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The Tallahassee Historical Society—the second oldest 
historical organization in the state of Florida—is pleased 
to play a leading role in the planning and execution of 
historical bicentennial activities and will be working 
with governmental and private institutions as the process 
gets underway. The Bicentennial Committee for the 
Tallahassee Historical Society invites all interested persons, 
organizations, institutions and corporations to attend the 
first 2024 Bicentennial Community Meeting on Wednesday, 
January 29th, in the R.A. Gray Building Auditorium at 500 
South Bronough Street.

Registration begins at 8:30 AM and the meeting will run 
from 9 AM to 10 AM, promptly. Those wishing to attend 
can also register at http://tallahasseehistoricalsociety.org/

tallahassee-bicentennial/. This will be the first of what will be 
several stakeholder meetings, where community members will 
have the opportunity to submit their ideas as to what should 
be included among bicentennial events and celebrations.

In the fall of 1823, two commissioners chosen by Territorial 
Governor Duval, Dr. William H. Simmons of St Augustine 
and John Lee Williams of Pensacola, explored the country 
between St. Augustine and Pensacola to select a location 
for the seat of Government for the Territory of Florida. 
On May 24, 1824, an act of Congress set aside a quarter 
section of land for the capital and its first capitol was built 
in Tallahassee, a log cabin. 

April 9th, 1824, is the first recorded date that white settlers 

By Bob Holladay, President
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and enslaved persons unloaded their wagons near the present 
site of Florida’s capitol building. Additionally, notable 
dates provide a celebratory window of almost one year to 
commemorate 200 years of history for our city, our county, 
and neighboring county of Gadsen, which was initially 
designated with Leon as a single county.

Tallahassee is the capital of the third-largest state in the 
union. When something happens here, the whole country 
takes notice. It is inconceivable that we would let our 
bicentennial slip by without a continuing series of events 
focusing on our significant and colorful history

Over the summer, the historical society created a special 
Bicentennial Committee to formulate plans for the 
bicentennial. The committee is chaired by local businesswoman 
(and THS board member) Beth McGrotha and consists of 
historians such as Dr. Larry Rivers from FAMU, Dr. James M. 
Denham from Florida Southern University, and other members 
of the community. A special advisor to the committee is 
Chucha Barber, film producer and former museum director.

“I am really excited by the progress we have made in a short 
time,” said Beth. “We have been discussing ideas for how 
we should mark Tallahassee’s history, from a symposium, 
to book publications, to parades. We want this to be 
all-inclusive. Tallahassee is a very diverse community, and all 
aspects of our community need to be involved.”

Invited guests will include Florida’s Secretary of State, Laurel 
M. Lee, Tallahassee Mayor John Dailey, and his chief of staff, 
Dr. Thomas Whitley, who will chair the city’s own Bicentennial 
Committee, which is expected to be formed in early January. 
Additional invited guests will include Leon County Manager 
Vince Long, Assistant County Administrator Ken Morris, 
Visit Tallahassee Executive Director, Kerri Post, COCA 
Executive Director Kathleen Sphehar, as well as other state 
and county leaders, elected officials, media organizations and 
representatives from our community’s cultural and educational 
organizations and institutions.

Cover photo: Montage of photos from the centennial celebration in Tallahassee.  
From the State Library and Archives of Florida

The Tallahassee Community Remembrance Project Steering 
Committee is pleased to report that the Equal Justice 
Initiative in Montgomery, Alabama has provided us with 
approved language for the community remembrance narrative 
marker that we will erect in Tallahassee. This is an extremely 

important step in our process 
and we are grateful to EJI for 
their feedback and support. We 
send special thanks to Steering 
Committee members Dr. Maxine 
Jones and Rev. Tom Holdcraft for 
drafting the narrative that was 
sent to EJI for their review.

Below is the language that will 
appear on the Leon County 
narrative marker. Our next 

steps are to determine the site location for the marker 
and to continue discussions with Leon County Schools’ 
administrators to develop a course curriculum that includes 
information about Leon County lynchings. 

