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FRESH FROM THE GROVE:
ETHNOGRAPHIC RESEARCH IN FLORIDA’S CITRUS INDUSTRY

Miranda Rosalynne Bailey

New College of Florida, 2009

ABSTRACT

From groves  to  laboratories  to  gift  shops,  citrus  is  a  commodity and cultural 

symbol that has become representative of Florida across the globe. In this thesis I discuss 

the changing role of citrus as a Florida industry and, through interviews with growers and 

others  agriculture  professionals,  I  investigate  what  these  changes  mean  for  future 

generations. A cycle of economic slumps and industry consolidation has combined with 

disease pressure and environmental threats to wreak havoc on the productive acreage of 

citrus  in  Florida.  The  future  of  citrus  in  Florida,  with  its  family-owned  heritage,  is 

unclear. 

_________________________

Maria D. Vesperi        

Division of Social Sciences
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Introduction

In 1956, a Pittsburgh businessman built the 220-foot Citrus Tower in the small 

town of Clermont, Florida. The tower boasted a famous view of Lake County’s citrus 

groves. Today, from the height of the observation deck, the Tower reveals the suburban 

sprawl of Clermont. A few groves linger along the horizon – from the road they seem to 

stretch endlessly to the east, but the view from the tower is more honest. Once upon a  

time,  Lake County had 140,000 acres  of  citrus  groves.  Today,  there are  only 20,000 

(Becnel 2008). Hills that once sprouted tidy rows of orange trees are now home to acres 

of new housing and scars of red earth where construction is  underway.  The modern, 

treeless  landscape  seems  unnatural  and  haunting,  and  Clermont’s  historic  charm  is 

preserved only in yellowed photographs displayed in the Citrus Tower.

Citrus has been part of Florida’s appeal since conquistadors first set foot on the 

peninsula. Flourishing citrus trees were a testament to Florida’s mild climate, and their 

bright fruit and glossy leaves seemed right at home among the other colors and greenery 

of the sub-tropics. When the citrus industry boomed in the late 1800s, Florida’s newly-

laid railroad tracks brought down a flood of visitors lured by visions of Paradise – the 

heady scent of orange blossoms in the spring, acre after acre of well-tended grove-land. 

Oranges hung from the branches, heavy and green, until Florida’s mild winter rolled in 

and the cold weather turned them their namesake color.

The orange is a widely recognized symbol of Florida’s romance. The state flower 

is the orange blossom. The state beverage is orange juice. The state fruit is the orange.  

The state  pie  is  Key lime.  The State  of  Florida  chose  these  symbols  because  of  the 
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cultural  associations  of  citrus  in  Florida.  Although the  place  of  citrus  in  the  Florida 

economy has changed drastically in the past century, the symbolic value of citrus has 

hardly lessened. The Florida Department of Citrus (FDOC), whose advertising campaigns 

first  created  the  market  for  orange  juice,  is  still  putting  out  commercials  –  “Florida 

Orange Juice: Healthy. Pure & Simple” – even as a decline in the industry forces the 

FDOC to devote some of its advertising money to disease research.

I am a seventh-generation Floridian. I have grown up among slash pines, cabbage 

palms,  and  condominiums,  and  I  am  deeply  in  love  with  my  state  despite  its 

imperfections. I was initially planning to write a thesis that investigated the role of citrus 

in  creating  a  cultural  identity  as  Floridian,  but  I  soon  realized  that  the  topic  was 

impossibly vague. My interviews had, however, given me a sense of the role of citrus in 

the  lives  of  individuals  –  in  many cases,  citrus  is life,  and  there  are  overwhelming 

economic and environmental forces threatening to take that life away. Thus my thesis has 

evolved into a discussion of heritage within the industry, and the consequences for future 

generations if the industry as we know it is destroyed.

I am concerned with the plight of the citrus industry, and it was this concern that 

made my fieldwork experience so rewarding. I conducted the interviews as an outsider, as 

someone not from an agricultural background, yet I was interested and eager and when 

asked to explain what my thesis was about, I waxed eloquent about my love of Florida 

and its historic industries. I also expressed my desire to preserve the stories of those who 

have grown up around citrus, who have made it their lives. It is significant that this life is 
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changing in a way that may no longer  support the family-owned citrus industry,  and 

important to maintain some record of the people being affected by this. I talked with 

some of these individuals, and have written my thesis around the information they have 

given me.

Most of the people I interviewed  were introduced to me through the networks of 

others.  The  lab  director  at  the  United  States  Department  of  Agriculture  (USDA) 

Horticultural  Laboratory in  Ft.  Pierce  gave  me  a list  of  people  to  call;  many of  the  

interviews used in this thesis are thanks to him. The librarian at the Lake Alfred Citrus 

Research and Education Center was very helpful in getting me into contact with people at 

the  center,  although  I  was  only  able  to  conduct  one  interview  there  due  to  time 

constraints.  Two journalists at the  Sarasota Herald-Tribune gave me the number of a 

woman they had interviewed for a series of articles on citrus. She gave me the names of a 

few women in the industry.

The fact remains that most of the people I interviewed were white; there were 

seven males and four females. I brought up issues of gender and ethnicity in some of my 

interviews, but it seems that the majority of professionals within the citrus industry are 

white males. This does not surprise me at all, and I feel that my sampling of interviews is  

representative of the industry. I interviewed grove owners and grove managers, extension 

agents and coordinators, researchers and retail employees, agricultural consultants, and 

product and development managers. These fields are interconnected, working together to 

solve the problems affecting the industry today.
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I had a difficult time getting interviews with citrus agencies such as the FDOC, 

and with trade organizations such as  Florida Citrus Mutual. I explained this to Robin 

Bryant, an agricultural consultant, and she offered a little insight on the problem.

“People  are  a  little  hesitant,  especially  after  the  book  came  out  from  Alissa 

Hamilton,  Squeezed,” she explained. “I don't  know if  you saw that. She did it as her 

doctorate thesis, she was at Yale... And then she turned it into a book. And it is very 

disappointing,  what  she did.  She  came down,  she rummaged through the archives  at 

Florida Southern College, and they just handed her everything that she wanted, and then 

the next thing we know she makes this huge conspiracy theory up about how the citrus 

industry and the juice processors are  pulling the wool  over the American consumers' 

eyes, and that it's not what they say it is... And so people were quoted in her thesis and in  

her book, and they were trying to be helpful and giving her the information she asked 

for.”

Hamilton’s 2009 book, Squeezed, was directed at a larger audience than was her 

thesis.  I  read  a  few selected  chapters  from the  book,  in  order  to  get  a  sense of  her 

argument. Her goal was to expose the machinations of the orange juice processing and 

advertising industries, in the context of fostering consumer awareness. Squeezed provides 

a great deal of historical information to support its arguments. Hamilton discusses the 

early days of the industry in Florida, the 1961 FDA hearings into “developing standards 

of identity for orange juice” (Hamilton 2009: xxvii), and the development of the industry 

after  the  standardization.  Her  contention  is  with  the  processing  industry as  a  whole, 

which she says prevents a healthy grower-consumer relationship. By removing the flawed 
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processing  industry,  she  suggests,  growers  and  consumers  could  “begin  a  friendly, 

mutually beneficial conversation” (2009:290).

Hamilton provides an example of this theory in action, discussing the case of a 

grower, Rory Martin, who has begun direct grower-consumer relations by squeezing his 

own fresh juice and selling it to a blossoming fresh-squeezed niche market. “The same 

box of oranges that sells for three dollars to Tropicana brings in thirty dollars when he 

juices  the oranges  himself”  (2009:190).  Hamilton quotes  Jim Griffiths,  the managing 

director of Florida’s Citrus Grower Associates, who says that “if you squeeze the oranges 

within a reasonably clean environment and sell the juice within seventy-two to ninety-six 

hours,  and keep it  below forty degrees after  it’s  been squeezed,  you won’t  have any 

problems” (quoted in 2009:190). She also notes FDOC support of the new market, saying 

that the FDOC is attempting to boost sales of freshly squeezed juice by introducing juice 

extractors into citrus retail stores (2009:192).  In the last chapters of the book Hamilton 

explains that she has no problem with the growers, and she discusses the idea of a truly 

fresh juice industry as a way to save the citrus industry – she seems to genuinely want to 

help. Certain of her statements, however, such as, “Raw juice may be the only way out of 

the straits that the Florida orange grower is trying to squeeze through” (2009:193), make 

too many assumptions. This sentence bothers me especially; she presents raw juice as 

though it is an obvious solution to the problem. 

There are no obvious solutions, however, and I feel that Hamilton’s conclusion is 

too simplistic. It attempts to direct people without really understanding the complexity of 

the issues. In an interview posted on her website, she states, “Orange growers just don't 
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advertise oranges” (Greenaway 2010). And yet nowhere in Squeezed do I find mention of 

the diseases that have been slowly strangling the industry, diseases that have wiped out 

thousands and thousands of acres of Florida grove land, and which scar the flesh of an 

orange, making it visibly unappealing to the consumer. Processed juice, for which there is 

already an infrastructure in place, can take care of the industry through these rough times 

better  than  a  niche  market  can.  If  I  had  been  introduced  to  Hamilton’s  book  at  the 

beginning of my research, rather than at the end, I would have been able to address these 

issues much more directly. Squeezed is a valuable tool for consumers who want to know 

more about where their food comes from. I do not think it is a book that services the 

industry in any fashion, however much Hamilton likes to see herself as sympathetic to 

growers.

In the following chapters, I speak with the growers themselves – and with other 

agricultural professionals – about the challenges they face, and their attempts to survive 

these difficult times. In Chapter One, Citrus as an Industry, I look at the history of citrus  

in Florida as well  as the current state of the industry.  I  end with a discussion of the 

research facilities devoted to citrus science and its application. In Chapter Two, Heritage 

in the Industry,  I discuss the economic downturn of the citrus industry and the crops 

being  tested  as  alternatives  to  citrus.  I  then  use  interviews  with  growers  and  citrus 

professionals to look at the effects of the economy, natural disasters, and horticultural 

diseases  on  the  success  of  the  industry.  In  Chapter  Three,  The  Future,  I  again  use 
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interviews to examine some of the creative strategies being used to push through these 

hard times.

In my conclusion,  I  discuss why citrus is  important to  Florida not  only as an 

industry, but also as a symbol of the state itself. Its growers produce a commodity that has 

been Florida’s poster child for the past century.  The interviews in this thesis examine 

issues of land and job inheritance within the industry; the people I interviewed come from 

a long line of individuals dedicated to producing a fruit that symbolizes Florida above all  

else.
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Citrus as an Industry

A Brief History of Citrus in Florida

Columbus’s  second  voyage  brought  a  variety  of  new  crops  to  the  western 

hemisphere – “grains, and seeds of oranges, lemons, and citrons, melons, and all kinds of 

vegetables” (Crist 1955:2) – which spread across the Caribbean and onto the mainland 

with  Spanish  and  Portuguese  explorers.  The  orange  “was  already  established  and 

practically  growing  wild”  (Strain  1942:17)  at  the  time  of  Florida’s  first  permanent 

settlement  at  St.  Augustine in  1565. By the late 1500s there were wild citrus groves 

spread across the state, often closely situated to midden mounds, the result of Spanish 

interaction with native Floridians (Crist 1955:3).

There are still orange trees growing wild in the backwoods of Florida. Untended, 

these trees are far taller than the pruned, cultivated trees of a grove – sometimes close to 

30 feet tall.  Their  fruit  hangs high above the ground and is unblemished; trees in no 

proximity to a grove are unlikely to be affected by the diseases and pests that threaten 

commercial citrus. I have stumbled across wild orange trees on hikes with my brother, 

who can always manage to knock a few oranges from the lowest branches. The fruit is 

tart and seedy, but ultimately more satisfying than an orange plucked from a neat pyramid 

of fruit at a grocery store.

Wild groves were more numerous in 1763 when England acquired Florida; it was 

the  English  who first  commercialized  the  wild  Florida  oranges.  Ships  carried  “dried 

orange peels, and casks of orange ‘juice,’ usually watered, and preserved with sugars, 

spices, and spirits” (Warren 2005:180) – although the fruit itself was the most popular 
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export.  It  was  not  until  Florida  became  the  property  of  the  United  States  in  1821, 

however,  that  significant  commercial  development  began.  By 1830, wild sour orange 

trees  were  being  used  as  rootstocks  for  more  commercially  favorable  fruits. 

“Topworking,” a process in which a sweet orange was budded onto the stump of a hardy 

wild orange, could produce a bearing tree in as little as three years. By the 1900s, “there 

were no unbudded wild groves of any consequence left in the state” (Crist 1955:4).

Before  the  railroad  came  to  Florida  in  the  late  1800s,  the  citrus  industry’s 

development was generally restricted to areas with access to a waterway. Peter Spyke, a 

grower located in the Ft. Pierce area, told me that in the early days of the industry “all of 

the shipping was done by steamship, so your groves had to be in proximity to a way of 

getting them to a port.” Citra, a little town fifteen  miles north of Ocala, was booming in 

those days because of its closeness to Orange Lake. “It was the largest town in that part  

of Florida, because of the citrus,” Spyke said. “Orange Lake had an outlet that ran into 

the Ocklawaha, which ran into the St. John’s, which led to Jacksonville… Orange Lake 

was your port of call to get the fruit out, and so the industry in the 1800s actually built up 

there.” 

Citrus production in the 1800s focused mainly on oranges, for which there was 

the greatest demand overseas. Environmental conditions remained favorable for the bulk 

of the century, and citrus was grown successfully as far north as St. Augustine. The end of 

the Civil War in 1865 marked the beginning of a different economy in the South, one 

stimulated  by  northern  speculators  and  by  advances  in  transportation  technology. 

