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A Quincy native, Mike Herrin feels at
home in Monticello, and finds joy in dis-
covering the unique characteristics of
the community. Stepping into the role of
Executive Director of the Monticello Op-
era House this past year, he feels he’s
learned a lot about the town and its
needs, especially during the curation of
the upcoming performance season. 

The Opera House’s murder mystery
show is one such unique offering on the
bill. Weekends in May will feature
“Murd-ARRR: Pirates of the Salty Dog,”
utilizing the venue’s expansive dining
room.

Audiences can pull up a chair at the
Salty Dog tavern to be served by pirates,
bear witness to pillaging, plundering,
sword-fighting hijinks, and solve a who-
dunit over a three-course meal. Herrin,
who took part as an actor in a previous
murder mystery dinner theater, hopes
for more fun evenings and invites at-
tendees to dress the part. 

“They just are a great let your hair
down good time,” says Herrin. “People
just love the lightheartedness of the
shows and being part of the action.” 

Herrin not only considers audience
appeal when it comes to choosing
shows, but also the social conscious-
ness and inherent value to patrons. He
wants to expand the possibilities for
programming, and dream up ways to
beautify the venue and make it even
more historically accurate. 

His appreciation for preserving the
past comes from his previous title as Di-
rector of Facilities and Horticulture at
Tallahassee’s Goodwood Museum.
While working at the museum, he began
flexing his acting skills as a Historic
Florida Tour Guide.

For annual ghost tours, Herrin often
embodied vibrant political figure, Sena-
tor William C. Hodges, who was a former
owner of the Goodwood estate. The po-
sition allowed him to combine his pas-
sions for historic preservation and sto-
rytelling, while also interacting with
visitors. 

“I found that it really widened my ho-

rizons and exposed me to new experi-
ences and new ways of thinking,” says
Herrin. “It really changed my life and ul-
timately resulted in a change of career.” 

Herrin first dipped his toe into acting
during the filming of “Recount” in Talla-
hassee in 2008. He was cast as an extra,
and after thoroughly enjoying his time
on set, auditioned to be in casts for the
FSU film school where he took part in
several movies. 

However, it was at the Monticello

Opera House that Herrin first took to the
stage, appearing in “Mouse Trap,” “The
Foreigner,” and “The Music Man.” In the
latter show, he played Mayor George
Shinn. Herrin notes that the research he
dug into for the role turned up some
stimulating facts that he used to portray
the character. 

“It was really interesting to study
what life was like in the Midwest at that
time and really imagining how this man
came to be mayor from owning a pool
hall,” says Herrin. “I try and imagine the
circumstances that the character is fac-
ing and connect them to my own experi-
ences. It’s also understanding the bigger
picture of historical context and the
physical surroundings that can be good
motivating factors as well.” 

Herrin sees the larger picture with
the Monticello Opera House as more
than a theater venue. In addition to of-
fering more classes, a documentary pro-
ject funded by the Volunteer Florida’s
Rural Community Assets Fund is in the
works. The endeavor will document
graduates from the historic Howard
Academy High School, which was the

first high school for African-American
students in Jefferson County. 

“It’s an example of a way we can
serve as a cultural facility and also doc-
ument the history of the region while
engaging students,” explains Herrin, as
high school students will head up the
project, and learn to use the video and
editing equipment while capturing sto-
ries of former Howard Academy stu-
dents. 

This open dialogue with the commu-
nity has been a pillar of Herrin’s time in
theater. During a production of “A Raisin
in the Sun,” he recalls talkbacks with the
audience that opened his eyes, not just
as an actor, but also as a citizen, to a
number of social injustices that con-
tinue to affect local communities. 

“That’s the wonder and the value of
theater and the performing arts,” says
Herrin. “As an actor being involved in
these plays you get exposed to a lot of
issues. When you explore the themes of
the play, they can be really educational.” 

The Opera House’s combination of
history, storytelling, and performing
arts endears the venue to Herrin, stand-
ing as a cultural center in need of pres-
ervation. He asks how the organization
can even better serve the Monticello
community and beyond while facilitat-
ing more entertainment and education.
Going forward, Herrin knows the Monti-
cello Opera House’s legacy is in safe
hands thanks to the support from the
staff, volunteers, actors, and educators
that make it a success. 

“Keeping this building open and
functioning, bringing culture, educa-
tion, and entertainment to Jefferson
County and this region gives me a sense
of purpose,” says Herrin. “We have a lot
of families and first timers and very tal-
ented people involved here at the Opera
House. It’s very democratic and a great
way for people to enjoy the craft of act-
ing and the fun of putting on a show but
also gaining self-confidence and realiz-
ing their own power and voice.”

Amanda Sieradzki is the feature
writer for the Council on Culture & Arts.
COCA is the capital area’s umbrella
agency for arts and culture (www.talla-
hasseearts.org). 

