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“The gratuitous assertion by our species of a 

right of stewardship over the world of nature, if it is 

to have any validity whatever, must be predicated 

upon faithful fulfillment of the responsibilities of 

stewardship.” 

— Stetson Kennedy, Afterword update, 

Palmetto Country, 2009 
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Discovering Nature: Childhood 

Near the beginning of the twentieth-first century, on a warm summer morning in Fruit 

Cove, Florida, near Jacksonville, an aging man was performing his daily ritual.  He stood in his 

cedar house with his forehead firmly pressed against the glass window—the only thing 

separating him from Mother Nature.  He longed to be outside under the radiant sun.  On that 

morning, the man observed the stillness of the lake, and he identified several herons resting high 

above the murky water in rookeries that he had built.  He watched them come and go in silence.  

Artifacts from his travels occupied most of the space in the small room where he was standing, 

and taxidermy eyes glued to pieces of drift wood, which he called “swamp critters,” lined the 

windowsills.  Before finally stepping outside onto the wooden deck, he moved away from the 

glass door, took a deep breath, and muttered something to his wife: “When I’m dead, don’t you 

clean this glass,” he continued, “because this smudge is all that’s going to be left of me.” The 

man was a twentieth-century author, activist, folklorist, and environmental steward.  His name 

was Stetson Kennedy.
1
 

Throughout his life, Kennedy embodied the mutual relationship between humans and 

nature, proving that humans and the natural world are inseparable.  Despite his lifelong 

connection with the environment, scholars underestimate or completely overlook the insight he 

provided into humankind’s interconnectedness with the nature and instead focus on his 

examination of folklore and human rights activism.  This is an examination of key moments 

during Kennedy’s life as opposed to a comprehensive biography.  His relationship with the 

environment provides insight into his life and legacy of folklore and human rights.  His 

perception of the natural world not only defined his life and career but also exemplified the 
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timeless, reciprocal relationship between the promotion of human rights, preservation of folklore, 

and environmental stewardship.    

The environment was a vital part of Kennedy’s existence.  Born on October 5, 1916, 

William Stetson Kennedy, also called “Stet” or Stetson, spent most of his childhood exploring 

the “undisturbed wilderness” near his family’s colonial home on the banks the St. Johns River in 

Jacksonville, Florida.  From the time he could walk, he spent more time in the water than on 

land.  He would later claim that he grew up in the river as opposed to on it.   If he was not 

swimming in the river, then he was collecting plant and animal specimens nearby.  As a self-

proclaimed “nature boy,” his adventures included imitating his hero Robin Hood by stealing 

plumbs from his rich neighbors for himself and his fellow “po’ boys.” This particular game 

illustrated a bond between folktales, justice, and nature: several passions that would shape his 

adult life.  Even his favorite childhood books, Tarzan and Bomba the Jungle Boy, portrayed 

humankind’s relationship with the environment.  It was no coincidence that both of his preferred 

novels were about feral humans.  Mirroring the characters in his favorite books, he often felt 

closer to nature than human society.
2
 

For Kennedy, the wilderness was more than a playground or a place to explore.  It was a 

spiritual place.  During the 1920s, prior to his teenage years, his family occasionally spent their 

summers in Hendersonville, North Carolina.  During one particular stay, he organized a group of 

young people into the “Pathfinders”—a collection of individuals “totally lost in the wilderness.”  

Together they hoped to discover the “Promised Land.”  He then created a ritual for initiation and 
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members carved hickory canes to symbolize their comradery.  He appeared to be seeking a holy 

place within the context of his imaginative game; in reality, he had already found it.
3
 

Kennedy was not a religious person.  But his connection with the natural world made him 

a profoundly spiritual person.  His father, George Kennedy, was a chairman of the board of 

deacons at a Baptist church in Jacksonville.  On Sundays mornings, Kennedy’s father gathered 

the neighborhood children and brought them to Sunday school.  Kennedy did not always go 

willingly.  “The great outdoors is my tabernacle,” he told his father.  He would rather spend his 

Sunday mornings “under the open sky in the great outdoors unavailing.”  In high school, he and 

his friends forged the signature of their teachers using a rubberstamp, which resulted in less time 

inside in a classroom and more time outside in nature amongst the moss draped oaks, chuck-

will’s-widow, and croaking bullfrogs.  “I had no teacher but nature herself,” said Kennedy.  

After school, he drove around all of Northeast Florida in search of streams and lakes where he 

could fish for black bass.
4
   

Kennedy’s interest in nature, including wildlife, made him want to pursue a career in 

zoology or forestry after high school.  He collected numerous plant and animal specimens 

throughout his childhood, much to the dismay of his family’s maids.  As a Boy Scout, he 

possessed a “special interest in certain outdoor crafts,” earning a merit badge for taxidermy.  He 

later claimed that he was the first Boy Scout in the state of Florida to receive that particular 

badge.  One specific encounter with wildlife had a profound influence on the rest of his life.  He 

kept rabbits and other rodents in small cages, but realized that overcrowding damaged their 
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emotional and physical health.    The animals living in close proximity to one another exhibited 

signs of cannibalism and aggression, so he set them free.  In contrast, the rabbits that he 

encountered in the wilderness appeared to thrive.  While reflecting on this experience as an adult, 

he concluded that humans have also “built itself a habitat altogether unsuited for any living 

thing” while disconnecting from Mother Nature.  He pledged to “never live and breed in a hutch 

with a number on it.”  He moved his specimens, including snakes, lizards, and frogs, into storage 

by the end of his senior year, symbolizing a difficult transition out of boyhood and into 

manhood.
 5

   

Kennedy continued working at his father’s furniture business after high school.  The 

locals said that his father was “too good a man” to be working in the furniture business.  Most 

furniture businesses in the area reclaimed their products—tables, stoves, beds, chairs, cabinets, 

etc.—without hesitation, but Kennedy’s father was a “one-man social service.”  Kennedy’s 

father undoubtedly influenced his son’s perception of the environment.  George Kennedy grew 

up on a cotton plantation in Bullock County, Georgia.  He was a “back-to-nature man” with his 

“roots in the soil.”  He eventually moved to Jacksonville, got married, and started his own 

furniture business.   Kennedy said that his father “wanted to go back to the soil all his life.”
 6

   

George Kennedy’s furniture business operated on a one dollar down, one dollar a week 

policy, but he made exceptions for customers with no source of income.  Some clients, however, 

stopped paying for their furniture altogether.  Stetson Kennedy repossessed furniture from such 

customers.  His job routinely involved traveling on the back roads in rural communities to 
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reclaim stoves, beds, and other pieces of furniture.  The people who lived in these areas usually 

walked around bare-footed, promoting the spread of hookworm, and since their houses had no 

electricity, kerosene lamps were their only source of light.  Struck by the “imagery and flavor” of 

their speech, Kennedy wrote down notes on the speech of black and white customers.  Working 

for his father was an important moment in his life, exposing him to both folklore and human 

interactions with the environment.
 7

 

During the early 1920s, Kennedy’s father traveled to south Florida near present day 

Miami finding “nothing down there but skeeters and gators.” Nearly ten years after his initial 

trip, Kennedy’s father returned to south Florida accompanied by his five children including 

Stetson.  The landscape was not how Kennedy Sr. had remembered it.  Now human made 

structures defined the landscape instead of natural flora and fauna.  In response to the seemingly 

sudden change, Kennedy’s father proclaimed, “My God, what money has done to this country!”   

Stetson Kennedy’s trip to south Florida may have been the first time that he recognized 

humankind as a serious threat to Mother Nature but it certainly would not be the last.
 8
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Observing Nature: Rawlings, Key West, and the WPA 

Kennedy continued working at his father’s furniture business after graduating from 

Robert E. Lee High School in the spring of 1934.  Later that year, he attended the University of 

Florida, where he audited a creative writing class taught by Marjorie Kinnan Rawlings.  He 

never recalled taking a class taught by Rawlings despite the class appearing on his transcripts.  

Whereas the content of the course failed to leave a lasting impression on Kennedy, Rawlings’s 

written work influenced his perception of the natural world.  His first encounter with Rawlings 

was in the early 1930s before the publication of her first novel South Moon Under in 1933.  She 

was a “frequent weekend guest” at the household of Kennedy’s neighbor and classmate, Travers 

Ewell.  When he reflected on meeting her for the first time, he remembered her “sharp eyes” as a 

“possible requisite of any great novelist.”  In 1928, Rawlings left Rochester, New York, where 

she had been writing for the Rochester Journal, and moved to Florida with her husband Charles.  

