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  To my granddaughter Hope: The entire arena of life is ahead of you. Reach for the stars and transcend your dreams.
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INTRODUCTION



  John Ringling was many things to many people. A son, brother, and uncle, whose determined individualism caused many a rift; a husband (twice), the first time harmonious, the second, the exact opposite; a shrewd businessperson, who if you asked 10 people what they thought, would likely get the same number of different opinions; and a public figure whose flashy, ornate lifestyle attracted both admiration and controversy. Yet in spite of all the fanfare and publicity, John Ringling, his brothers, and their families were essentially private people.


  So how was it that I, a native of Dayton, Ohio, and author of some 18 books, covering topics ranging from Ohio history/tourist spots to business/relocation to museums to traveling with pets to (don’t laugh) Paris Hilton, and even a couple of novels, drawn to John Ringling, his family, and their circus?


  There are many reasons, the most obvious of which is that I moved to the Ringling mothership (aka Sarasota) in June 2020—in the middle of a pandemic, no less. So in the sense of proximity, it was a logical choice. It was also a culmination of what I’ve done throughout my career: Seen a need for information and tried to fill the gap. Not much has been written in recent years about the Ringlings, The Ringling (which encompasses far more than the art museum), and Sarasota in this particular combination, although there have been several excellent books:



	•Karl Grismer’s The Story of Sarasota: The History of the City and County of Sarasota, Florida

	•Henry Ringling North’s The Circus Kings: Our Ringling Family Story

	•David C. Week’s Ringling: The Florida Years 1911-1936
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  When I first started this project, these books were recommended to me, and I used and quoted from them extensively, along with others. The point being to represent as balanced and historically accurate a picture as possible, even if the sources contradicted each other, as sometimes happened.

  I’ve never traveled with a circus, although at times my life has felt like one, whether it be the joyful chaos of raising two children and several cats or dealing with tragedy, such as my late son’s battle with drug addiction. Having grown up in a family that supported unusual and sometimes risky (but always legal) endeavors, I also felt a kinship with the Ringling family because of their emphasis on the basic values of honesty, integrity, and hard work. My late father, who grew up in the 1920s and whose own father died in the flu pandemic of 1918, had very little while growing up, yet he managed to get a degree in optometry from Ohio State and start his own successful practice, which he had for nearly 50 years. I would like to think that I imprinted many of his habits in my career as a freelance writer who is essentially self-employed.


  And like myself, who started out knowing no one and very little about the business of writing and journalism, I, like the Ringlings, had to learn from experience and figure things out as they unfolded. While there are, of course, different levels of success, a certain level of tenacity, receptiveness, and ability to distill the truth is required to endure. And Ringling is still around today, both as a museum/tourism destination and circus repurposed to meet 21st-century sensibilities. Not many families can claim that.


  With this book, I tried to bring a fresh approach and perspective to the Sarasota: The Backstory, John Ringling, and his brothers as well as The Ringling itself. While this was a much more immense and challenging task than originally envisioned, if something got overlooked, was not mentioned, or was even misinterpreted (a matter of opinion, sometimes), please understand that I have done my best.


  Regardless, I truly hope that you, the reader, enjoy this book and get at least some of the insight and entertainment that I received from writing it.


  Sandra Gurvis

Sarasota, Florida

March 31, 2023




RING ONESarasota: The Backstory




Chapter 1Ancient SarasotaTHE FIRST "SNOWBIRDS"


During the Ice Age, about a million years ago—give or take a few 10,000—a prehistoric circus of giant mastodons, armadillos, and rhinoceros joined the early ancestors of horses, camels, beavers, and tigers in an exodus to the Sarasota area to escape the brutal cold of the northern regions.


Although approximately a third of the planet was covered in glaciers, then, as now, Florida was warm, sunny, and temperate and only a few degrees cooler than it is today, but without the haircurling humidity. The sea level was lower and coastline farther out, with an arid climate more akin to an African savannah than, say, the giant “Mouse House” that would be constructed eons later in Orlando, about two hours north. Icebergs, some taller than the Empire State building, drifted past the coastline. “Tampa Bay was a valley with a little stream running down the middle of it, so it was a very different place,” Scott Mitchell, collections manager for Florida Archaeology, told the LA Times.


But it was hardly a trip to Orlando’s Jurassic World. “An armadillo called a glyptodont, which was the size of a small car, whacked predators with a tail resembling a spiked club,” continued the LA Times article. “Saber-toothed cats sported 9-inch fangs—the largest of any feline in Earth’s history. But beavers weighing up to 500 pounds could out-chomp them with teeth up to a foot long.”