“Orange fever” swept the nation with the illusion of the “easy money, clear lungs, and 
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clean  consciences  awaiting  those  who  would  stake  a  claim  in  Florida”  (Warren 

2005:182).  Then,  around the  turn  of  the  century,  Florida  was hit  with  a  catastrophic 

freeze.

“In 1894/95 was the worst freeze anybody’s ever seen,” Peter Spyke recounted. 

“It froze hard in December of ’94, knocked the trees back and then it turned warm, and 

they all started growing again and then there was another killer in early February of ’95,  

and the trees had lost their dormancy... once they start growing, then they can’t take the 

low temperatures anymore. They can’t go dormant and survive, and it wiped them out. It  

snowed all the way to Okeechobee in February of ’95. In fact, the only place where there 

were orange blossoms was in Miami.” 

After  the  freezes  in  1894-95,  the  industry  had  to  rebuild  itself  completely. 

Production shifted southward,  growers  abandoned their  ruined groves  in  the northern 

counties in favor of warmer climates to the south. There were positive outcomes to this 

tragedy, however – as the industry rebuilt itself, “more attention was paid to locating the 

groves in more favorable places with reference to frost protection, and... there followed 

the development of a few standard varieties which were of much higher quality than was 

formerly grown” (Strain 1942:17). Severe freezes continued to punctuate the otherwise 

mild Florida winters, and the industry continued to shift south, finally concentrating on 

the Lake Wales Ridge, where it remained for nearly a century.

Growing Citrus in Florida

The Floridian peninsula is characterized by its flatness. Averaging only about 100 

feet above sea level, common Florida ecosystems are prairies, pine flatwoods, marshes, 
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and swamps. Yet, in the middle of the state, the flatness gives way to rolling, sandy hills. 

Thousands of years ago, when the ocean level was higher, the Lake Wales Ridge was a 

chain of islands jutting out of the ocean, shaped by wind and waves. Now, standing 295 

feet above sea level and stretching 150 miles through Lake, Orange, Osceola, Polk, and 

Highlands  counties,  this  ancient  sand  dune  is  one  of  the  most  distinct  geological 

formations of the peninsula (Sharpe 2005). In terms of growing citrus, the ridge’s poor, 

sandy soil is one of its most important features. Locals call it sugar sand – loose, fine silt  

that makes it difficult to drive a truck through the groves. Citrus flourishes in light, well-

drained soils, and the sands of the ridge – up to 20 feet deep in some areas – are ideal for  

growing citrus. Some varieties grow more easily than others, and commercial citrus trees 

consist of two parts, the rootstock and the scion. The fruit-producing part of the tree, the 

scion,  is  budded onto a hardy rootstock,  and the two parts  grow together  as the tree 

matures.

In addition to its height above the water table, the ridge boasts another geologic 

quirk.  Limestone,  the foundation of  the  ridge,  is  a  sedimentary rock highly prone to 

erosion. Water easily seeps through limestone, gathering in underground aquifers, and 

over time water flowing through the rock hollows out subterranean caverns. The ridge is 

pocketed with these caverns,  but their  structural  integrity is  precarious – caverns can 

collapse for a number of reasons. The sandy soil of the ridge can pour through a crack in 

the limestone,  triggering a  collapse,  as  can  a  decline  in  the level  of  the water  table. 

Occasionally, the ceiling of a cavern simply becomes unsound and falls in upon itself. 

Whatever the catalyst, the result is a sinkhole; if the water table rises, the sinkhole can fill  
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with water. The Lake Wales Ridge is pockmarked by thousands of named lakes, most of 

which are sinkholes.

These lakes perform an important function in the citrus groves during freezes, 

when a lake’s water can marginally raise the temperature of cold air moving across it. 

The temperature change is  very slight,  but sometimes a degree or two makes all  the 

difference. In his 1966 book Oranges, John McPhee illustrates this fact with an anecdote: 

“Mathias went through a grove and stopped at the edge of a pond called Little Lake 

Hamilton… Along the north shore, all the orange trees had been severely damaged… All 

their leaves had fallen, the fruit was lost, and the trees had later been radically pruned. 

Along the south shore, where the north wind had reached after passing over the lake, no 

trees were damaged and no oranges were lost” (1966:45).

During a hard freeze, farmers are sometimes forced to take drastic measures in 

order to save their crops – pumping water over a crop is one example. Oranges freeze at 

28 degrees Fahrenheit, but water freezes at 32, regardless of the air temperature. Water 

pumped over a crop will encase the leaves and fruit in a layer of ice, protecting the fruit 

itself from freezing as long as the water is continuously applied (1966:48). In January of 

2010, farmers across Florida pumped one billion gallons of water a day out of the aquifer 

in  an  attempt  to  save  their  crops  from  freezing.  The  Southwest  Florida  Water 

Management District states that this is more than 16 times the average permitted quantity 

– 60 million gallons a day –  and the water level of the aquifer dropped 60 feet. This 

caused 85 sinkholes in areas along the ridge and around important agricultural areas such 
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as Plant City. The sinkholes damaged both private and public property, including such 

thoroughfares as Interstate 4 and U.S. Highway 27 (Pittman 2010).

Calvin Arnold, Lab Director at the USDA Horticultural Lab in Ft. Pierce, said that 

the freezes in the 1980s were the reason the citrus industry moved off the ridge and south, 

to the flatwoods of Ft. Meyers on the west coast, and to the Indian River area on the east 

coast. The flatwoods, with their high water table, had traditionally been the territory of 

cattle ranchers. The citrus and cattle industries coexisted companionably “because neither 

was attracted by the land resources of the other” (Mealor 1976:361). The grazing capacity 

of the ridge was too low to support cattle, while the poorly-drained soil of the flatwoods 

made it unattractive to growers. However, as the citrus industry moved farther south and 

grove land began to encroach on cattle land, the two industries did find themselves at 

odds: “Tensions often mounted in areas where livestock and citrus regions overlapped: 

growers erected fences to keep out neighbor’s cattle, furtively shot and buried wayward 

hogs, and sought legislative action to halt the cattlemen’s practice of setting fires to clear 

coarse underbrush and promote fresh growth, fires that frequently burned growers’ fences 

and trees” (Warren 2005:191-2).

When the citrus  industry moved out  of the Lake Wales  region,  ridge growers 

scoffed  at  the  idea  of  growing  citrus  in  the  flatwoods.  Arnold  joked  about  their 

incredulity: “When you get on down towards the Everglades, that’s for the mosquitoes 

and alligators; you can’t grow citrus down there.” Indeed, citrus is much more difficult to 

grow in  an  area  with  poorly drained  soils;  if  soil  retains  too  much  water,  pathogen 

populations are maintained in the root system and root rot can occur (Tarnowski 1993). 

13



However, Arnold said, “People can become very innovative whenever they have to. So a 

few of the growers launched out and they built beds to put the trees on to get the roots up 

above the water table. And so the industry spread very rapidly into the flatwoods areas of 

southeast and southwest Florida, and a high percentage of the acreage is in those areas 

right now. But the trees don’t have the deep root system… they’re more vulnerable to 

hurricanes,  the trees blow over easier.  There’s various other production problems that 

come along with it. But they’ve been successful and some growers have made a lot of  

money growing citrus in the flatwoods.”

Globalization

Out of a hundred countries that can produce citrus, there are only four or five with 

a  climate  for  producing  juice  oranges  –  hot  days,  warm humid  nights,  and frequent 

rainfall. California has a thriving citrus industry, but its desert climate – hot dry days, 

cold dry nights – makes for less juicy citrus. Out of these few places, only Florida and 

Brazil have the economic infrastructure to enable large-scale production of commercial 

citrus for a juice market (Mansfield 2007a).

Brazil’s  citrus  industry  is  not  old,  but  its  massive  size  is  a  relatively  recent 

development. In the early 60s, Florida was the main producer of orange juice worldwide. 

Brazil probably produced 10- 12 million boxes a year, and most of that was for a fresh 

fruit market. Then, in 1962 – two years after Coca-Cola bought Minute Maid – there was 

a devastating freeze, and processors had to look for another supplier of juice oranges. 

Cutrale, one of the largest growers in Brazil, began to supply Minute Maid in the late 60s. 

At the end of the seventies, Brazil was producing a hundred and eighty million boxes, 
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and in the 1997-98, season they peaked at four hundred and twenty million boxes. Right 

now, Cutrale  and Citrosuco,  both Brazilian  growers,  are  the two largest  orange juice 

producers in the world (2007a).

In some ways, the Brazilian industry has been instrumental in keeping Florida 

from pricing itself out of the market. Florida’s citrus production is severely effected by 

freezes -- and when supplies are low, prices go up. Brazilian orange juice has been able to 

supplement processors and keep orange juice affordable until the Florida crop is back on 

track. One grower that I  interviewed suggested this as a solution now. He says the juice 

industry  cannot  sustain  a  period  of  high  prices  following  the  recent  decrease  in 

production; most of the market for citrus these days is the result of historic publicity. 

100% Florida juice, he said, just isn’t economically viable.

Brazil has also been a tough competitor for Florida growers. Costs of labor in 

Brazil  are  cheaper  because  they  mechanically  harvest  a  great  deal  of  their  acreage, 

whereas citrus in Florida is still almost exclusively harvested by hand. Harvesting and 

hauling costs in Florida are estimated to be three or four times what they are in Brazil. 

There are protective tariffs in place to help protect Florida citrus from cheaper Brazilian 

products, but these tariffs have been subject to change since they were first put in place in 

the 1930s. Florida Citrus Mutual, which is a cooperative association dedicated to helping 

growers produce and market at  a profit,  has been instrumental in fighting against the 

change, reduction, or removal of these tariffs (Mansfield 2007b).
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The Current State of the Industry

Although  freezes  have  been  among  the  most  historically  significant 

environmental  threats  to  the  citrus  industry,  they  are  by  no  means  the  only  one. 

Hurricanes are another major annual concern, causing extensive, varied damage. Their 

high winds damage groves, tearing leaves and limbs from trees, and can destroy the very 

buildings that make up the industry's infrastructure. Hurricane Charley ripped through 

Florida in August 2004; months later, citrus canker was found at several of the state’s 

largest nurseries. Four million young citrus trees, or two-thirds of the state’s supply, were 

destroyed in the effort to control the spread of canker. Some nurseries, although free of 

canker,  still  found themselves  under  quarantine  because  of  their  nearness  to  infected 

groves – and a two-year quarantine is as good as a death sentence to a small nursery 

(Bayles 2008a). Buddy Johnson, a grower in the Ft. Pierce area,  was a victim of the 

2004/2005 hurricanes. He discussed what these disasters meant for his operation.

“We were in the packing business from 1961 until the storms of this past decade... 

it was a vertical integration, you would call it today, but on a very small scale compared 

to the corporate giants of today,” he explained. “But it was all family held, and it still is 

today, it’s a family operation. We’ve got about 1000 acres now. But we had to close the 

packing facility after Wilma in '05.” The real damage sustained from Hurricane Wilma 

was not caused by strong winds or rain, however, but by the diseases spread by the storm 

system.

“We’ve lived through hurricanes before and recovered,” Johnson said, “but Wilma 

brought with it two diseases, canker and greening, that we hadn’t had before. They were 
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here... in the state, but fairly dormant, they needed those winds of the hurricane to spread 

them around... And as I sit here today, we don’t have a cure for either. And that’s what has 

made a marked difference in the decline in the industry; not so much the storms, although 

the storms were the catalyst for those two diseases.”

Canker and greening are the most serious threats to the industry today. Asiatic 

citrus canker is caused by Xanthomonas axonopodis pv. Citri, a bacterial plant pathogen 

that causes necrotic lesions. Two weeks after canker infects a tree, these lesions begin to 

appear  – hundreds can form on a single fruit,  leaf, or stem (Stall 1983:582). Canker 

reduces  fruit  yield by causing fruit  to  drop prematurely (Spann 2008);  moreover,  the 

unsightly lesions render fruit unmarketable. Although the pathogen that causes canker is 

not harmful to humans or animals and the fruit is still edible, consumers do not want to 

purchase blemished fruit.

The bacterium that causes citrus canker is carried primarily by wind-driven rain, 

but  can  also be  spread through human activity,  via  “the  movement  of  infected  plant 

material, equipment or even clothing” (Spann 2008). Citrus greening, on the other hand, 

is spread by a vector, the Asian Citrus Psyllid. Unlike canker, which makes a tree weak 

and  non-productive,  citrus  greening  will  kill  a  tree  in  a  number  of  years.  The  fruit 

produced by a tree with greening, in the meantime, is worthless – salty and bitter to taste,  

and  misshapen  both  internally  and  externally.  The  tree  eventually  experiences  twig 

dieback, stunting, off-season blooming, and overall decline (University of Florida 2008a). 

There is no known cure for this disease, or for canker.
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“Every season there seems to be several more packinghouses that close, that don’t 

run again,” said Calvin Arnold in our interview. “It’s been a combination of this constant 

urban encroachment… it just encroaches on the acreage of citrus groves more and more, 

turning into housing developments and shopping malls and so on... Then in 2004, as we 

all  painfully know, we had a  series of hurricanes that  caused a lot  of damage to the 

groves, breaking limbs, just overall damage to the infrastructure of the citrus operations. 

And now we have this  real  devastating bacterial  problem called citrus  greening,  and 

unlike canker, citrus greening will actually kill the trees in three or four years. So you put 

all of those together over the last decade, the citrus industry is really taking a beating.” 