LYNCHING IN LEON COUNTY

In Tallahassee, Florida, between 1897 and 1937, racial terror 
lynchings of African Americans by white mobs created a 
legacy of violence, intimidation, and injustice that has not 
been fully acknowledged. At least four racial terror lynchings 
took place in Leon County, traumatizing the entire black 
community. These lawless acts of violence were carried out 
after African Americans were accused of misconduct or 
crimes, often without evidence, denying them the right to 
an impartial investigation and fair trial. Instead, white mobs 
frequently pulled lynching victims from jails, often facing 
little to no resistance from law enforcement officers who were 
legally required to protect the black people in their custody. 
In 1897, a white mob abducted Pierce Taylor from the county 
jail and hanged him from an oak tree before repeatedly 
shooting his lifeless body. In 1909, after Mick Morris was 
condemned to die in an unreliable trial that lasted less than 
a month, a white mob dragged Mr. Morris from the jail and 
lynched him. More than two decades later, in 1937, a white 
mob kidnapped two black teenage boys, Richard Hawkins 
and Ernest Ponder, from the jail, shot and killed them before 
dumping their bodies in a grove of oak trees along the 
Jacksonville highway. The white mob left a message next to 
the bodies of Richard and Ernest: “This is the beginning, who 
is next.” No one was ever held accountable for committing 
these acts of racial terror.

Language Approved for Marker 
Recognizing History of  

Lynching in Leon County

Bicentennial Meeting, continued
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Last April, for the first time, the Tallahassee Historical 
Society had a tent at the Word of South Festival in the 
Cascades Park (we’re planning on having another one this 
year if they clean up the construction mess so that people 
can actually find it).  Among our planned activities were two 
panel discussions, one on historic Tallahassee cemeteries and 
their upkeep and preservation.  The other one, scheduled 
for the second day of the festival, was to be a discussion of 
historic Tallahassee churches, and their roles in creating 
and maintaining a sense of community.  Unfortunately, as 
frequently happens in the spring, bad weather forced the 
cancellation of the second day’s activities.

The news of our planned panel discussion had generated quite 
a bit of interest.  Who were the “historic” churches that were 
going to take part?  Who were going to be the spokesmen?  It 
became obvious that there was some real interest in the topic 
of church history and how it melds into community history.  
So we decided to have the church history discussion as one 
of our regular meetings for the 2019-2020 season.  And so 
it was, Thursday evening, January 9, at the Governor Martin 
House in Myers Park.

Let me say right up front that not every historic church 
in Tallahassee was represented.  That’s because if we tried 
to squeeze them all in, each church would have about two 
minutes to speak.  As it was, we had five, and should have had 
three. We decided to ask the five churches originally planned 
for our April Word of South panel:  Trinity Methodist, the 
first church established in Florida’s new capital, represented 
by Lynn McLarty; First Presbyterian, the oldest church 

building (where you can still see the holes they created for 
the rifles during the Second Seminole War), represented by 
Peggy West; St. John’s Episcopal, one of the centers of the 
antebellum plantation culture (author Gloria Jahoda called 
it “the gentleman’s path to Heaven”), represented by Roger 
Ponder;  Blessed Sacrament Church, the first Catholic Church 
in the area, represented by our own Claude Kenneson; and 
finally, as sort of an umbrella acknowledging their importance 
religiously, culturally, and politically, the African-American 
churches in the Thomasville Road area, represented by 
Reginald Witherspoon from the FAMU Black Archives. 

The format of the January 9 meeting was a little bit different 
from what we normally present, and I hope it is the 
beginning of some variety in that area.  Like most historical 
organizations, we have traditionally had one speaker.  There 
is no reason why we could not have several at one time on a 
subject like this, or even hold panel discussions or debates on 
historical subjects.  It is easy to get into a rut, and I hope we 
can begin to think outside the box a little bit.  I think it would 
generate wider community interest.  The historical society is 
already sponsoring a January 29 stakeholders’ meeting (see the 
article in this issue) on how Tallahassee should mark its 200th 
anniversary.  We could devote future meetings to a variety of 
subjects that warrant back and forth discussions.

It is, I think, impossible to understand the early history of 
America and its many communities without understanding 
the role of religious faith and institutions in helping to create 
and sustain them  That is particularly true of the frontier, 
which Tallahassee was for so long.