Archeological evidence has shown that Florida’s and particularly Sarasota’s proclivity for attracting the odd and usual began during this period. “Uncounted millions of those queer animals came to the Florida peninsula during the great migration,” wrote Karl Grismer in The Story of Sarasota. Digs such those in Indian Beach in the 1920s by paleontologist J. E. Moore unearthed over 70 fossil species found nowhere else in the state. Moore also discovered what some believed was a 20,000-year-old skeleton of an early Indian in nearby Phillippi Creek. At the time considered one of the oldest such artifacts ever found—although more recent studies have unearthed Homo sapiens remains dating as far back as 46,000-44,000 years—Moore’s discovery still defies conventional wisdom that the Native Americans arrived in the area only about 12,000 years or so ago. And that was about six millennia before the construction of the Egyptian pyramids.


THE FIRST FLORIDIANS


Florida’s original human inhabitants descended from migrants who crossed from Alaska to Eastern Asia during the Pleistocene era, back when land actually linked the two continents. Grismer, whose book was first published in 1946, called them “aborigines,” while today they are known as Paleo Indians, a nod to the trendy 21st-century diet derived from their menu of unprocessed meats, fish, fruits, nuts, vegetables, and seeds. As with the settlers and hordes of tourists who followed them, they were drawn to Sarasota’s attractions, including pristine beaches, plentiful wildlife/ plants, and sunny weather. Then, as now, life could be easy and pleasant, compared to up North, where tribes battled each other for territory so they could hunt for food and faced starvation during long and freezing winters.


But because there were few springs, wetlands, and rivers, water was in short supply, which is where sinkholes came in handy. Rather than being feared for their ability to swallow homes and cars, they contained life-sustaining water. Both animals and humans relied on sinkholes, “not only for drinking water, but also for campsites where animals could be ambushed, butchered, and eaten,” according to Sarasota History Alive! “Evidence of these campsites is found today at the bottom of rivers, such as the Aucilla River in North Florida and sinkholes, such as Warm Mineral Springs and Little Salt Springs in Sarasota County.”


Nearby Warm Mineral Springs has been particularly fruitful in yielding information about Florida’s Paleo Indians. “Debris cones” located hundreds of feet beneath the surface provided an archeological treasure trove and catchall for their remains as well as the stone, bone, and ivory tools they used; animal bones; and even foodstuffs such as nuts. “To find such fragile artifacts in such a pristine state of preservation was extraordinary,” stated Sarasota History Alive! W. A. “Sonny” Cockrell, an underwater archaeologist with Florida State University who started excavating the springs in the early 1970s, attributed this natural preservation to the lack of oxygen in the water.


As the climate changed, life got easier, and food and water became more plentiful. The timeline is mind boggling:



About 9,000 years ago, the glaciers began to melt as Florida’s climate became warmer and wetter, and plants and animals in the region became more diverse. Between 7,000 and 6,000 years ago . . . our modern forests and wetland environments began to appear . . .

Around 4,000 years ago, as sea levels and climate approached modern conditions, native people began to depend more on wetland resources such as fish, shellfish and turtles. They also developed limited horticulture or small household gardens. Human population increased. Settlements became more seasonal and were usually located near sources of fresh water and raw chert, the stone used for making tools. These innovative and adaptive people began firing clay to make pottery for storing, preparing and serving food. (VisitFlorida.com)




The Paleo Indians were followed by the Archaic people, who lived from 7500 B.C. to 500 B.C. Around 1100 A.D. regional cultures began to develop, with populations staying in one area, where they hunted and gathered food and began to develop their own specific culture and complex societies as well as cooking utensils and hunting tools. According to Jerald Milanich’s Florida Indians and the Invasion from Europe and archeologist Dan Hughes, the first of these regional cultures in the Sarasota area, the Manasota, were “dwellers who subsisted heavily on marine resources and lived in Sarasota from 500 B.C. to A.D. 800/1000.”


“The Manasota culture was eventually replaced by what is called the Safety Harbor culture around 1000 A.D.,” the article goes on. The Tocobaga tribe, the largest of this group, “lived in small villages at the northern end of Tampa Bay from 900 to the 1500s,” observed the Florida State University’s “Exploring Florida” website. A mostly peaceful tribe, their “houses were generally round and built with wooden poles holding up a roof of palm thatches.”


Another descendent of the Paleo Indians were the Calusa, or “shell Indians,” named after their proclivity for collecting shells, which they made into tools, jewelry, and hunting ornaments including spears. Fierce and warlike, the other tribes took care not to offend them, although according to Grismer’s book, until the arrival of the Spaniards in the 1500s, they were mostly friendly to visiting tribes. At one point, these seafarers and hunters were some 50,000 strong and controlled most of South Florida, according to Florida State University’s “Exploring Florida” website.