Leaning forward in his chair, Arnold raised his eyebrows as though beseeching me to 

understand.

“This does kind of give you a sickening feeling in your stomach, when you know 

a lot of these families have gone back for years,” he said. “Their grandfathers and great-

grandfathers that pass it on, and they have young kids, even toddlers running around who 

they’re planning to take over the business. And then all of a sudden, all of these negative 

things start to happen. And the family has to face some very gut-wrenching decisions. 

‘Are we going to be able to stay in the citrus business as a family, like we’ve been all  

these generations?’” 

Researching Citrus

The USDA horticultural lab in Ft. Pierce devotes a significant research effort to 

citrus.  The  facility  also  focuses  on  a  wide  variety  of  other  horticultural  concerns, 

including work benefiting other subtropical crops and ornamentals. Dr. Robert Shatters, 
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who hosted me during my fieldwork in Ft. Pierce, is a researcher at the lab. He spent his 

youth on a farm in Hampshire, Illinois, “a town of 1,000 people in northern Illinois,” 

before going on to get a PhD in Microbiology at Washington State University. He moved 

to Gainesville, Florida, in 1991. 

“I was hired by the USDA at that time. I had a lab on the University of Florida 

campus,  and  I  studied  limiting  factors  to  forage  crop  production  in  subtropical 

environments. It was funny, when I came to Florida I thought, ‘You can grow anything in 

Florida, you shouldn’t have any trouble.’ I learned that actually Florida is an extremely 

harsh  environment  to  grow  plants,  especially  plants  that  aren’t  adapted  to  this 

environment...  so I  was hired as a  molecular  biologist  to look at  ways of  improving 

forage grass quality for livestock production.”

In  1998,  he  moved  from Gainesville  to  the  Ft.  Pierce  area,  where  he  began 

working primarily with citrus. He said, “They were building this brand new lab, the U.S. 

Horticultural Research Laboratory, and it was supposed to open in 2000. It was supposed 

to be a real flagship state-of-the-art-facility, which I think it is, and so I had a chance to 

move down and be in that lab and move the crop I was on to citrus.”

“I was hired... originally to help study problems with plant-insect interactions. I’m 

in a research unit whose mission is to find solutions to problems that arise because of 

invasive insect pests that affect agriculture, primarily, horticultural crops and citrus and 

vegetables. So my job is to look at that interaction and try to find ways to make plants  

more resistant to the insects, or resistant to the diseases that these insects might vector.”
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When  I  visited  the  lab  in  2009,  Shatters  led  me  on  a  tour  that  covered  the 

laboratory’s  three  research  units  –  the  Horticulture  and  Breeding  Research  Unit,  the 

Subtropical Insects Research Unit, and the Subtropical Plant Pathology Research Unit – 

as well as the greenhouse facilities. “The Horticulture and Breeding unit is involved in 

breeding new varieties of citrus, and it’s a fairly long process,” he explained. “If you want 

to breed better citrus plants, you’ve got to wait until one fruits to produce seed, and when 

you start a plant from a seed it may take seven, eight years for it to start producing fruit. 

And that’s just to make one cross. So that means you can only make one cross every 

seven years. That takes a lifetime to make new varieties.

“The entomology research unit is the one I’m involved in. We deal with insect 

pests that affect crops grown in the United States, and since we’re in the southeast United 

States we focus specifically on those grown in the southeast, like citrus, grasses, a lot of 

horticultural crops. Florida sticks out like a thumb into the Caribbean area – we have 

Central America, South America, the Caribbean, and we’re constantly getting new pests 

coming in,  they say something like  12  or  more  new insect  pests  are  introduced and 

established in Florida every year. Because people bring in their little favorite citrus, even 

though they’re not supposed to, and it has eggs on it or something.”

The plant pathology lab is involved in the sequencing of genetic material. They 

study citrus pathogens, insect pests, and how they interact with citrus. They use robots to 

do much of this research – robots set up the reactions and then carry out the analyses. 

Shatters told me, “When I went through graduate school in the ’80s we did these things 
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by hand, one at a time. In the last 10 years, really, robots have started to impact our 

ability to do it in large volumes.”

The USDA facility isn’t set up just for molecular research. Half a mile away there 

is a 300-acre farm where ecology fieldwork is carried out,  “finding new alternatives to 

management  practices  to  reduce  the  need  for  pesticides,”  Shatters  explained.  In  the 

research labs, on the other hand, scientists try to understand the molecular interactions 

between crops and pests, and develop new ways to control the interaction. “We cover 

everything from work boots and shovels to pipettes,” he said. There is also a section 

devoted to post-harvest work, studying the best way to store citrus after it’s picked. Then 

there are the growth chambers, where young citrus trees are studied in a sealed, climate-

controlled environment.

We went to the greenhouses next,  visiting a room of carefully contained trees 

covered in various insect pests. We also toured an area devoted to diseased plants, and 

this  was  where  I  got  my first  glimpse  of  the  greening disease  at  work.  Dr.  Shatters 

pointed it out to me. “In these you see just the tops are turning yellow – but in a big tree 

with many branches you just might get one branch that all the leaves turn yellow, and all 

the leaves in that branch may kind of swirl up through the tree.” This is the disease that 

Shatters said “really has the potential of ending citrus production.” 

“When I first started working on citrus they said Diaprepes root weevil was going 

to destroy citrus production in Florida. So we started studying it, and we think we now 

have a good solution for it, but they’re not that worried about it anymore because then 

along came another disease called citrus canker. They said, ‘Oh, that’s going to end citrus 
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production,  we  don’t  care  about  Diaprepes  anymore.’ And  now they’re  not  quite  so 

worried about it because then citrus greening came along and they said, ‘Oh, that’s going 

to ruin citrus production.’ So they kind of learn to live with diseases and insect pests as 

they come in, but they haven’t been able to find a way to do that with greening, yet. It’s 

really ruining a lot of citrus producers in Florida.”

The Lake Alfred Citrus Research and Education Center (CREC) in Lake Alfred, 

Florida, is part of the University of Florida's Institute of Food and Agricultural Sciences 

(UF/IFAS). A group of citrus growers established the center in 1917. It is the oldest and 

largest of the university's off-campus experiment stations, host to research, extension, and 

teaching  programs.   Their  research  focuses  on  a  variety  of  subjects,  including  food 

chemistry,  diseases  and pests,  rootstock and scion research,  and cell  physiology.  The 

Center  has  aided  many  facets  of  the  citrus  industry.  The  first  mechanical  hedging 

machine was developed at CREC in the 1950s. CREC researchers, collaborating with the 

FDOC,  developed  juice  quality  standards  for  Florida  orange  and  grapefruit  juice. 

Research continues on the Diaprepes Root Weevil, “studying the biology of this insect 

and devising integrated pest management programs” (University of Florida 2008b). 

The  UF/IFAS  Extension  services,  on  the  other  hand,  focus  on  dispersing 

information directly to growers. Extension agents use educational programs and provide 

educational  material  to  “enhance  productivity,  profitability  and  environmental 

stewardship of Florida citrus growers” using applied citrus research (Citrus Agents 2008). 

Information is provided about cold protection and weather concerns such as hurricanes, 

water management, pest management, and citrus nutrition.
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Chris Oswalt, the extension agent for Polk and Hillsborough counties, explained 

to me what his job as an extension agent involved. He began by describing the University 

of Florida college hierarchy.

“I guess the best way to describe it is they have Senior Vice Presidents. And one 

of them is the Senior Vice President for Shands, the health center, and that’s all of Shands 

and  all  the  College  of  Medicine  and  all  that.  University  of  Florida  also  has  a  Vice 

President  for  what’s  called  the  Institute  of  Food and Agricultural  Sciences,  which  is 

IFAS.  The  Institute  of  Food  and  Ag.  Sciences  actually  encompasses  basically  three 

different areas. One of them’s resident instruction, which happens on campus, and it does 

happen at research centers in Florida also, but generally speaking resident instruction is 

one section under IFAS. Then they have the research centers. So we have a Dean for 

resident instruction, we have a Dean for research, and we have a Dean for extension.” 

He continued, “Faculty members at [the University of] Florida, on-campus, off-

campus,  a  lot  of  them  have  extension  appointments,  partial  appointments,  teaching, 

research, and extension, or they may be research-and-extension, you know, combinations 

of different things. So the Dean for extension also has the county extension faculty, which 

I am, and there’s a county extension office in all 67 counties and also the Seminole Indian 

tribe has an extension office, so I guess there’s 68 of them.

“What I do is I provide educational opportunities and research-based knowledge. I 

may do a grower meeting, I may do a demonstration, I may do a number of things to 

convey  the  latest  research  technology  and  provide  that  to  growers.  So  it  could  be 

production information, it could be water quality and quantity kinds of things, it can be 
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fertilizer and fertilizer rates and things like that. Pretty much all of the production side of 

it.  So  that’s  basically  what  I  do.  Write  newsletters  and  things  like  that,  that  go  to 

commercial growers. So that any of the stuff that I get, that I think is timely and that they 

need to know about,  I’ll  send that to them....  Grower meetings. We’re always talking 

about vector management, with greening, inoculum removal, what’s the best way to do 

that, what’s the latest information. How do we get that to growers, so that they can make 

good production decisions,  remain viable economically,  and as many of them stay in 

business as possible.”

Research and education are undoubtedly important, but are they enough to save 

the groves? Although there have been concentrated efforts both towards research for a 

solution and towards educating growers in preventative measures, canker and greening 

have decimated the state’s citrus acreage in the five years since their appearance. Entire 

operations have been shut down due to the diseases – not only groves, but also citrus 

nurseries that supply the young trees needed to rebuild a ruined grove. Only the most 

successful businesses can afford to rebuild, and it’s the smaller family operations that are 

suffering the most.
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Heritage in the Industry

Economic Realities

The American agricultural tradition is in trouble. In 1985, it was estimated that 

one in five family-sized farms in the United States faced financial difficulties. A family-

sized farm is defined as one with annual sales of $40,000 - $500,000 – and 120,000 of 

these small farms were not in good shape (Hady 1987:409). The citrus industry is no 

exception to this crisis. In 1945, there were 28,699 orange growers in Florida, with farms 

averaging five acres. In 2002, the federal survey of orange groves recorded only 7,072 

farms with an average of 121 acres (Bayles 2008b). The era of family-sized farms is 

rapidly ending, and Florida’s citrus industry is feeling the transition as harshly as family 

farms across the American Midwest. 

In the 21st century, it is impossible to survive with a small operation based solely 

on growing citrus.  A series  of  economic  slumps  has  created  a  challenging economic 

climate for smaller citrus growers. Although a small grove can supplement an income, it 

cannot be the only source. Canker and greening have had profound effects on the overall 

production of a grove as well, and an operation with a large amount of debt is likely to 

succumb.

I talked about the downturn of citrus with Calvin Arnold, who said, “As recently 

as six years ago there was 240,000 acres of citrus in this area – Brevard, Indian River, 

Okeechobee, St. Lucie and Martin counties – and about 40 fresh fruit packinghouses. 

Now the acreage is down to about 140,000 acres... and the number of packinghouses is, I 
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think, close to 28 now.” When I interviewed citrus extension agent Chris Oswalt, I asked 

him if the packinghouses in mid-Florida were suffering the same fate.

“In the early ’80s... Lake and Polk county were always fighting each other for 

who had the most acreage,” he said, “but because of those freezes [in the ’80s] there was 

a tendency for the industry to move further south. Therefore over time and based on the 

production,  a lot  of those processing facilities kind of consolidated,  so there’s not  as 

many as there used to be.” Essentially,  however,  the success of a processing plant or 

packinghouse is largely decided by its location, Oswalt explained. “Tropicana’s big in 

Bradenton, but they’re on the coast... If they haul [fruit] from the other side of the state,  

they’ve got to travel 150 miles. If you’re in the center of the state, you only have to go 75 

miles one way or the other.”

Several  grove  owners  I  interviewed  ran  grove  management  businesses  to 

supplement their incomes, but even this source of revenue has been imperiled in recent 

years.  Peter  Spyke,  who  owns  groves  in  Citra  and  in  St.  Lucie  County,  also  owns 

Arapaho Citrus Management. He explained what a citrus management business does. 

“For the absentee owner we would completely manage the grove, manage their 

business for them, and that’s everything, marketing, bookkeeping, the whole nine yards 

for representatives... It used to be a lot of the groves were owned by absentee owners.”

“Used to be?” I asked. “Has that changed?”

“Yes, there’s less of that than there used to be,” he replied. When I asked why, he 

blamed it on the freezes of the 1980s. “We lost a quarter of a million acres of citrus north 

of Orlando and gained 300- or 400,000 acres of citrus south of Ft.  Meyers,  south of  
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Tampa,  I’ll  say.  In  between the time the  northern acreage  was lost  and the  southern 

acreage was gained there was a period of very high prices. And so it was easy to get  

financing. There was tax breaks that the government offered people, rapid depreciation 

and things like that. And so there was a rush of absentee owners, it became the thing to  

do, and insurance companies and other investors would either buy the groves, or buy the 

land and plant groves. And that was very big until about the mid-90s when all of that new 

grove came into production, and so we ended up with some monster crops in the late ’90s 

that were excessive. And the prices dropped.

“Then, of course, in the early 2000s the real estate market heated up, so a guy 

who had a grove that wasn’t making money growing citrus and he was offered a large 

amount for his land, he sold out. Some of them didn’t sell out, they just walked away, and 

left them, if they had financing. Some big ones did that. In the ’90s, they couldn’t make a 

go of it because they borrowed against ’80s prices and they couldn’t pay the mortgage 

with the ’90s prices. There were a number of groves that got handed back to the lender. 

