
 

Scenic Sumter Heritage Byway | Eligibility Application Document | June 2012 2-7 
 

2.1.5. Universal Criteria Review 

The FSHP Manual outlines ten criteria that are considered the basic elements of a Florida Scenic Highway 
designation. These elements either relate directly to the Byway corridor and its resources or to the actions or 
plans necessary to ensure implementation and continued success. 

Universal Criteria 1: Resources must be visible from the roadway. 

All of the significant resources along the corridor are visible from the roadway by proximity, access or signage. 
The CAG has established a viewshed of “as far as the eye can see” to ensure that significant contributing 
resources are made part of the designation. As part of the resource assessment process, the Resources Map 
(Figure 9) was developed to highlight the locations of many of the corridor’s intrinsic resources and to show they 
are both continuous and significant. This map shows the incredible depth and variety of contributing resources 
located along the Byway and confirms its value for consideration as a designated scenic highway. The following 
discussion highlights some of the most significant intrinsic resources by category. The resources discussed 
represent only a small sampling of the resources noted on the map although there are many more waiting to be 
discovered by the Byway traveler. 

As discussed in Chapter 1, this 62 mile corridor passes through a number of unique communities and contains a 
broad range of resources including old growth oak forests, broad pasture lands, eclectic towns with tree lined 
streets, and the rich flood plain of one of Florida’s most beautiful rivers. These scenic resources are backed by 
heritage resources including civil war era cemeteries, historic communities, battlefields that helped shape 
Florida, and the honorary resting place for hundreds of patriotic warriors who defended the cause of liberty. Each 
resource has a very special story to tell. Hundreds of stories, each building on the next, document the region’s 
beauty, opportunity and history. Intertwined and combined, they make up the story of the Scenic Sumter 
Heritage Byway. The corridor’s story will be outlined later in this document and then further refined during the 
Designation phase. For now it is important to begin to document the specific resources that meet the test of 
“viewshed” as discussed previously in Section 2.1.2. 

To ensure the resources of this corridor’s viewshed are accurately documented, and the story each tells is 
accurately developed, the corridor is best discussed one resource type at a time. Individually, each of these 
resource types makes a significant contribution to the Byway story. When combined, as proposed for this 
designation, they offer a glimpse of hundreds of years of beauty and tradition. Truly the three “scenic” resource 
types along with the supporting “heritage” resources highlight the richness and beauty of this rural area in west 
central Florida. To travel our Byway is like taking a step back in time when large farms and pasture lands were a 
way of life, and moss draped oaks dotted the landscape. It’s a corridor that highlights the beauty of Lake 
Panasoffkee, cypress trees with their knobby knees protruding from wetlands, and long stretches of the 
Withlacoochee River meandering through the countryside. The scenery brings thoughts of sipping sweet tea on 
a hot summer afternoon on the broad front porch at one of the many historic homes found along the corridor. 

The personality of each resource type is unique in what it offers but the contribution each makes to the overall 
byway turns a special corridor into a significant statewide resource. Each plays a key role and is integral to 
the Byway’s overall bounty. A sampling of these resources and their stories are presented as follows. 
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Scenic 

Scenic resources may include a combination of natural and manmade features that give remarkable character to 
the visual landscape. These resources are striking in appearance and provide a pleasing and memorable 
experience for the viewers. 

Agri-tourism 

A visit to Sumter County takes you back to a simpler time, where you could savor the beauty and wonder of 
nature, while experiencing a lifestyle rich in the sights, sounds and smells of an agricultural community lifestyle. 
The county is blessed with great natural beauty, an abundance of wildlife, and rich agricultural experiences.  

Although it is said that “beauty is in the eye of the beholder” it is hard to believe that any visitor to the area would 
not be awe struck by the image of green pasture lands that seemingly stretch forever with horses and cattle 
grazing slowly on the green grass. Farm after farm borders many of the segments of the byway, and offers a 
view that’s very different from the coastal cities and beach life that Florida has come to be known for. Locals 
believe deep-down, that Sumter County is truly the “Heartland of Florida”. There are several equestrian farms 
and stables that dot the corridor, but traditionally, Sumter County is cattle country. 

 

It is known far and wide that Sumter County has been helping to supply the country with its evening meal for a 
very long time. Beef, it’s what’s for dinner, a well known slogan for America’s beef industry, is a well respected 
mantra along the corridor. Cattle ranches with open pasture land, long fence rows and rolled bales of hay 
stockpiled in a pasture are a common occurrence along the 62 miles of Byway that pass though the “Heartland 
of Florida”. 
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Eagles, Herons & All Things That Fly  

Bird watching in a scenic setting is one of the most enjoyable and relaxing 
outdoor sports in the nation. Visitors to the corridor will experience the 
beauty of ospreys, anhinga and many species of duck as they glide across 
the waters of Lake Panasoffkee. Sand hill cranes are attracted to the 
corridor’s open grasslands, meadows, and wetlands where they 
congregate to hunt their next meal. Visitors will enjoy seeing egrets and 
herons of many kinds wading the shallows of the Withlacoochee River and 
even wild turkey at sunrise walking warily along most every road on the 
corridor. Probably the most spectacular, are the bald eagles commonly 
spotted soaring in the sky on the lookout for their next meal. There at least 
3 active bald eagle nests located in close proximity to the Byway. 

To experience birds of a slightly different feather, come out and watch the 
radio controlled airplanes that are the pride of the local flying club 
members as they tempt gravity and their aeronautical skills on a beautiful 
fall day. 

Lake Panasoffkee 

Sumter County is home to over 50 lakes, the largest of which is Lake Panasoffkee. Commonly known as a 
world-class freshwater fishing destination, Lake Panasoffkee also offers pristine beauty and unmatched scenery 

to satisfy every outdoor enthusiast. With many fish 
camps and lodging facilities surrounding the lake, the 
Byway traveler will be made to feel right at home while 
chasing “the big one”. 

There’s nothing better than standing on the Pana Vista 
Lodge boat dock in the evening as the sun sets through 
the moss covered oak trees. As the sun drops below the 
horizon, the last glimpses of light reflect off the calm 
waters of the lake and silhouette fishermen in boats 
trying to get one more cast in before the day comes to a 
glorious end. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

     
        Pana Vista Lodge Cabins 
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Webster Loop 

A drive along the Webster loop on the outskirts of the City of Webster is like a drive back in time. Imagine a 
simpler lifestyle when the streets were narrow and you’d be just as likely to pass a horse drawn wagon as you 
would a family station wagon. Most that drive this loop are headed to other places, but just slow down for a 
minute and you’ll notice cattle staring back at you along every fence line as they probably wonder “what’s  
the rush?” 

 

If you’re lucky you’ll encounter deer or wild turkeys on a foggy morning that are more interested in breakfast than 
they are in you. For those who like tree lined streets, Shoe Factory Road is the place to be on the corridor. Long 
portions of this loop are lined with oak trees that according to the old-timers are hundreds of years old. These 
sentinels for the ages stand shoulder to shoulder and offer the traveler a shady mid-day respite from the norm. 
Oaks with fern covered branches, a whisper of a breeze, and cicadas in the distance make for a special 
experience along this leg of the byway that is truly off the beaten path. 

National Cemetery 

As a monument to our nation’s fallen heroes, the Florida National Cemetery is located within, and embraced by 
the Withlacoochee State Forest. The rolling lawns and stark marble headstones of this special place serve as a 
timeless monument to the men and woman who have protected our country through the ages. These heroes are 
nestled among the stately moss covered oaks, multi-colored ornamentals and green grass to create a tranquil, 
respectful and purely “southern setting”. 
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The Florida National Cemetery was established on June 1, 1988 as the fourth national cemetery in the state. 
Situated on 517 acres, the cemetery serves over 1.9 million Veterans in Florida and features a Memorial 
Pathway that is lined with a variety of memorials that honor America’s Veterans of 20th-century conflicts. Over 
7,000 burials are conducted each year and military honors are provided by the Department of Defense. 
Thousands of people visit the Florida National Cemetery each year to attend committal services, visit gravesites 
of loved ones or to just enjoy the peaceful setting in respectful observance of our nations’ heroes.  It is truly a 
treasured resource along this Byway corridor. 
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Withlacoochee River 

Serving as the western border of Sumter County, the Withlacoochee River offers miles of riverfront beauty and 
recreational opportunities. The long, lazy Withlacoochee winds through the northern reaches of the corridor as a 
paradise for fisherman and wetland home for a dozen species of birds and mammals considered rare elsewhere 
in America. You can look out from one of the boat docks along the river at the sometimes 1,000 year old, 
beautiful cypress trees that line the river and think of the generations before that have seen the same timeless 
scenery offered by this grand old river. 

 

Webster: The Flea Market Town 

The term flea market signifies an outdoor market 
where antiques, used household goods and other 
various items are sold “for the deal of your life”. 
Webster’s flea market traditions started with the 
Farmers Market in 1938. Today the City offers a 
“scenic experience of another kind”. The Webster 
West Side Flea Market is one of the largest of its 
kind in the nation and has been operational for over 
50 years. Thousands of visitors frequent this 
festival of opportunity each year to experience the 
sights, sounds and aromas of an event that is truly 
a piece of Americana. 
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Sumter County Court House 

Sumter County’s first courthouse stood in Sumterville until 1909 when it was destroyed in a fire. A vote was 
conducted in 1912 between the towns of Wildwood and Bushnell to determine the location of the new structure 
with the Bushnell location being selected by the slimmest of margins. The completion of the Sumter County 
Courthouse was a much anticipated event as local residents watched with great excitement as each brick was 
laid. The Courthouse with its red barrel tile roof and stately pillars looks out over the City of Bushnell as one of 
the moist beautiful structures in the entire County. Visitors to the City can’t help but be drawn to its beauty and 
architectural style as it stands resolutely for what the people of Sumter County believe in – hard work, family, 
friends and fellowship. 

 

Natural 

Natural resources occur naturally in the environment. Examples include wetlands, marshes, geological features, 
forests, landforms or topography, as well as bodies of water and vegetation that are indigenous and 
characteristic of Florida and its differing regions. These resources should show minimal evidence of exotic 
vegetation and adverse human disruption. 

In many ways the natural resources of this corridor are its scenic resources. The Scenic Sumter byway is 
blessed with an abundance of natural communities that boast a dramatic scenic component.  

Withlacoochee River 

The Withlacoochee River is one of two rivers in the state to be named 
the same, and the southern Withlacoochee River (Sumter County) is 
unusual because it flows north to the Gulf of Mexico. A large portion 
of its approximately 150 miles flows through the Withlacoochee State 
Forest. Surrounded by lush cypress, gum and maple trees, the river 
twists and turns through gorgeous swampland and breathtaking 
scenery leaving the Byway visitor with a profound appreciation for 
nature and all it has to offer. The River is bursting with wildlife ranging 
from eagles to alligators that appreciate the bounty of this natural area 
as much as the humans do. Sit quietly for an hour along its winding 
banks to get a true appreciation for the natural wildness of this river 
and all that call it home. 
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Jumper Creek Wildlife Management Area 

Jumper Creek WMA contains more than 10,000 acres along the east side of the Withlacoochee River within the 
Withlacoochee State Forest. Managed by the FWC and the Florida Forest Service, most of this area consists of 
floodplain forest and oak-cabbage palm hammock. Jumper Creek is considered a blackwater creek that flows 
north into the Withlacoochee River, through the center of the County and subsequently the Byway corridor. 
Recreational activities include hunting, fishing, wildlife viewing, primitive camping, biking, hiking and excellent 
paddling opportunities. 