Still another tribe, the Timucua, lived in Northeast and North Central Florida. Because they were nomadic, they mingled freely with other tribes and were among the first to come into contact with the Spaniards when they arrived at what is now Longboat Key and Tampa Bay. Clues to their lives and habits of these various tribes can be found in burial practices, initially in wetland cemeteries and then later with circular mounds. Thanks to modern technology and increased awareness of preservation, artifacts and information about the former are being constantly uncovered. Divers recently excavated bodies estimated to be some 8,000 years old in Manasota Key and in another underwater burial site discovered in 2016 in the Gulf of Mexico near Venice.


Sarasota’s aboveground burial mounds, however, fared less well, thanks to early 20th-century “pot hunters”—settlers looking for “skeletons, relics and maybe even buried gold,” stated Grismer and then, as now, developers who polished off the sites for road and building construction. So while most aboveground mounds are but a dim memory, there are still a few carefully preserved areas, the most impressive being Indian Mound Park in Englewood, about an hour away from Sarasota. Although some bodies have been found there, remnants from the Manasota culture consist of ceremonial and everyday artifacts, including decorative shells and shark teeth, cooking utensils, and arrowheads.
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The ancient Timucua were among the first to come in contact with explorers; unpleasant surprises lay ahead.

THEODOR DE BRY'S ENGRAVINGS OF THE TIMUCUA, FLORIDA STATE ARCHIVES


THOSE MEAN SPANIARDS


“The Florida Indians may have had one great, almost fatal fault,” wrote Grismer. “They may have bragged about their native land too much during their contacts with the outlanders.” Tales of a “land of the greatest riches . . . [including] a fountain whose waters would restore youth!” eventually spread to the Spanish explorers as well as the pirates and treasure hunters who plundered the region in the early to mid-l500s. Initially believed to be an island, “la Florida” was so named by Spanish explorer Juan Ponce de Leon, who first made land in St. Augustine in 1513.


The relatively peaceful natives who didn’t flee from the palefaces and who sailed along and looted Florida’s west coast soon became unfriendly. The colorful glass beads and other shiny cheap gewgaws offered by the Spaniards in exchange for wayfinding could only go so far to mitigate the Spaniards’ brutality and enslavement practices as well as diseases such as smallpox and measles that they brought with them.


After the Spaniards realized no tangible riches could be found in Florida, they built forts to protect their trade routes and sent peace-loving missionaries into an almost guaranteed 187—police code for homicide. And while some Jesuit groups gained a foothold in other parts of Florida, the one mission in 1549 that landed in Sarasota Bay ended badly. The main priest, Luis de Cancer Barbastro, who had the ironic nickname “Father Cancer,” was immediately beaten to death by natives after landing on the beach. The accompanying two priests were captured and likely killed, although “pioneer settlers say they remember seeing the remains of a stone-walled building, which might have been built by the missionaries” close to Sarasota Bay. By 1900, however, any crumbling remnants had completely disappeared. And by the 1700s, the tall, strong Calusa and many other early tribes had also pretty much become extinct.


The most famous explorer credited with “discovering” Sarasota—s ort of—was none other than Spanish conquistador Hernando de Soto. By all accounts, de Soto was a badass, and not in a good way. Along with a well-documented fondness for killing the locals, de Soto, born in 1499, made his bones plundering Guatemala, Yucatan, and Peru, where he conquered the Incas and stripped them of their wealth. He himself became incredibly rich, a multimillionaire by today’s standards.


Nevertheless “he wanted still more wealth, more power and a province in the New World he could call his own . . . where he would be the leader who took most of the loot—not a lieutenant who received only a fraction of what the leader got,” wrote Grismer. So as a reward for his successful ventures, King Charles V “gave” de Soto governorship of what is now Cuba and Florida. And in November 1538, de Soto took his noble-born bride, Isabella, and nine ships with an army of over 700 men, plus livestock, weapons, foodstuffs, and money, and set sail for Havana.


Leaving Isabella in Havana, he hit the Florida coast the following May. But karma had the last laugh: she never saw him again because he died of fever less than five years later in what is now Louisiana. Having pillaged a good portion of the southern United States and fearing Indian retaliation, his men secretly dumped his body in the Mississippi River in the middle of the night.


According to the Final Report of the United States: De Soto Expedition Commission, the closest the expedition actually came to Sarasota was during its first sighting of land on May 26, 1539, at what’s now known as Longboat Key. Juan Anasco, an advance scout for explorer Hernando de Soto, sailed to the key in a “long boat,” then skedaddled back to the ship after encountering hostile natives.