We went through a period where our major clients were lenders with foreclosed groves; 

we managed for them until they could find a buyer.”

Alternative Crops

“The big question is, what to do with that land?” asked Buddy Johnson – and that 

is the  big  question.  Land  formerly  occupied  by  groves  of  citrus  trees  is  generally 

characterized by astoundingly poor soil that isn’t good for growing anything but citrus. 

“We’ve tried all kinds of alternative crops... We’ve tried peanut hay, we’ve tried a plant 

called jatropha. We’re right on the freeze line for jatropha, and this last freeze nailed it 
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again...We’ve not  personally tried blueberries and other  berry-type fruits...  We’ve not 

stepped off into peaches yet, but there are some peaches planted in this immediate area. 

But so far, we’ve not found any alternative crop to be profitable.”

 “What most of us are doing on those acres,” said Johnson, “is we’re putting cows 

on it to hold the [agriculture] exemption until such time as we can fix the problems with 

canker  and greening  and replant  with  citrus  –  which  I  think  is  the  highest  and best 

agricultural use for this land over here. It’s absolutely time-proven to be the best place in 

the world to  grow grapefruit...  We’re farmers,  we’re not  developers,  and we want  to 

continue to farm.”

In August of 2009, the USDA in Ft.  Pierce hosted a  workshop on alternative 

crops,  with  an  emphasis  on  biofuel.  I  was  unable  to  attend  the  workshop,  but  the 

powerpoint presentations were available on the IFAS extension website.  Some of the 

presentations were about specific biofuel crops that are being tested; others discussed 

biofuel initiatives in other states, examples of successful transitions to alternative crops – 

and one presentation was about the plant  Jatropha curcas,  the biofuel crop discussed 

most frequently in my interviews.

Jatropha is a plant native to Central America, whose seeds contain oil that can be 

processed into biodiesel fuel, which can be used in a standard diesel engine. Air New 

Zealand “flew a successful test fight last year with one of its four engines fueled with a 

50-50  blend  of  jatropha  and  jet  fuel”  (Pinnell  2009).  Jatropha  is  a  popular  biofuel 

candidate because it is well adapted to grow on land once occupied by citrus. It grows 

well in poor, marginal soils – perfectly adapted to the sandy soil preferred by citrus – and 
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has low nutrient and water requirements. Planting a new, easily maintainable crop on 

empty agricultural  land can also prevent  erosion,  an important consideration on large 

expanses of flat, sandy agricultural property. 

Jatropha’s drawbacks include toxicity, invasiveness, and cold and flood sensitivity 

(Vendrame  2009);  cold  sensitivity  has  been  one  of  the  main  impediments  to  its 

production. Peter McClure, who works for the large family corporation Evans Properties, 

told me, “We’ve got a 50-acre planting of jatropha trees... 15,000 trees. Unfortunately 

they froze a year ago in January, and then they froze again this year... Potentially, if the 

trees had been just a little bit bigger, they may have survived. But we don’t know. Freezes 

every year will make it hard.”

From the Source

 One of my goals for this thesis is to provide an instrument of preservation. The 

citrus industry is changing in many ways, for many reasons, and it is important to archive 

the stories of individuals who have made citrus their lives. Much of the following section 

is devoted to interviews with citrus professionals. I hope to engage the reader not only 

with the material, but also with the people themselves.

Up until now, I have been using the words and testimonies of growers, extension 

agents, researchers and others to support my discussion, but now I am handing over the 

microphone to the people whose lives and histories are what make this thesis important.  I 

have  framed  these  narratives  as  interviews  in  order  to  replicate  my own experience 

speaking face to face with these individuals. I am conveying their histories, their wealth 

of knowledge, and their personalities as honestly as I possibly can.
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Marvin Kahn: Grower Innovation

One morning in July 2009, I drove from Haines City to Sebring for a meeting 

with Marvin Kahn, a grove owner and rancher I had been directed to by Calvin Arnold. 

The Kahn Citrus Management office was in downtown Sebring, and once I found the 

right street the building was easy to spot – a row of gleaming white vans were parked 

along the side of the street, the company’s bright insignia splashed across their sides.

The inside of the office was similarly highlighted by color. I was a few minutes 

early, and the receptionist directed me towards a small waiting area. On the walls hung 

paintings of dark, glossy trees laden with vibrant fruit,  orange and green brushstrokes 

dashing across the canvas. Kahn’s office door was open, and I watched him as he stacked 

papers and jotted down a few last notes. The receptionist smiled at me said, “He’ll be 

with you in just a moment.”

When Kahn stood up from his desk, I walked over to greet him with a handshake. 

We sat down in his office, and I began to explain what my thesis was about and why I 

wanted to interview him. He asked me what my other interests were, and I mentioned that 

I was interested in Florida Cracker Cowboy culture as well. He immediately stood and 

moved into the hallway, where framed newspaper clippings lined the wall.  He waited 

silently  while  I  scanned  the  articles.  They  were  about  the  Florida  Cracker  Trail 

Association, which sponsors an annual cross-state ride – on horseback, or in wagons or 

buggies – starting in Bradenton and ending in Ft. Pierce. Kahn is the originator of the ride 

(Pinnell  2010), the  purpose  of  which  is  to  help  preserve  and  promote  awareness  of 

Florida’s horse and cattle heritage. Today, Kahn’s ranch is a stop along the Trail; in fact, 
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one of the articles was about a mare that foaled on his ranch during the ride.  It was 

interesting to note Kahn’s avid support of cattle culture, as the Florida cattle industry also 

involves itself in issues of heritage and preservation.

In addition to ranching, Kahn is a second-generation citrus grower –his father 

bought his first citrus grove in 1933. Kahn was born that same year, the youngest of four 

children, and his father passed away when he was only 10 years old. This left Kahn’s 

mother facing the harsh reality of raising a family on her own. She could have easily sold 

her late husband’s citrus business, but decided to run it herself instead.

“My mother  was the  real  operator  of  the  grove at  that  time,”  Kahn said.  He 

recalled his mother driving around the groves in an open jeep, and said she could peel an 

orange “as good as anybody.” The idea of a woman running a grove by herself in the 

1940s impressed me – rural Floridians in that period were not known for challenging 

gender roles. I expressed my astonishment that a Southern woman took on what was 

traditionally a man’s job in order to support her children. 

“My mother lived to be about 82 or so years old,” Kahn said in reply, “and... she 

would remind you of the friends that she had – all of which were men –  that really  

helped her. She wasn’t prepared to do the job that needed to be done by herself. She had 

help, she had very good friends, who honestly helped her.”

Still, I feel that Kahn’s mother must have been a remarkably strong woman. It 

was  difficult  for  me  to  find  female  growers  to  interview  during  the  course  of  my 

fieldwork – they are few and far between, even in the 21st century. The fact that a widow 
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in the mid-1940s took on the responsibility of running a grove by herself, while raising 

four children, is certainly noteworthy.

“I was interested in the grove,” said Kahn. “There are four children in my family, 

and I’m the youngest. And of all the children, I’m the only one that had the real economic 

interest in citrus. Even though my sister now owns a grove, she’s in other businesses and 

she doesn’t make citrus her life. Well, my life is citrus.”

Alternative crops and biofuel may be the only viable option for farmers who have 

lost their groves, but it is not an easy transition to make. Kahn mentioned an article in 

which the executive director of Highlands County Citrus Growers Association said, “If 

you've been growing citrus for 50 years, it's hard to just say, I'm going to grow jatropha” 

(Pinnell 2009). That’s how Kahn feels; biofuel and alternative crops don’t interest him. 

“That's an intelligent way to look at it,” Kahn said, “as 'alternative crops.' But I'm a little  

hard-headed.”

Kahn also talked about the effect of canker on the citrus industry. He said that 

canker  itself  isn’t  solely  responsible  for  decimating  groves –  the  USDA is  partially 

responsible.  USDA scientists  determined  that  a  circle  of  trees  1900-feet  in  diameter 

around an infected tree must be removed in order to preserve a grove from canker. “The 

1900-feet, the description and the rules to eradicate canker, were accurate… The problem 

was the job of implementing it,” Kahn explained. “You know what I mean by that? You 

see, what happened was canker operates 24 hours a day, in some respect, seven days a 

week. The USDA, who took on the job to eradicate it, and Congress, who took millions 

and billions of dollars to fund it,  they work five and a half,  maybe six days a week, 
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maybe, but they take off vacations, they take off holidays, they have to take time to take  

bids to get the cheapest price and go through all the regulations about fair trade, they 

don’t want any conflict of interest, they can’t just buy it from anybody, they have to have 

a system to purchase…. And meanwhile canker is spreading.”

I recently had a brief phone conversation with Mr. Kahn, who had a few more 

things to say before I wrapped up my research. We mostly talked about the effect that 

greening has had on the industry,  and what growers are doing to combat the disease. 

When greening first slammed into the citrus industry, the USDA and IFAS had simple 

preventative  recommendations  –  inspect  groves  four  times  a  year  for  symptoms  of 

greening. “They require you to have people doing that who are experts at identifying 

greening,” said Kahn, “and when trees are found they are to be removed immediately. 

But the thing is, for every one tree that has symptoms, there’s another four trees without 

symptoms that are sick.” Growers were also instructed to replant using only greening-free 

trees, and there were efforts to research ways to control the Asian Citrus Psyllid, which 

can infect a healthy tree after interacting with an infected one.

“Most all of us tried to follow these recommendations initially,” explained Kahn, 

“but most of us have come to the conclusion that we can not follow it any longer. We 

cannot afford to push [remove and destroy] trees because we’ve pushed too many. It’s 

going to put us out of business.” A fellow grower, however, seems to have come up with 

a solution for the disease. “He came up with a nutritional composition that he sprays his 

trees with, and it apparently has caused trees to recover, that have greening... Since this 

grower came up with his [spray], other people within the industry have come up with 
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their own nutritional concoctions. This kind of grower innovation can serve a real need,. 

It’s a bright light in the tunnel, looking at this success with greening.”

The USDA found the virus, he said, “but they were unable to propagate it. And in 

order to experiment with it, they have to be able to propagate.” Kahn says he introduced a 

biologist to Calvin Arnold to help solve that problem, and mentioned the ardent grower-

funded research on the disease. “With those of us that believe that this is our business and 

that we can stay in the business, we’re not going to take this lying down.”

Buddy Johnson: A Life’s Work

I  met  with Buddy Johnson on my last  trip  to  Ft.  Pierce.  I  had passed by his 

building several times on my way to other interviews – it was only a mile down the road 

from the USDA lab. Mr. Johnson strode out of his office as soon as I walked through the 

front door, holding out his hand to shake mine. We moved into his office and sat down, 

and I commented on the deer heads mounted on his wall. He proceeded to explain the 

different species represented, their territories, and the significance of the points on their 

antlers. I don't know anything about deer, but it was a good ice-breaker.

As I pulled out my voice recorder and paperwork, Mr. Johnson began questioning 

me. He asked me about my thesis, what it was about and why I was doing it. I explained 

why I thought it was important. I talked about anthropology and heritage, my love for 

Florida and its people, and my plans for the future until Mr. Johnson was satisfied that he 

understood where I was coming from. Then we began the interview.

Johnson is a third generation citrus grower. His grandfather first came to Florida 

from Alabama in the 1920s and established a 50-60 acre citrus nursery in Dade City. He 
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then began acquiring land in the hammocks of the east coast, and planting it with citrus. 

His son went into business with him and the operation expanded to include a fresh fruit 

packing business, named Hilliard after his grandmother. Johnson grew up in the family 

business, later receiving a masters degree in Agriculture from the University of Florida. 

Johnson and his wife bought the Hilliard Groves company from his father in 1961; they 

were in the packing business for 40 years, until they lost the packinghouse in the 2004-

2005 hurricanes. 

I asked if Johnson’s children were involved in the family business as well. “My 

son is still involved in the production side of it, and the harvesting and hauling side. I  

think our daughter has always had this hidden passion, because she did a lot of volunteer 

work with kids and youth groups, I think she always wanted to be a counselor for young 

kids. Disadvantaged kids. And so this gave her an excuse,  although it  was extremely 

difficult for her to go back, middle-aged, and obtain a graduate degree in mental health 

counseling.” 

Before his daughter went back to school, she worked for the company, doing their 

accounting and administrative work. “And I don’t know how she does it,” he said, “but 

she still comes in and does our financials for us, and keeps on track there. But her life  

really is on a different path now, and that’s counseling. She probably would not have 

done that had it not been for the storms and the diseases. Because the companies were 

viable.”

Most of Johnson’s acreage is planted in grapefruit meant for a fresh market. A 

third of their crop goes to Japan and a third goes to Europe, while the rest of it remains 
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domestic. Now that his packinghouse is gone, he is also a member of the Ocean Spray 

grower co-op. Ocean Spray, although primarily a cranberry co-op, also has a grapefruit 

division. The portion of the Johnsons’ crop that is cosmetically damaged is sold through 

the co-op and goes into Ocean Spray’s Ruby Red Grapefruit juice.

“That  co-op started in Florida in 1977, the grapefruit  part  of the co-op,” said 

Johnson.  “In  Vero  Beach,  actually.  Ocean  Spray  had  a  plant  in  Vero  Beach.  It  was 

destroyed by those same storms, and never re-opened.”  Now, he said, “we haul our fruit 

to the center part of the state and have it processed over there. It’s still all Ocean Spray-

member fruit.” 