She used her inheritance and savings to purchase a seventy-two acre orange grove near 

Hawthorne, Florida.  Her house, situated between Orange Lake and Lockloosa Lake on a hamlet 

named Cross Creek, was the namesake of her book Cross Creek published in 1942.  Zora Neale 

Hurston, who would work with Kennedy during the late 1930s, was also a frequent visitor at 

Cross Creek.  Kennedy was very familiar with Cross Creek.  As a teenager, he frequently drove 

by Rawlings’s home on fishing trips.
 9

   

Inspired by the flora and fauna near Cross Creek and the surrounding area, Kennedy 

wrote nature poems.  Several of his poems and short stories were published in a variety of 

sources including the Florida Review.  Despite his “limited” contact with Rawlings, her work 

influenced his own perception of Florida’s environment.  According to Kennedy, Rawlings had 
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“much to say” about the “intimate relationship” between people and the natural world.  From his 

perspective, her writing exemplified “a love for Florida,” which reminded him of the importance 

of protecting it from human exploitation.  He described Rawlings’s depiction of the “intimate 

relationship” between humans and nature as “the bond that forms between man and land…not 

unlike that between a male and female, parent and progeny.  Although, mystical to us, it is one of 

the greatest realities of existence.”  He would maintain limited contact with his teacher in the 

years that followed.  In May 1940, Rawlings, remembering Kennedy’s “good work,” 

recommended that he inquire about serving as a “specialist consultant on Cracker dialect” for 

Victor Fleming’s film adaption of The Yearling based on Rawlings’s 1938 novel of the same 

name.  The position, however, was filled by the time he contacted the production company.  Two 

years later, he asked her to review his first book Palmetto Country, but she told him that she 

made a “special point” not to review the written work of other Florida writers.  Kennedy left the 

University of Florida after less than one year of enrollment, hoping to “move as far south as 

possible.”  With the next phase of his life about to begin, his perception of humankind’s 

relationship with the environment would never be the same.
 10

 

In September 1935, Kennedy’s trek south ended in Key West.  Fascinated by the “idyllic” 

relationship between the inhabitants of the island and the environment, he witnessed firsthand the 

mutual relationship between humans and the natural world.  The island’s inhabitants displayed a 

variety of different cultures including Anglo, African American, and Hispanic.  Termed “Mother 

Nature’s social laboratory,” he claimed that the relatively small size of the island made 

“separatism” a “physical impossibility.”  He was most impressed by the local’s ability to live 
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together while sharing the island’s limited natural resources.   The locals collected water in 

cisterns, relied on locally caught fish for food, and made charcoal for fuel.  He also saw tropical 

flora and fauna that could not be found in Jacksonville.  He thought that if the people in Key 

West could live sustainably and respect traditional cultures simultaneously, then people in 

America could do the same.
 11

    

Kennedy arrived in Key West in the aftermath of the 1935 Labor Day Hurricane: one of 

the most intense storms in recorded history.  The hurricane reached the mainland on September 

2, 1935.  Upon arriving in Key West, he found “glassy-eyed” locals who could “scarcely talk” 

congregated in bars on Duval Street.  According to Kennedy, “There is no erasing the vivid 

impressions left on the minds of the folk who go through the storms.”  A majority of the 

casualties caused by the storm were World War I veterans, hired by the federal government to 

build highways and bridges in the Keys.  Members of the U.S. Coast Guard who surveyed the 

damage from a plane described Veteran Camps 1 and 5 as “completely destroyed” and Camps 2 

and 3 as unreachable.  The storm also destroyed the railroad that served as the island’s primary 

mode of transportation.  Members of the Coast Guard spotted the train that was supposed to 

move the veterans out of harm’s way overturned on the tracks.  Kennedy blamed the escalated 

death and destruction on “flimsy housing, the inability and failure of people to get out of danger 

zones, inadequate publicizing of storm warnings, and lack of public instruction as to 

precautionary measures.”  He was not the only person who considered the deaths of the FERA 

workers as an injustice.  In “Who Murdered the Vets?: A First Hand-Report on the Florida 

Hurricane,” Ernest Hemingway, the famous author and Key West resident, sought to find out 

who was truly responsible for the deaths of the veterans.  He claimed, “There is a known danger 
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to property.  But veterans, especially the bonus-marching variety of veterans, are not property.  

They are only human beings.”  Conservative estimates place the death toll at over four hundred 

people and over half of the death toll included veterans enrolled in the Federal Emergency Relief 

Administration.  The deaths of the veterans led Kennedy to believe that the Labor Day Hurricane 

was the “saddest of all.”  He came to the conclusion that while people can reduce the danger of 

hurricanes, nothing can prevent “acts of God” from reoccurring: a reminder that just as humans 

shaped the natural world, nature impacted human life.
 12

 

The Labor Day hurricane interrupted plans to transform Key West into a tourist 

destination.  In 1934, one year before the hurricane, city officials declared Key West “dead 

broke” before handing it over to the state of Florida.  David Sholtz, the Governor of Florida, then 

gave the island to the U. S. Federal Government, which placed it under the watch of Julius F. 

Stone and the Federal Emergency Relief Administration.  Efforts to renovate the island included 

roughly four thousand volunteers who pledged countless hours of labor for public improvements.  

Kennedy participated in the island-wide cleanup, collecting seaweed on the beaches.  He 

considered the collection of seaweed steady work because the tide was constantly littering the 

beach with debris.  Other FERA projects included the construction of recreational facilities, 

including parks, tennis courts, baseball diamonds, playgrounds, beach cabanas, and hotels.  

FERA transformed Key West before Kennedy’s own eyes.  He thought that tourism could 

benefit people and the environment in some situations, but he claimed that it devastated Key 

West.  In the words of historian Gary Mormino, “Tourism has inflicted a cruel and ironic 
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dialectic upon Florida: the more people that come to enjoy lakes, river, and beaches, the less 

appealing and natural the places become.”  Although Mormino was referring to the tourism 

industry on the Florida mainland, his words applied to the impact of tourism on Key West during 

the mid-1930s.
 13

 

The environment was at the heart of the island’s emerging tourist industry.  Tourists 

came to Key West for the “super-abundant marine life” that had enticed people for decades, 

including the island’s first settlers.  Kennedy claimed that “few if any fishing grounds in the 

world could compare to the Keys waters.”  Other jobs related to the fishing industry included 

commercial fishing, selling bait, and peddling seafood.  He believed that occupations possessed a 

cultural significance as well.  In twentieth-century Key West, “fishing equipment and methods 

remained the same for generations.”  The tourist industry challenged Kennedy’s initial 

assumption that locals lived in harmony with the natural world.  The island’s waters included a 

large sea turtle population.  The turtling industry, including the making and canning of turtle 

soup, boomed in the 1930s.  As the demand for turtle soup and other related products increased, 

the sea turtle population decreased.  “Everyone fancied that the supply of seafood was 

inexhaustible, but of course it has been proven otherwise—to the determinant of the 

environment,” asserted Kennedy.  The decline of the sea turtle population was certainly not the 

first time that humans exploited the natural world in the name of profit.  By the late nineteenth 

century, hunters had nearly eliminated the bison population from the Great Plains.  Key West’s 

seafood industry and numerous others examples throughout U.S. history portrayed humankind’s 
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willingness to exploit the natural world for profit.  When humans profited at the expense of the 

environment, Kennedy noticed.
 14

 

Kennedy spent most of his time in Key West observing the local way of life, collecting 

folklore material, and recording oral histories.  The work of local artist named Mario Sanchez 

had a profound influence on Kennedy’s perception of people, nature, and their relationship.  

Sanchez lived across the street from Kennedy on the corner of Duval and Louisa Street.  Born in 

1908, Sanchez grew up on the streets of Key West.  During the mid-1930s, he started making 

replica fishes out of carved wood.  He sold his art at local stores anywhere from a dollar and fifty 

cents to three dollars.  His mother-in-law suggested that he stop making fish and start painting 

street scenes that highlighted life on the island.  A local shop owner bought his first street scene 

titled “Manungo’s Diablito Street Dancers” for two hundred and fifty dollars.  Locals appreciated 

Sanchez’s ability to capture a scene and paint it from memory without missing any details.  