History gets ‘Salty’ at Monticello Opera House
Amanda Sieradzki
Council on Culture & Arts

Opera House’s murder mystery show in May will feature “Murd-ARRR: Pirates of
the Salty Dog.” DENISE TOSADO

If you go
What: Murd-ARRR: Pirates of the Salty
Dog Murder Mystery Dinner Show 

When: 7 p.m., Fridays and Saturdays,
May 11-12, May 18-19, May 25-26 

Where: Monticello Opera House, 185
West Washington Street, Monticello 

Cost: $35-45, reservations required 

Contact: For more information, call
850-997-4242 or visit http://
www.monticellooperahouse.org/home. 

It’s the familiar tale of a white woman
who claims she has been raped by a
“bushy haired negro” while her husband
a citrus baron is out of town. Sheriff
McCall orders his deputies to roundup
all the black men but ultimately he and
the district attorney pins the crime on
Jesse Daniels, a developmentally dis-
abled teenager who spends 14 years in
the state mental hospital in Chattahoo-
chee for a crime he didn’t commit. 

In anticipation of King’s visit, Demo-
crat storytelling coach Andrew J. Sker-
ritt asked him five questions.

Q: How did you become interested
in Florida’s racial history?

A: I came across some letters these
young lawyers were sending to Marshall
for help and just telling Marshall how
dangerous it was down in Florida and
how they were being threatened and run
out of town and being chased. As I was
seeing these letters, I’m saying what’s
going on in Florida? That’s how I found
that Groveland story. 

Q: Are there parallels then and
now?

A: That’s something I think about a
lot. Looking back at some of the cases
that Thurgood Marshall and his lawyers
were fighting —housing cases, voting
rights cases, segregation. We haven’t
closed those issues off as a nation.
We’re still dealing with them. The issues
are subtle and more complex. So it’s
more important now that attorneys get
involved in these kinds of issues. We’re
still having voting rights issues we have
to grapple with; segregation hasn’t dis-
appeared. It has gotten more difficult
and more ingrained in our culture. Back
in the day when Thurgood Marshall and

his lawyers were running around, it was
almost like the Wild West. It was much
more blatantly obvious. Now the laws
have been ingrained and things have
changed legislatively. But these issues
are things we are still dealing with to-
day. 

Q: White women are the center of
the #MeToo Movement about sexual
abuse and harassment. They were
also at the center of rape accusa-
tions, as in “Beneath of the Ruthless
Sun” and “Devil in the Groves” of the
rape accusations, false and true, that
led to the lynching of black men in
the Jim Crow South. Can you talk
about the role of white women, then
and now, in terms of rape, as an issue
of race, power, and injustice?

A: One of things that’s interesting in
this new book “Beneath the Ruthless
Sun,” normally these accusations of
black men being falsely accused of rape,
they would lead to lynching. And if they
didn’t lead to lynchings, they would lead
to very swift convictions in court. Rape
was a capital crime. So when you look
back at Florida’s history in the 1950s,
when I was writing about this particular
case, 37 men were executed for rape. All
of them except for one were black with
the accusation of raping a white wom-
an.

What’s interesting in this new book,
“Beneath a Ruthless Sun,” we have a
white, mentally disabled teenager Jesse
Daniels who is accused of rape. They
make it very clear that the electric chair
is not for white people. The lawyer keeps
saying ‘Don’t worry, he’s not going to
burn.” It almost like ‘we don’t put white
people in the electric chair.’ That to me
was pretty staggering. When you look at
the statistics. The punishment for rape
was the most unjust of all crimes in the
United States, racially. Throughout the
South, false accusations against black
men with white women, every single
state has almost the exact same statis-
tics. Only black men accused of rape are
going to the electric chair. 

It’s a staggering thing. Marshal was
very concerned about this. The NAACP
Legal Defense Fund started a committee
on capital punishment to deal with this
issue. They looked around and saw all
these punishment for rape statistics
and this didn’t even include the lynch-
ings. They were handled judiciously
through the courts. It was the most un-
just and most racially biased sentenc-
ing.

Q: One of the heroes of the books is
Mabel Norris Reese. Can you talk
about the Reese and the role of the lo-
cal press then and now?

A: You had this small weekly news-
paper the Mount Dora Topic. She really
decided to go after McCall. She was
aware of all his constant civil rights
abuses. She wasn’t afraid of him. A lot of
other newspapers wouldn’t go near him.
He was so powerful. Mabel wouldn’t
back down. Since Willis McCall was ba-
sically the head of the Klan in this area,
once Mabel started to write about
McCall, all of a sudden she’s getting
crosses burned in her yard, her dog is
poisoned, her house is bombed twice.
Ultimately, McCall and some of his men

set up a rival newspaper and just threat-
ened all of Mabel’s advertisers and stole
all her advertises and basically ran her
out of town.

She had to go to Daytona Beach, but
she still stayed on top of him from Day-
tona Beach. She was the only one writ-
ing about the Jesse Daniel case. She was
just fearless.