Out  of  the  company’s  1,000  acres,  however,  only  700  are  producing;  the 

remaining 300 are  non-productive.  I  asked him if  his  groves  had been infected with 

canker or greening, and he replied, “Everything in Florida is infected. Some more than 

others, but the disease is everywhere. There’s nowhere in Florida that you won’t find both 

of these diseases. But,” he continued, “canker seems to be more specific for grapefruit, 

which is what we tend to grow most.” The USDA's canker eradication program ran out of 

public funds, so his fight against canker has been paid for out of pocket. “We found the 

only way we could even have a chance of getting ahead of diseases was push and burn.”

Of the disappearing small grove, Johnson said, “There’s a big difference between 

a family-owned, small family farm and a big corporate farm that’s diversified into many, 

many areas, and many, many other areas of revenue. And I think that’s why you’re seeing 

this shift away from the smaller family-owned farms to the corporate farms. Because they 

can survive, they have the means that we don’t have.
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“But I’d hate to see that happen,” he continued, looking earnest. “It would be sad. 

It may be a fact, it may be a survival-type fact, but it would be sad to lose what I think is  

the backbone of the industry, and that’s the small grower. But you know, as idealistic and 

picturesque as it is to you and me, perhaps, it may not mean anything to most consumers.  

They, the consumer, are having the same cold reality we are. They... may have had two 

jobs at one time, and then one, and then maybe none. They’re trying to keep their home, 

educate  their  children,  on  much  less  money.  They’re  fighting  their  own  battles  of 

survival.”

At the end of our interview, I asked Johnson a question I had never asked before: 

“If you weren’t working in citrus, can you imagine what else you would do?” I watched 

the expression on his face change from confusion to bewilderment, and finally he looked 

at me and laughed.

“You know, I really can’t. Because this is my life’s work. And I think I knew at an 

early age that it was going to be my life’s work. I can’t imagine doing anything else. 

Really  can’t.  Good  question.”  He  paused  again,  then  continued,  “I’ve  never  really 

thought about what else I might have done. My major was in horticultural science, and 

my minor was in soil chemistry, but it was all in the College of Agriculture. We had to 

take the requisite amount of business courses and that sort of thing, but I just never really 

thought about it. I guess I can visualize myself as an apple grower or a peach grower, but  

it would still be in production agriculture. I really love production agriculture. There’s a 

bonus,  I’ve  always  thought  there’s  a  bonus  because  what  we  do  is  healthy  for  the 
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American  public,  and  it  maintains  land  in  agriculture,  rather  than  commercial  or 

residential.

“It’s been great fun raising a family in a family-owned business. Because since 

they  were  little,  they  were  all  involved.  One  time,  this  was  a  very  small  gift-fruit 

operation next door, and we did a lot of retail roadside business where cars would just 

pull in and buy fruit. So that gave them a way to start at a young age earning money,  

bagging fruit, toting it to the car. But we never had to worry about where they were, or 

what they were doing. And they grew up with a work ethic, that’s the other neat thing 

about farming, is I think most farm families grow up with a work ethic. It’s important. A 

lot of kids today don’t know how to work. They have no clue about how to approach a 

work situation.  Farming solves that problem. The only thing that’s  more intense than 

what  we do would be a  dairy.  I  can’t  imagine… I  mean,  I  may gripe and complain 

sometimes, especially on freeze nights, but those cows have to be milked twice a day 

every day. It does not matter if it’s Christmas or your birthday, or you want to take a day 

off. I can’t think of anything more intense than a dairy operation. We have friends in 

Okeechobee, they’re in the dairy business, they wouldn’t do anything else. I’ll guarantee 

you if you ask them today, ‘If you weren’t doing dairy, what would you do?’ And they 

would just get this huge blank – like I did, I’m sure – this huge blank look on their face. 

It’s funny, farmers. I’m glad you’re doing what you’re doing. Hang onto the past.”

Chris Oswalt: Bridging Research and Practice

I met with Chris Oswalt,  the citrus extension agent for Polk and Hillsborough 

counties,  in  January  of  2010.  His  office  is  located  at  the  Polk  County  Cooperative 
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Extension Services complex, right off of Highway 17-98 in Bartow, Florida. I was fifteen 

minutes late to the interview; I tried to take the scenic route through Lake Alfred, where I 

ran into construction, and the Winter Haven lunch-time traffic was heavier than I had 

expected.  When I  got  there,  Oswalt  came right  out  to  meet  me and led  me  down a 

hallway to his office. Being well into my research by this time, I confidently explained 

what I was researching, and detailed my understanding of current issues to give Oswalt a 

sense of what I knew already. By this time, I was also familiar with the jargon of the 

industry, and was able to genuinely engage in the conversation.

Oswalt’s story was an interesting one, in that he is a second-generation extension 

agent – his father worked the same position from 1962 until 1999. Oswalt said that his 

own interest in citrus led him to pursue it in college. He graduated from the University of  

Florida with a Bachelor of Science in Citrus Production Management, and a Master of 

Science in Horticultural Science/Fruit Crops. Directly out of graduate school he worked 

an extension position in Brevard County for four years, after which he began working for 

a citrus and tomato operation in Hillsborough County. Ten years later, he went back to 

extension work, this time in the same office his father used to occupy. 

When I asked about his work for the extension service he said, “Citrus greening is 

a concern, so we’ve done field demonstrations. When we first found the disease here in 

Polk County, we made arrangements to go out in the field and identify trees that actually 

had it. Then we would let growers come out, tell them what the symptoms look like, let  

them go through the grove and see -- are they learning what the symptoms look like so 
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that they can identify it in the grove early, and prevent some of the long-term problems 

that are associated with the build-up of inoculums in the grove?”

He pointed to a big stack of cardboard boxes in the corner of his office. “That’s an 

example of one I’m working on, one with psyllid control and environmental or weather 

conditions. All these boxes that are surrounding you are anemometers, and all sorts of 

weather instruments that we’ll put out in the field. Then we’ll monitor weather conditions 

during these psyllid control applications – to control the vector of greening –  and then 

we’ll look at the efficacy of the applications and try to relate that back to specific weather 

conditions based on the spray systems or the technology that they use to apply it. We can 

do  it  with  a  regular  ground  spray,  or  we  have  vine  sprayers;  there’s  also  aerial 

applications that can occur. So we’re trying to monitor those weather conditions to see if 

we can correlate excellent control with specific weather conditions, or whether there are 

weather conditions that will cause the application to fail.” 

He gestured toward the boxes again. “I have little hand-held weather things, so 

actually what we’ll do is we’ll take these out in the field, we’ll set them up, we’ll monitor 

that, then we’ll evaluate the application. And then we’ll also have these small hand-held 

units that will be out there recording the same type of data. But they’re not as extensive 

as the weather instrumentation we’ll have out there. Then we’ll try and correlate that 

hand-held unit with what those instruments are recording so that we can say, ‘Ok, under 

these parameters, you can tell if it’s a good day to spray,’ based on the hand-held unit so 

you don’t have to put up your own weather station. So that’s one of the things that I’m 

working on. 
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“Also, I have a weather program that provides forecast information during the 

winter to growers... Citrus trees are evergreen, so they don’t lose their leaves during the 

winter, but they do have a tendency to acclimate to cooler temperatures. In other words, if 

it’s the middle of summer and it gets to be 28 degrees, you may freeze all the leaves on a 

citrus  tree.  Whereas in  the wintertime,  if  you have good, cool  weather  and the right 

environmental conditions prior to a freeze, you may not lose any leaves when it gets to be 

20 or 18 degrees. And so we know that those changes occur in a citrus tree, and so what 

we do is we actually test and monitor that process of acclimation over the winter, and 

then we’ll take that information, provide it to growers, so that when they use water for  

cold protection, they’ll know what those critical temperatures are for a citrus tree at any 

given time during the winter. So they can make cold-protection decisions based on as 

much information  as  we can  get  them.  And that  includes  the  forecast,  and the  leaf-

freezing point temperatures. They’re actually online, so if you want to check you can go 

see them. They’re updated weekly.”

Growers  on  the  ridge,  he  said,  are  predominantly  round  orange  growers  – 

Valencia oranges are a kind of round orange – although tangerines and grapefruit are also 

common. I then asked him what alternative crops are being tested on the ridge; because 

the soil is so poor, and because of climatic differences, alternative crops on the ridge are 

different from those in the flatwoods. “The one crop that I think has increased most in 

acreage lately has been blueberries,” Oswalt  said.  “You can’t  grow blueberries in the 

ground here. They won’t grow in sand. You have to bring in pine bark for the blueberry 

bushes to grow in,  they’re acid-loving plants.  There’s not a competitive advantage to 
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growing blueberries here. A family up in north Lakeland actually grows some peaches, 

low-chill peaches. There is some interest in that. They’ve got a new rootstock variety for 

low-chill peaches that performs pretty well.

“With citrus you have a fully developed industry. You grow it, somebody will buy 

it. Blueberries is like that, now. Before... you had to market it and find somebody to buy 

it. Blueberries is more like citrus now. If you can grow it, and you’re a good grower, 

somebody will come and get it. But some of these other ones, because there’s not a lot of 

volume... that market isn’t necessarily mature. It’s slow to go. I’m not saying that there 

aren’t some alternative crops out there, but it’s pretty much citrus and blueberries. There’s 

some interest in some peaches, but it’s very limited. I’d be surprised if there’s 50 acres of 

peaches in the whole county.”

At the end of the interview, I asked him, “If you weren’t working in citrus, what 

do you think you would be doing?”

He said, “What would I be doing? I don’t know. I never thought about it.”

“That’s the answer I keep looking for,” I said, “and it’s the answer I keep getting.”

He sat thinking about it for a few moments. “I don’t know, it’s kind of hard. I’ve 

spent my entire life here. I haven’t really thought much about it. I mean, the principles of  

plant science are pretty applicable, you just have to pick up the nuances between different 

crops.  But  if  I  didn’t  have  citrus,  I  would  be  involved  probably  in  some  kind  of 

production  agriculture.  I’ve  done  that  for  10  years.  And  I’ve  done  the 

production/education part for 12 years. I’m comfortable in either one.”
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Peter McClure: Alternative Land Use

Peter McClure was in Ft. Pierce for a meeting in January, so I drove up to meet 

him at the St. Lucie County Extension office. I greatly overestimated the time it would 

take to get from Stuart to Ft. Pierce and ended up waiting in the lobby for half an hour. I  

occupied myself by reading some of the literature arranged in a carousel next to my chair. 

I pulled out a leaflet that encouraged people to use native plants in their landscaping 

endeavors, with photographs of beautifully designed yards to illustrate how well it can be 

done. The extension office led by example – their facility was creatively and engagingly 

landscaped with native and sustainable plants. 

McClure  arrived  shortly  after  one  o’clock,  at  which  point  we  moved  to  the 

unoccupied room where his meeting would start in an hour. The first thing I asked was 

whether he was from a citrus family,  to  which he replied,  “Yes,  ma’am, I  sure am.” 

McClure’s citrus heritage goes back several generations. His great-grandfather planted 

citrus in Orange County in 1868, and the acreage survived for 109 years until a freeze 

wiped it out in 1977. His grandfather owned a 10-acre grove, which was enough to make 

a living on at  the time. McClure’s father, in his turn,  was a grove owner and private 

caretaker,  and  worked  as  a  grove  manager  for  Libby,  McNeill,  and  Libby,  a  large 

corporate grower. He also spent nine years on the Florida Citrus Commission, which acts 

as a board of directors to the FDOC. “He basically worked in the industry his entire life,” 

said McClure. “I grew up in the industry, too. I grew up as a small boy working in the  

groves with my dad.
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“My first memory of citrus business was in 1962, back when the world was flat,” 

he told me, “and there was a freeze. I was six years old, and my father had just planted 

about 400 acres of citrus trees in Lake County. The freeze was coming in and those trees 

were at risk, so he was trying to get them banked with soil, basically cover them up with 

dirt so that they wouldn’t freeze. I remember riding with him while they were doing that. 

It was real poignant to me, the effort they put in to get that done. And it was really cold,  

and the wind was blowing and nobody wanted to work, and he actually put a little Dixie 

cup of whiskey at the end of each row. When a man finished banking the trees in a row, 

he got to drink a cup of whiskey and then start on the next row. That’s the only way he 

got it done. He had a little shot of antifreeze at the end of the row.”

McClure worked for his father until he left for college. He began his education at 

the University of Florida but finished at Florida Southern College in Lakeland, where he 

received a Bachelor of Science degree with an emphasis on Citrus. He worked in Minute 

Maid’s citrus nursery for two years after  he graduated,  then moved to the east  coast, 

where he spent 12 years as the Vice President and General Manager for Bekker Groves. 

He then moved on to Evans Properties and served as the Production Manager for 15 

years. Recently,  however,  he began work as their  Agricultural  Research and Business 

Development Manager.

He also owns a small grove – 50 acres – on which he grows tangerines. “I sell it 

to a packinghouse,” he said, “and they pack it up and ship it and sell it to the Yankees. It  

will be ending up in a grocery store somewhere, on a shelf.”
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I asked him if his own children would be heading into the industry, as well. “No,” 

he replied, “and I guess that’s part of what you’re studying. And it’s kind of sad, because 

there’s a very real  possibility,  and perhaps may even be a  probability,  that  the citrus 

industry will not survive as an industry. So they’re all looking at other things. It’s not to 

say that you can’t do other things and still be in the citrus industry if there’s still one here, 

but as they’re going to school I’m having them get other degrees and then an ag degree, 

because I’m not thinking they’ll be in the citrus industry...  We’ve had four generations of 

citrus growers, and it’s kind of sad to think that there just might not be a fifth. ”

We spent the majority of the interview discussing alternative crops. When I asked 

him what he thought of biofuel alternatives, he said, “My new job, actually, is studying 

alternatives, and alternative crops in Florida are tough.” He doesn’t think much of the 

berry crop alternatives, but told me they are looking very hard at alternative fuel crops. 