 
 

Lake Panasoffkee 

The community of Panasoffkee, meaning "Valley of 
Water" in the Indian Language, was settled around 
1880. Since that time people have flocked to Lake 
Panasoffkee to enjoy the fishing, hunting and natural 
beauty of this spring fed lake. In the dark, damp 
muckland areas that lie adjacent to the Lake and just 
a few feet off of the Byway, alligators sleep peacefully 
on a summer afternoon while high-stepping egrets 
and herons wade in the shallow water looking for their 
next meal. Great flocks of white ibis wheel in unison in 
the sky while cormorants dry their feathers after a day 
of fishing for their dinner. 
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Recreational 

Recreational resources provide either active or passive outdoor recreational activities directly dependent upon 
the natural elements of the landscape. These activities may include boating, fishing, hiking, canoeing, camping 
(RV/trailer and tent), biking, wildlife viewing, horseback riding, driving, hunting, and picnicking. 

Florida Bass Conservation Center 

The Florida Bass Conservation Center is located south of Webster on 
the site of the old Richloam Fish Hatchery. This state-of-the-art 
freshwater fish hatchery and research facility, managed by the 
Florida Fish and Wildlife Conservation Commission is dedicated to 
conservation of the Florida largemouth bass and other freshwater 
sportfish. The facility includes an impressive display aquarium and 
interpretive center that overlooks the hatchery so visitors can get a 
firsthand look at fish production efforts. A stocked pond is also open 
for public fishing on the site. This modern research facility and 
interpretive center (funded by fishing license dollars and the Federal 
Aid in Sportfish Restoration Act) will surely provide an educational 
and entertaining experience for visitors along the Byway corridor. 

Sumter Equestrian Center 

The Sumter Equestrian Center located along the Byway in Bushnell is one of the most unique horse show 
facilities in Central Florida. Established in 2003, the facility offers dozens of competitive shows each year. These 
events draw hundreds of participants and audiences from around the state. 

Lake Panasoffkee 

This special resource features some of the best fishing in the state. The Lake Panasoffkee preserve 
encompasses close to 10,000 acres of lush floodplain, fresh water marshes and cypress swamp. The lake offers 
numerous access points for fisherman and boaters and supports a fish camp community reminiscent of 
1950/1960s Florida. What was once destined to be a great city of the late 1800s, now attracts visitors seeking to 
land a record-setting bass or just a day of floating on the water and enjoying the scenery. 

Withlacoochee State Forest 

The Withlacoochee State Forest is the third largest state forest in 
Florida. Its size and diversity offers visitors a variety of natural 
communities, wildlife and recreational activities to choose from. 
Declared as one of the “10 Coolest Places You’ve Never Been in 
North America” by the World Wildlife Fund, the forest is a haven 
for the outdoor enthusiast. Activities include miles of trails for 
hiking, bicycling, horseback riding, and canoeing.  Seasonal 
hunting is also available. Campgrounds and off-road facilities for 
motorcycles and all-terrain vehicles criss-cross the forest. The 
Forest is a part of the Florida Trail Trotters program that 
encourages horse riders to take a grand tour of Florida’s state 
forests on horseback. 
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Additionally, the Forest is part of the Trail Walker Hiking Program that encourages participants to improve their 
level of physical fitness and be exposed to some of Florida’s most pristine recreational resources at the same 
time. The Withlacoochee State Forest is also part of the Florida Scenic Trail and the Great Florida Birding Trail 
that highlight the best of the best in passive recreational opportunity.  

Wild Bills Airboat Tours 

Located at the northern terminus of the corridor, Wild Bill’s Airboat Tours takes the visitor back to nature in a 
very unique way. An airboat ride on the Withlacoochee River is a thrilling way to experience Florida’s wildlife in 
an unspoiled, natural way. Wild Bill’s airboats will carry you through the Withlacoochee swamps providing the 
opportunity to see and experience Florida’s natural abundance (as shown in the corridor video associated with 
this Eligibility Application). 

Sumter County Parks Department 

The Scenic Sumter Heritage Byway corridor is an “Outdoorsman’s Paradise” that provides access to recreational 
opportunities through dozens of facilities along its 62 miles. Many of these access points are made available 
through the Sumter County Parks Department. In part, the County Park Department’s mission is to “provide high 
quality facilities that preserve the County’s natural environment for the community”. Specific county resources 
located along the Byway corridor include: 

 Marsh Bend “Outlet” Park (CR 413): Located on 
the Outlet River between Lake Panasoffkee and the 
Withlacoochee River, this County Park offers 
boating access to these water resources from two 
concrete boat ramps. Other amenities include 
covered pavilions, picnic tables with grills, a fishing 
pier, pet station and restrooms. This facility also has 
a sand volleyball court and access to local hiking 
trails. 

 
 Lake Panasoffkee Recreation Park (CR 459 west 

of CR 470): This Park offers a broad array of 
recreational opportunities including baseball and 
multi-purpose fields, basketball, tennis and volleyball courts, picnic tables with grills, and the parks 
permanent pavilions that attract users year-round. Restrooms are also available. 
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 Rutland Park (SR 44): Located at the northern end of the 
Byway corridor, two boat ramps located in this park offer direct 
access to the Withlacoochee River. Lined with cypress trees 
this park allows visitors to enjoy all that is natural about the 
River and experience a special community that has existed 
unspoiled since the region’s pioneers first saw it in the 1800s. 
Two picnic tables and a grill are available in a shady spot 
directly adjacent to the river. 

 
 Roy “Bug” Story Park (C-478A): Located in Webster and 

named after a noted community advocate, Roy Bug Story Park provides a boat ramp for access to Gant 
Lake and a fishing pier. Other Amenities include picnic tables with grills and a covered pavilion. 
 

 Shady Brook Greenway Park (CR 470): Newly 
constructed, this County facility is nestled between I-75 and 
the CSX railroad tracks. Featuring a boat ramp with access 
dock for canoes and kayaks, and a picnic shelter with 
tables and a grill, it is the perfect place to test that new 
fishing lure. 

Bed & Breakfasts 

Recreation doesn’t have to be fast paced or actually require any 
movement at all. The Byway corridor is home to several traditional 
bed and breakfast resorts that offer southern style hospitality, good food and lots of quiet.  The Cypress House 
Ranch Bed & Breakfast located in Bushnell is a large, rambling log home built in a welcoming old Florida style 
set in the midst of acres of wooded ranch land. Visitors to this bed & breakfast enjoy wooden rocking chairs on 
the wide wrap-around porch over-looking moss hung oak trees and horse stables. The Veranda House B&B also 
located in Bushnell, and Our Fathers Haven B&B near the Withlacoochee State Forest offer peace, solitude and 
an oasis of southern comfort and style. 

Antiques & Uniques 

Antique shopping in Sumter County offers 
a wide array of options. Most every city 
along the Byway corridor has unique 
antique shops and the Webster Flea 
Market is one of America’s largest. 
Bobby’s Antiques in Coleman offers both 
antiques and a hands-on history lesson as 
a result of the historic buildings that have 
been moved to this location over the years 
to form a small heritage village. Beville’s 
Corner Flea Market offers books, antiques 
and locally grown vegetables and at Mr. 
D’s Nue Beginnings in Sumterville you’ll 
find exactly what you didn’t know you were 
looking for as you explore his antiques 
and uniques. 
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General James A. Van Fleet Trail State Park 

This trail is officially designated as part of Florida’s statewide 
system of greenways and trails. It stretches for 30 miles 
from Polk City to the community of Mabel, near the southern 
terminus of the Byway. Named after a distinguished 
American combat commander who fought in three wars, the 
trail passes through the Green Swamp Wilderness Preserve 
containing a variety of habitat types including sandhills, 
flatwoods, oak hammocks, river swamp and cypress ponds. 
The trail is an excellent place for bird watching and wildlife 
observation ranging from mammals, amphibians, reptiles 
and butterfly species. This incredibly straight trail has only 
one curve in its entire length and because it’s paved, it is 
very popular for inline skating, bicycling, jogging and hiking. 

Historic 

Historic resources embody the distinctive physical elements in the landscape, either natural or manmade, that 
reflect human actions in relation to past events, sites or structures. These historic resources symbolize an 
important era in Florida history and serve to educate viewers while providing an appreciation of the past. 

Dade Battlefield 

Sumter County’s rich, 150-plus year history began even 
before it was established as Florida’s 29th County in 1853. 
Not surprisingly, Native Americans were the earliest 
settlers in Florida including what would eventually become 
Sumter County. The Dade Battlefield marks the site of one 
of the most important events in the early history of the 
region. The Seminole resistance to removal to a 
reservation by the US Government brought about the 
Second Seminole War. The war started in December 1835 
when a column of 107 U.S. soldiers led by Major Francis L. 
Dade were attacked by Seminole warriors at what became 
known as the Dade Battle. Today this battle is 
memorialized with a State Park and visitor center that describes the events and implications of this significant 
battle on the history of Sumter County, Native Americans and the State of Florida. 

City of Bushnell 

People began moving into what would eventually become the 
City of Bushnell in the 1870s. Named after John Bushnell, a 
surveyor for the Florida Railway and Navigation Company, the 
community became a magnet for settlers looking for a sense of 
place and became an official Florida City in October 1885 with 
the creation of a U.S. Post Office on Main Street. Methodist, 
Baptist and Presbyterian congregations were quickly 
established and a new bank, hotel and the community’s first 
physician helped shape the city. 
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Today, the City’s historic downtown core has several of its original structures remaining. As mentioned earlier, 
the Sumter County Courthouse, built in 1914, looks out over the City as a sentinel to the community’s  
proud history. 

City of Webster 

First settled in the 1850s, Webster was originally called “Orange Home”. The U.S Postal Service rejected the 
name because it was already in use and the Postmaster gave the City a new name; “Webster”, after the 
Webster’s Dictionary that sat on his desk at the time of his decision. By 1882, the fledgling town had a saw mill, 
cotton gin, grist mill, school and wood and iron shops. 

During its early years, the City’s success 
revolved around agri-business and was 
commonly referred to as the “Cucumber 
Capital of the World”. It is also the home of 
the Parson Brown Orange named after a 
pastor from Webster (N.L. Brown) and 
recognized as one of the sweetest orange 
varieties ever discovered.  