Nature played an important role in his art.  Sometimes he portrayed nature as a silent observer, 

such as billowy white clouds high above the street or crisscrossing palm trees standing silently in 

the background.  Other times nature was an active participant including cows idling in the street 

or a parade of hungry cats trailing a fisherman.  Sanchez’s art exemplified the interconnectedness 

between the inhabitants living in Key West and the natural world.  Whereas Sanchez’s used art 

to record life on the island, Kennedy used both the spoken and written word.
 15

 

When Kennedy submitted an excerpt from an oral history to Direction Magazine, which 

he recorded in 1938 on the island, he was not expecting it to change his life.  Titled “Hero Hung 

Isleño for Living with a Brown,” Kennedy chronicled the lynching of Manola Cabeza who died 
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in 1921.  Cabeza, a World War I veteran originally from Canary Islands, owned a small coffee 

shop in Key West.  His Spanish heritage earned him the nickname Isleño or “Islander.”  When 

rumors spread that he was living with a “brown girl,” he became a target of the Ku Klux Klan. 

On the night of December 21, 1921, the Klan abducted Isleño, “beat him till his kidneys burst 

and blood ran out,” and left him hanging from a palm tree.  Isleño was determined to fight back 

against the Klan after his near death experience.  Mere days after the attack, he managed to exact 

revenge killing one Klan member before military personnel apprehended him during a shootout.  

A couple of hours later, a mob of Klansmen removed Isleño from his cell and roped him to a car 

dragging him through the streets.  The Klan left Isleño’s body hanging from a light pole to warn 

“white people not to live with a brown.”
 16

   

The death of Isleño became an important part of Key West folklore.  Locals attributed the 

unrelated deaths of five Klasmen to “Isleño’s curse.”  In 1950, the island’s inhabitants believed 

that Isleño’s death directly caused a blight that destroyed all of the island’s coconut palms, 

claiming that the site of his hanging was where the blight originated.  The story involving 

Isleño’s death was significant in relation to Kennedy for a number of reasons.  First, Kennedy’s 

recollection of Isleño’s death caught the attention of Erskine Caldwell, who asked him to write 

for the American Folkways Series.  Secondly, the legacy of Isleño’s death portrayed the subtle 

relationship between three elements that would ultimately shape the rest of Kennedy’s life—

folklore, human rights, and nature.
17

   

In 1937, Frances Ewell, the mother of Travers, one of Kennedy’s former classmates, 

recommended Kennedy to Corita Dogget Corse, director of folklore at the Works Progress 

Administration’s Jacksonville office.  Corse hired Kennedy, at the age of twenty-one, based on 
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Ewell’s recommendation.  Within a year, he commanded the unit on folklore, oral history, and 

social-ethnic studies.  He moved back to Jacksonville, where he had to take a “pauper’s oath” in 

order to complete the hiring process.  He said, “You had to swear you had no job, no money, no 

property, no prospects.”  He earned thirty-seven dollars and fifty cents every two weeks as a 

junior interviewer.  Kennedy and his staff gathered folklore from 1937 to 1942 and during that 

time he provided his team with instructions for collecting material in the field before embarking 

on the five-year treasure hunt.  He said, “I urged our hunters not to overlook any of the 

geography, climate, flora, fauna, peoples, and occupations, to be found in Florida.” Kennedy’s 

prior experiences, including his time in Key West, helped him perceive the connections between 

folklore and nature.
18

 

Zora Neale Hurston, a black writer and folklorist from Eatonville, Florida, joined the 

Florida Writers’ Project’s Negro unit in 1938.  The relationship between Kennedy and Hurston 

exemplified the prevailing perceptions of race in the late 1930s.  A white man seen working with 

a black woman was a violation of racial boundaries in the South, so they primarily 

communicated by mail, only working together in person on rare instances.  One of those 

infrequent occasions involved visiting a turpentine camp in West Florida. 

By the early nineteenth century, the turpentine industry expanded to include small 

farmers and planters, making it an important part of the South’s economy.  Pine-derived 

resources ranked third in exports from the South by the mid-nineteenth century.  After the Civil 

War, Florida became infamous for its turpentine camps, which producers preferred over 
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traditional plantations.  Turpentine laborers lived and worked close to nature.  In the words of 

Dianne Glave and Mark Stoll: “Like other groups living close to nature [black turpentine 

workers] aligned themselves with it.” Consequently, Kennedy and his team collected folklore 

that exemplified the mutual relationship between humans and the natural world.
19

 

During his time with the WPA, Kennedy and his team visited the Aycock and Lindsey 

turpentine plant: one of the largest turpentine camps in Florida, a mile and a half northwest of 

Cross City in Dixie County.  WPA photographer Robert Cook described the county as 

“America’s last frontier.” Cook said, “One senses the adventure and romance of frontier days, 

great rough uncouth men, the cattle and pigs that halt traffic in the heart of town.”  Kennedy and 

his team documented the “many phases of life in and around the turpentine industry.”  The 

team’s romantic perception of the turpentine camp would change after observing the workers.
20

     

The turpentine industry was labor intensive only trailing cotton and timber industries in 

the number of workers employed between 1880 and 1900.  Every turpentine worker had a 

specific responsibility.  For example, “Dippers” collected rosin and turpentine in buckets so that 

a crew could easily pour it into a still.  According to Cook, the workers, usually immersed in 

sweat and steam, comprised “the heart of the turpentine industry.”  Workers lived in turpentine 

camps separated from the rest of society.  “These camps are nearly always located from twelve 

to twenty miles from the nearest highway, in an inaccessible spot to be reached by a company 

road that twists and winds through swamps and forests,” reported Cook.  The secluded camps 

made escaping them difficult.  Runaways always risked being seen by the sheriff or members of 

the Ku Klux Klan.  Some workers risked their lives to escape horrendous living conditions.  
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Owners of turpentine camps exploited nature for profit while denying the rights of their workers.  

Kennedy and his team’s experience in Florida’s turpentine camps shed a different light on the 

relationship between humans and nature.  During the early 1950s, Kennedy stood before a 

United Nations Forced Labor Committee in Geneva, Switzerland to testify against peonage labor 

in the United States.  His experiences in turpentine camps provided insight into the relationship 

between folklore, human rights, and the natural world.  Enveloped by nature, turpentine laborers 

made up songs and stories to describe the world in which they worked and lived while changing 

the environment for someone else’s profit.
 21

   

Kennedy’s work with the WPA’s Federal Writer’s Project placed him at the center of a 

massive contradiction involving another federal relief program.  Termed by historian Dave 

Nelson as a “national conservation army,” the Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC) was President 

Franklin Roosevelt’s “personal project.”  Roosevelt wanted to create the CCC for the purpose of 

creating jobs and conserving the nation’s natural resources.  On March 31, 1933, Congress made 

the President’s vision a reality as the House of Representatives and the Senate passed a bill to 

create the CCC.  If a man was single, unemployed, American, and between the ages of eighteen 

and twenty-five, then he was eligible to join.  Less than a month later, the requirements changed 

making Native Americans and World War I veterans eligible to join the program.
 22

   

The corps operated under the assumption that humans should use nature in the wisest and 

efficient ways possible.  This way of thinking about nature was especially evident in the 

construction of state parks.  The CCC built the first seven state parks in Florida.  The corps 
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improved the natural world before doing any else.  Enrollees referred to this first step as a 

“general clean-up” which meant clearing the land of certain plants and animals including catfish, 

turtles, and snakes.  According to Nelson, “The finished product in Florida’s parks and forest 

recreation areas was closer to a large garden than a preserved wild area.”
 23

 

While the Civilian Conservation Corps was “improving” nature for public use, Kennedy 

and his team were chronicling of Florida’s natural beauty for The WPA Guide to Florida.  