Sunflower  seed  oil,  for  instance,  is  being  researched  by  the  USDA as  a  biofuel 

alternative. There is no existing infrastructure for the production of biofuels, however, 

and McClure says that in order to develop alternative fuels, the  government would have 

to be willing to subsidize the industry in its infancy. “You can grow sunflowers in Florida 

and make oil,” he said, “but you need $5 a gallon diesel to break even... Right now, we 

just can’t compete with petroleum.”

Evans  Properties  has  attempted  to  grow jatropha,  as  mentioned earlier  in  this 

chapter; so far these efforts have been unsuccessful due to the plant’s cold intolerance. I 

asked about the danger of an imported crop like jatropha becoming invasive, especially 

considering how well the plant grows in Florida’s poor soils, but McClure said there are 
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no signs of that at this point. “The USDA has a list of invasive species that they don’t 

allow you to plant,” he explained. “What we’re planting is not on that list – and a lot of 

these you have to get a permit from [the USDA]  to plant.”

They have also been experimenting with pine and eucalyptus trees as land use 

alternatives. Pine trees are grown and harvested for lumber, and pine needles are used in 

mulch. Eucalyptus, on the other hand, is burned. “You are burning and releasing carbon 

dioxide,  but  you  are  also  growing  the  tree  and collecting  it  back  up.  They call  that 

‘carbon neutral.’ So you’re not really removing carbon, but  if  it  replaces coal  or oil, 

you’re not releasing fossil carbon. That’s all atmospheric carbon that was sequestered 

100,000,000 years ago,  and now we’re burning it  and releasing it  all  at  one time.  A 

renewable crop like growing trees or biodiesel or anything like that, it’s carbon neutral 

because it’s just recycling the same carbon.”

“We’re interested in farming water,” he continued, “as the Clean Water Act is 

implemented. Our water in our groves is cleaner than water outside. These groves, we 

pump water in, sprinkle it out with micro jets underneath the trees, it’s like a giant sand 

filter, it cleans the water up really well. Now, you won’t learn that from the press, ’cause 

everybody says that us folks in citrus and agriculture are polluting all the water, but we 

have data, we have about 10 years worth.”

He sighed, and said, “Citrus was a $1 billion a year crop in Florida; it’ll make a 

couple thousand dollars an acre. Whereas some of these other crops, you’re looking at 

$30 an acre, or $100 an acre or $200 an acre, so the economics gets really difficult.”
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I then brought up the subject of more costly alternatives such as solar and wind 

power, neither of which had been discussed in any of my other interviews.

“We’re looking at wind power and solar power,” McClure said. “Over in Arcadia, 

in an old citrus grove, [Florida Power and Light] built the largest solar-powered plant in 

the United States. The energy just costs probably five times what it costs to burn coal. If 

burning coal is bad, then we’re all going to have to pay five times as much to get solar, if 

that’s what we want. And they’re building a very large solar-powered plant in Martin 

County down here. It’s not fully voltaic, it’s actually just mirrors that heat water, and then 

it’s just like turbine power, like steam generation. All the mirrors focus the sunbeams like 

a big solar cooker... Once you get [a facility] built it lasts 50 years, and you’re not buying 

fossils fuels or burning fossil fuels. But it does cost money.”

By this time, people had begun to arrive and were setting up for the meeting. Over 

the clatter of folding chairs, we briefly discussed the impact of canker and greening on 

Evans Properties. McClure told me they have pushed more than 100,000 trees, and are 

now up to about a 20 percent infection rate.  In two or three years,  they’ll  be at  100 

percent. 

“At that point in time you’ve basically lost, you can’t get ahead of it,” he said.  

“There’s a massive research effort  going on in Florida that growers are funding, and 

we’re trying to research our way out of this and find solutions. We used the national 

academies last year to help us design a program and do scientific peer review, and we had 

proposals. We had 230 proposals from 19 states and 13 different countries, and we funded 
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about half of them. We’re trying as hard as we can to research our way out of it, or try 

new production systems.

“Right now we’re not starting over,” he said of Evans Properties, “because we’re 

not certain that you can plant new trees and have them live long enough to produce a 

crop. My boss asked me, ‘If we replant, will they live 10 years for us to break even?’ and 

I said, ‘I don’t know,’ and he goes, ‘Well, we’re not going to replant until you know.’

“It costs you probably $5,000 an acre to replant,” he explained, “and if you do 

that on 10,000 acres that’s some serious money. If they all die, then your money’s gone 

and your trees are dead. So that’s what we’re facing right now.”
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The Future

Peter Spyke: Proactive in the Face of Adversity

It was difficult to find Arapaho Citrus Management. I drove back and forth along 

SR-70 in Ft. Pierce trying to locate the address. I finally caved in and called from a gas 

station to get more explicit directions. The road was under construction; in the end, I had 

to circumnavigate the traffic cones to get to the little yellow house that functioned as the 

company’s  office.  It  was  effectively in  the  middle  of  nowhere--  it  was  not  the  only 

building around, but SR-70 is certainly cattle country.

I parked in front of the big shed, scattering the handful of skittish cats loitering in 

the late afternoon sun. I walked through the office door without knocking, but it was a 

strange feeling. I had expected the inside of the building to be stark and businesslike, but 

it was very homey. The secretary was sitting at a big desk to the right of the door. She 

invited me to sit in the waiting area, the living room. I could see into the room that might 

have originally been a master bedroom, but now served as an office for Peter Spyke, the 

owner of the business. The door to the office was open, and I could see him conversing 

on the telephone while the secretary’s tiny daughter sat in his lap, listening intently. “She 

loves Mr. Pete,” the secretary said.

As  mentioned  in  the  previous  chapter,  Arapaho  Citrus  Management  once 

primarily managed groves for absentee owners. This involved caring for groves as well as 

handling tasks such as marketing and bookkeeping. Growers who managed their  own 

business could also contract the company for jobs such as spraying or mowing a grove. 
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The caretaking business  now has  less  work,  however,  due  to  the  deficit  of  absentee 

owners in today’s industry. 

The Spykes also own 82 acres of land in St. Lucie County, but only 40 acres are 

planted. I asked him if he was doing anything with the vacant land, if he was trying new 

crops or buying into biofuel technology. He explained that as far as he was concerned, 

citrus  was  the  only worthwhile  thing  to  grow.  “The soils  we have  here  are  terrible. 

They’re sandy, they don’t hold water, they don’t have fertilizer, it’s tough. So our soil 

assets are close to worthless, but we have plenty of water, and we have a great climate. 

And it just so happens that the plant that thrives best under cultivation here is citrus. And 

I don’t think we’re going to find anything that can beat it.”

Spyke is not giving up on citrus, despite the fact that the southern growing areas 

have been hit hard by greening, or the fact that he lost an entire grove to canker. His 

methods are  very proactive.  To get  a  better  idea of  how to  survive with canker  and 

greening, Spyke and his wife went to China,  where the diseases have been wreaking 

havoc on citrus for more than a century. Some of the main weapons used by the Chinese, 

however, are not available to Floridian growers – topography and geography. In China, 

the  latitude  suitable  for  growing  citrus  stretches  for  2,000  miles,  but  the  Floridian 

peninsula is less than 200 miles wide. “In China, they have a little grove here and a little 

grove there and there’s a mountain range in between. So if it affects this one, it doesn’t  

get to that one,” Spyke explained.

Another weapon Chinese growers wield against canker is the ponkan, a variety of 

tangerine that is immune to canker. Although the variety is susceptible to greening, in 
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most areas infected trees can be pushed before they cause too much damage. Ponkans 

used to be grown commercially in Florida, but fell out of favor because the fruit is so 

delicate that “if you run it through a commercial packinghouse the washing machine just 

peels it,” Spyke said. He has been able to expand his crop to include ponkans, however,  

as his WWII-era washing machine is gentle enough to process the fruit. 

Ponkans, however, do not make up the bulk of the citrus industry. In the Indian 

River area, grapefruit is king. “This particular place is best for grapefruit, Indian River. 

The reason is our nighttime temperatures. We have the Gulf Stream right offshore, and 

during the summer, when the fruit’s developing, we have a predominant southeast trade 

wind. It blows across the Gulf Stream and it makes for a more humid, warm night along 

the  coasts.  And  those  are  the  conditions  that  put  sugar  in  grapefruit…  I’ve  tasted 

grapefruit from everywhere it’s grown, and the Indian River grapefruit is without peer. 

Unfortunately, those very same weather conditions make it great for canker,” Spyke said. 

“And grapefruit  is  the  most  susceptible  variety to  canker.  So  when the  storms  blew 

canker around and blew it into St. Lucie County, the only place it could land was on a 

grapefruit tree.”

Canker seems to be the less pressing problem, however. It is the threat of greening 

that hangs like a death sentence over the citrus industry. There is no resistance in sight 

against  greening;  for  now,  all  growers  can  do  is  learn  to  cope,  or  fold  beneath  the 

onslaught. Spyke is learning to cope. In 2006, he traveled to South Africa to study a 

growing system that attempts to outrun greening – open hydroponics.
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Robin Bryant: Rebuilding the Industry

Robin Bryant was one of the few women I interviewed over the course of my 

fieldwork. Originally from Bradford County, in north Florida, she now runs a business 

from her home in Palmetto, Florida. She grew up on her family’s farm and majored in 

Soil  and Water  Science  at  the  University of  Florida.  She  first  encountered  citrus  six 

months  after  she  graduated.  Tropicana  hired  her  in  their  Research  and Development 

department, and she worked there for eight years. When the department transferred to 

Chicago, Bryant stayed in Florida and found a research position with the FDOC, where 

she was the director of their mechanical harvesting program. Two years in government, 

however, “was enough for me,” she said. “At that point I realized I was ready to go out 

on my own.

“I see myself as a special projects person,” she said of her business, Magnolia 

Consulting Inc. “If there is anything that an agricultural group, whether it be a farmer or a 

processor, anything that they want to accomplish that's outside of the normal scope of the 

people they have on staff,  I  will  come in to help them do that.  So it  may be a new 

technology that they want to introduce, or they want to maybe do some marketing or 

financial analysis on a new product that they're wanting to put out there, or maybe a 

grower  just  wants  to  understand  what's  going  on in  his  grove  better,  so  that  he  can 

improve his quality. So I do a lot of different things, depending on the clients... I do some 

work in other crops as well, and other areas of agriculture, but I do have a lot of clients in 

citrus still.”

52



While  discussing  the  issue  of  consolidation  in  the  industry,  I  brought  up  the 

subject of open hydroponics. I asked her to explain the concept to me.

“Open  hydroponics,”  she  said,  “is  a  type  of  irrigation  and  fertigation  system 

where they plant in a fairly sandy soil, applying small amounts of water and nutrients 

continually. That way, instead of like now, where they just apply water when they need it, 

and fertilizer every three months, or a couple times a year, they're doing small doses of 

both all year long. To promote growth, and to help them grow fast and get to production 

quicker.

“Growers are realizing that their trees are not going to last 20, 30, 40, 50 years 

anymore, like they used to. We're talking if you get 20 years out of a tree you're  really 

lucky nowadays, with disease and pest pressures. So they're looking for new ways to do 

things. And one that's really piquing peoples' interest is this higher density setting. When 

they have a grove that gets to a certain level that they've pulled out so many trees and 

you've got x percent in your grove, it's like, ‘Ok, well, we might as well go ahead and 

push everything that's left and start over.’ Because it's really hard to care for a grove when 

you've got a bunch of empty spaces. So they're looking for new ways. The industry, just 

in  the  past  five  years,  because  of  greening and canker,  has  changed drastically.  And 

they're realizing that they've got to move quick, and make changes.”

An open  hydroponics  grove  is  planted  much  more  densely  than  a  traditional 

grove. Because of the traditional longevity of citrus trees, most groves are still planted 

according to century-old technology – their rows are still wide enough to accommodate a 

wagon. Bryant talked about what restructuring grove layout would mean for the industry.
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“Other industries have looked at it from the possibility of planting their orchards 

to match the machine, not making the machine to match the orchard. And it's very true. 

We've seen it with cherries and apples and other mechanical harvesters that have said, 

‘Hey, you know what, we have to redesign the orchard to get the most efficient machine.’ 

The citrus industry has been very resistant. I think part of it is because the trees can last 

for so long, and they realize it's something that they couldn't change tomorrow. It would 

have to be years and years and years down the road. I think that's one of the reasons why 

adoption of mechanical harvesting is lagging behind. Also it's a small industry, and from 

an equipment manufacturer standpoint, it's a small market... But there's only about seven 

percent of the industry that's being mechanically harvested right now, and it's all process 

orange, so no fresh, because it will damage the fruit too much. It has potential – I've seen 

it, I see what it can do, but grove design does have a lot to do with it. You have a properly 

designed grove, you're going to get a much more efficient use of your machinery.

“The machines  do work best  in  groves  that  are  uniform in  size  and set  area. 