Because of several very cold winters 
accompanied by freezing temperatures 
experienced in the late 1800s, the citrus industry declined and was replaced by cattle ranching as a primary 
component to the City’s economic base. Today the City is known worldwide for its farmers market and numerous 
flea markets. The Sumter County Farmers' Market organized in 1938, was the result of a group of area farmers 
organizing a co-op in which they could sell their farm products.  Livestock sales are held each week along with 
the sale of vegetables.  A "flea market" began, along with the sale of the farm products and is now one of the 
largest in Florida. 

National Register of Historic Places & Other Special Resources 

The National Register of Historic Places (NHRP) is the Nation's official list of cultural resources considered 
worthy of preservation. Authorized under the National Historic Preservation Act of 1966, the National Register is 
part of a national program to coordinate and support public and private efforts to identify, evaluate, and protect 
our historic and archaeological resources. Properties listed in the Register include districts, sites, buildings, 
structures, and objects that are significant in American history, architecture, archaeology, engineering, and 
culture. 

Sumter County is graced with history and a tradition of southern 
heritage that dates back to the late 1800s. As a result there are a 
number of historic resources that have been handed down through 
the ages as examples of the area’s history.  

 The Thomas R. Pierce House located in Bushnell (202 
West Noble Avenue) was constructed in 1893 by T.R. 
Pierce. Also known as the Pierce Hotel and Veranda 
House, it first served as a private home and was later 
converted to a hotel. It was once the home of Mrs. Anna 
Beville, wife of Henry Beville who was an early community 
notable and currently known for the portion of the corridor 
described a Beville’s Corner (SR 471 at CR 48E). 
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 Dade Battlefield Historic State Park (CR 603). Also 
called the Dade Massacre site, it preserves the 
Second Seminole War battlefield where Seminole 
Indian warriors fought U.S. soldiers under the 
command of Major Francis L. Dade on December 
28, 1835 and is notable as the battle that started the 
Second Seminole War. This resource is also listed 
as a U.S. National Historic Landmark. 

Although not listed in the NRHP, the area is blessed with 
dozens of other special resources that reflect the region’s 
heritage including: 

 Linden United Methodist Church located in 
Linden (SR 50 and CR 772B)  

 
 Fort Armstrong Historical Monument located 

in Bushnell (C-476W)Sumterville 

 St. Catherine United Methodist Church 
located in St Catherine (CR 738B) 

 Bilby House located in Bushnell (323 East 
Noble Avenue) 

 Wilbur Fussell House located in Webster (NE 
3rd and NE 2nd Street) 

Sumterville 

Sumter County was created by an act of the Florida Legislature in 1853, and Adamsville was selected as the first 
county seat in 1858. The county seat was then moved to Sumterville, where it remained until 1868 when the 
legislature directed that it be moved to Leesburg. In 1879 the Legislature directed that an election be held to 
determine a permanent county seat. Sumterville was selected but legal questions were soon raised concerning 
the validity of the election.  

Finally, in 1883 the legislature recognized 
the election and designated Sumterville the 
permanent county seat. In 1909 the 
courthouse in Sumterville burned, and 
once again there arose a movement to 
relocate the county seat to another part of 
the county. Finally, after several elections 
Bushnell was declared the county seat in 
1912. Today Sumterville looks the part of 
the cozy historic village where time moves 
at a slower pace than the rest of the world. 
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Fort King Road 

The Fort King Road was the first road to be cut through the central Florida wilderness. Completed in early 
1826, the twenty-foot wide dirt path passed through dense forests, numerous swamps and bridged swift-
flowing rivers. The road was originally developed to serve as a military trail and stretched for 100 miles from 
Fort Brooke in Tampa to Fort King in Ocala. A large portion of its route followed historic Indian paths and 
game trails. During the Second Seminole War (1835-1842), the road became the focus of fierce fighting as 
Native Americans and U.S. soldiers battled for control of the region. The road passes through the heart of 
Sumter County and is most noted for the historic 1835 battle between the Seminoles and U.S. federal 
soldiers that marked the beginning of the war.  

 

Cultural 

Cultural resources are portions of the human environment that express aesthetics, traditions, values and 
customs. Traditions are usually associated with distinct groups of people and passed on from one generation to 
the next. Cultural resources may include crafts, music, arts, dance or drama, rituals, tribal or ethnic customs, 
festivals, languages, museums, food special events, architecture, physical or recognized legacies, non-resource 
based recreational activities and customs practiced by people, in the past or present. 

Bushnell Fall Festival 

The Bushnell Fall Festival celebrated its 26th anniversary in 2011. This day-long, family-oriented celebration 
includes a parade, street dance and food for everyone. The special event of the day is the greased pig contest 
that takes place in the evening. This festival and parade takes place right on the Byway in downtown Bushnell. 
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Sumter County Fair Association 

The Association is the sponsor organization for a number of events that 
take place throughout the year along the Byway. These events have 
included the Sumter County Fair, Beef & Boogie, Car Wars and others.  

Co-sponsored by the Sumter County Cattlemen’s Association and the 
Sumter County Chamber of Commerce, the Beef & Boogie is a celebration 
of Sumter’s beef industry held at the Sumter County farmers market in 
Webster. The 2 day event includes BBQ beef, burger and chili cook-off 
competitions, a celebration of cowboy heritage, live music, a beauty 
pageant, educational displays, craft and food vendors. Along with the good 
music and great food, the CAG participated in this event in November 2011 
and offered Byway information to the participants and visitors. The Sumter 
County Chamber of Commerce estimated that approximately 3,500 people 
visited the festival this past year. 

Sumter County Historical Markers 

In an effort to document local legacies that contribute to Sumter County’s heritage a series of markers have 
been placed throughout the county at places of historical significance. Two are located within Dade Battlefield 
Historic State Park and maintained by the State of Florida. The County Parks Department maintains five 
additional historical markers all of which are located in the general vicinity of the Byway. 

 Fort Armstrong Historic Marker: During the Second Seminole War (1835-42), a number of military 
forts were constructed in Florida. These forts served as supply bases and provided logistics support for 
U.S Federal military actions in the region. Erected in 1982 by the Sumter County Historical Society, this 
historic marker identifies the approximate site of Fort Armstrong which was constructed in November 
1836 by a detachment of Tennessee Volunteers under the command of Major Robert Armstrong. Also 
near this site, General Keith Call, in command of some 2500 troops, including a Florida Cavalry unit, a 
U.S. Artillery Battalion, a group of Tennessee Volunteers and several hundred Creek Indians (who had 
enlisted in the U.S. Army) encamped on November 20, 1836. The following morning this military force 
moved out to meet a large group of Seminole Indians at the Battle of Wahoo Swamp (approximately five 
miles from the Dade Battlefield). This battle was reportedly one of the fiercest engagements of the war. 
The U.S. Forces were unsuccessful in destroying the Seminoles, and, as a result, General Call was 
relieved of his command. 
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 Adamsville Historic Marker: The community of 
Adamsville was selected as the first county seat in 
1853 (a designation that was later removed). Erected 
by the Sumter County Historical Society in 1982, this 
marker commemorates the rise and fall of this small 
community as the political focal point for Sumter 
County in its early years.  

 

 

 Sumterville Historic Marker: Although 
Adamsville was selected as the first county 
seat in 1853, it was moved to Sumterville 
soon afterwards, where it remained until 
1868 when the legislature directed that it 
be moved to Leesburg. In 1879 the 
Legislature decided to establish a 
permanent location for the county seat and 
Sumterville was again elected. It was 
officially designated as such in 1883, but 
the courthouse burned in 1909 and the 
county seat was relocated to another part 
of the county. This historic marker 
commemorates the history of the Sumter 
County seat and how Sumterville was 
closely involved. 

 
 Marsh Bend Outlet Park Historic Marker: This marker is located in the County owned Marsh Bend 

Outlet Park, west of Lake Panasoffkee. It commemorates two of the founding fathers of the Lake 
Panasoffkee area, James J. Marsh and Dr. Henry Marsh. The Marshes were prominent citrus and sugar 
cane farmers in the area during the late 19th and the 20th century.  
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 Granville Beville Tompkins Historical 
Marker: Granville Beville Tompkins was a 
native of Sumter County. He was the son of 
Godrey and Sue Mae Beville Tompkins and the 
grandson of Granville and Patience Beville, 
pioneer citizens of Sumter County. Mr. 
Tompkins was educated in the public schools of 
Sumter County and served in the U.S. Army 
during WW I. For many years he was a part of 
the public school program of Sumter County as 
a teacher, principal and county school 
superintendent. Mr. Tompkins was also an 
active churchman and civic leader. This marker 
commemorates his generosity in giving the site 
for this park as evidence of his love for the 
citizens of Sumter County. 

 

Veterans Memorial Highway 

In March 2011 the Sumter County Commission named CR 476B the Veteran’s Memorial Highway as a tribute to 
America’s fallen heroes. This segment of the corridor passes through some of the Byways most beautiful and 
tradition laden areas. The highway leads to the entrance way of the National Cemetery and has been traveled by 
many of this nation’s most courageous heroes. 

Veterans of Foreign Wars (VFW) 

Located along CR 476B, the William L. Lovett VFW Post 10137 is a founding member of the CAG. The VFW 
organization and this VFW post in particular, stand as a testament to the importance that the community places 
on the individuals that fought for the continuous freedom that this nation’s citizens enjoy. The very first CAG 
meetings were held at the VFW and initial strategy sessions for the renaming of CR 476B to the Veteran’s 
Memorial Highway were also hosted by this organization. 
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National Cemetery 

As a monument to our nation’s fallen heroes, the Florida National Cemetery is located within and embraced by 
the Withlacoochee State Forest. The rolling lawns and stark marble headstones of this special place serve as a 
sentinel to the men and woman who have protected our country through the ages. These heroes are nestled 
among stately moss covered oaks, green lawns and in a tranquil, respectful and purely “southern” setting. 

  

Native American Culture 

Of any scenic highway corridor in the state, the Scenic Sumter Heritage Byway is most closely tied to the Native 
American people and their culture. The heritage of the Native American people in the U.S is in many ways 
closely tied to the European and U.S. settler’s heritage. Native Americans, escaped slaves from southern states, 
and U.S. settlers moving into Central Florida were all part of a growing conflict in the early 1800s. The 
differences between the young United States and the local Native American population (who were determined to 
preserve their way of life and their homeland) ultimately resulted in a series of conflicts in Florida. These conflicts 
culminated in the Dade Battle in the middle 1800s that ultimately brought unwanted attention to the region. 

Today the Native American people still have a significant 
presence in the community and local festivals celebrate their 
traditions and culture. The Native American people from the 
Sumter Native American Family Tribe (of which Chief Red Eagle 
is their leader) are represented on the CAG and have recently 
provided a presentation on the Tribe and their current activities. 