Ironically, both organizations fell under the umbrella of the New Deal but interacted with nature 

in very different ways.  More specifically, whereas the palmetto was a nuisance to CCC workers, 

the “majestic” plant defined Florida’s environment from Kennedy’s perspective.
24

 

Kennedy’s unique perception of environment became even more evident upon the 

completion of his first published book Palmetto Country.  Described as a “barefoot social history 

of Florida,” Palmetto Country was a collection of “leftover” material from his days with the 

WPA.  According to Kennedy, Palmetto Country as a place included Florida, parts of south 

Georgia, and Alabama.  In his book, he depicted not only how humans shaped Palmetto Country 

but also how it changed the lives of the people who lived there.  He claimed that “At the bottom 

of any region’s culture and way of life are its natural resources.  Climate, soil, minerals, water—

these are the things that primarily determine how folk live.”  By examining the mutual 

relationship between humans and the environment through the lens of folklore, he managed to 

once again weave three seemingly different parts as one seamless whole.
 25
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The natural world continued to play an important role in Kennedy’s life from the time he 

graduated high school in 1934 until the publication of Palmetto Country in 1942, and the people 

he met along the way—Rawlings, Sanchez, Hurston, and others—had a profound influence on 

his own perception of the environment.  In 1935, as he wandered down Duval Street for the first 

time watching the inhabitants of Key West start to recover from a destructive force of nature, the 

Civilian Conservation Corps was transforming previously untouched land into a their version of 

paradise.  From 1934 to 1942, Kennedy’s definition of paradise in relation to the environment 

remained unclear.  But that was about to change. 
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Experiencing Nature: Beluthahatchee 

Beluthahatchee was more than a place for Stetson Kennedy to live.  It was visible 

evidence that humans can live in harmony with nature.  Located on the Bartram Trail Scenic 

Highway in Fruit Cove, Florida, approximately halfway between St. Augustine and Jacksonville, 

Beluthahatchee was Kennedy’s home for the latter part of the twentieth century.  The word 

“Beluthahatchee” was the product of multiple influences including African American folklore 

and Seminole Miccosukeen dialect: a subtle yet profound reminder of the connection between 

traditional cultures and the environment.    Zora Neale Hurston, Kennedy’s co-worker from his 

time spent working for the WPA, brought the word “Beluthahatchee” to Kennedy’s attention, 

describing it as a place where “all unpleasantness is forgiven and forgotten.” According to 

Kennedy, “The name just fits.”  Beluthahatchee symbolized Kennedy’s personal relationship 

with the natural world and the interconnectedness of the causes that he pursued for most of his 

life—the preservation of folklore, promotion of human rights, and stewardship of nature.
 26

    

 Kennedy was not the first environmentally conscious person to spend time in Northeast 

Florida.  Instead he was one of many people who either observed or wrote about that part of 

Florida’s environment.  The Bartram Trail Scenic Highway, also known as State Road 13, was 

named after the eighteenth-century naturalist, William Bartram.  Born on April 20, 1739, in 

Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, William Bartram was the son of the renowned botanist, John 

Bartram.  Similarly to George Kennedy, John Bartram had a profound influence on his son’s 

perception of nature.  As a child, William Bartram traveled with his father on work-related 

expeditions, which typically involved scientific inquiry into the natural world.  In 1773, he 
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embarked on his own three year journey through Florida, Georgia, and Alabama.  In 1791, he 

published an account of his trek, including his observations of the natural world, in Travels.  He 

said, “Our situation was like that of the primitive state of man, peaceable, contented, and 

sociable.  The simple and necessary calls of nature, being satisfied.  We were altogether as 

brethren of one family, strangers to envy, malice, and rapine.”  His observations of the natural 

world not only exemplified his own romanticized view of nature but also the positive emotional 

benefits of spending time in nature.  The natural world that Bartram observed in the late 

eighteenth century appeared much different than the natural world that Kennedy experienced; 

nevertheless, both men contemplated humankind’s natural roots despite living in different 

centuries.
 27

 

In 1868, forty-five years after Bartram’s death, Harriet Beecher Stowe moved to a 

homestead in Mandarin, Florida on the banks of the St. Johns River.  Stowe lived in Mandarin 

from 1868 to 1883 in close proximity to an area that Kennedy would later call home.  In contrast 

to Kennedy, she was not a lifelong Floridian.   Born in Litchfield Connecticut on June 14, 1811, 

both of her parents influenced her “pervasive spiritual outlook on life.”  In 1852, she completed 

her most famous and influential novel, Uncle Tom’s Cabin.  After moving to Florida, she then 

wrote Palmetto Leaves in 1873.  The titles of Stowe’s Palmetto Leaves and Kennedy’s Palmetto 

Country seem quite similar.  The content of both works also shared similarities.  Stowe and 

Kennedy witnessed the negative effects of human development on the environment.  On a trip to 

Enterprise, Florida, roughly one hundred and thirty miles south of her home in Mandarin, Stowe 

depicted an environment scarred by human development:  “The wild untouched banks are 

beautiful; but the new settlements generally succeed in destroying all Nature’s beauty, and give 
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you only leafless, girdled tress, blackened stumps, and naked white sand, in return.”  Visual 

appeal was not the sole focus of her observations.  She also described “indiscriminate and 

purposeless maiming and killing of [alligators and birds],” calling the practice “inherent 

savagery.”  Although Kennedy criticized the effects of tourism on Florida in Palmetto Country, 

Stowe’s depiction of Florida in Palmetto Leaves intrigued tourists so much that she became a 

highlight of Hubbard Hart’s steamboat trips on the St. Johns and Ocklawaha Rivers.  On a round 

trip from Jacksonville to Mandarin, tourists paid seventy-five cents hoping to see her writing on 

her front porch.  Stowe and Kennedy not only shared similar understandings of natural Florida, 

but also a passion for writing about human rights.  Stowe supported the abolition of slavery and 

Kennedy promoted equal rights for everyone.  If Bartram and Stowe’s work defined the link 

between humans and the environment in Northeast Florida during the eighteenth and nineteenth 

centuries respectively, then Kennedy’s work had a similar effect in the twentieth century.
 28

 

In 1945, Stetson Kennedy’s father, George Kennedy, found what he thought was a piece 

of paradise while hunting on the east bank of Gopher Island, a quarter mile from the St. Johns 

River.  His desire to create a private retreat motivated him to purchase the land.  He gradually 

acquired fifty acres of this land at two hundred dollars per acre.  An old Greyhound bus, which 

served as George’s Kennedy’s makeshift home, and a dam that he built with leftover mattress 

springs from his furniture store, were the only traces of human life on the property.  Before his 

death, he divided his property for his five children, but out of the five children only Stetson was 

interested.  His siblings wanted nothing to do with the “snake pit,” so Stetson bought his 
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sibling’s land for roughly two hundred and fifty dollars a share despite having very little money 

in 1958.  Kennedy ultimately wanted to create a “working dimension” at Beluthahatchee—a 

shared habitat for humans and Mother Earth.  He envisioned a community that would live in 

harmony with nature called the Po’ Boy Estates, which became known as Lake Dwellers.  When 

Kennedy acquired the land from his siblings the “trees were so thick that you couldn’t walk 

between them” with trunks between three and four feet in diameter.  He would then spend the 

next twenty years “eyeball to eyeball with water moccasins” as he cleared the natural basin of 

“gum trees and natural trash” with a machete and chainsaw.  After a long day of clearing tress, 

he would muster enough strength to crawl back to his car.  By 1972, Kennedy and his then wife 

Joyce Ann were living in a small-cedar home that overlooked the eighteen acre lake, which he 

helped create.
 29

   

 While living at Beluthahatchee, Kennedy tried to capitalize on “get rich quick schemes” 

that never succeeded.  One scheme involved making “swamp critters” out of pieces of driftwood 

and taxidermy eyes.  Although he never sold any critters, they implied that the natural world was 

alive.  During the late 1970s, he also tried to establish a “poor person’s swimming hole” that 

featured white sand and a chain that supposedly kept alligators away (or at least put swimmers 

minds at ease).  For twenty-five cents a person, locals could swim in the lake.  His business 

schemes at Beluthahatchee usually involved the environment.  From Kennedy’s perspective, 

protecting the harmonious relationship between humankind and nature at Beluthahatchee was 
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more important than making money, reinforcing his claim that “the human habitat does not have 

to conflict with the natural habitat.”
 30

    

Kennedy maintained a close relationship with the wildlife at Beluthahatchee.  He was 

nature’s voice in many ways.  Anna Maria Vasquez, an artist and friend of Kennedy, said that 

“even his house is built of nature and surrounded by Florida wildlife he loves.  When something 

speaks to his heart, he speaks for it.”  A large heron named Snow was one of Beluthahatchee’s 

most frequent visitors.  Kennedy routinely fed the stoic white bird for roughly fifteen years. It 

was not uncommon for the bird to land on Kennedy’s deck, quietly enter his living room, stare at 

the television, and patiently wait for Kennedy to wake up from an afternoon nap.  For many 

years, an alligator, attracted to warm air expelled by a dryer vent, rested underneath Kennedy’s 

residence.  Other wildlife at Beluthahatchee included ospreys, eagles, otters, wood ducks, 

raccoons, and “many other feathers and fur.”  Kennedy’s own words best described his own 

affection for wildlife: “A human habitat need not be mutually exclusive.  They can co-exist and 

accommodate one another.”  His love of wildlife underscored his “highly developed sense of 

perception” of nature especially in relation to animals.  He could distinguish birds of the same 

species based on their different calls.  He was “stone deaf” in his old age so superior hearing did 

not influence his perception of nature. Moreover, he assigned human characteristics to the birds, 

such as a mother taking care of her babies.  The film Winged Migration evoked a rare emotional 

response from Kennedy.  His then wife, Sandra Parks, said that it was the “only time he cried” 

during their marriage.  The film documented the migratory patterns of birds over the course of 

                                                           
30

 Sandra Parks, interview by the author, August 18, 2014. Recording in author’s possession; Rod Word, “Klan 

Buster still active at 90,” Sun Sentinel (Fort Lauderdale, Florida), 2006, Stetson Kennedy Papers. 



