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Florida has always been good to Mi-
chelle Hearn. Though originally from
Arkansas, she’s called Tallahassee
home for nearly a decade and currently
works as senior curator for the Museum
of Florida History.

She holds a soft spot for the Tampa
Bay and St. Petersburg area in particular

as that’s where she fre-
quently visited her
grandparents. As an avid
hiker and scuba diver,
Florida’s natural beauty
and cultural centers cap-
ture Hearn’s interest and
ignite her passion for the
state’s extensive history. 

Florida’s history often gets obscured
by the tourist industry’s campaigns that
tout the state’s top beaches and one be-
loved cartoon mouse. A mixing place for
many cultures, Hearn points out that
native Floridians can be few and far be-
tween. Many transplants that have
sought and found their Florida dreams
might not have much knowledge about
the state’s sprawling, swampy, stunning
past. 

“I’ve been working on [Florida histo-
ry] for eight years now, and it’s still like
drinking from a fire hose,” laughs Hearn.
“It’s a very important task, to preserve
Florida’s history and culture. It has the
longest history of any state in America
and that’s something that should be
cherished and tied together.”

Hearn says that’s one of the main
goals behind the museum’s newest ex-
hibit, “Living the Dream — Twentieth-
Century Florida,” which addresses the
remarkable changes the state has un-
dergone in the past 100 years. It also
serves as a celebration for the museum’s
40th anniversary, highlighting as many
artifacts as possible from their collec-
tion of over 45,000 pieces. Research for
the exhibit was an especially enjoyable
process for Hearn, who loves diving into
20th century history. 

Whereas some historians tend to be-
come insular in their practice, Hearn
uses her training as an anthropologist to
ask questions and participate with oth-
ers to provide interactive elements in-
side her exhibits. She believes her back-
ground in anthropology allows her to
better engage with the community, and
she will often mix genres to include art,
film, music, artifacts, and immersive el-
ements in her exhibits. 

“Young children remember the im-
pression of the place when they have
that immersive experience,” says
Hearn. “It brings them back later in life
to the museum so they can share those
experiences. We have people who came
here as a kid come back to share that
with their children and that’s a lovely
thing.” 

Hearn still recalls the wide-eyed
wonder she felt walking through Okla-
homa’s Phillbrook Museum of Art and
its palatial gardens as a young child.
While earning her second master’s de-
gree in New York City, that feeling car-
ried over as she explored museums af-
terhours and soaked in lectures from
curators. Now in her current role behind
the scenes, her goals are to capture that
same sense of awe while addressing
multiple learning styles. 

In the most recent civil rights exhibit,
Hearn and her team recreated a lunch
counter where visitors could “sit-in,”
pick up a phone, and listen to audio re-
cordings of different Floridians talking

about their experiences during the era.
She explains how this gave people a
chance to sit down and break away from
reading panels in order to reflect on the
stories. 

Similarly, for the “Living the Dream”
exhibit, there is a recreation of a 1960s
fall out shelter packed with supplies and
real artifacts that were sent to Tallahas-
see’s civil defense manager during that
time period, as well as films including
footage on how to create your own shel-
ter. A walk-in jukebox plays over 45 dif-
ferent postwar songs alongside infor-
mation on their relation to the state. 

“It is a messy process,” says Hearn. “I
think it’s supposed to be a messy proc-
ess because you’re discovering and en-
gaged in learning, and you’re trying to
figure out how to communicate and syn-
thesize a massive amount of informa-
tion.”

At the start of any project, Hearn re-
ceives inspiration from fellow Florida
historians, such as Paul Ortiz and Jack
Davis. The passion and energy they ex-
ude for their specialized areas is then

channeled into a research paper that
Hearn writes about the subject. 

Hearn then drafts a list of artifacts to
be included in the exhibit. Brainstorm-
ing sessions with her team of designers,
curators, fabricators, registrars, and
educators push the limits of creativity
as they imagine how to create the space.
For this exhibition, Hearn says they
fashioned 40 new display cases, built
two new walls, and created art and
structures so the exhibit would have a
mid-century modern aesthetic. 

“There’s an emphasis on post-World
War II Florida because that’s when the
state really started to change,” says
Hearn. “We wanted to talk about how it
went from the smallest state in the
south at the beginning of the century to
the fourth largest state at the end of the
century.” 

Hearn feels fulfilled in her work after
seeing and listening to reactions from
visitors. Given the accessibility of 20th
century history, Hearn feels there is a
certain nostalgia present in the current
exhibit. When more mature visitors see

artifacts such as box air conditioners or
tourist souvenirs, it jogs their memories
and prompts them to share stories from
their own past with family members. 

She believes this accomplishes the
higher purpose of a museum, assisting
the public in having conversations
about the past, while co-creating identi-
ty by providing a public space where
“we can really take a look at who we are
as people.” As for the title, “Living the
Dream,” Hearn says it nods to the allur-
ing power of the Florida dream that has
spurred so many pioneers to venture
south, whether it be for political free-
dom, second chances, business pur-
suits, or retirement. 

“The exhibit is really a love letter to
20th century Florida,” says Hearn.
“Florida is both a fantasyscape and a
real place. People moved here because
it’s beautiful, then they got here and
wanted to alter it a little bit to match
their fantasy, so we talk about the inter-
play back and forth between those
things and the challenge of balancing
growth while protecting the beautiful
environment which we all love.”

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).

Florida dreams make history as museum turns 40
Amanda Sieradzki
Council on Culture & Arts

'Living the Dream' emphasizes post World War II Florida. PHOTOS BY JACKLYN ATTAWAY

“The exhibit is really a love letter to 20th century Florida,” says curator Michelle
Hearn.