The following list identifies all of the Native American Tribes that 
are members of the Sumter Native American Family Tribe: 

Cherokee (largest percentage of members), Apache, Navajo, 
Blackfoot, Mohawk, Creek, Shawnee, Kickapoo, Melungeon, 
Choctaw, Astee, Lumbee, Otow, Chickasaw, Sioux, Penobscot 
and Seneca. 
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Dinkie Donkeys 

Culture comes in all shapes and sizes and with a visit to Dinkie Donkeys one discovers that miniature donkeys 
are a small package with a big heart. Located in Webster, this 22 acre farm is a hidden treasure along the 
Byway. The farm is a thriving business that offers sales, stud service and donkey education to those who stop. 
The farm proudly proclaims to be the “Home of Sire Merle Haggard Jr” who is their stud miniature donkey known 
for his excellent bloodlines. 

Leesburg Bikefest 

Off the Byway slightly, and just up the road a bit, is the 
City of Leesburg, home to the Leesburg Bikefest. As 
an event that is second to none, the Bikefest attracts 
thousands of motorcycle riders and motorcycle 
enthusiasts each year from all over the U.S. to 
Leesburg and its surrounding communities. The event 
features bike shows, live music, merchandise, food 
vendors and organized rides. 

The CAG has already formed a strong bond with the 
Leesburg Bikefest organizers. Members of the CAG 
participated in the weekend-long 2011 event with 
volunteers manning a booth, handing out maps of the 
Scenic Sumter Heritage Byway and answering 
questions about the FSHP and their Byway corridor. 
Most of the visitors to the booth were very interested in 
the potential new Byway in Sumter County and were 
given Ride Sumter tour guides so they could experience it for themselves before heading back to their 
hometowns. The Ride Sumter tour guide was printed on 4 x 6 inch cards with a map of the Byway on one side 
and brief descriptions of intrinsic resources and interesting places to stop on the other. A larger version of the 
Ride Sumter map (with more detail) was posted at the booth for on-site discussion purposes (tour guide and 
map are shown in Appendix G). 
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Cemeteries 

Traditions, values and customs of the people of a region 
are built and nurtured over time. These traits cannot be 
purchased, imported or agreed to in an election. They are 
built through the ages and over time. Every citizen 
contributes in helping to build them. The proud architects of 
these traditions, values and customs still reside in the 
community they helped build. They proudly rest in the 
cemeteries of the region and serve to remind those that 
remain of all that is good with Sumter County. These 
founding citizens fought our wars, battled the environment, 
created our towns and most importantly helped raise our 
succeeding generations. The proud resting places for many 
of these founding fathers are located along our Byway at  
these locations: 

 Alto Cemetery (located on SR 44 at Half Moon Ranch Road) 

 Carlson Cemetery (located at Carlson Landing) 

 Fort Lonesome Cemetery (located in Coleman on West Lake Road) 

 Garden of Memories (located in Webster on CR 478) 

 Gough Cemetery (located in Sumterville on US 301) 

 Kellam Family Cemetery (located in Webster on CR 478) 

 Linden Cemetery (located in Linden on SR 50 at CR 722) 

 Matchett Cemetery (located in Webster on US 478) - Established 1860 

 Panasoffkee Cemetery (located in Lake Panasoffkee on CR 470 at CR 529)  

 Rutland Cemetery (located on SR 44 at Half Moon Wildlife Management Area Road) 

 Sumterville Cemetery (located in Sumterville near US Post Office)  

 Tema Cemetery (located in Bushnell on US 301) 

 Wild Cow Prairie Cemetery (located in Bushnell on CR 476B) 

Archaeological 

Archaeological resources embody the physical evidence or remains of known historic or prehistoric human life, 
activity or culture in Florida. For example, significant ruins, artifacts, inscriptions, structural or human remains 
may all be considered archaeological resources. These resources differ from historical resources in that they 
may have existed before written records were kept in an area. 

According to the Florida Master Site File, there are eight identified archaeological sites located in the general 
vicinity of the Byway. Nearly all of them are located near the Withlacoochee River with two being located at the 
Byway’s northern terminus near the Citrus County line. Because of the sensitive nature of archaeological sites 
and the desire to protect their integrity, their exact locations are not readily available and none are open to the 
public. 
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Archaeology is typically viewed as “seeking insight on prehistoric times”, but Sumter County offers a different 
twist on this interesting resource. Both the Withlacoochee River and Lake Panasoffkee are the resting place for 
a number of old shipwrecks. Most are old steamers that transported passengers around the lake and along the 
river in the late 1800s. Others were vital to the citrus and cypress lumber industries that shipped fruit and timber 
from docks in Lake Panasoffkee and then headed up the river to awaiting vendors and lumber mills. Old timers 
tell stories that have been passed down through the generations of kids using partially sunken steamers as a 
diving platform during low water periods to jump into the lake. 

“Sinker cypress logs” is a term used for logs felled more than 100 years ago that somehow didn’t make it to the 
saw mill. On their way they were lost to the Withlacoochee River where they’ve spent many decades sitting on 
the river bottom like time capsules waiting to be collected. Some would believe that an extended time in the dark 
waters of the Withlacoochee would encourage rot but just the opposite has happened. These logs have grown 
more valuable over time and mining efforts are underway to recover these old growth logs and finally make use 
of their exceptional heritage. 

Universal Criteria 2: The corridor must “tell a story” that relates to its intrinsic resources. 

As with any story, it is best to start at the beginning. For Scenic Sumter Heritage Byway, the beginning is not 
necessarily one that dates back to prehistoric Florida, but one that starts with the arrival of the Europeans and 
their eventual interactions with the local Native Americans as they began to settle in Florida in increasing 
numbers. These early-on interactions resulted in an historical conflict that helped place the area that eventually 
become Sumter County in the history books of Florida. Animosity began to increase between the Seminoles and 
U.S. settlers in the early 1800s as the Seminoles resisted giving up their land and the U.S. government pushed 
to open the Florida territory. As a result, small skirmishes between the Seminoles and the U.S. military forces 
broke out all over Florida. Military leaders believed that relocation of the Seminoles was the best solution to 
reduce attacks and allow safe settlement of Florida. The Seminole’s resistance to this plan eventually brought 
about the Second Seminole War. The war started on December 28, 1835 when a column of 107 U.S. soldiers 
under the command of Major Francis L. Dade were attacked by Seminole warriors at what was to become 
Sumter County. This attack on the U.S. military, now known as the Dade battle, carried Sumter County to the 
forefront of Florida history for that period. 
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With the conclusion of the Second Seminole War 
in 1842, and the Third Seminole War several 
years later, the future of Sumter County was set. 
With their safety relatively assured, many settlers 
began to move into the region. The County’s 
population, most being farmers, doubled in size 
through the 1860s and 1870s. Much of this 
growth could be attributed to the increased 
demand for citrus and the resulting industry that 
was spawned by this demand. Through the 
1880s citrus grew to become the largest industry 
in Sumter County. The reign of the citrus industry 
lasted until the mid-1880s when freezes killed the 
trees and ultimately destroyed much of the 
industry. These difficult winter seasons had less 
effect on the County’s two other main industries, 
cattle and vegetables. The cattle industry continued to grow, and with the decline in citrus it became the most 
important industry in the County. The cattle industry was closely rivaled by the region’s agricultural industry. The 
December 1925 edition of Travelon Magazine offered a revealing look at Sumter County by placing an 
advertisement for the county in their magazine that stated it was the “storehouse of Florida” and a “place where 
good living could be made on ten acres of land”. During this time period various communities within the County 
were given the titles of “lettuce” and “cucumber” capitals of the world because the tremendous production of 
these and other vegetables for shipment to the rest of the country. 

Parts of this early sales pitch by Travelon Magazine still holds true to this day for Sumter County and the Scenic 
Sumter Heritage Byway. Much of the scenic nature of the corridor is built on the belief in “good living”. Farms 
interspersed between natural areas offer a “balance to the senses”. Horse and cattle country balanced with 
agriculture and the natural beauty of the land provides a “scenic symphony to the senses” for those who travel 
the Scenic Sumter Heritage Byway. This feeling of oneness when riding a Byway that looks out at the beauty of 
the region is again balanced by the history of man’s efforts to develop a family and homestead. Furthermore, a 
community that includes schools, churches and a town meeting hall help infuse a strong heritage component 
into the overall feel of this scenic Byway. 

This part of Florida has continued to promote its unique small town lifestyle even as the world has changed and 
development has annexed large areas of the County. Attempts at preserving the heritage of “old Florida” is a 
novelty in many areas of a state that has been forever changed by development and growth. Much of Florida’s 
history began in this part of the state and the early families who established those first communities along old 
game trails, the banks of the Withlacoochee River or on the shores of Lake Panasoffkee have contributed 
dedication, tradition and a vision as they passed on. Those traditions remain today. For future generations of 
Floridians and visitors alike, this Byway corridor provides an opportunity to have an experience that balances 
both the scenic and heritage components of the Florida Scenic Highways Program unlike any other in the State. 
To dig deeper into the natural beauty and heritage stories that built the region please refer to Section 3.3 
(Corridor Story). 

Universal Criteria 3: The roadway must be a public road that safely accommodates two-wheel-drive 
motor vehicles. 

The network of roadways comprising the Scenic Sumter Heritage Byway are all public and accommodate two-
wheel drive automobiles. 
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Universal Criteria 4: The corridor must exhibit significant, exceptional and distinctive features of the 
region it traverses. 

The Scenic Sumter Heritage Byway is marked by a collection of scenic, natural and man-created resources that 
are unique to this part of Florida. Combined, the resources paint a picture of some of nature’s most spectacular 
accomplishments including a natural river that is the perfect picture of the “South”, forested areas and 
recreational facilities that are second to none. There are man-made resources that serve to honor our ancestors 
and communities that trace their history back to before the Civil War to stand as testament to the incredibly 
strong and purposeful people who built the region. 

The CAG believes that this combination of resources complies with the three tiered grading requirements 
expected for any scenic highway; 

Significant: The intrinsic resources of this Byway corridor are significant. The communities touched by this 
corridor have acknowledged that their scenic and heritage resources are valuable, need to be protected, and 
necessary for a well balanced community. Legal protection for these resources is founded in each community’s 
comprehensive plan. These plans task the local government to identify, document and acknowledge the “best of 
the best” within their boundaries. The larger communities have established specific protection language that 
supports their comprehensive plan. Examples of several of these ordinances are discussed in Section 3.11 
(Relationship to the Comprehensive Plan). Additionally, other resources have been protected through 
incorporation into state and regional parks while still others have been commemorated through the use of 
historical designations and local historic markers. Significant resources along the corridor include: 

 Dade Battlefield Historic State Park: In 1921, the 
Florida Legislature appropriated funds to preserve 
the battle site as a memorial. It was the second unit 
of what is now the Florida State Park system. Dade 
Battlefield is also listed in the National Register of 
Historic Places. 

 

 Fort Armstrong: The Sumter County Historical 
Society has recognized the significance of this 
historical site. Fort Armstrong was established in 
response to the Dade Massacre to improve security 
along the Fort Brooke (Tampa) to Fort King  
(Ocala) road. 
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 Sumterville, Historic County Seat: During the 19th and early 
20th centuries Sumter County’s county seat relocated several 
times. Sumterville was the second and forth location (In order: 
Adamsville, Sumterville, Leesburg, Sumterville, Bushnell). When 
the courthouse burned down in 1908, the County seat moved to 
its present location, Bushnell. A historic marker has been erected 
by the community to commemorate the historic significance of 
Sumterville. 