Tallahassee Historical Society’s January Meeting

Tallahassee Churches were Key to the  
Creation of the Community

By Bob Holladay, President
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In December, the Tallahassee Historical 
Society held its holiday meeting and 
pot-luck dinner at Old Willis Dairy. With 
an overflow crowd, I stood at the back of 
the room eating when a man walked up 
to me and asked if I was the woman who 
made the Sweet Potato Biscuits. With a 
mouth full of corn pudding, I nodded my 
head, yes.  Then he asked if I would marry 
him! Before I could swallow my food 
and respond, the meeting began and my 
“fiancé” slipped out during the program 
without even giving me his name.   I’m 
still single, but this does give you an 
inkling of the scrumptiousness of these 
biscuits made from Thomas Jefferson’s 
recipe. I think I have a new name for 
them:  “Proposal Biscuits.” 

Historic Recipes

Here’s Proof:  The Way to a Man’s Heart  
is Through His Stomach

By Maggie Beth McGrotha, At-Large Board Member

 
Thomas Jefferson’s  

1775 Sweet Potato Biscuits
 
This recipe is adapted from Thomas Jefferson’s recipe at 
the National Constitution Center (NCC), Philadelphia 
Pennsylvania.  Thomas Jefferson’s biscuits were served at the 
meetings of the Second Continental Congress in 1775 in 
Philadelphia, and if he had served them to the British, they 
would have given the colonists everything they wanted to 
avoid independence.  For want of the right food to smooth 
out political differences, the American Revolution occurred!  
Well, maybe.  The texture of these delicacies is between 
a biscuit and a scone.   Thomas Jefferson’s recipe includes 
chopped pecans which I omit, but which actually sound 
pretty good when I think about them.   These biscuits are 
delicious on their own but slathering them with sweet potato 
butter puts them over the top.  

Enjoy  y’all,

Maggie Beth McGrotha

Ingredients
 5 cups all-purpose flour
1 cup packed light brown sugar
2 tablespoons baking powder
1 1/2 teaspoons ground cinnamon
1 teaspoon salt
1 teaspoon ground ginger
1/2 teaspoon ground allspice
1 cup solid frozen vegetable shortening
2 cups roasted, mashed, and cooled sweet potatoes
1 ¼ cups heavy cream (a little more if needed)

Directions  
Preheat oven to 425 degrees. In a large mixing bowl, stir together 
the flour, brown sugar, baking powder, cinnamon, salt, ginger, and 
allspice. Add the shortening and cut in or mix with hands until 
shortening is the size of small peas. In another bowl combine sweet 
potatoes and cream. Make a well in dry ingredients and add sweet 
potato-cream mixture. Mix to combine. Turn the dough out onto 
a lightly floured surface. Roll out the dough to 1 1/2 inches thick. 
Cut out with a floured biscuit cutter or cut in triangles for scones. 
Place biscuits 1-inch apart on ungreased baking sheets. Bake for 5 
minutes, then turn down temperature to 375 degrees and bake for 
another 10 to 15 minutes until golden brown. Serve warm or let 
cool on a wire rack until room temperature.  These freeze great, too! 
You can freeze them before or after cooking.  
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In December, two other members of the Tallahassee Historical 
Society and I took a tour of the Benjamin Cheever Lewis House 
on East Park Avenue.  But, that wasn’t the only house we visited 
that day.  We concluded the afternoon with a tour of the crown 
jewel of the Magnolia Heights National Register Historic 
District, the Hays-Hood House, 
at 906 E. Park Avenue.