If you go
What: Living the Dream — Twenti-
eth-Century Florida 

When: Exhibit open 9 a.m.-4:30 p.m.,
Monday to Friday through July 29 

Where: Museum of Florida History,
500 S Bronough St. R.A. Gray Build-
ing 

Cost: Free admission 

Contact: For more information
please visit http://www.museum
offloridahistory.com/exhibits/
current.cfm.

Hearn

One of the few vicissitudes concern-
ing writing about books is that you fall
behind. Then when you realize how far
behind you have fallen and how good
the books are that you have neglected,
you feel like kicking yourself. Such is the
case with Paulette Stiles. When my wife
and I finished reading her latest novel to
each other, we immediately started
scrambling to get the rest of her books.

Stiles is not a newly published writer
and shame on me for not discovering
her earlier. She is in her 70s, was born in
the Missouri Ozarks and spent years liv-
ing in such diverse places as Canada,
the Canary Islands and North Africa,
before settling on a ranch near San An-
tonio. She started as a poet and has sev-
en other books, a couple of them collec-
tions of poetry, two of them poetry and
prose, and three of them novels about
life on the Texas and Missouri frontiers
during the Civil War and the Great De-
pression.

Her 2016 novel, “News of the World”
was a finalist for the National Book
Award. Captain Jefferson Kyle Kidd, and
Johanna Leonberger a former captive of
the Kiowa Indians, are two of my favor-
ite characters in fiction since Charles
Portis’s Rooster Cogburn and Mattie
Ross in “True Grit.” I wish I had said that

first, but I stole it from author Charles
Frazier’s review, and he’s right.

Kidd, 71, a veteran of Andrew Jack-
son’s Indian wars and the Mexican War,
is a former printer and newspaper pub-
lisher who has nothing left at the end of
the Civil War. He makes his living, such
as it is, traveling from town to town in
central Texas holding public readings
from newspapers to paying audiences
who have been cut off from the news by
the war. 

At one of his stops he is offered a $50
gold piece to deliver a 10-year-old white
child, recently rescued from the Kiowa, to
her German relatives near San Antonio.

It is a harrowing trip, through 400
miles of frontier with no law and order, a
corrupt Reconstruction government in
charge, Kiowa and Commanche Indi-
ans, and pure anarchy. 

The heart of the story is the bonding
that takes place between Kidd and Jo-
hanna. Both are transformed in funda-
mental ways: Johanna, who for the sec-
ond time in her life is being torn from the
only family she knows, tries to run away
at every opportunity yet slowly devel-
ops a trust and affection for the “Kep-
dun.” Kidd, for his part, moves from do-
ing something out a sense of duty and a
desire for the 50 dollars, to making a
life-affirming decision for both of them
when Johanna’s German relatives turn
out to be less than expected. This is a
small book, only 206 pages, yet it has
the feel of permanence about it.

“News of the World” is not quite a

captivity narrative, but it is something
akin to it. Stiles does not say, nor should
she, but I would be surprised if one of
her sources were not the Narrative of
Rachel Plummer.

Plummer was captured by the Com-
manches in Texas in 1836 along with her
cousin, Cynthia Ann Parker, and was
rescued nearly two years later. Parker
was not rescued for 24 years. Plummer
readjusted to Anglo life; Parker never
did. The Plummer/Parker story was also
the basis for Alan LeMay’s 1953 novel,
“The Searchers, which in turn was the
basis for the great John Ford movie of
the same name.

There is a whole sub-genre in Native
American studies concerning captivity
narratives.

I first heard the phrase “Stockholm
Syndrome” in the 1970s when the news-
paper heiress Patricia Hearst was kid-
napped by a domestic terrorist organi-
zation and soon was helping them
knock over banks. Hearst was in her 20s
and later spent some time in jail for her
activities because the jury ultimately
believed she chose to do what she did.

But if you were a white child on the
southwest American borderland, al-
ready terrified by the racial war between
Native Americans and White Ameri-
cans, capture by the “other” as well as
the likely destruction of your own fam-
ily, would indeed, have resulted in a
shift of identity that would have been
difficult, if not impossible to reject, even
if you were later rescued or exchanged.

One of the most compelling academ-
ic history books I have read is James F.
Brooks’ “Captives and Cousins,” pub-
lished in 2002. Brooks explored in some
detail the interdependence and cultural
redefinition that developed as a result of
a frontier economy in which captivity
and exchanges back and forth created
patterns of kinship that crossed racial
boundaries.

Read-a-thon at Midtown Reader

I will be taking part, along with a lot
of other folks, in an all-day Tallahassee
Read-a-thon, on Tuesday, May 22, at
Midtown Reader on Thomasville Road.
Co-hosted by WFSU, the read-a-thon is
in conjunction with PBS’s Great Amer-
ican Read initiative, in which somehow
the American people chose the 100 best-
loved novels. 

I was pleasantly surprised to find
John Kennedy Toole’s “A Confederacy of
Dunces” on the list? But no Faulkner?
No Eudora Welty? No Walker Percy?
And it turns out that a large number of
books that made the list aren’t Ameri-
can at all. I think “The Great American
Read” should be called just “The Great
Read.”

Anyway, come by the bookstore on
Tuesday. If you’re timing is right, you
can tell me your favorite novel. 

Bob Holladay is the managing editor
of Sentry Press and president of the Tal-
lahassee Historical Society. Email Bob
Holladay at Sentrypress @gmail.com.

Paulette Stiles revisits the myth of the West
Bob Holladay
Guest columnist