 

 Florida National Cemetery: The Florida National Cemetery in 
Bushnell has been commemorated and recognized in many 
ways for its significance in the community. The cemetery 
features a Memorial Pathway that is lined with a variety of 

memorials honoring America’s veterans of 20th century conflicts. 

 Veterans Memorial Highway: CR 673, from US 301 to 
CR 476, was dedicated by the Sumter County Board of 
County Commissioners in 1998 as the Veterans 
Memorial Highway (Resolution was recorded in Book 
30/Page 183). The roadway was dedicated in a public 
ceremony and commemorative signs were installed. 

 Shady Brook Greenway Park: Located at a historic 
dock-railroad depot that served the Lake Panasoffkee 
community (just east of I-75 on CR 470) known as 
Panasoffkee Landing, Shady Brook Greenway Park has 
a great history. It was the eastern terminus of the Floral 
City-Lake Panasoffkee steamboat route. The railroad ran 
right up next to the dock allowing easy transfer of 
passengers and freight. In 1884, the Florida Orange 
Canal and Transit Company opened the Florida Orange 
Canal, a short waterway that connected Floral City to the 
Withlacoochee River. This allowed steamboats to travel 
from Floral City, up the Withlacoochee River, through the 
Outlet Canal to Lake Panasoffkee, and up Shady Brook 
to Panasoffkee Landing. The steamboats provided a fast 
way to move agricultural goods to markets in the East. 
This crucial transportation route opened the area up for 
agriculture. In 1893, part of the Henry B. Plant Railroad 
was extended to Floral City, ending the steamboat era 
along the Withlacoochee River. 

 



 

 

Scenic Sumter Heritage Byway | Eligibility Application Document | June 2012 2-33 
 

 Marsh Bend Outlet Park and Historic Marker: 
The western stretch of the proposed byway 
passes through a mosaic of conservation areas 
(public and private). These conservation areas 
have a wide variety of habitats and serve to 
protect the water and wildlife resources along the 
Withlacoochee River. Marsh Bend Outlet Park is a 
prime access point for passive and resource-
based recreation. The park honors two of the 
founding fathers of the Lake Panasoffkee 
community (James J. Marsh and Dr. Henry Marsh) 
who were part of a prominent family in the area 
during the late 19th and the 20th centuries. An 
historic marker commemorating their service to 
the community has been erected in the park. 

 

 General James A. Van Fleet State Trail Park: The State recognized the value and importance of this 
former railway by designating it as part of Florida’s State wide system of Greenways and Trails. The nearly 
30 mile trail passes through the Green Swamp and an information kiosk is located at the Mabel (north) 
trailhead at SR 50 telling the trail’s story. 
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 Half Moon Wildlife Management Area: This 9,000 plus 
acre conservation area was acquired by the State due to its 
importance in protecting the Withlacoochee River, an 
Outstanding Florida Waterway. 

 
 The Withlacoochee River (or Crooked River) originates in 

central Florida's Green Swamp and is one of Florida’s 
premier rivers. The Withlacoochee flows from the Green 
Swamp to King’s Bay on the Gulf of Mexico. Photogenic 
even on its worst day, it is one of only two rivers in Florida 
that flow towards the north (the other is the St. John’s). Its 
significance can be measured by its designation as an 
Outstanding Florida Water. 

 

Exceptional: The photography included throughout this eligibility application clearly demonstrates the 
exceptional character and diversity of resources along the Byway corridor. Of particular note are the following; 

 Green Swamp: The Green Swamp and the regional river systems that support it is the most significant 
hydrologic and environmental feature in Central Florida. Green Swamp is not only massive (it covers 
portions of five counties), but it makes up the headwater of several rivers (Hillsborough, Withlacoochee, 
Little Withlacoochee, Ocklawaha, and 
Peace), and is indirectly the source of most 
of Central Florida’s drinking water. The green 
swamp is also well known for its wide variety 
of native wildlife. Visitors and residents alike 
utilize this exceptional resource for a variety 
of recreational activities including fishing, 
hunting, hiking, biking, canoeing, bird 
watching and many others.  
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 Florida National Cemetery: Tradition, honor and solitude. This cemetery serves the history of our 
country and is clearly a significant cultural resource.  

 

 
 

 Dade Battlefield. Dade Battlefield State Historic Park hosts Seminole War and World War II re-
enactments. This historical resource was established as a historical site in 1921 and became one of the 
founding units of the State Park system. 

 
Photo courtesy http://myfloridahistory.blogspot.com 
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 Tema Cemetery: The Byway is dotted with many 
exceptional cemeteries such as the Tema Cemetery. 
Many 19th century communities have faded into the past 
leaving little more than a name on the map and peaceful 
cemeteries. The Tema cemetery is located just north of 
Bushnell on US 301. Its raised gravesites epitomize the 
old community cemeteries of a long gone era.  

Distinctive: The beauty of the Byway corridor and the closely 
intertwined history of the forefathers of this region are well 
documented in this application. There are an abundance of 
scenic, recreational and natural resources, all supported by 
the region’s rich heritage that includes people and their 
possessions, along with their stories of struggle and success that have become the soul and personality of 
the community. 

This Byway corridor is distinctive because of the Withlacoochee River and Lake Panasoffkee and their 
expansive forests and swamplands. The Byway corridor is distinctive for its farms and horse stables, its 
cattle ranches and flea markets, its people and communities, and that “country way of living”. 

But most importantly, it is distinctive because of the stories that have been passed down from one 
generation to the next that respect and build on the region’s resources. These stories and traditions support 
the community’s legacy for future generations to discover and treasure. This designation effort attempts to 
capture and preserve not only the resources, but the essence of this legacy for the future. 

 Cattle Industry & Ranching: Sumter County has deep agricultural roots. In many areas of the State 
these large ranches are being swallowed up by urban development and the community mourns their 
loss. The proposed Byway highlights and celebrates the wide open country of cattle ranches that are 
part of the Sumter way of life. Sumter County and the cities within are being proactive in preserving their 
agricultural resources and maintaining the rural landscape. 
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 Sumter County Historic Courthouse: Located in the heart of the historic City of Bushnell, the 
courthouse is the centerpiece of this traditional town. Like many rural towns in the region, Bushnell owes 
its early success to the railroad. When an earlier courthouse in Sumterville burned, two railroad towns, 
Wildwood and Bushnell vied for the honor of county Seat. After several elections, Bushnell became the 
new county seat in 1909. Designed by William A. Edwards, the courthouse construction was completed 
in 1914. Although Bushnell’s commerce is no longer based on the railroad, the tracks through town are 
still very active and a constant reminder of the city’s origin. 

 
Photo courtesy of Jared Anton Collection 

Universal Criteria 5: The roadway generally should be more than one mile in length and if appropriate, 
provide access to the resources. 

The overall corridor length is 62 miles including state and county roads that pass through a number of unique 
communities. All resources are easily accessible from the proposed network of roadways. 

Universal Criteria 6: A majority of the corridor must exhibit scenic or heritage qualifying resources. For 
Heritage classification, a majority of the corridor must exhibit historic, archaeological, or cultural 
qualities. These resources should be as continuous as possible throughout the corridor. 

The CAG has developed the Scenic Sumter Heritage Byway Resources Map (Figure 9) that highlights the 
qualifying resources that will form the foundation for this application. The reviewer can see that each segment of 
the proposed corridor includes qualifying resources (scenic, recreational and natural) along with supporting 
historic, cultural and archaeological resources that are significant to the community and continuous along the 
proposed route. The CAG will continue to develop and refine this list of resources as the designation process 
evolves. 

Universal Criteria 7: A Corridor Advocacy Group must be organized to support the scenic highway 
designation. 

A core group of individuals from the community came together in 2009 to discuss a possible scenic highway 
designation through the FDOT Scenic Highways Program. Their common interests included pride in their 
community and preservation of the regions scenic and heritage resources. A detailed discussion on this CAG 
and its history can be found in Section 3. 



 

 

Scenic Sumter Heritage Byway | Eligibility Application Document | June 2012 2-39 
 

Universal Criteria 8: A Community Participation Program must be developed and implemented. 

The CAG understands the need to ensure both frequent and quality communication with the community 
regarding this eligibility determination and its stated mission. The current composition of the CAG includes a 
large number of community interests including local government, historical and natural resource advocates, 
University of Florida Institution of Food and Agricultural Sciences (UF/IFAS) and others. Every community along 
the Byway has active representation on the CAG and has provided letters of support.  As the designation 
process proceeds, it is envisioned that more formal meetings will be conducted to seek out public input on the 
designation. Additionally, the CAG is committed to hosting elected official briefings that educate, answer 
questions and address designation concerns. Equally important will be the need to develop partnerships with 
community leaders once designation is received to help ensure long-term success. A preliminary Community 
Participation Plan (CPP) has been developed as part of this application (Appendix D). This plan outlines 
community involvement tools to be used by the CAG to ensure that the public is informed as needed, along with 
several efforts that the group has already undertaken to “get the word out”. It is expected that this plan will 
continue to mature as the designation process proceeds to respond to new issues and take advantage of newly 
identified tools. The CAG has already implemented several community involvement ideas including the posting 
of meeting notices, distributing meeting minutes, issuing byway press releases, creation of corridor fact sheets 
and participation in community events and presentations. 

Universal Criteria 9: Strong local support must be demonstrated. 

The CAG has met with representatives from all of the local governments located along the proposed Byway 
corridor. All have provided a favorable response to corridor designation and many send representatives to the 
CAG meetings on a regular basis. This support is demonstrated through elected official involvement, staff 
commitment, private business participation and letters of support from the many communities that this Byway 
corridor embraces. This support is discussed in more detail in Section 3.7 and in the letters of support included 
in Appendix E. 

Universal Criteria 10: A Corridor Management Plan must be developed with the endorsement of local 
government(s) and a Corridor Management Entity (CME) created. 

To be addressed in a future designation phase. 
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3. Community support and participation 

Partner with local governments, individuals, and community advocacy organizations to promote 
responsible commercial and residential development and tourism that enhances the value of the Byway 
corridor’s heritage resources. 

4. Education and corridor story 

Increase awareness of the region’s rich natural and heritage resources through the development and 
presentation of the Byway story to residents and visitors alike. 

5. Economic development and tourism 

Encourage investment that enhances the region’s resources and improves the Byway corridor’s special 
sense of place. 

The CAG expects to further expand these goals into a strategic action plan as part of the Corridor Management 
Plan development effort that will carry the group deep into the implementation phase. 

3.3. Corridor Story 

3.3.1. Prehistory 

Sumter County’s rich history began well before the County was established in January 1853 as Florida’s 29th 
county. It also began before the Sunshine State became the 27th state in the Union. Not surprisingly, Native 
Americans were the earliest settlers in the state including in the area that would become Sumter County. Several 
of the early tribes that occupied central Florida included the Timucuan, Apalachee and Tequesta. 