This house was built in 1910 for 
Jesse Lazear Hays from a design 
or pattern of a house in Chicago 
that he selected from a catalog by 
architects George Franklin Barber 
and Thomas Kluttz, entitled 
American Homes:  A Book of 
Everything for Those Who are 
Planning to Build or Beautify 
Their Homes.  The local builders 
were the construction firm of 
the Pichard Brothers, with Hays 
supervising each phase of the 
work.  The architecture is a variant 
of the architectural style called 
American Free Classic Queen 
Anne.  It is characterized by elaborate decorative work as well as 
a turret (a small tower-like structure), with an ogee-shaped dome 
capped by a finial (a distinctive ornament at the top of the dome).  
The front and rear of the house feature wrap-around porches 
that today are equipped with an ADA accessible ramp, and in 
the front both bay and Palladian windows overhung by a veranda 
supported by a pair of columns.  Inside, the house has two parlors, 
a dining room, a library, a catering kitchen and an ADA compliant 
bathroom. (Source: Florida Trust for Historic Preservation)

But, who was Jesse L. Hays and what was his role in the history 
of Tallahassee?  Hays was born October 3, 1857, in Parkersburg, 
West Virginia.  He spent a great portion of his life in Greene 
County, Pennsylvania, where in 1882 he became a merchant.  
Sometime later, he also served as postmaster at Nineveh, 
Pennsylvania, and in 1894 he lived in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania. 
(Source:  History of Greene County, Pennsylvania by Samuel 
Penniman Bates, pp. 801-802)

The late columnist Gerald Ensley maintained Hays was a founder 
of the Tallahassee telephone company, perpetuating a myth that 
others have continued to repeat.  (Source:  Tallahassee Democrat 
August 24, 2005, p. 2)  However, I was unable to find information 
verifying this claim.  In fact, The Weekly True Democrat of 
September 15, 1905, p. 7 identifies him as “Superintendent Hays” 
of the telephone company.  This detail means he was an employee, 
not a founder.  On the other hand, The Florida State Site File 

doesn’t mention the phone company at all, but indicates that Hays 
was a State drainage engineer.  Unfortunately, no source is given.  
And, other than details pertaining to his house, more information 
about his life is sparse.  He appears on a list of qualified voters in 
District No. 5, Precinct 14 in the Tallahassee Democrat (October 

24, 1930 and again October 24, 1932, 
p. 14).  In 1934 and 1935, he was 
election clerk for the same precinct.

During the 1930s, Hays’ home was 
converted into apartments  and 
Jesse Hays moved into a cottage on 
the property, where he lived until 
his death in 1950.  In 1945, Hays’ 
children, Harry and Mary, took 
up quarters in the house.  But, in 
1949, the home was sold to Darrell 
Leslie “Buck” Hood Sr., and his wife 
Rebecca, who converted the house 
back into a single family home.

“Buck” Hood, born August 20, 1909, 
in Pensacola, Florida,  was quite a 
hustler as a teenager, selling mullet 
on the streets and spending summers 

as a “mess boy” aboard merchant marine ships. (Source:  Gerald 
Ensley in the Tallahassee Democrat of December 8, 2002, p. 19) He 
was quite a business man.  When he came to Tallahassee in 1932, 
he was temporarily manager of the Cherokee Hotel, replacing 
Kelly Harbeson, who had died.  In 1936, he was the manager 
of the local Citizens Oil Company.   In 1940 he bought and 
owned the Lake Ella Cafe.  In 1948 he was Sales Representative 
for GMC Trucks at Seabrook Truck & Tractor Co.  In 1951 he 
went into the insurance business, first as Special Agent for The 
Prudential Insurance Company of America, then a little later that 
year as a partner with Ruby Keller, and finally solo in 1952 as 
owner and agent of Hood Insurance Company.  In 1957 he was 
operator of the Park Hotel.  In 1962 he bought and became owner 
of the Yellow Cab Company but sold it in 1965.  Thereafter, he 
concentrated only on his insurance business. (Source:  Tallahassee 
Democrat, various years)  

In addition to being a businessman, “Buck” was an avid athlete.  The 
Pensacola News Journal of February 4, 1936, stated, “Hood is now 
an employee of the state road department.  He is well known as an 
all-around athlete, having played basketball, baseball, and football 
on Pensacola High and independent teams for several seasons.”  
Further the same paper in March 1941 said of him:  “Buck Hood, 
former Pensacola athlete and now operator of a Tallahassee Cafe 
has arrived here with his wife and baby daughter for a short visit 
... Buck’s sports exploits in these parts are legion ....”  Here in 

Claude’s Corner 
by Claude Kenneson, At-Large Board Member

A Sequel:  The Hays-Hood House

Claude Kennison and Mary May at the Hays-Hood House.
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Send Us Your Historical 
Articles and News!

