club, or did Mr. Puckett charge
any fee.

At the time the club voted to undertake the challenge of our dreams
which now was coming true, we knew we would need an attorney. With
Mprs. Patti Brewton in the club(wife of attorney, Bill), we and she began
asking for legal advice. Right at this time a decision had ro be made as to
hAow much we should go into debt, to provide a place in which to hold
our club meetings. Mr. Brewton legally advising us to borrow $10,000
for this first step, we acquired three estimates with Mike Giella, under
Covington, & Giella Contractors Company, submitting the estimate the
club chose to use in restoration of the building, The work began in the
spring of 1977. Again we soon realized the loan was not going to be
sufficient to complete the job. The president, acting on behalf of the
club, asked Mr. Giella if he would consider or be interested in completing
the job and taking over the mortgage. He said he preferred a co-partner,
but he would complete the job. With this decision another called
meeting was held. The club voted in favor of this move. The legal
matters concerning the borrowing of the first money, and what else was
involved were taken care of by Mr. Brewton, acting as our attorney. He
is and will remain at the top of our list of people to whom our deepest
gratitude is given, for his continuous service to our club.

As the building was nearing completion, the Garden Center Fund Raising
Committee began to realize that the mortgage would be much less if we
hared our needs with the public. A letter was written by this committee
concerning these needs and mailed to many people. The responses were




overwhelming, those wanting to contribute in specific ways, namely:
memorials, kitchen equipment, (stove, refrigerator), carpeting, draperies,
wallpaper, lighting fixtures, furniture. Many landscaping plants were
contributed, the larger ones coming from the yards of Mrs. R.K,
(Madelyn) Butler, Mrs. Carl (Catherine) Deal, and Mrs. J.F. (Inez) Jeter.
Two podocarpus, 2 bottle brush, a palm and a loquat tree, these being so
large, the Oakley Tree moving service contributed the labor and
equipment to move them. Smaller plants were all azaleas on the south of
the building given by Mrs. Cassie Dowling, the crepe myrtle on the north
by Mrs. C.F. (Thelma) Touchton, Jr. All the grass sod was contributed,
delivered and placed by Mr. and Mrs. Freeman K. Polk, with Pasco
Junior High School students actually laying the sod. Many other
contributions, large and small were given, some contributing time and
labor, others of the membership pledging later contributions. The white
azaleas around the tree on the northwest corner of the building were
given by Madelyn Butler in memory of all the deceased club members.
The red azaleas on the northwest corner in honor of past presidents by
Mrs. J.T. Jeter. An Appreciation Wall Plaque, also a wall plaque for
memorials was especially prepared for Open House December 4, 1977,
which drew an overwhelming attendance record, helping to celebrate the
long dream come true.,

A brief on accomplishment on the grounds: on Arbor Day, January
1977, a Magnolia tree from Madelyn Butler's yard was planted in honor
of Miss Thelma Gilbert, who was the organizer and first president of the
Dade City Garden Club, having served started May 19, 1947. Rays' Ruby
Azaleas and bottle brush on the northwest corner of the property around
the tree, were donated by Inez Jeter. On Arbor Day, January 1978 a
Memorial Camellia Garden was dedicated and eight camellias planted, in
memory of loved ones by the Memorial Garden Chairman, Madelyn
Butler and other members. January 1979 Arbor Day a large Alba Plena
(white) camellia, contributed by Madelyn Butler was planted on the
northwest side of the grounds honoring and in dedication to Mrs. J.F.
(Inez) Jeter who was club president from 1976 to 1979. It also honored
her husband, J.F. Jeter, who each gave many hours of work to the Garden
Club.

Another Memorial camellia garden has been started on the north side for
the enjoyment of the handicapped, where their entrance and parking
spaces are located. Other events since the Garden Center Open House