In the book Looking Back Sumter County, it is reported that “By the early 1700’s almost all of the aborigine tribes 
had disappeared from Florida”. The few remaining remnants of these tribes soon were absorbed into various 
groups of migrating Indian tribes that passed through the region. The largest of which was the Creek tribe from 
Georgia. Eventually these Creeks became known to the early white settlers as the Seminoles. 

The state was also visited by the exploring Spanish Conquistadors. Experts say that it is very likely that many of 
these early explorers traveled through this area while looking for gold. 

3.3.2. Regional History 

The Seminoles are the best known of the early Native 
Americans in Florida. According to The Atlas of Florida, 
the first use of the term “Seminole,” was thought to be 
from the Spanish “cimarrone”, which means “wild” or 
“runaway”. 

It is important to note that the Seminoles raised cattle 
and grew crops as they established permanent 
homesteads in the northern reaches of Florida. The 
Seminoles were the first to realize the importance of 
the land and its bounty. 

The Seminole migration into Florida began about the same time as the English began to move into the state. 
Both groups were competing for the same territory and this eventually resulted in some of Florida’s most historic 
struggles. The largest of which was to be known as the Second Seminole War, also called the Florida War. The 
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Second Seminole War lasted longer than most all other wars that the United States has been involved with 
(besides Vietnam and Afghanistan), and what would become Sumter County 20 years later was right in the 
middle of the conflict. 

In 1835, 107 US soldiers under the leadership of Major Francis L. Dade were ambushed by 180 Seminole 
warriors just south of Bushnell as they marched along the old Kings Highway. The Seminoles had the element of 
surprise on their side and amidst the oaks, pines and cabbage palms that covered the land the soldiers were 
attacked. Within a short time, Major Dade and many of his troops were killed. Those surviving the first wave of 
attack quickly regrouped to form a small log fortification for protection. Over the next few hours all but three 
soldiers were eventually killed while at the same time only three Seminole warriors were lost in the battle. The 
site of this historic battle was dedicated in 1922 as the Dade Memorial Park. It was later renamed Dade 
Battlefield Historic State Park. 

The official end of the Second Seminole War was in August of 1842 
although this was only the date that the US government designated the end 
of the hostilities. In actuality, the war did not come to an abrupt end and 
fighting dragging on for another 20 months. 

The County was named after General Thomas Sumter, a South Carolinian 
who played a prominent role in the Revolutionary War. Many of the 
County’s earliest settlers were from the Carolina’s and Sumter was greatly 
revered for his role in the War. These early settlers obtained a land permit 
as a result of the Armed Occupation Act of 1842. This land acquisition 
program, that brought dozens of settlers to the region, was thought to be a 
method of finally defeating the Seminole Indians after the Second Seminole 
War ended. 

Most of these early settlers to Sumter County continued the farming traditions that they brought with them from 
other states. They worked small tracts of land that they had received from the government. Additionally, these 
early settlers were successful in growing collard greens, corn, sugar cane and raising chickens and hogs. 
Families would supplement this farmed raised diet with fish, turtle, quail, turkey, deer and bear caught in the 
expansive forests that surrounded them. 

The 1860 census was the first federal census taken in Sumter County. Records show the population to be 
approximately 1,500 at that time. Between 1865 and 1870, the county almost doubled in population. This rapid 
expansion continued into the 1880’s. Much of this growth can be attributed to the rapid development of the citrus 
industry. The commercial directory of 1886 listed over 100 orange growers in Sumter County. 

The Great Freeze of 1894-1895 had a negative effect on the County’s rapidly growing citrus industry and 
primary economic engine. The hard freezes experienced during this period essentially put a halt to all 
commercial citrus operations in the region. Fortunately for the future of the County, the freeze had less of an 
effect on the two other major industries. The cattle industry continued to grow and replaced citrus as the most 
important industry in the county. By the early 1900s vegetable crop production had also overtaken the citrus 
industry. Reports from that time claimed that the county was the leading producer of cabbage in the world. The 
county also became a leading producer of cantaloupes and cucumbers. 

The early origins of these industries continue to serve the County well to this day. The cattle and vegetable 
industries served to shape the Sumter County way of living for future generations. 



 

Scenic Sumter Heritage Byway | Eligibility Application Document | June 2012 3-4 

3.3.3. Local Communities 

The story of Sumter County is more than just a story of battle and conflict between competing interests. The real 
Sumter County is a story of the region’s forested lands, sparkling water resources, rolling pasture lands and the 
people that settled here because of this bounty. Equally important, the story of Sumter County is a story of the 
people that established the traditions and customs that are celebrated to this day. To appreciate all that is the 
Scenic Sumter Heritage Byway one needs to first appreciate the communities that are found along the Byway. 
These communities are truly a persona of the people that established them. As the stories of these communities 
are told, a growing sense of appreciation for the early settlers that braved the challenges of the region is 
developed. These settlers hoped for a new beginning for their families, to find opportunity and to take advantage 
of the natural bounty that the land offered. Along the way these settlers built families and the families built 
communities. These communities established traditions and history. 

More than 150 years after being established Florida’s 29th county, the pride and spirit of the people of Sumter 
County has changed little. Today, the CAG membership respects and appreciates the hard work of their 
ancestors. Family, tradition, agriculture, 
appreciating nature and building communities 
that everyone can be proud of, remain a 
primary goal. Preservation of this way of life is 
paramount to the people of this region. With 
every community discussed below the sense of 
family, opportunity and pride of ownership is 
evident. As one reads the brief histories for 
many of the corridor communities, there is a 
growing sense of appreciation for the 
challenges faced by the early settlers. 

Adamsville 

Adamsville was named for John Adams, the first citizen to settle along the dirt road that eventually was named 
Telegraph Road. This road was also called Fort King Road and served as an early stage coach route carrying 
some of the region’s first tourists from Tampa and to Ocala. Adamsville served as the first county seat from 1853 
to 1858 when it was moved to Sumterville. 

Alto 

This is one of the many original founding communities that no longer exist in the County. Located north of 
Rutland and west of Oxford near the Withlacoochee River, all that remain is the historic town cemetery. It is 
believed that the community was settled around 1870. 

Bushnell 

People began moving into what would become Bushnell in the 1870s. A post office was established in 1885, the 
year the town was named in honor of John Bushnell, an engineer for the Florida Railway and Navigation 
Company which built the rail road from Panasoffkee to Bushnell. The first college in Sumter County was 
established in Bushnell by the Methodist Episcopal Church Conference in 1890. The freeze of 1894-1895 and 
the resultant economic conditions forced the college to move to Leesburg. As a result of several elections held to 
select a new county seat after the courthouse at Sumterville burned, Bushnell became the county seat in 1912. 
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Center Hill 

The history of Center Hill dates back to 1842 in an area that was originally settled by the Mobley and Beville 
families. The area was first called Abram Town or Mobley Town, but it was Mrs. Carrie Lovell who named the 
town Center Hill because it was in the center of the county and on top of a hill. The area surrounding the town 
was blessed with rich soil and as a result agri-business thrived in the early days and the town grew accordingly. 
In 1920, agricultural leaders nicknamed Center Hill the “String Bean Capital of the World”. Although that title has 
since passed on to other communities, the lush, rural landscape, filled with majestic oaks, brings serenity to the 
residents that enjoy the areas scenic beauty. 

Coleman 

One of this community’s earliest citizens was Dr. B.F. Coleman who settled in the area in 1882. Early on, 
Adamsville had been home to many of the region’s early settlers, but eventually settlers chose to build their 
home near Warm Springs Hammock on the outskirts of Coleman. This spring was capable of producing 25,000 
gallons of water per minute which was attractive to settlers for their personal needs, crops and cattle. Early 
agriculture was centered on citrus, cotton, cattle and hogs but Coleman changed dramatically when the stage 
line that ran through Adamsville gave way to a new railroad line that connected Wildwood to Tampa passing 
through the middle of Coleman. Coleman received the title “Cabbage Capital of the World” in the early 1900s. 
The town was so prosperous most residents had telephones and the town owned its own telephone system. 
Today this community houses the Historical Village at the main turn of Warm Springs Road and US Highway 
301. The village houses a number of historical buildings including an 1849 post office, 1895 train depot, 1869 
school house and a 1913 jail. Coleman’s rural beauty with pasture lands and active agri-business continues the 
traditions of the past. 

Gant Lake 

Shortly after Sumter County was created, settlers began arriving and establishing communities in various parts 
of the region. Located just south of Webster, most of the Gant Lake pioneers moved from Alabama, Georgia and 
the Carolinas to call this area home. The town was named for Mr. John Gant who together with Reverend 
George Hayes established the community church in 1890.  

Indian Hill 

Somewhere in the mid 1800s, a small group of settlers who lived in a sparsely settled community (later to be 
known as Gum Slough) decided that they needed a local place of worship. A location was selected on a hill near 
a deep sink and small creek that they could depend on for a continuous supply of drinking water. This hill was 
called Indian Hill because some thought that it was a popular Indian camp years earlier. It was even thought this 
may have been the place that the Indians had retreated to after the massacre of Major Dade and his troops. The 
sink became very important to the community as a constant supply of water for the community’s cattle and 
livestock. In very dry years people from far and wide would drive their livestock to the sink for water. 

The people of the community would set aside certain days of the week and gather at the sink to worship. 
Eventually they constructed a structure that only included a roof and dirt floor (no walls) that was used as their 
place of worship.  

Mabel 

This small community located along SR 50 near the General James A. Van Fleet State Trail and the 
Sumter/Lake county line at the southern terminus of the Byway was named after Mrs. Mabel Phelps Page. In the 
early days the town had a saw mill that produced bean hampers and other wooden products utilized for 
agriculture in the community. There was also a packing house in the center of town called “Maybell”. This 
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community along with residents of adjacent Linden holds the Linden Cemetery Picnic and Clean-up event that 
has been an annual tradition for over 100 years. 

 

Lake Panasoffkee 

Panasoffkee meaning “Valley of Water” in the Indian language was settled around 1880. Originally known as just 
Panasoffkee, this community served as the gateway to expansive Lake Panasoffkee. Orange and lemon groves 
were planted among the large oak and cypress trees in the hammocks that surround the lake by slaves and 
Russian laborers. At one time the community of Panasoffkee was known as the largest fruit processing center in 
the world. Citrus was shipped north by steam ship from packing houses and landings on Lake Panasoffkee and 
on the Withlacoochee River. Pikes Point, Tracy’s Point, Pana Vista, Coleman Landing, and Outlet Bridge 
Landing were a few of the original shipping points. In addition to citrus, there were sugar cane fields and several 
sugar mills located in the area. Pana Vista, a large plantation home on the river, was built in the late 1880s by 
the Harris family, of which, Ms. Harris was the daughter of the White Sewing Machine family. Ms. Harris decided 
that she did not care for the country life of Florida and the plantation was sold to the King family who enlarged it 
and then operated it as a hotel for northern tourists interested in the region’s hunting and fishing opportunities. 
The Pana Vista name continues to this day along the lake as one of the historic fish camps located there, the 
Pana Vista Lodge. 

