THE FACES OF THE WEST WALL CENTENNIAL MURAL
LEWIS COLSON
A former slave, Lewis Colson came to Sarasota in 1884 with the surveying crew hired by the
Florida Mortgage and Investment Company. Colson is credited with driving the first stake in the
center of 5 points, announcing “We will lay the town of Sarsota from this hub.”
In 1897, Colson and his wife Irene established Sarasota’s first black community Overtown later Newtown. He and Irene are the only African-Americans buried in Rosemary Cemetery.

JOHN RINGLING AND CHARLES RINGLING
The Ringling Brothers, in particular John and Charles, have left an undeniable legacy to Sarasota.
John’s contributions are the more obvious - St Armands Circle, John Ringling Causeway, as well as
the museums, schools and cultural institutions bearing his name. John was the natural showman
and the frontman for the circus. He and his wife Mable brought their accumulated collection of Old
Master paintings, as well as a taste for fine furnishing, tapestries, and paintings to Sarasota - most
notably represented by their home, Ca’ d’Zan.
Charles’ achievements are less obvious to today’s observer, but some believe the impact of his
real estate and banking investments contributed even more to Sarasota’s economic development
than those of his brother. Contrary to popular belief, Ringling Boulevard is named for Charles
rather than John. Charles invested in the downtown area and continued to support business into
the 1920’s, serving as the president of the Sarasota Chamber of Commerce from 1925 to 1926.

BERTHA PALMER
After her husband’s death in 1902, Bertha Honoré Palmer continued to develop her family’s
holdings. She was a leader in the migration to Florida in 1910, paving the way in the
purchase and development of land in the Sarasota/Tampa Bay area. She was an
international celebrity and an exemplar of high society and acute business acumen, and in
turning her attention to making Sarasota her home, she brought with her the considerable
economic, philanthropic and cultural benefits at her disposal. Her advocacy of Sarasota was
a magnet that drew investment into the developing county and created an emphasis on
cultural institutions which continues today.

A.B. EDWARDS
Arthur Britton Edwards was a Sarasota native who spent his life promoting, developing, and
preserving his place of birth. With the advent of the railroad, he requested the names of people
expressing interest in Florida, then wrote personal letters describing the natural resources and
beauty of Sarasota. One of these letters brought Bertha Palmer to the area. Along with business
development, he was committed to preserving the priceless heritage of the natural environment.
One of his main goals and greatest achievements was the establishment of Myakka State Park.

THE FACES OF THE WEST WALL CENTENNIAL MURAL
OWEN BURNS
Owen Burns was a builder responsible for a massive amount of the physical creation of early
Sarasota, building bridges, buildings and banks, dredging harbours, developing bay fronts
with reclaimed soils and encouraging the growth of commerce throughout the area.
Two of his most notable constructions were the Ca D’Zan and the El Vernona Hotel, named
after his wife - later known as the Ringling Towers.
He was instrumental in paving Main Street in 1911, founded the first local bank, and
established the Board of Trade, now the Greater Sarasota Chamber of Commerce.

THE FACES OF THE EAST WALL CENTENNIAL MURAL
EMMA E. BOOKER
Emma E. Booker was a pioneering educator of her time, who began teaching while still in
her teens herself. She came to Sarasota as a teacher in segregated Sarasota in 1914, and by
1923, she grew to become principal of Sarasota Grammar.
Booker significantly expanded educational opportunities for Sarasota’s black citizens. Not
only did she successfully fundraise to open the community’s own school building, but also
inspired many of her students to become educators themselves. She also perservered to
achieve a bachelor’s degree in 1937, jut two years before her death - a remarkable
accomplishment for a woman of color at the time. Booker Elementary, Middle, and High
Schools bear her name.

JOHN HAMILTON GILLESPIE
“The Father of Sarasota”, John Hamilton Gillespie moved to Sarasota from Scotland in 1886
to represent his family’s real estate interests, which included most of the land constituting
the present city of Sarasota.
After leading the Florida Mortgage and Investment Company from failure to success,
Gillespie remained in Sarasota, going on to organize the clearing of three miles of Main
Street, the building of a substantial wharf on the waterfront, and the beginning of a 40-acre
experimental farm. Gillespie is also credited with introducing Florida to the game of golf. In
1902, he was elected the first mayor of Sarasota and held the office for six terms.

ROSE WILSON
Rose Wilson assisted her husband in the establishment of “The Sarasota Times”. After his
death, she became sole editor, retaining that position for the next 13 years until she sold the
paper in 1923. During her time at the helm, she championed the creation of Sarasota County
when it split from Manatee County in 1920, and participated in the civic life of Sarasota as it
grew. She was a noted advocate of women’s suffrage and became the first woman to
register to vote in Sarasota County.