23 
 

several years.  Kennedy identified with the birds as they faced human made obstacles on their 

journey.  In short, the grandeur of the natural world moved him.
 31

 

During the middle of his life, Kennedy did not appear to be concerned with the 

environmental issues.  After infiltrating the Ku Klux Klan in the 1940s, he spent time in New 

York and then in Europe.  Folksinger, activist Woody Guthrie found out about Kennedy after 

reading Palmetto Country.  Guthrie called Kennedy from a Jacksonville Greyhound station.  

When Kennedy arrived at the station to pick Guthrie up, he was allegedly wearing five shirts.  

Guthrie visited Beluthahatchee four to five times over the course of his life, writing more than 

eighty songs there.  In “Place of Freedom,” he also commented on the environment at 

Beluthahatchee, saying, “Stet’s lakeytrees around here are swung and hung with some the sexiest 

Spanish moss.”  He not only completed his autobiography Seeds of Man at Beluthahatchee but 

also wrote a song about Kennedy titled “Beluthahatchee Bill” during the late 1940s.  The final 

line of the song reads: “You can try your best to kill me, but you know you never will ever 

scratch a finger of Beluthahatchee Bill!”  Guthrie’s song turned Kennedy into a folk hero.  On 

March 23, 2003, The Friends of Libraries U.S.A. designated Beluthahatchee as a literary 

landmark in honor of Guthrie’s written work.  On November 16, 2014, three years after 

Kennedy’s death, the American Library Association dedicated Kennedy’s home as a literary 

landmark a second time.  Whereas the first designation recognized Guthrie’s work, the second 

designation honored Kennedy’s literary achievements.  The dedication ceremony was open to the 
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public and guests toured his house throughout the afternoon.  Most of the ceremony, however, 

revolved around Kennedy’s passion for music, specifically folk music.
 32

 

Although Kennedy’s perception of the environment had a tremendous influence on 

Beluthahatchee, his home would not be the same if not for his passion for folklore and traditional 

cultures. “There’s an integral relationship between life and culture,” according to Kennedy.  He 

claimed, however, that humans do not live “by nature alone,” he continued, “it is culture that 

distinguishes us from all the rest of Mother Nature’s creations, and we owe it to ourselves to 

make the most of it.”  Termed “edutainment,” he believed that music, more specifically folk 

music, could not only entertain but also educate an audience on important issues.  His personal 

enjoyment of folk music seemed to increase as he got older.  Amy Carol Webb, one of 

Kennedy’s favorite musicians and a recipient of his Fellow Man and Mother Earth award, wrote 

folk songs that mirrored Kennedy’s passion for environmental stewardship.  In 2001, her song 

titled “Turtle Tears” exemplified the devastating effects of humankind’s tendency to greedily 

exploit the environment on the natural world. 

Florida means oceans 

Florida means clouds 

Since the highways and Flagler’s trains 

It means vast tourist crowds 

And anywhere a hoard of humans goes 

Our Mother suffers in the wake 

As we feed our endless appetites 

We take and take and take 

Webb’s music, especially this particular song, resonated with Kennedy.  In some ways, it was a 

poetic summary of Kennedy’s own written work, especially Palmetto Country.
 33
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  During his time at Beluthahatchee, Kennedy promoted environmental stewardship in the 

way he lived and maintained the property.  Nevertheless, his actions occasionally contradicted 

his message.  The lake on the property was human-made.  Although Kennedy’s father created the 

first dam, Kennedy replaced the human-made structure multiple times after severe storms caused 

it to break.  It remains unclear whether the deed restrictions for Kennedy’s community truly 

included provisions designed to protect the land, such as the cutting down of trees and the use of 

pesticides and fertilizers, and if the deed included restrictions, whether or not he enforced them.   

He also installed human made contraptions, including rookeries for birds.  When all of these 

seemingly minor contradictions were taken into account, Beluthahatchee begins to resemble a 

more traditional subdivision as opposed to an eco-friendly habitat.  He was aware of his actions 

that conflicted with his message, claiming “that his creation didn’t destroy anything, but simply 

embellished a swampy habitat.”  Although he occasionally shaped the natural world to fit his 

vision of paradise, his actions should not diminish his accomplishments in the name of 

environmentalism.
 34

 

 Wanting to preserve both the physical and symbolic aspects of his home, Kennedy began 

to consider the future of Beluthahatchee as he grew older.  He hoped that it would remain a place 

defined by freedom, culture, and environmental stewardship even after his death.  In 2005, St. 

Johns County acquired his home but the Florida Community Trust’s land acquisition program 

granted him Life Estate, so he could still come and go as he pleased.  In April 2006, Kennedy 

moved to St. Augustine, Florida to live with his then wife Sandra Parks, who he married earlier 
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that year.  Parks recalled that he never “complained or longed for Beluthahatchee” after moving 

away from there.  His failing health was the main reason why he could not continue living there.  

The air in St. Augustine was not the same as the air in Fruit Cove, and he could notice the 

difference.  The thick, humid air at Beluthahatchee made it hard for him to breath, so to continue 

living at Beluthahatchee meant jeopardizing his already fragile body.  He did not lose his “hyper 

sensitive connection” in regards to nature even after moving to St. Augustine.  According to 

Parks, he would comment on the fragrance of plants and discussed the moon almost daily.  His 

connection with the natural world came from within.  The geographical location did not matter.
 35

 

The early stages of The Stetson Kennedy Foundation in late 2005 and early 2006 marked 

an important moment in Kennedy’s life.  Parks helped Kennedy define a mission statement for 

The Foundation.  When she discussed the foundation’s mission with him, she asked him about 

the major causes that had defined his life and career.  According to Parks, Kennedy lived in a 

“world of immediate sensory response.”  Thus, he never considered the causes that he pursued as 

separate causes.  From his perspective, they were a seamless whole.  After a long discussion, 

Kennedy and Parks agreed upon three overarching initiatives: the preservation of traditional 

cultures, promotion of human and civil rights, and stewardship of the environment.  The final 

part of The Foundation’s mission statement includes “commitment of stewardship over Mother 

Earth and all her progeny.” Recognizing that stewardship of nature was an important part of his 

life, both Kennedy and Parks wanted to include a commitment to nature in The Foundation’s 

mission.  He claimed that environmental stewardship was not a choice but a responsibility.
36
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In 2009, The Fellow Man and Mother Earth Memorial Grove was established at 

Beluthahatchee Park.  Recipients of the award included activist MaVynee Betsch, also known as 

“The Beach Lady,” who sought to preserve Florida’s beaches while teaching other people about 

black history; environmental activist Peg McIntyre; and activist David Thundershield Queen, 

who Kennedy described as “a warrior for justice” and “a man of peace.”  All of the award 

winners had at least one thing in common: they “pursued the SKF [Stetson Kennedy Foundation] 

mission” and shared his ultimate vision for humans and nature.  At Beluthahatchee, a tree and 

stone pedestal honors each recipient of the award.  He said that his slogan, “Fellow Man and 

Mother Earth,” “pretty much covers what I’ve tried to do with my life.”  The memorial grove at 

Beluthahatchee was a constant reminder of Kennedy’s mission and individuals who fulfilled 

their responsibilities of stewardship.
 37

 

The environment is always changing.  Both natural and unnatural causes have drastically 

altered the natural world since Kennedy’s father discovered the land that would eventually 

become Beluthahatchee.  The population of St. Johns County was roughly twenty-five thousand 

people in 1945.  Kennedy said that “dogs could sleep in the highway without any trouble.” 