Rutland 

Rutland is one of the oldest communities in the 
county. Located at the northern terminus of the 
Byway on SR 44 at the Withlacoochee River, this 
community can trace its history back to the 1850s 
when it was settled by the Rutland family. 
Members of the first generation were from North 
Carolina and were excited to experience the vast 
forest of pine trees and bountiful waters found 
there. They thought that if they could get in on the 
“ground floor” in this region they could make a 
good living. The Rutland cemetery was 
established in 1857 and it stands today as a 
testament to the strong values and hopes of this 
pioneer family. 
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St. Catherine 

Previously known as “Massacre” and “Dragem Junction” this 
community was first settled in 1855. Most of its early families had 
previously lived together in Duplin, North Carolina before moving to 
Irwin County, Georgia in 1828, and then to Sumter County in the 
1850s. St. Catherine was a thriving community, with a post office, 
hotel and a successful turpentine industry at one time. This 
community was once one of the largest shippers of cucumbers and 
the junction site of the Seaboard Airline Railroad and the Atlantic 
Coast Line Railroad. The original introduction of Brahman cattle in 
Sumter County took place in St. Catherine by the Lykes Family, 
where they were allowed to roam the pine woods and roads of  
the town. 

Sumterville 

In 1882, Reverend John Richmond wrote a booklet about Sumter County. In the book he stated that “Sumterville 
was part of an old farming district. Its lands were well adopted to ordinary farm crops; also to the keeping of 
cattle, sheep, swine, poultry and horses”. He went on to write that “Groves of oranges were being planted in 
every direction” and that “Sumterville was a cozy old village of 100 inhabitants and has the distinction of being 
twice elected the county seat.” To this day as you drive in and around Sumterville, there is an appreciation for 
the lush pastures where livestock graze among the oak trees. The grazing livestock is an agricultural tradition 
that dates back to the community’s roots. 

Tarrytown 

It is thought that this community was named after its namesake Tarrytown, New York. Although little is known 
about this community’s history, there is a large Indian burial mound located just to the south of the area. 

Wahoo 

Wahoo generally identifies the land between Bushnell and the Withlacoochee River. To many, the name 
comprises a number of small communities that have appeared and disappeared over the years including Bay 
Hill, Gum Slough (Indian Hill), Hay’s Ferry, Wahoo and Weeds Landing. It appears that this region has been 
called Wahoo since the first English settlers and soldiers moved into this area. The name Wahoo is of 
undetermined origin although it is possible that it was named after the Wahoo tree that grew in the area. During 
the Second Seminole War, Wahoo was an important military area with two important engagements happening 
nearby. Additionally, when the famous Indian chiefs Jumper and Osceola were planning their first attacks on 
American soldiers they camped in the Wahoo area. At the end of the second Seminole War, Wahoo became 
one of the most popular areas to settle in Sumter County. In 1848 Robert Hays and his family settled here and 
operated the local ferry which was the only way to cross the Withlacoochee River for many years. 

Webster 

First settled in the 1850s, Webster was originally named Orange Home. The postal service rejected the name 
because it was already in use and the Postmaster gave the city its new name which came from Webster’s 
Dictionary sitting on his desk. By 1882, the small town of Webster had a solid commercial nucleus that included 
a saw mill, cotton gin, grist mill, six stores, Methodist Church and a school. The evolving history of this city since 
the 1900s has revolved around agri-business with Webster becoming the “Cucumber Capital of the World” in the 
early 1900s. Over the years hard freezes took their toll on the areas orange groves. Cattle ranching emerged as  
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the area’s key agri-business and remains so today. The City still retains its small town charm where a hand 
shake is still honored as a commitment and neighbors care about one another.  
 

 

 

 

 

 

3.3.4. Stories from the Road 

Sit in that six lane backed up traffic 
Horns are a honking, I’ve about had it 

I’m looking for an exit sign 
Gotta get out of here, get it all off my mind 
And it makes me wanna take a back road 

Makes me want to take the long way home 
Put a little gravel in my travel 

Get lost and get right with my soul 
Makes me wanna take, makes me wanna take a back road… 

From: Take a Back Road 
By: Rodney Atkins 

Histories, stories and tales can be read in books and pulled from 
libraries but they can also be handed down directly from one 
generation to the next. In this age of the Internet and fast paced 
information processing, the opportunity to get out of backed up 
traffic, enjoy an old back road, or sit and listen to real people talk 
about their community is an opportunity like no other. In developing 
the Byway corridor story, the CAG sought out some of the proud 
individuals whose families date back generations in Sumter County. 
The CAG was eager to hear directly from these voices on how and 
why settlers came to this region, understand how they coped with 
the challenges of the day, hear about their successes and share in 
their respect for nature and the beauty of the area. These people 
and these stories are the heart and soul of the region and without 
them a Byway corridor can easily become merely dirt, stone, 
asphalt and a string of faceless roads. Shoe Factory Road along the Webster 

Loop 
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A series of interviews was conducted with residents, historians and folks who are proud to call Sumter County 
their home. As part of this application the Scenic Sumter CAG is eager to share some of these special stories. 

E. C. Rowell (EC): EC was a larger than life character from 
Sumter County. He was born south of Webster near the town 
of Linden. He was a State Representative for Sumter County, 
eventually became the Speaker of the House in 1965, and 
later chairman of the powerful Rules Committee. His political 
career spanned the 1950s and 60s, and EC never lost an 
election. Some have said that if EC supported a cause it 
would be done before the sun went down. Part of the corridor 
is named the “E.C. Rowell Highway” in memory of this local 
legend. Some have joked that EC was the only man in the 
county powerful enough to get a road named after him while 
he was still living. There is a stone marker in Sumterville that 
commemorates this highway designation. The EC Rowell 
Highway starts in Sumterville and heads south on SR 471 

past the Florida Bass Conservation Center. EC died in 1992 at age 77 and is buried in Stewart Chapel Cemetery 
just south of Webster.  

Linden Cemetery: For close to 100 years the town of Linden has held an annual picnic. These events serve as 
a community festival and clean-up day for the town cemetery. For years every politician worth their salt has 
considered this a “must attend” event to get out and meet the community. 

City of Bushnell: Bushnell was first settled in 1870 but not named until 1885 after a young chief engineer 
named John W. Bushnell who worked for the Florida Railway and Navigation Company helped build the railroad 
line from Panasoffkee to Bushnell. US 301/Main Street runs north and south through downtown Bushnell and 
follows the original Fort King Road that was used by the US military to travel between Fort Brook (Tampa) and 
Fort King (Ocala) in the 1800’s. The red brick building that is located on the southwest corner of US 301and 
Anderson Avenue in downtown Bushnell served as a hotel for many years. It was first owned by the Eddy family 
and then later by Jim Ethridge. Originally the building served as a University of Florida Administrative office in 
Live Oak, Florida. When the University moved to other offices, the building was purchased and relocated to 
Bushnell. Story has it that it was the Eddy family that purchased and relocated the building. 

 

Descendents of the Shaw family date back to the 1800’s in Sumter County when Debbie Shaw’s grandfather, 
Robert Lawson-McClemma moved to the area when he was 7 years old. His father fought in the Civil War and is 
buried at Indian Hill where Robert helped haul the logs to build the church located there. The family originally 
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came from Scotland to South Carolina, made their way to Madison County, Lafayette County and eventually 
Sumter County where they settled near the Withlacoochee River. 

Beville’s Corner: Granville Beville was one of the original pioneers in the south end of the county and owned 
land all the way over to Lake County. Beville’s Corner received its name because the Beville family was the first 
to live there, although Granville actually maintained his main home in nearby Rock House, a town that no longer 
exists. 

Abraham town: Though long deserted, this town was located between Rock Harbor and Beville’s Corner and 
was named after a black Seminole leader. Abraham was one of the Seminole leaders in the Dade battle. He was 
well educated, and therefore capable of assisting with negotiations between Indians, blacks and the white land 
grabbers of that time. Some say that there may have been more blacks than Indians in the Dade battle. Some of 
the blacks were slaves of the tribe and some were run-away. 

Wells Family History: Margie Wells’ father was the superintendent for the construction of Bok Tower Gardens 
in Lake Wales. After completing that project he moved his family to Sumterville where he purchased and 
remodeled an old church that he converted into the family home. The church he purchased had stained glass 
windows that he removed during the conversion of the structure into a home. The windows from that church 
were donated by Margie’s father to a Presbyterian church in Bushnell. Margie has always joked that as poor as 
their family was Daddy still donated those windows. The windows remain installed in the church to this day. 

Dade Battlefield Entranceway: Margie Wells’ father was also the superintendent for the construction of the 
stone pillars that form the current entranceway to the Dade Battlefield. This work was performed as a State 
Parks project funded through Work Projects Administration (WPA), and it not only included the large entrance 
archway, but several other smaller stone 
structures leading up to the park 
entrance. When the state took over 
Dade Memorial Park (original name) 
they relocated the park entrance and 
demolished the original entranceway 
structure that included artifacts from the 
actual battle embedded in it. The loss of 
the original structure and artifacts 
disappointed many members of the 
Dade Park Historical Society who to this 
day are saddened by this historical loss. 

100th anniversary of the Dade Massacre: This anniversary was held in 1935. It was noted by the newspapers 
of the day that over half of those attending the event were Seminole Indians. 

Adamsville: Some say that this long abandoned community 
has the oldest cemetery in the county, even older than the 
cemetery in Rutland. The first recorded history of white 
settlers in Sumter County is noted to have been in 
Adamsville, starting soon after the Seminole wars in the mid 
1800s. Adamsville was noted as one of the original stage 
coach stop for travelers headed to Ocala or Tampa. The old 
rock community center building that is still standing was built 
by Margie Wells’ father as part of a Civilian Conservation 
Corps (CCC) project in the 1930s.  
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Sumterville: Sumterville served as the county seat for several 
years. Sadly the County courthouse located here burned 
down in 1909 and with that loss, the county seat was soon 
relocated elsewhere. With the relocation of the county seat, 
Sumterville lost much of its recognition and focus. This was 
further reinforced when the railroad bypassed Sumterville 
resulting in the quiet, country town that it is today.  

One of the oldest buildings remaining in town is the Louise 
Maher House. This building was originally constructed by Mr. 
Rutland when he was the Sumter County Clerk. He found it so 
time consuming to commute between Rutland and Sumterville 
to perform the duties of his position that he ended up constructing an additional home in Sumterville. The house 
is still there although it has been remodeled several times over the years and has lost much of its original 
character and no longer reflective of its real history. 