She would not back down from
McCall. He would call her names. It re-
minds me now of when you hear stories
of the president when he doesn’t like
certain news stories coming out, he just
calls it fake news. It reminded me a lot of
what Sheriff McCall was doing to Mabel.
He was gas lighting her, saying you can’t
believe a word she said. She’s a commu-
nist. He called Mabel a left leaning
pinko. She lies because she doesn’t like
white men. He would complain to the
FBI she was a communist and she had
an agenda. She just kept writing. I found
it really inspiring to write about that.
Throughout this entire story, it was a
woman who would stand up to McCall.

Q: What’s has been the feedback
from folks in Lake County? 

A: I’m very surprised. I’ve been get-
ting very positive feedback. I haven’t
gotten any negative letters at all. I did a
big talk in Mount Dora a few days ago
and a lot of people were coming up to me
telling me stories about their encoun-
ters with the same people. Everyone
seemed to say I had no idea this was
happening in my backyard. That was
the most common phrase I heard from
people living in Lake County, even if
they are elderly and lived in Lake Coun-
ty. Their own relatives were involved in
a case and they never even heard of it.
It’s kind of eye-opening. 

Contact Andrew Skerritt at asker-
ritt@tallahassee.com or follow on @aj-
skerritt.

King
Continued from Page 1D

If you go
What: Stepping Out Innocence Project
of Florida Spring Gala

When: Thursday VIP Reception for Exo-
nerees, Sponsors & Award Recipient at
6 p.m.; Dinner and Program at 7 p.m.

Where: Mission San Luis, 2100 W. Ten-
nessee St.

Tickets: $125; The Innocence Project of
Florida at 850-561-6767 

for those remaining in Pahokee.
And yet, watching the subject/play-

ers in one of the Bresnan’s films—the
teenagers hunting for rabbits with a
stick and a sprint as the burning cane
fields flush the animals across the fields
or seeing plain girls preparing for their
prom only to appear on the big night as
glamorous as Beyonce as they step from
a rented Bentley sedan, is to have a priv-
ileged view into lives and a place that
are ephemeral.

Patrick Bresnan and Ivete Lucas,
whose films have won honors at the
Sundance Film Festival, SXSW (South
by Southwest), the AFI Fest, the San
Francisco International Film Festival,
the Berlinale, and 19 awards at six Acad-
emy-qualifying events, seem to have
“discovered” Pahokee and its residents
by total accident as they were driving
along the highway.

Now they plan a filmed “year in the
life” of the town and another about a dif-
ferent nearby place, the area surround-
ing Mar-a-Lago, where only an hour
away from the poverty and hardship of
Pahokee, the President of the United
States golfs in splendor seemingly a
planet removed from those who catch
rabbits to eat.

But it is not a political statement that
the filmmakers wish to make. They pre-
fer to let reality play out and tell its own
story.

In the short, “The Send Off,” we see
an out of work mother telling her high
school daughter how proud she is to be
able to dress her up and see her in a fine
car the night of her prom. A kind of rite-
of-passage, prom night is all about ex-
travagance and glitz; if you can’t do any-
thing else, you can somehow see your
son in a tux, your daughter in rhine-
stones, and give them a ride in a Ferrari.
Why not? They’ll remember it forever.
And so will we.

Two of the girls who appear at their
proms and in the newest film, “Skip

Day,” are Jamelia Burroughs and N’Ker-
ria Nelson.

“Skip Day” —the second part of the
graduation tradition, where upper
classmen skip school the Monday after
prom — and before the exotic cars must
be returned — is spent at the beach,
where the girls with their lovely hairdos
still intact, are ‘ritually’ dunked in the
surf. It’s the finale of a weekend lost in
time.

Nelson and Burroughs were delight-
ed and surprised when the film began
earning awards, they say, but they were
stunned when Bresnan and Lucas pro-
vided them tickets to fly to France. In
Paris for two days, followed by five days
at the Cannes Film Festival, they say,
“We even have cards they printed up
with our names on them that say we are
the “stars of Skip Day.”

Nelson, who would like to be an R.N.,
says when asked what it was like being
filmed at the prom and the following
Monday, says quietly, “It was normal.
After a few minutes we forgot they were
there.”

For her, it is the school memories, the
people she’s known and who have
known her her whole life, and what par-
ents have done for their children on
these special days that will remain. And
of course, there is Cannes.

Jamelia Burroughs, who is studying
pharmacy, agrees that “starring” in a
film hasn’t gone to her head, although
Patrick Bresnan wonders if asked, if she
would turn down an opportunity to
model or act. “Having the camera there
was nerve-wracking at first,” she says.
“But then we forgot they were there and
just had fun.”

And from May 14-20, as the girls step
onto red carpets, blink as cameras flash
around them, sign autographs and per-
haps sip a bit of French bubbly, they will
no doubt place the Cannes experience
beside the Pahokee prom and skip day
experience and compare.

With the deep and nurturing roots
set solidly in the Everglades soil, Cannes
may, for once, come up short.

Cannes
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