Today, Beluthahatchee remains an “oasis in a developing metropolis.”  In 2013, the population 

exceeded two hundred thousand individuals.  Today, people traveling on the Bartram Trail 

Scenic Highway may drive by Beluthahatchee without even noticing it.  From the road, the only 

visible landmarks are a historical marker and small wooden sign that reads: Beluthahatchee.  In 

fact, some Fruit Cove residents are unaware of Kennedy’s legacy and his home’s rich history.  

Today, Kennedy’s home remains largely intact, which is exactly what he desired.  He said, “In 
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my deal with the county, I committed to leave everything in place, as if I had just gone out for a 

walk.”  Beluthahatchee is a place where folklore, human rights, and nature become intertwined 

representing everything that Kennedy stood for.
 38
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Defending Nature: Environmental Activism 

Florida’s population experienced tremendous growth during the twentieth century.  

People flocked to the Sunshine State in record numbers, making it the eighth largest state in 

terms of population by 1980.  Between 1930 and 1980, the state’s population increased at a 

staggering rate of five hundred and sixty-four percent.  The rapid expansion in Florida was 

directly related to the end of World War II.  A childhood back injury prevented Kennedy from 

fighting in the war, but he refused to remain idle.  “My classmates, over there, were being shot at 

in a big way so I thought the least I could do was fight the Ku Klux Klan,” he said.  He 

considered members of the Klan to be “home-grown fascists,” so from his perspective, taking a 

stand against the Klan equated to combating fascism on the home front. Many consider his 

infiltration of the Ku Klux Klan to be the pinnacle of his activism but it was only a part, albeit an 

important part, of his overarching mission, which was to act and speak out against various forms 

of injustice in order to make the world a better place.  After World War II, Florida was quickly 

evolving into “America’s Playground.”  As a result, the pollution of water and air was becoming 

a paramount concern in Florida and the rest of United States.  Kennedy did not join focus his 

efforts on the environment until after the U.S. Civil Rights Movement.  By 1970, his attention 

had shifted towards the environment by not only promoting stewardship of nature but also 

fighting against environmental injustice.
 39

  

Debates over the definition of conservation, specifically in relation to the use of natural 

resources, occurred in the United States before Kennedy was even born.  At the beginning of the 

twentieth century, President Theodore Roosevelt played an important role in making 
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conservation a national issue.  Roosevelt, a rancher originally from New York, witnessed 

humankind’s impact on the natural world at his ranch in North Dakota.  After a severe blizzard in 

1887, ranchers’ desire to continue using the weathered land ultimately destroyed it.  The 

President played an important role in protecting wildlife during the early twentieth century.  On 

March 14, 1903, he signed an executive order establishing Pelican Island as the “first federal bird 

reservation.”  His actions established an important relationship between the United States 

government and wildlife protection.  In 1905, Roosevelt placed Gifford Pinchot at the head of 

the U.S. Forest Service and both men collaborated to ensure that people were using resources 

wisely and efficiently.  Pinchot was a utilitarian conservationist and supported managing 

resources in a sustainable way.  John Muir, a well-known preservationist, opposed Pinchot’s way 

of thinking about conservation.  Muir and the preservationists placed nature before human 

interests, describing the “wilderness areas” as “sacred refuges.”  The utilitarian conservationists 

and the preservationists eventually clashed over a proposed dam that would flood the Hetch 

Hetchy valley in California.  Pinchot and Muir defined the national discourse in relation to the 

conservation of natural resources in the early twentieth century.  Both men “sought to bend 

nature to conform to the desires of humankind” despite their fundamental differences in 

philosophy.  The confrontation, however, was more than a conflict between two men.  It was a 

clash between two philosophies that directly impacted ecosystems and ultimately led to the U.S. 

Progressive Conservation Movement.
40

 

The people who participated in the early stages of the movement, especially Muir, 

influenced Kennedy’s perception of the environment.  Kennedy described Muir as “the founding 

father and spiritual mentor of the conservation movement in America.”  Muir, inspired by the 
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works of transcendentalists while attending the University of Wisconsin, claimed that people 

could experience God by spending time in nature as opposed to church.  According to Muir, 

“God’s family” was all-encompassing, including humans and the environment alike.  Kennedy 

would eventually incorporate a similar phrase—“nature’s family”—into his explanation of 

humankind’s rebellion against its natural origins.  Similar to Muir, Kennedy possessed a lifelong 

spiritual connection with nature.  As an adult, he asked, “Did not the Lord instruct Noah not just 

to save himself, but to take on board a pair of every living creature?”  He took the story of Noah 

and the Ark even further.  Sometime at the end of the twentieth century, he created a typewritten 

parody of Noah’s ark titled “Ark II” or “Stetson’s ark.”  The satirical document, mimicking a 

help-wanted newspaper ad, provided insight into his understanding of the stewardship of nature.  

The bottom of the manuscript reads: “Time is short! Don’t delay!”  He promoted environmental 

stewardship with an unprecedented sense of urgency recognizing that Muir “was already late” 

when he attempted to protect the natural world from humankind.  Whereas Muir prioritized 

nature over humans, Kennedy argued that humans could live in harmony with nature and 

problems only arose when humans tried to distinguish themselves from animals.  According to 

Kennedy, Muir believed that “a pine tree has as much right to go to heaven as anything.”  The 

eternal fate of plants and animals did not trouble Kennedy.  He was more concerned with the 

existing relationship between humans and nature on planet Earth.
41

 

Progressive conservationists, who were primarily concerned with wilderness and wildlife 

preservation, defined the early stages of the Progressive Conservation movement in the United 
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States.  By the 1960s, conservation groups began to focus on ecology as opposed to wilderness 

preservation.  Progressive conservationists wanted to close the gap between humans and nature 

by focusing on humankind’s interconnectedness with the environment—a belief that Kennedy 

shared. Although “born a conservationist,” Kennedy confessed that he was “something of a 

newcomer to the ecology movement” that emerged during the early 1960s.
42

   

As ecology-based environmentalism gained traction in the United States, Kennedy 

shifted his attention from human rights to environmental stewardship, yet he did not completely 

abandon one cause for another.  He argued that all humans were originally members of nature’s 

family despite living “unnatural lives.”  He called himself a “natural man” based on his own 

definition.  “There slumbers a natural man who struggles to be reborn each time a sunrise breaks 

through the smog,” he continued, “In the marrow of our bones, we long to be reinstated as a 

member of nature’s family in good standing.”  He also believed that environmentalism 

transcended race, claiming that “natural and unnatural men come in all colors.”  If humans failed 

to take care of their planet, then equality would not matter.  The adage that he lived by until his 

death, “No planet, no human rights, no nothing,” depicted two possible ways of understanding 

the interconnectedness between human rights and environmental stewardship: 1) Humans must 

have a place to live for their rights to matter or 2) Without both a place to live and the fair 

treatment of the people who live there nothing else truly matters.  Either way his words 

exemplified the importance of the planet, the rights of all people, and the connection between 

them.  He may have never explicitly defined the relationship between environmental justice and 
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social justice, but it remained an important part of his activism.  Perhaps the relationship was so 

obvious in his own mind that he thought that he did not need to explain it.
43

 

  Pollution was a growing concern in the United States during the latter part of the 

twentieth century.  According to Kennedy, air pollution was “the greatest crime against 

humanity” and the industrial sector was the worst offender.  He said, “Industry is not to blame 

for all of this, but much of it.”  He accused the industrial sector of exploiting the environment for 

profit without showing any concern for the harmful effects of their practices: “Man-made 

industry is rapidly gutting the Earth of her resources and wantonly contaminating her elements.  