The Tallahassee Historical Society is always on 
the lookout for interesting items of local historical 
interest, articles, reminiscences, photographs and other 
illustrations. 

1. Written submissions should typed in Microsoft 
Word, 12 point type, and submitted electronically to 
President@TallahasseeHistoricalSociety.org.   
We welcome queries before submission.

2. Photographs or illustrations should, whenever 
possible, be submitted separately in the jpeg, EPS or 
Tiff format with a minimum resolution of 300 dpi

3. Deadlines for submission are the 15th day of each 
month in order to make the upcoming issue of the 
Apalachee Redux.

Event Reminder:

Tallahassee Bicentennial Stakeholders Meeting 
 

Wednesday, January 29, 2020 
8:30 a.m.: Registration, Meeting starts promptly at 9:00 a.m. 

 
R. A. Gray Building Auditorium 

500 S. Bronough Street, Tallahassee, Florida 32399

Please RSVP at https://tallahasseehistoricalsociety.org/tallahassee-
bicentennial/.

Tallahassee he was a coach for several city baseball leagues.  He also 
was a well-known golfer, having won a number of tournaments.  
Additionally, he was chairman of the Capital City County Club.

During World War II, in July 1943, the former athletic star joined 
the Navy Seabees and was stationed at Davisville, Rhode Island.  
In 1944 he was sent to New Caledonia, where he remained until 
the end of the war.  He returned to Pensacola and became owner 
and operator of Hood’s Cottages and Cafe.  By 1948, he was back 
in Tallahassee to stay; he purchased  the Hays-Hood House in 
1949.  Besides the insurance agency, he also  “tried his hand” in 
politics.  He ran three times for City Commissioner in the early 
1950s, losing each time and retiring from future races, until his 
final try in 1976.  He lost this one too and never made another 
attempt.  He is remembered for seldom missing a City or County 
Commission meeting and was quite vocal in voicing his opinion 
on local issues.  Tallahassee reporter Mark Beaudoin referred to 
him as as Tallahassee’s “most controversial controversialist.”  Hood 
is also remembered for his activities in the Veterans of Foreign 
Wars at the state and local level.  This remarkable man died in 
2002 at the age of 92.

Rebecca, “Buck’s” wife continued to live in the home, even after 
his death.  In 2004, she sold the house to the Florida Trust for 
Historic Preservation, which began restoring the house for its 
headquarters in 2005.  Restoration ended in the fall of 2007 
with a cost of $745,000.  The Trust uses the second floor for its 
offices, while the first floor, furnished with antiques, is a library 
and resource center for historic preservation information. (Source:  
Tallahassee Trust for Historic Preservation)  If one wants to see 
the positive impact historic preservation has on a home, and its 
neighborhood, you will want to put the Hays-Hood House on 
your “to see” list.

Thank you to all of the members and guests who came our December holiday 
gathering and meeting at the Old Willis Dairy to hear a talk by historic preservation 
consultant Jonathan Lammers and archaeologist Jeffrey Shanks with the National 
Parks Service. We had more than 65 in attendance and the event received extensive 
media coverage from the local stations.

Historical HappeningsHays-Hood House, continued



7

Join the Tallahassee Historical Society 
for a Fun-filled 2020!

Tallahassee Historical Society, Inc. - 501 (c)(3)
Membership Application

Annual membership dues: Individual, $20; Family, $30; College, $10; High School, $5 
Membership extends one year from payment date.

Make checks payable to:
Tallahassee Historical Society, Inc. and include this form with your payment.

Hand deliver at event or mail to:
Membership Coordinator

Tallahassee Historical Society, Inc.
P.O. Box 3713

Tallahassee, FL 32315

Membership type (Check One): Individual r  Family r  College r  High School r  Amount paid:          
Date:   /  /   
Name:                        Family member(s), if applicable:
1)                         2)                
Address:                                       
City:                    State:          Zip:        
Phone: (  )           Email:                       

Thank you for your support!
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