The expedition then moved on to actually make land in the Tampa Bay area, or some historians argue, Charlotte Harbor (about an hour south of Sarasota) on May 30, 1539. De Soto didn’t discover that area either—conquistador Panfilo de Narvaez sailed into the Tampa Bay region in late February 1528 with five ships and 400 men.
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De Soto "rediscovers” Tampa Bay. Drawing of Hernando de Soto landing at Tampa Bay, 1859.

FLORIDA MEMORY, FLORIDA STATE ARCHIVES


Yet local history has provided de Soto with a lion’s share of recognition, despite the fact that he essentially perpetrated the equivalent of a native holocaust. Not only was the first luxury hotel in Sarasota named after him when it was built in 1887, but the 26-acre De Soto National Memorial in nearby Bradenton, with its nature trails, kayak tours, and living history reenactments, offers a modern-day tribute.


At one point, people even believed Sarasota was named after de Soto because, you know, it kind of sounds like it (i.e., “Sara- soto”). In fact, shortly after the Civil War, according to Grismer’s account, an imaginative schoolteacher who moved to the region from Ohio perpetrated the frontier version of an urban legend to explain its origins. Other sources, including Sarasota History Alive!, credit George F. Chapline, of Charendon, Arkansas, who visited the area around 1900 and in 1906 and penned the story “The Legend of Sara DeSoto.”


Supposedly, Chichi-Okobee, a handsome young Indian prince captured by de Soto’s men, caught the eye of de Soto’s daughter “Sara,” even though there was no record of his having any legitimate children, nor were there any females in his party.


What transpired was the equivalent of a Shakespearian tragedy or at least a novella. First, Chichi-Okobee got what was known back then as Everglades fever, and Sara nursed him back to health; then she fell ill. He asked his powerful medicine man to cure her, but she died anyway. According to this literary equivalent of an eyeroll,



Broken hearted, Chichi went to De Soto and asked that Sara be buried in Sarasota Bay, the loveliest spot along the sun-kissed shores of Florida. Chichi also begged that he be allowed to take part in the ceremony. De Soto, stricken with grief, gave consent. . . .


The next morning there appeared a hundred Indian braves, headed by Chichi-Okobee. All were bedecked in full war paint; every quiver bristled with stone-tipped arrows; every bow was strung. Three large canoes, draped with the dark mosses of the forest, swept up the beach, paddled by more of Chichi’s braves. The body of Sara was tenderly placed in one of the canoes, the funeral barge. In the other two canoes went Chichi and the guard of honor. Slowly the fleet moved to the exact center of Sarasota Bay where Sara’s body was lowered gently into the deep. Then, at a signal from Chichi, every warrior sprang to his feet, tomahawk in hand. In strange, weird unison, the hundred braves chanted a funeral dirge. As its mystery-laden echo died away in the depths of the forest along the bay, the blades of a hundred tomahawks crashed into the frail canoes. A moment of ripple. A moment of bubbles. And all was still. Chichi and his companions-at-arms had gone to guard the resting place of the beautiful Spanish maiden in the clear, blue waters of Sarasota Bay. (Grismer, The Story of Sarasota, 20)




Oh, please. Regardless of where it came from, this pretty fiction spawned an annual event called the Sara de Soto pageant, which further established the showmanship, artistic flamboyance, and eccentricity that have become Sarasota’s trademark. First held in 1916 as a reenactment, by the late 1940s, the festival was the highlight of the late winter tourist season and grew along with the city, evolving into “the most popular festival south of New Orleans,” according to the Sarasota Herald-Tribune, a multiday celebration of all things Spanish with a queen and the participation of John Ringling, who, in the 1920s, added the circus touch with an accompanying Orange Blossom festival, “which showcased its performers, clowns, showgirls and exotic animals.”
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The first king and queen of the annual Sara de Soto Pageant were part of the humble inaugural reenactment in 1916.

PUBLIC DOMAIN. COURTESY OF THE SARASOTA CENTER.


But by 1957 it had run its course, having been replaced a few years earlier with a celebration of Sarasota’s Scottish heritage and “which later morphed into the King Neptune Frolics, neither of which matched the spectacle of Sara de Soto,” concluded the article.


Sarasota historian John Barth, Jr., offered a more plausible explanation of the name’s backstory. “An early Spanish map on sheepskin that turned up in London when Florida passed to British possession in 1763, shows the word ‘Zarazote’ across present day Bradenton and Sarasota,” he wrote in Sarasota History Alive! “When the coast was charted, the name appeared as Boca Sar- azota (Sarazota Pass) between Lido and Siesta Keys, and by the 1850s the barrier islands and the bay were both labeled Sarasota on maps.”


And as subsequent settlers and the Ringling family itself eventually found out, while a “rose by any other name smells just as sweet,” it also has thorns.
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