It’s not that we don’t know anything about restraint and replenishment and how not to pollute—

it’s that we don’t give a damn.”  His own species’ careless actions towards the environment 

troubled him more than anything.
44

   

On June 14, 1984, readers of the Florida Times Union may have been shocked to find a 

letter to the editor titled “Pollution kills more people than mass murders.”  However, they were 

most likely unsurprised by the author’s name—Stetson Kennedy.  Kennedy used writing as a 

form of activism throughout much of his life and the late twentieth century was no exception. As 

a writer, Kennedy appealed to people’s emotions.  In this particular article, he made a direct 

comparison between polluters and mass murderers, specifically Henry Lee Lucas and Ottis 

Toole.  Lucas and Toole were convicted murders, who killed multiple victims in the late 1970s 

and early 1980s.  The arrests of both men would have been fresh in the mind of Times Union 
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readers.  Lucas was apprehended in 1983 and Toole in 1984.   He may have evoked a sense of 

fear from his audience by comparing pollution to two mass murderers in the article. He did not 

cite any scientific data to support his claim that pollution kills more humans than murders and 

the bottom of the article featured a sketch instead of scientific charts or tables.  The illustration 

depicted a skull in the foreground and billowing smoke stacks in the background.   On a separate 

occasion, he boldly wrote, “There are some men, for example, which I would gladly kill in order 

that some trees might live.”  Although Kennedy would not actually kill a person to save a tree, 

his claim was provocative and his message clear: Defending the environment from human 

destruction was of the utmost importance.
45

 

Kennedy advocated for the preservation of Florida’s natural beauty with future 

generations in mind and attributed his vision of progress to growing up during the Great 

Depression and with the New Deal.  If one of his ideas for combatting environmental injustice 

was not original, then it was rooted in history.  He based most of his methods of activism on past 

movements and protests.   During the late 1980s, he wanted children and youth to join the fight 

against environmental injustice, calling for a movement similar to the Children’s Crusades of the 

Middle Ages instead titled “Children’s Crusade to Save Mother Earth from Adult Greed.” His 

idea also mirrored the WPA’s National Youth Administration, which educated and employed 

America’s youth from 1935 to 1939.  He even referenced children’s involvement in the Civil 

Rights Movement during the 1960s of which he was a participant.  In one of his imagined 

television commercials, a child may say to an adult: “Is it true that you grownups are using up 

and poisoning all the air, land and water so there won’t be any left for us?”  He also supported 

nonviolent acts of disobedience inspired by Gandhi and Martin Luther King Jr.  In 1982, he 
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recommended an environment/jobs program for inner city youth.  The involvement of children 

once again appealed to people’s emotions and reinforced the notion that the cause transcends not 

only race but also age.   Kennedy argued that “It is far more important that upcoming generations 

know who has been destroying our forests, and who has been trying to save them, than it is to 

absorb the fable about what Geo. Washington did with his little hatchet.”  Gathering support for 

the cause was important, but physical action would be necessary to make a difference.
46

 

When it came to developing new methods of activism, Kennedy operated under the 

assumption that quantity was better than quality, which often resulted in multiple good ideas 

instead of a single great idea.  During the late 1980s, he recommended fighting air pollution with 

black flags tied to helium balloons.  He envisioned a double-sided flag with the words “Poison” 

and “Beware” printed above and below a skull and crossbones.  The main purpose of the flags 

was to draw public and media attention to the offenders.  Ideally, private property owners with 

land in close proximity to the polluters would support the cause, launching the balloons into the 

culprit’s “belching smokestacks.”  Flags were an advantageous form of protest because members 

of environmentalist organizations, such as Greenpeace, could fly them without physically 

trespassing on private property.  In response to the thought of polluters shooting down the 

balloons, Kennedy said: “But so much the better, as the point could be made that, while 

Greenpeace is violating his airspace with a bit of nylon, the polluter is violating everyone’s 

airspace with poisons.”  His detailed proposals for new, creative methods of activism highlighted 

his dedication to protecting the environment.
47
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Kennedy’s grand vision for “earth saving” occasionally left him frustrated with the 

organized environmental movement.  On January 24, 1983, he wrote a letter to the editor of the 

Florida Times Union titled “Crawdaddy’s building permit ban foolish.”  He wrote the letter in 

support of a local restaurant owner’s plan to expand a building so that it would “overhang the 

river by a few feet.”  Kennedy did not think that the plans would have any negative effects on the 

environment.  At worst, he thought that the building would replicate cypress trees shielding 

wildlife from the sun.  He wrote, “Only bureaucrats with the aesthetic sensibilities of a piney-

wood rooter would see such an overhang as a threat to the beauty and ecology of the river.”  

From his perspective, ecologists should be fighting against “the big industrial polluters of our 

air.”  In 1988, he was critical of the Florida Greens because they were debating over trivial issues 

instead of more urgent matters, such as lethal pollution.  He said roughly four years prior, “I do 

believe that unless, during the 1980’s we find more effective means of slowing, halting, and 

reversing trends which threaten life of Earth, all may be lost.”   His sense of urgency did not 

appeal to everyone, but he refused to change his tone.  He said, “If it is optimism you are looking 

for, you will have to ask some other damn fool.”  By 1990, Kennedy believed that most people 

were concerned about the environment, but they did not know how to protect the natural world 

nor did they want to join a losing battle against the “forces of destruction.”
48

    

Kennedy’s occasional frustration with the agendas of environmental organizations did not 

stop him from joining them.  He was a member of the Sierra Club in 1981 and several other 

groups throughout his life including Greenpeace.  Greenpeace Southeast originated in 1983.  The 

organization protected endangered sea turtles and advocated for their protection in other regions 
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of the world.  Protective measures included identifying dead turtles and moving nests out of 

harm’s way.  They also sought to protect whales for Norwegian cruise ships and document the 

deaths of seals in Canada.  A representative of Greenpeace Southeast, Bruce Jaildagian, was 

arrested for violating the Seal Protection Act.  The organization also protested the Environmental 

Protection Agency’s plan for storage and subsequent at-sea incineration of highly toxic 

substances in the Gulf.  Kennedy was not directly involved in the EPA’s protests, but after 

hearing about the difficulties of saving the natural world, he decided that “environmentalism-as-

usual will no longer do.”
49

 

Kennedy personalized the causes that he supported.  During World War II, his enemy 

was not fascism but the Ku Klux Klan.  In the 1970s, his adversary was not industrialism, it was 

James G. Watt.  Ronald Reagan appointed Watt as Secretary of the Interior from 1981 to 1983.  

Kennedy believed that “to put a man like Watt in charge of national conservation is (in view of 

his end-of-world prognostication) tantamount to anointing a conscientious objector to head 

Selective Service.”    Termed “the robber-baron,” Kennedy directed his most aggressive words 

and radical ideas in relation to environmental activism towards Watt.  He claimed, “Watt is of 

course but the natural-resources-cog in the wheel that is grinding out doomsday for everything 

up and down the line.” One of his more radical ideas involved making a citizens’ arrest on Watt.  

In a letter to the Executive Director of the Sierra Club Michael McCloskey, he said a citizen’s 

arrest on Watt “either has considerable value, or none—I’m not sure which.”  He knew that a 

citizens’ arrest on a politician was “strong medicine” yet he declared it an appropriate response 

to Watts’s anti-environmental policies.  On September 10, 1981, Kennedy wrote a letter to 
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Florida Representative Richard L. Ottinger in which he praised the Congressman’s efforts to 

have Watt removed from office.  Kennedy’s proposed citizen’s arrest on Watt exemplified his 

willingness to advocate for a cause by attaching it to a radical method.  He described his plan as 

“public education of the highest order.”  He was not concerned with the success rate of his ideas 

as long as his voice was heard.
50

 

Kennedy proposed amending the U.S. Constitution to protect the environment.  He wrote 

a “hasty first draft” of what he called an “Earth Rights Amendment.”  He recognized that 

amending the Constitution was a slow and difficult process.  From his perspective, he was only 

“getting the ball rolling.” The draft of the amendment stated:  

The land, water, and air subject to the jurisdiction of the United States belong ultimately 

to the people of the United States and their posterity.  It shall be the duty therefore of the 

Government of the United States to establish and enforce minimum standards governing 

public and private use of these indispensable natural assets in a manner consistent with 

the public interest. 

 

As environmental organizations grew larger during the 1980s, they became increasingly involved 

in politics.  A sect of environmentalists, referred to as eco-radicals, believed that politics alone 

could not protect the environment, so they adapted a more militant approach.  Edward Abbey’s 

1975 novel The Monkey Wrench Gang inspired eco-radicals who operated during the highpoint 

of the U.S. Environmental Movement in the 1970s and 1980s.  According to historian Roderick 

Nash, Abbey was “the most visible spokesman for nature liberation in the 1970s and 1980s.”  