They're talking about using semi-dwarfing rootstocks, is what they call them, so that the 

trees don't get huge, they stay more compact. Because right now, if you’re up in Polk 

County and look at some of those groves, you've got trees that are 20, 30 feet high or 

more. If you can have trees that are a maximum height of 15 feet, the machinery is going 

to do work a lot more efficiently, and you can have smaller equipment, instead of these 

huge machines like we have now.”
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A high-density, high-production grove means that a grower can get in and out of a 

grove in 10 years and still make money. After greening has claimed too many trees for 

the grove to be productive, the trees are pushed and the process starts again. This is not an 

option for  most  growers,  of  course,  as  ripping out  a  grove and starting over  costs  a 

fortune. Peter Spyke doesn’t see open hydroponics as a savior of the industry. He sees the 

industry  falling  to  its  knees,  then  rebuilding  itself  completely.  In  this  case,  open 

hydroponics becomes a viable alternative. “Those groves need to get ripped. And then 

anybody  that  plants  back  will  be  committed...  When  that  happens  we’ll  rebuild  the 

industry, and it’ll be great, both fresh and processing.” This collapse and rebirth would be 

the end of the industry as we know it, but there could be long-term advantages, such as 

advancements in technology that would greatly benefit the industry.

Nikki Black: Corporate Success

I was in Lake Wales in January 2010, and had an opportunity to visit the Florida’s 

Natural Grove House Museum. I read every display, watched every video, and made note 

of every artifact, and yet I was still not satisfied with my Florida’s Natural experience. I  

wanted to interview someone. The processing plant itself, however, has been closed to the 

public  for years.  On my way out of the museum, I  stopped to chat with the women 

working in the museum gift shop. I told them about my thesis, and asked if they knew 

whom I should contact to get an interview. They conferred, then presented me with the 

phone number for the Florida’s Natural Product Manager, Nikki Black. I called and made 

an  appointment,  and  the  next  day  gave  Nikki’s  name  to  the  guard  at  the  gate  and 

proceeded into the facility. 
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The company’s secretary was very formal, wordlessly handing me a visitor’s pass 

and motioning for me to sit down. I waited only a few minutes before Black came down 

to meet me, and after we shook hands she led me up some stairs, through a busy office, 

and finally into a quiet little conference room. I began describing the direction of my 

thesis, and explained that I was interested in the perspective she could offer me as a 

representative of a large corporation like Florida’s Natural. I also assumed that she was 

from a citrus background, and I was curious about that as well.

Black’s family has been working in the citrus industry for four generations. When 

I mentioned that fewer children from citrus families are pursuing careers in the industry,  

she told me, “In the future generations, there's less people who are interested in that core 

business. Before the freeze of 1989, my family was much like that... As the generations 

expanded, more and more people were going in different fields. My grandfather passed 

away in 1989 right before the freezes hit, so managing that business and watching my 

father deal with it... it became more important to us, because it was dinner table talk.

“We were trying to replant after a devastating freeze,” she explained. “My father 

was in it all day long. My brother, who is general manager of our family's packinghouse, 

got more involved in it at high-school age, at that point. I was just starting college. And 

then my younger brother, who's 12 years younger than I am, that's all he knew. So it's 

almost like we've gotten back to how passionate the first generation of our family may 

have been in citrus.” Black certainly has no problems pursuing a career in the citrus 

industry: “I’ve been here [Florida’s Natural] 17 years, last week,” she said. “I started here 

right after college.” 
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The Florida’s Natural cooperative seems significantly more stable than the rest of 

the current industry, which surprised me. I asked Black if the co-op had been affected by 

canker and greening – I assumed that it had, since a decimated orange crop means less 

fruit to process. But, Black explained to me, “as a co-op, there's all different factors.

“Before the 2004 hurricanes we were looking at record crops, 220/230 million 

boxes of fruit. And these were going to be record crops. You understand about supply and 

demand? We were really oversupplied. So after the hurricanes came through, and supply 

was impacted, it became a better situation for our growers. The hurricanes also brought 

greening and canker  through the  citrus-growing ridge,  as  well.  The  FDOC has  some 

public information that shows the difference in areas –  if you have high impact greening, 

low impact greening, high impact canker, low impact canker – that would give you a 

thorough analysis of the impacts of greening for the crop. We're trying to survive. It's a 

tough climate to survive in.”

She continued, “As a co-op, after the 2004 hurricanes, we basically did that same 

regrouping that I was talking about, around our dinner table, but here at the company. We 

had  plants  in  California,  and  we  had  a  plant  in  Bartow.  And  we  sold  the  plant  in  

California and we sold and closed the plant in Bartow. There were people laid off at that 

point. We were preparing for the record crops, but then had no need for it. So when we 

saw the downturns in the economy of the last year or so, we were prepared for it. We 

were still growing, we were still hiring people – you'd see all the lay-offs everywhere else 

– but it was because we had the pains after the hurricanes, and we made our plant more  

efficient by eliminating a lot of product SKUs, and we were lean, we were mean, we were 
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ready to go to market in a tough climate. But our brand, over the last year, as more people 

have gone back to eating at home, has actually grown. IRI data [Information Resources, 

Inc., a market research company] looks like we're up six percent.”

“And your family’s packinghouse?” I asked.

“We're the largest employer for the town, and we just started our 81 st season. We 

have put capital back in the packinghouse. The packinghouse is in great financial shape, 

and they're having the best seasons of the 80 years... And the management, the continued 

commitment  of  my  brother  and  the  board  that's  behind  the  packinghouse  –  they're 

responsible for the success of it. And the employees, we've got employees that have been 

there 40 years.”

Jamie Yates: 4-H for the Future

Jamie Yates, a Canker and Greening Extension Education Coordinator at  Lake 

Alfred, talked with me about how she came to be an Extension agent. Her involvement in 

4-H as a child had a lot to do with her current career. “Growing up in 4-H you see a lot of  

the Extension personnel, on the county level,” she said, and that’s where she is now. 

Yates grew up around citrus. When she was younger her family owned two small 

groves,  one  of  which  is  still  in  the  family.  Her  father  worked  for  a  fruit-harvesting 

company for 20 years and spent  several  hours every day commuting from county to 

county, from Osceola to the Ft. Pierce and Indian River area. Yates was in 5th grade when 

her dad piqued her interest in 4-H: “He had this box, he pulls this stuff out, and it was old 

4-H record books and he showed me all this fun stuff he did.” She was hooked, and 

started 4-H that year. 
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When Yates was in 8th grade,  John Jackson – who was then a UF/IFAS citrus 

agent – initiated a new 4-H program with the Central  Florida Fair. Instead of raising 

livestock animals to show at the fair, participants choose a citrus tree in April or May and 

raise it throughout the year, until the fair comes again. Jamie said, “It’s a great project for 

kids who live in city limits – they can still do a market project.” Along with raising a 

healthy tree,  participants  must  take a “Knowledge Test.”  Contestants are  “required to 

identify varieties of citrus, parts of a tree, diseases, nutritional problems, and to answer 

questions relating to tree care and the citrus industry” (Central  Florida Extension).  A 

completed “Project Book” is also required. For first timers, the book has information and 

activities about plant diseases, insects and mites, rootstock and scion varieties, and the 

costs involved in raising a single tree. The completed book must also contain tree records 

and pictures. Older 4-H’ers are required to turn in maintenance and financial records, a 

written report, a project-related activity, and project pictures.

The trees  are  pre-judged a week before the fair,  and 4-H members  with  blue 

ribbons bring their trees back to exhibit  the next weekend.  Citrus growers judge the 

trees,  which are ranked on height;  width,  sturdiness,  and straightness  of  trunk;  well-

formed canopy; dense, healthy foliage; leaf shape; and freedom from insects, disease, and 

cold injury. Yates’ senior year of high school, her tree was ranked Grand Champion. 

Yates discussed the Citrus Tree Project  as a  very important  kind of  extension 

work. Extension services are all about providing accessible knowledge. 4-H programs are 

just  that  –  they provide an accessible  knowledge base to  young people.  “How many 

people do you know who have trees in their backyard here in Florida?” she asked. “If a 
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4-H’er raises a tree during their school years, and they learn how to care for a tree – they 

have the knowledge of how to grow a tree. It’s  more than just growing a tree to get  

money from it. It’s a knowledge gained that can be shared with your personal family, and 

then in the future. A lot of our kids, they’ll get two trees. They have a spare tree, things 

happen, they’ll die… so a lot of them get two trees. And sometimes they’ll keep the spare 

tree and plant them in their yard. It’s a cycle, it keeps going.”

After  graduating  high  school  Yates  went  to  Bible  college  for  a  year,  then 

transferred to community college and got a minor in business. She was talking to John 

Jackson soon after this, and he asked her if she knew that she could major in citrus at 

Florida Southern University. She said, “I’d never even heard of Florida Southern!” but 

that is where she ended up. Two weeks after graduating, she was working at the Lake 

Alfred facility.

“I do the canker and greening extension education program. I get to go out with 

the industry and I get to train grove workers and different personnel on how to identify 

canker  and greening.  And then when I’m in the office I  get  to make the educational 

materials.  They have several laminated sheets and ID decks and DVDs and CDs and 

hands-on stuff they can use to help them identify these diseases. I also get to go to several 

trade shows, hand out the materials, get to meet-and-greet growers, and communicate 

with them. I really enjoy it. A lot of time I don’t get to see the growers throughout the 

year, but I always get to see them at the trade shows.”

Along with her extension work at UF/IFAS, Yates is involved in furthering the 4-

H Citrus Tree Project. Inspired by the program at the Central Florida Fair, her dad started 
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the same program at the Osceola County Fair. When he passed away, she became chair of 

the committee. She and her sister are both involved in the program, and put on workshops 

to get kids interested. There’s a video of Yates on the Citrus Tree Project website (Central 

Florida Extension). She plays a character named “Lula Belle,” who is an Osceola County 

4-H’er.  Wearing a  hat  and big work gloves,  she  says  she’s  determined to get  a  blue 

ribbon, maybe even the Grand Champion tree! Lula Belle talks about caring for the tree, 

the importance of weeding the seedling’s small nursery pot. “Did you notice how dry the 

plant is?” asks Lula Belle. “If you take your finger and stick it just below the soil line, if  

it’s  dry under there,  it  means you need to water it.  Don’t just go by looks, use your 

finger!”

“I dress up as Lula Belle, and I get on the kids’ level and make it fun for them.  

There’s a citrus insect called an Orange Dog, and it actually becomes a beautiful butterfly 

but when it’s in the caterpillar stage it chews on the leaves, so it can cause quite a bit of 

damage. And a lot of time kids have that problem with their young trees. And so the 

running joke is my sister will say, ‘Well what’s an orange dog?’ We’ll ask the kids, and I 

say, ‘Ooh ooh ooh, me me me! It’s an orange dog that has four legs!’ And I just make it 

goofy to get them laughing and to get them involved in stuff. And I name my tree.” She 

chuckles. “We have a lot of fun with it. That was something my dad continued there at 

home, locally, and a lot of people looked up to him for that.”

Saturday, February 27th, I drove to Orlando to watch the presentation of awards 

and bidding for the 4-H Citrus Tree Project at the Central Florida Fair. I was running late 
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and arrived at the fairgrounds right at 6:00, and got to the auditorium just as things were 

starting.

I recognized Ryan Atwood, an east coast extension agent, from his picture on the 

Citrus Extension website,  and introduced myself  as he finished inspecting one of the 

trees. I asked him what he was looking at, and he explained that, since the judging, the 

tree’s leaves – now a mottled yellow rather than healthy green – had suffered a chemical 

burn from some sort of pest deterrent that had been applied. Other trees that received the 

same treatment had not suffered damage, so the tree was a minor curiosity. Since the trees 

had been judged the previous week, the new damage did not affect the tree’s place in the 

contest.

The damaged tree belonged to a girl in the Juniors category, the youngest group. 

Their trees averaged about four feet in height and looked healthy, though a bit scraggly. 

The Intermediate 4-H’ers stood next to slightly sturdier trees with darker, fuller foliage. 

The oldest group, the Seniors, were mostly ready to graduate high school, and their trees 

were by far the largest and finest trees there.

While I was waiting for the ceremony to begin, I recognized Jamie Yates from 

across the room. I walked over and introduced myself again; she had not recognized me, 

but she remembered the interview. We talked for a few minutes about wrapping up my 

thesis, what I wanted to do after graduation, and about this year’s Citrus Tree Project at  

the Osceola County Fair.  Yates said that this  year,  the Grand Champion tree sold for 

$850.
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When the awards began, I stood in the back to have the best vantage point.  The 

groups  went  up  one-by-one  –  Juniors,  Intermediates,  and  Seniors  –  and  were  given 

awards and trophies according to their place in the judging.

In the Juniors division, the prizewinner won because she went beyond the basic 

project requirements. On freeze nights, she hung thermometers inside and outside her 

tree, using the knowledge she’s gained throughout the year to create her own experiment. 

This kind of extra  effort  is  encouraged and rewarded in the contest.  There is  even a 

separate award for effort,  so that a student who has worked hard and excelled in the 

contest will be rewarded as much, or more, than the person with the grandest tree. This 

award, the Jim Yates Award, was given to a girl in the Seniors group. She had excelled in  

every aspect of the contest –  the Skill-a-Thon, the Knowledge Test, the Project Book, 

and in growing the tree itself – and had also approached a local grower in order to get  

first-hand information and experience.  Her tree only sold for $130, but the Jim Yates 

Award was $500. The John Jackson Scholarship is another award given to a student who 

is  graduating  high  school  and heading to  college.  The young man who received the 

scholarship said he had been accepted at the University of Florida, where he was going to 

major in cattle.