 

Rain Forest: This property was opened as a local tourist attraction in the 1960’s. Built by a local businessman 
named Carmichael, the attraction had shut down by the 1970s when Interstate 75 opened nearby and diverted 
much of the through traffic. The property is now part of the Shady Brook Golf Course and includes a spring that 
was originally a local swimming hole dating back to the 1920s. When opened as the Rain Forest, the owners 

installed a glass bottom boat to provide tours of the 
spring. Mr. Carmichael then placed life-like dinosaurs 
around the property. Being a religious person, Mr. 
Carmichael also purchased Life of Christ monuments and 
placed them in the spring for the tourists to enjoy during 
their boat ride. When the park closed the monuments 
were removed and relocated to a park in Tennessee. The 
Carmichael family still owns the property but the only part 
of the original park that remains (besides the spring) is the 
old souvenir building that’s now part of the golf  
pro shop.  
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Homer Henry Belton was the person who had originally dammed up the spring to create a mill pond that was 
eventually used for the Rain Forest boat tours. Mr. Belton then constructed a grist mill using the dam to generate 
the mills power so farmers could bring their corn to be ground. The dam and pond remain. For years the pond 
has been called Belton’s Mill Pond and is surrounded by the Shady Brook Golf Course.  

Headless Dinosaur: Remnants of an unfinished life-size dinosaur can still be seen in the distance along CR 
476. The builder of this unfinished creature was the same person that constructed the dinosaurs for the owners 
of the Rain Forest. He is also known as the designer of “Dino the Dinosaur” used as the company logo by the 
Sinclair Oil Company. Sadly this local builder met his demise when he was stung by wasps and fell from a ladder 
to his death while working on this last unfinished dinosaur. Only the headless body and tail of this prehistoric 
creature remain standing solemnly in the field along CR 476. 

Town of Alto: Just north of SR 44 and adjacent to the Withlacoochee River is where the town of Alto was 
located.  Only the old community cemetery with plots that date back to the Civil War remains to this day. The 
cemetery holds members of the DeBusk, and Bellamy families who are two of the county’s earliest pioneers. 

Lake Panasoffkee: In the 1950s and early 1960s, 
there were 10 fish camps located around the lake. 
Today there are only four original camps remaining. 
This decline was due in part to a dramatic jump in 
real estate values during the 1960’s. As a result, 
camp owners began to sell their land that was 
ultimately subdivided for residential communities. 

The camps that remain are mainly located on the on 
the west side of the lake. This is because of highway 
accessibility and the presence of a natural elevated 
ridge on the west side that reduces the chances for 
flooding. 

At one time there were more citrus groves in the Lake Panasoffkee area than anywhere else in the state of 
Florida. It was profitable in part because of the easy access available to both paddle wheel boats and the 
railroad nearby. Barges used the outlet river to move citrus and harvested timber between the lake and river. 

Community of Panasoffkee: Just east of I-75 on CR 470 is where the original City of Panasoffkee was located. 
Originally there was a post office, grocery, saw mill, church and community center building located there. The 
name “Panasoffkee” was not originally used for the lake. The meaning of the name Panasoffkee is “valley of 
water” in the Indian language, which was converted to mean “deep ravine” by the settlers who originally applied 
this description to the lake outlet that is shaped like a deep gully. 

 In the late 1800s and until the big freezes that took place during those years, the community of Panasoffkee 
grew to be the largest town in Sumter County. It was platted to be bigger than the City of Jacksonville, but sadly, 
the freezes killed the citrus business and scared away potential investors who took their money elsewhere. 

The original orange trees from the 1880s were planted in between oak trees to protect them from the elements. 
There are still orange trees found in the oak hammocks of Sumter County that are remnants of the original citrus 
groves that survived the 1890s freezes. 

Agriculture in Sumter County: CR 470 is one of several roads that was originally built with funds from the state 
of Florida and designated as a “Farm to Market Road”. These roads were developed to connect rural/agriculture 
areas with market towns where the railroad was located. Because of the importance of agriculture, Sumter 
County had a number of roads with this same designation at that time. 
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Many towns were noted for their agricultural successes, including Tarrytown that was noted for raising lettuce, 
and Center Hill that was known as “bean growing capital” of the world. Interestingly enough, even the famous 
Seminole Chief Micanopy (who was involved in the Dade Battle) had a farm near Center Hill. 

Timber logging: There are a number of earthen berms that rise out of the swamp near the Withlacoochee River 
(several good examples are located on the Monarch Ranch property near Rutland). These tram roads/dirt berms 
were designed to provide support for narrow gauge rail lines to support trains that carried logged cypress timber 
out of the swamps. 

Carlson Landing: This community was originally settled by commercial fisherman in the early 1900s. These 
settlers were attracted to the area because of the high-ground for building houses and good river access. The 
fisherman that founded this community would catch fish in the river and take them to Leesburg to be sold. The 
property from Princess Lake/Rock Dam paralleling the river northward to SR 44 was once timber land, but after 
the trees were removed the property was of limited value to them. Several of the timber foremen homesteaded 
the property including the Walsh and Carlson families. 

Marsh Bend Outlet Park: This 11 acre County Park is 
located on land that at one time was not owned by 
anyone along the Outlet River. This unusual 
occurrence was the result of the surveys for two 
adjacent properties not matching correctly, therefore 
creating an unclaimed “No Man’s Land” without any 
real owner. The County surveyor, Trubie Hunt, 
discovered the error. Because it was unowned, the 
property reverted back to the Federal government. 
Eventually the government sold the property to Sumter 
County for one dollar. Located in the park is an old 
water dam that leads out into the lake at the outlet. 
Thought by some to have been built by Native 
Americans, the dam was really constructed to raise the level of the lake to allow for increased navigability for 
loggers and steamboats. Remnants of this water dam can still be seen in the river today. 

Thanks to the following residents for providing these unwritten stories of long ago: 

 Dan McCormic 

 James Veal, Sr. 

 James Veal, Jr. 

 Buddy Tompkins 

 Ellen Didion 

 Billy Ray 

 Gayle Teerman 

 Carolyn Shaw 

 Debbie Shaw 

3.3.5. Telling the Story 

Even at the Eligibility phase of designation the CAG has been busy identifying methods to tell the story of the 
Byway. Since the Byway corridor has both scenic and heritage components, a comprehensive story must be 
presented to provide due respect to the value of the Byway. The video that was produced as part of this 
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Eligibility Application (Appendix F) is a good corridor introduction tool. This video, produced by the daughter of 
one of the CAG members as a school project, provides a good balance of both scenic and heritage components. 
Narrated by a CAG member whose family roots go back several generations, the video tours the corridor 
highlighting the Byway’s scenic resources and the county’s long history in a down home relaxed manner. This 
video will become part of the corridor’s web site and be tied to the state website upon designation. 

The CAG has already developed several marketing tools for use at community events. A recently developed 
corridor fact sheet and “Ride Sumter” tour guide (Appendix G) were utilized at the Leesburg Bikefest and the 
Sumter County Chamber of Commerce’s Beef & Boogie festival in November. The CAG’s marketing committee 
is currently discussing a series of brochures that highlight specific types of resources along the corridor. Local 
restaurants, cycling trails and “local fishing 
holes” are all under consideration as future 
Byway awareness tools. 

The CAG has also discussed the opportunity to 
establish an electronic library for oral histories of 
the region. In developing this document’s 
corridor story, a series of Sumter county heritage 
interviews were conducted with various local 
residents whose family histories shaped this 
region (Section 3.3.4). These digital “story 
telling” sessions are a great way to help future 
generations relive the days when Sumter County 
was a pioneering community. The CAG intends 
to place these recordings on their website for 
public access. 

The CAG has an eager and locally available audience for Byway corridor bus tours. The Villages community 
located in northern Sumter County provides an enthusiastic population of residents who would enjoy bus and 
video tours of the Byway. A possible teaming arrangement with the Automobile Association of America (AAA) 
Villages office could generate an educational/marketing opportunity by offering tours of the corridor for these 
residents (and others). The ability to provide a tour host and box lunch could generate a donation stream while 
at the same time developing a new group of “educated” Byway advocates. 

These are only a few of the educational community participation opportunities that the CAG has 
planned/implemented to help tell the story. 

Corridor Story References: 

1. Looking Back Sumter County. Compiled by Doris Valentine. Sponsored by Sumter County Historical 
Society. Sundial Print Shop. Bushnell, Florida. 1981. 

2. The Fort King Road, Then and Now. Jerry Morris and Jeffrey Hought. Seminole Wars Foundation, Inc. 
Dade City, Florida. 2009. 

3. A Guide to National Register Sites in Florida, (Florida Department of State, 1984). 

4. A Guide to Florida’s Historic Architecture, F. Blair Reeves, 1989. 

5. Lake & Sumter Counties, Florida’s Heartland. Russ Sloan, Author and Editor-in- Chief. Lake-Sumter 
Community College. 2009.  

6. African Americans in Florida, by Maxine D. Jones and Kevin M. McCarthy (Pineapple Press, Inc. 1993). 
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7. The Florida War. Reproduction of the 1848 edition. John Sprague. University of Tampa Press. Tampa, 
Florida 2000. 

8. Slavery in Florida, Territorial Days to Emancipation. Larry Rivers. University Press of Florida. 
Gainesville, Florida. 2000. 

9. Florida Bed & Breakfast Guide, by Valerie C. Bondy (Queen of Hearts Publications 1995). 

10. Florida Historic Markers & Sites, by Floyd E. Boone (Gulf Publishing Company 1988). 

11. A History of Sumter County, Florida. Elsie Baylor Wyson. 1993. 

12. Oral Histories: Special recognition to the local historians that participated in the CAG’s oral history 
workshop including: Dan McCormic, Jimmy Veal, Buddy Tompkins, Ellen Didion, Billy Ray, Gayle 
Teerman, Carolyn Shaw and Debbie Shaw. 

3.4. Corridor Advocacy Group Formation 

3.4.1. Participation 

In accordance with the FSHP Manual a CAG has been established. This group has met on a regular basis for 
approximately 18 months preparing to undertake this designation effort. The membership includes a diverse 
cross-section of volunteers, advocates and governmental representatives from around Sumter County. As part of 
this planning effort members have discussed the varied interests of the communities they represent. To become 
better acquainted they have conducted a series of “community introductions” that allows each participant to 
introduce themselves, and the organization they represent to other CAG members allowing for a better 
understanding of their interests in designation. These introductions are an agenda item for each CAG meeting. 
The group has also used these CAG meetings to develop components of their eligibility application including a 
unified vision and mission for the corridor. Although each CAG partner brings a slightly different perspective to 
the CAG, there is unanimous consensus that the region’s natural beauty and heritage must be preserved for 
future generations. The CAG clearly appreciates the importance of accomplishing their mission and that 
ultimately they will become the “care takers” for the Byway corridor. 

Participation in the CAG has been overwhelming. All meetings are well attended.  

 

Members are eager to share information and participate as needed on working committees to ensure 
designation success. Currently there are approximately 50 CAG members most of which attend the monthly 
Byway meetings. An updated list is included in Appendix H. Of particular note, is the balance of membership 
between local citizens, advocacy groups and agency representatives. Maintaining this balance helps ensure a 
more sustainable group and a corridor vision with broad commitment. 