The eccentric cast of characters in his novel viewed mechanical sabotage as a form of protest.  

Main character Doc Sarvis says, “The wilderness once offered men a plausible way of life.  Now 

it functions as a psychiatric refuge.  Soon there will be no wilderness.  Soon there will be no 
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place to go.  Then the madness becomes universal…And the universe goes mad.”  Kennedy may 

have agreed with Abbey’s philosophy to an extent, but he did not support mechanical sabotage.  

He wrote, “Constructive technology is just as available as the destructive; our problem consists 

of making the former more profitable than the latter.”  His solution: Humans must put their 

“technology to work with nature instead of against her.”  Despite his seemingly radical ideas, 

which he intended to promote environmental activism, he was not an eco-radical.
51

   

On April 13, 2009, St. Johns Water Management District officials held a public meeting 

at the organization’s headquarters in Palatka, Florida to discuss Seminole County’s proposed 

plan to construct a water-treatment plant resulting in the reclamation of millions of gallons of 

water from the St. Johns River for lawns and future development.  Once the capacity of the 

meeting room was reached, District officials began turning people away.  Instead of leaving the 

premises, people congregated outside the building.  Included in the lingering crowd were 

members of a privately-funded organization established to protect the St. Johns River called the 

St. Johns Riverkeeper, prominent environmentalists, and ninety-two year old Stetson Kennedy. 

Kennedy, a survivor of two heart attacks, skipped his appointment with his cardiologist to remain 

at the hearing.  Ninety additional minutes passed before he decided to go home, but when he 

learned that the District never allowed the people waiting outside to speak, he decided to take 

legal action.  After contacting the presiding St. Johns Riverkeeper, Kennedy and Parks filed a 

legal challenge against the District, citing its members denying their right to speak and failing to 

accommodate the large crowd as a violation of Florida’s Sunshine Laws.  The Government-in-
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the-Sunshine Law, passed by the Florida Legislature in 1967, granted the public access to most 

governmental meetings.  On September 27, 2010, Circuit Judge of the Seventh Judicial Court in 

Putnam County, Edward Hedstrom, respected the precedent established by Keesler v. Community 

Maritime Associates, Inc. (2010) and Wood v. Marston (1983), concluding that “the Sunshine 

Law does not give the public the right to speak at a meeting of a Sunshine body.”  Consequently, 

the District acted in accordance with the Sunshine Laws on the day of the April 29 hearing.  

Kennedy died on August 27, 2011, at the age of ninety-four, almost one year after the initial 

ruling.  Parks continued to represent the issue in the months following his death.  The ruling, 

however, remained the same.  On June 28, 2013, nearly two years after Kennedy’s death, 

Governor Rick Scott signed Senate Bill No. 50 into law.  Termed by some as “The Anti-

Shushing Bill,” the law required that “a member of the public be given a reasonable opportunity 

to be heard by a board or commission before it takes official action on a proposition.”  

Kennedy’s case had very little, if any, impact on the relatively recent changes to Florida’s public 

hearing laws.  Even though Kennedy did not live to see the outcome of his case, his activism 

transcended his life on Earth, which is exactly how he would have wanted his journey to end.
52
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Stewarding Nature: The Legacy of Stetson Kennedy  

A person’s legacy includes anything handed down from the past such as personal 

belongings, property, or documents.  Historically speaking, legacies are often preserved in 

museums, libraries, and archives.  Stetson Kennedy’s legacy, on the other hand, is different.  

When Kennedy died in 2011, he left behind far more than a smudge on the glass door at 

Beluthahatchee, and although his legacy includes artifacts from his travels and the books that he 

wrote, his greatest gift to humankind is a call to action.  In the words of The Stetson Kennedy 

Foundation his legacy is “on the march” meaning there is still work to be done for the purpose of 

making the world a better place.
53

   

Activism was Kennedy’s Fountain of Youth.  During his later years, when people asked 

him for his secret to living a long life, he would reply, “If you want to live a long life, get 

yourself a cause,” or in his case numerous causes.  He supported multiple causes throughout his 

life.  Most of them, however, fell into three categories—the preservation of folklore, the 

protection of human and civil rights, and the stewardship of nature.  At first glance, the three 

purposes, which defined his activism, appeared to have nothing in common, but he thought 

differently.
 54

 

Kennedy’s legacy includes various awards and accolades.  He was the recipient of 

numerous awards and accolades including the NAACP Freedom Award, Dr. Benjamin Spock 

Peacemaker Award, Jules Verne Medal, the Florida Folk Heritage Award, the Governor’s 

Heartland Award, and many others.  Nevertheless, one of the most important aspects of his 

legacy is the insight he provided into the distinct relationship between preserving folklore, 
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defending human rights, and stewarding nature.  He acted as if they were a single, seamless 

initiative only considering them separate upon the creation of his foundation’s mission statement.  

Whereas three main causes influenced his activism, his relationship with the environment 

defined his life. 

Kennedy’s relationship with nature added another layer of complexity to an already 

complex man.  His “hyper sensitive connection” to the environment and his deep appreciation 

for the natural world, which started during childhood, fostered a bond with nature that grew 

stronger as he grew older.  He believed that both humans and nature could coexist in harmony, 

and humankind’s greatest problems transpired when people tried to separate themselves from 

nature.  Although, he realized his connection to the environment at a young age, numerous 

people, each with different perspectives and backgrounds, enhanced his understanding of the 

natural world.
55

 

Throughout his life, Kennedy met people who influenced his connection to nature.  His 

father, George Kennedy, led by example when he used nature as a retreat from society; Marjorie 

Kinnan Rawlings inspired him with her written work, which captured the relationship between 

Florida’s environment and the people who lived there.  Zora Neale Hurston, similarly to 

Kennedy, had a passion for collecting folklore for the purpose of preserving traditional cultures; 

and Mario Sanchez, who lived across the street from Kennedy in Key West, portrayed the 

connection between humans and nature in his art.   

Kennedy witnessed firsthand the reciprocal relationship between humans and the natural 

world.  He experienced Mother Nature’s impact on human life in places such as Key West, but 

the ways in which humans treated the environment troubled him more than anything.   More 

specifically, he opposed the exploitation of nature for profit.  He said, “Our species has a 
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peculiar notion of what constitutes a natural resource: something that can be converted into 

cash.” As he grew older, continuing to observe the actions of his own species, he became less 

optimistic about the state of the environment in the future.  At some point, it would have been 

easier for him to rest on his laurels and live out the rest of his life in peace.  For Stetson 

Kennedy, however, rest was not an option.
56

 

Thus far, scholars have overlooked Kennedy’s environmental activism.  They do not 

associate him with the heroes in Florida environmental history including Mary Mann Jennings, 

Ernest F. Coe, Marjory Stoneman Douglas, Nathaniel Reed, Marjorie Harris Carr, and others.  

Although Kennedy’s unique methods of activism differ from traditional environmental activists, 

his purpose is very similar—he loved Florida.  He said, “There’s really no other place on earth 

quite like it.”  His message remained consistent: “Florida—love it or lose it.”  His love of nature 

was the underlying motivation behind his environmental activism.
 57

 

Kennedy’s life was not without contradiction.  Despite Beluthahatchee’s seemingly 

rustic, earthy appearance, he changed the natural world to fit his vision.  Nevertheless, his 

lifestyle at Beluthahatchee also provided insight into his understanding of how he believed 

humans should live in accordance with nature and his development of Beluthahatchee was an 

important part of the region’s environmental legacy.  In the eighteenth century, naturalist 

William Bartram claimed that spending time in nature led to a more positive life.  In the 

nineteenth century, Harriet Beecher Stowe claimed that human development was destroying 

nature.  Then, near the middle of the twentieth century, Kennedy created Beluthahatchee in part 

for the purpose of environmental stewardship. 
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 In his first published book, Kennedy dedicated a chapter to the cabbage palm also known 

as the palmetto:  a plant that he described as resilient, multi-purposed, and symbolic of Palmetto 

Country.  According to Kennedy, a man once told him, “There’s no tree like the cabbage palm.  

It never dies of old age, and you can’t see the end of it lessen you cut it down.  The sun can’t 

wither it, fire can’t burn it, and moss can’t cling to it.”  Based on his description of the palmetto, 

it was unsurprising that he was fascinated by the plant.  Similarly to the palmetto, he was 

resilient and multi-purposed.  He was environmental steward.  He was Stetson Kennedy.
58
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