The Grand Champion tree was stunning. I have never seen such a beautiful little 

tree. Its leaves were dark and gleaming, its canopy full and dense, draped gracefully atop 

a  strong,  straight  trunk.  The tree  sold  in  the bidding for  $565.  The grower,  a  young 

woman, looked very pleased with herself.  When asked what she had done to produce 

such a lovely specimen, she smiled, and shrugged modestly.
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Conclusion

Citrus and Heritage

Families that have been in Florida for several generations are often proud of their 

heritage as  native-born Floridians,  since much of  Florida’s  population is  made up of 

northern migrants. Being part of a historically important industry such as citrus is also an 

identity claimed with pride.  The citrus  industry is  based  on traditions  of  inheritance. 

Whether on the ridge or in the flatwoods, many people within the modern industry can 

trace their family’s involvement with citrus for several generations. Citrus growers who 

have inherited the occupation identify themselves as coming from “citrus families,” and 

when I discuss issues of heritage within the citrus industry, I am referring to the cultural  

experience of citrus families. 

Most  of  the  people  I  interviewed  grew  up  on  a  grove,  and  as  adults,  either 

inherited the family business or established themselves in some other area of the industry. 

For a child raised around a working grove, learning about citrus is like learning to walk. 

Knowing what goes into managing a citrus-bearing property is just part of growing up. It 

is understood as a way of life rather than as a profession. With the challenges the industry 

faces  today,  however,  the  era  of  old  citrus  families  is  coming  to  an  end.  In  their 

desperation, growers cut down hundred-year-old groves and burn the trees to save their 

acreages from canker. If they replant, they cannot expect to see their trees live more than 

10 years or so, and their children and grandchildren will not be inheriting the thriving,  

productive groves they themselves inherited.
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The citrus industry can be recognized as part of Florida’s heritage industry. The 

orange is a symbol used to invoke Florida; it appears on the license plate, and in tourist 

brochures.  Welcome  Stations  at  the  Florida  border  offer  samples  of  orange  juice. 

Although the industry is changing drastically, affecting growers across the board, citrus 

remains a symbol of the health and vitality of Florida living. I believe that the orange will 

remain a symbol of Florida even if the entire nature of the industry changes and there are 

no more family operations.

Issues of heritage are extremely important in these days of transition within the 

industry.  In  her  1995  article  Theorizing  Heritage,  Barbara  Kirshenblatt-Gimblett 

discusses the concept of heritage in terms of five propositions, which I investigate below 

in terms of Florida citrus. Kirshenblatt-Gimblett’s propositions are printed in italics.

Heritage is a mode of cultural production in the present that has recourse to the past. 

Heritage  is  more  than  a  nostalgic  concept,  although  it  is  concerned  with 

preserving and commemorating the past. The term “heritage” describes a phenomenon 

that,  although  inextricably  tied  to  the  past,  produces  something  new  in  the  present. 

Heritage  allows  the  past  to  become  tangible  through  exhibition  in  the  present  –  in 

museums, in books, in the naming of structures. Many Florida subdivisions have citrus-

themed  street  names,  for  example,  commemorating  land  where  a  grove  once  stood. 

Christian Warren, in his 2005 article “Nature’s Navels,” writes:

In the winter of 1912, a major land boom was just warming up in the Tampa Bay 
area,  on  Florida’s  Gulf  coast.  In  St.  Petersburg,  Midgley  Realty  offered 
prospective home builders more than a stake in the speculation, more than a title 
to  an empty lot.  In  addition to  such expected amenities  as easy access  to  the 
trolley  line  and  cement  sidewalks,  each  of  Midgley’s  lots  featured  ‘14  fine 
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grapefruit trees.” An attractive landscaping feature on a two-acre tract, perhaps, 
but  on the 50 x 135-foot  lots  Midgley was peddling,  fourteen grapefruit  trees 
would  have  left  very little  room for  houses.  Just  what  was  being  sold  here? 
Clearly, Midgley was parceling out what had been a working citrus grove (in fact, 
his Floriana Park subdivision was located on Tangerine Avenue). But he was also 
marketing a relationship to nature’s bounty, to healthful natural foods, and to the 
salubrious climate that fueled the growing real estate frenzy. (2005:177-8)

Kirshenblatt-Gimblett  explains  that  the  exhibition  of  heritage  gives  the  past  a 

second life, but that heritage is itself a mode of cultural production and as such creates 

something new in the present. These museums and subdivisions are the second life of 

citrus; they are a modern representation of citrus in Florida, and they help sustain the 

symbol of the orange, even as citrus acreage is pushed out of the way to make room for 

more development.

Heritage is a 'value added' industry

Without the celebration of citrus through exhibition – representations of the past 

within the context of the present – the history of citrus would not matter to the public. 

This  is  what  Kirshenblatt-Gimblett  means  when  she  calls  heritage  a  “value  added” 

industry. Exhibitions of the past are the instruments of value, because without exhibition, 

heritage would have no value – it simply would not exist within the public consciousness. 

“Value” can be understood as both cultural value and monetary value. Public resources 

add value to the past in order that the past can continue to be kept alive in the present.  

Personal claims to the past are the  intangible part  of heritage.  The tangible aspect of 

heritage is being able to interact with the past in the present.
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Heritage produces the local for export.

Gary  Mormino’s  book  Land  of  Sunshine,  State  of  Dreams has  a  chapter  on 

agriculture in Florida. The following anecdote is from the section devoted to the citrus 

industry, and is a perfect example of the way citrus is used to promote Florida:

In 1950, the St. Petersburg Chamber of Commerce produced a promotional film 
entitled  Sunny  Days.  The  film,  intended  to  lure  retirees  to  buy homes  in  St. 
Petersburg,  was sent  to  civic  clubs  and television stations  in  the North.  In  an 
opening  sequence,  viewers  accompany a  retired  New York couple  to  Florida. 
When the car reaches the northern edge of Pinellas County,  the Sawyers gaze 
upon grove after grove of oranges. Pa Sawyer cannot resist. He pulls over to the 
side of the road and plucks an orange from a tree. (2005:204-5)

Tourism and heritage go hand in hand, heritage “converting locations into destinations 

and tourism, making them economically viable as exhibits of themselves” (Kirshenblatt-

Gimblett 1995:371). Heritage tourism functions to both celebrate itself and to provide an 

interface through which a past way of life may live on in the present. Roadside groves in 

Florida still offer passersby an opportunity to pick their own fruit, but this usually leads 

people into a nearby gift shop, where a bag of picture-perfect fruit can be purchased, 

rather than the weathered fruit in the groves. 

Kirshenblatt-Gimblett describes heritage as exporting locally through tourism, but 

the citrus industry certainly uses heritage to literally export a product. Daisy Bennett, an 

employee  of  a  gift  fruit  store  in  Sarasota  for  the  past  11  years,  listed  some  of  the 

merchandise sold at the store. This list of merchandise is representative of gift fruit stores 

as a whole.

“We have bins  of  fruit...We have  all  kinds  of  jellies  and jams,  pickles,  salad 

dressing. We have a Vidalia onion salad dressing, and one that’s Summer Tomato, and 
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Cucumber.... I make fudge. We have ice cream. And we have candies, and we sell a lot of 

coconut patties... We sell cakes… we have a key lime, a honeybell. [A honeybell is a 

cross between a tangerine and a Duncan grapefruit. It is supposed to be ‘the best orange 

there is.’] And we sell some vegetables, we usually have tomatoes, cucumbers, and the 

Vidalia onions and the Florida sweet onions.”

I  asked her  whether  the  store’s  customers  were  local  or  out-of-state,  and she 

replied, “We have a lot of local customers that buy the juice, but a lot of our business is 

the Northern people that come down and ship fruit  back to their families. You won’t 

believe how much fruit,  some of ’em, couple thousand dollars...  The majority of the 

people ship about a 20 lb.  box back home to all  their  kids.  And then we have some 

businesses from up North that ship a lot to their employees.”

A hallmark of heritage is the problemative relationship of its objects to its instruments.

Kirshenblatt-Gimblett  uses the phrase “heritage production” to make the point 

that heritage has recourse to the past. It is closely related to history, and yet is something 

entirely concerned with the present – with production in the present of things related to 

the past. Heritage produces through its instruments – cultural centers, museums, archives, 

such as the Citrus Archives in Lakeland, and cultural curricula provided by organizations 

such as the Florida Humanities Council. The point is that these instruments are not only 

making the past valuable to the present through exhibition, but are also cultural forms in 

their own right. 

One  example  of  a  Floridian  heritage  exhibition  is  the  Panhandle  Pioneer 

Settlement in Blountstown, Florida. It is a living history museum with  "a collection of 
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historical and recreated buildings arranged to simulate an early agricultural community, 

with  a  pioneer  settlement  and  a  farmstead”  (http://ppmuseum.org).  The  Pioneer 

Settlement also hosts a number of events throughout the year to celebrate Florida’s past 

and present cultures – along with events about pioneer life, they also have  quilt shows, 

knife shows, and an annual peanut boil.

A key to heritage is its virtuality, whether in the presence or the absence of actualities.

 The Florida’s Natural visitor center displays some of the industry’s original tools 

for  processing  citrus  and  celebrates  the  growth  of  the  industry  in  narrated  video 

montages,  as  well  as  providing  a  20-minute  film documenting  juice  production  and 

marketing. The corporation encourages visitors on its website, saying, “From the moment 

you walk through the door of the Grove House, you'll feel right at home. Learn all about 

our humble beginnings and follow our rich history. And of course, no visit is complete 

without sampling one of the many varieties of Florida's Natural® Brand Premium juices. 

The gift shop offers plenty of great keepsakes as reminders of your visit to Lake Wales 

and our groves.”

Tourism creates  virtual places  that  claim to be real  – realistic  places,  realistic 

experiences. References to “humble beginnings” and “rich history” are capitalizing on the 

image  of  deep-seated  heritage  in  the  citrus  industry.  The  Grove  House,  designed  to 

emulate a Florida Cracker style of architecture, has rocking chairs outside where visitors 

can relax in the shade of healthy citrus trees while they enjoy the view of the processing 

plant across the street.
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Citrus has been in Florida since the conquistadors set foot on the peninsula; it has 

been commercialized since the 1800s. Citrus played an important part in the development 

of the state, luring tourists and settlers down with its promises of easy money, and has 

remained one of Florida’s major industries. The Citrus Tower in Clermont celebrates the 

heyday of citrus on the ridge; the Florida Citrus Bowl, a stadium in the middle of Orlando 

that opened in 1936, was formerly known as the Tangerine Bowl and the Citrus Bowl. 

History centers across the state celebrate citrus as one of Florida’s original and most 

important  industries,  and  today  the  orange  remains  a  gleaming  symbol  of  Florida’s 

bounty.

The Role of Ethnographic Research

Like  Kirshenblatt-Gimblett’s  definition  of  heritage,  this  thesis  is  a  mode  of 

cultural production in the present that has recourse to the past. Issues of heritage are 

clearly relevant to this thesis, but I have attempted to celebrate individual voices within 

these pages, and I have attempted to do so through ethnographic research. While writing 

this thesis, I realized that I could not approach these issues any other way. Even with all  

my research,  nothing I  could surmise  or  paraphrase could  say as  much as  the  citrus 

people themselves. It became my mission to create a medium through which to present 

my interviews.

Most of the books I  read during the course of my research were historical in 

nature,  rehashing the birth of frozen concentrate or the migration of the orange from 

China to North America. John McPhee’s Oranges, however, is a masterpiece. The back 

cover explains that the book “was first conceived as a magazine article about oranges and 
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orange juice,”  but McPhee found that he had enough interesting material  to  write an 

entire book. McPhee discussed the birth of frozen concentrate and the migration of the 

orange, as well, but he did so with empathy and humor. He also interviewed growers, 

researchers, and other citrus people, and spent pages describing their occupations, their 

manners and style of dress, sketching out the characters themselves.

A few  years  ago,  William  Mansfield,  an  oral  historian,  did  a  series  of  20 

interviews with people on the impact of globalization on the citrus industry. This was a 

collaboration between the USF Libraries’ Oral History Program and the USF Patel Center 

for  Global  Solutions.  Transcriptions  of  these  interviews  are  available  online,  and 

averaged  30  pages  long.  This  is  a  very  useful  resource  for  research  concerning  the 

industry, and yet it is not an easily accessible, digestible resource. McPhee’s book, on the 

other hand, was written for a popular audience, and was engaging and light. I used a 

combination of these techniques. I took my transcriptions and cut them down to their 

essentials,  then  wove  them  into  historical  and  contemporary  narratives  in  order  to 

facilitate a greater overall understanding.

Participant observation allows the researcher to attempt to understand a situation 

holistically from the point of view of the subject, and my interviews allowed me to do 

just that, to record the experiences of individuals, to understand their situation from their 

own point of view. Everyone was excited to talk to me, to tell me about his or her own 

experience.  Not  everyone  was  from a  citrus  family;  not  everyone  was  even  born  in 

Florida, but they were all working with citrus, and they were all invested in a future for  

the industry.
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I chose to learn about the citrus industry from the people working within it, rather 

than reading about it in a book or a newspaper article. Their individual stories are part of 

what makes citrus so important to Florida. Not everyone is having the same experience, 

after all. Some growers lost everything to greening and canker, and some groves remain 

untroubled  by  the  diseases.  Packinghouses  close  every  year,  yet  the  Black  family’s 

operation is doing just fine. Evans Properties will not be replanting until a sure solution is 

found, but Peter Spyke is diving right into open hydroponics. Overall,  I  did not find 

people  rooted  in  tradition,  or  focused  on  the  past.  They  remembered  the  past,  and 

appreciated it, but they were moving forward.
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