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Hillsborough River

Personal History
Oliver Stewart has lived in the Tampa area his entire life.  For eighty years 

he has witnessed the changes to the Hillsborough River.  As a boy he played 
with a group of kids who called themselves “The River Rats."  The river 
provided constant entertainment from swimming, to fi shing, to other games of 
pretend amongst the thick palmettos and trees.  Oliver remembers:

"I used to play in the river every day after school.  Fished, ran 
up and down the river and through the palmettos and all that.  
We had a clique called the River Rats, we used to swim there.  
And then, how do I say this… there is a little park there now; 
we used to go to the park.  Just above that park was a place 
called the canoe basin, and we would go skinny dipping there."

Oliver grew up in a time when the Hillsborough River was an open part 
of the landscape, free to be enjoyed by all.  Oliver remembers more of his 
adventures:

"There was a time when I fl oated down the river on two-gallon 
oil cans tied together with the rope under my arms between 
the two cans. It didn’t occur to me to watch for alligators- I’d 
have made a good morsel!  On occasion we fl oated on large 
water hyacinths.  Often, there were snakes in the hyacinths. 
We also used to go to the fi sh market where they threw the 
oyster shells into the water.  The blue crabs grew there.  We 
would catch the crabs and sell them for a quarter."

Like many of his generation, Oliver went off to fi ght in World War II, but 
as soon as he returned he visited one of his favorite places, the river:

"Between Hanes Whirl Swimming Pool and the train bridge 
there was a lone tall palm tree with the wide leaves like those of 
the swamp cabbage in the middle of the river. When I got back 
from World War II someone had chopped down the palm tree.  
The palm tree was leaning up river.  I have a picture of my 
brother George Stewart standing on the foot of the palm tree."

Oliver Stewart (USF)

Oral history narrative from a joint program with Hillsborough County and the 
Florida Center for Community Design and Research 

The following narrative comes from an interview with lifetime Tampa 
resident Oliver Stewart on July 14, 2004.  In it Oliver shares with 
us his memories of growing up with the Hillsborough River and his 
observations about how life has changed.

View of the Hillsborough in 2001 (USF)

Another view of the Hillsborough (USF)
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The Hillsborough River stretches the length of Hillsborough County 
from Countyline Road in the east to Hillsborough Bay in the west.  Within 
Hillsborough County the river is 45 miles in length and has 16 segments.

The river has supported a wide variety of plant and animal life that 
stretches far back into history.  Oliver describes one of the treasures he found 
along the river:

"I found a large tooth I believe to be a mammoths’ front tooth.  
I found it in the riverbed.  This was before World War II, 
probably 1939 or 1940."

Oliver’s description of the environment surrounding Hillsborough River 
conveys how much it has changed:

"There were trees on each side.  A couple of houses, not 
many, and you could see the river. Now, you can’t even see the 
river the houses are so close together."

The City of Tampa lists the Hillsborough River as one of the reasons for 
Tampa’s commercial success, noting that the river provided transportation 
for different industries in the Tampa Bay area. (http://www.tampagov.net/
documents/Tampa_history.asp)

History/Information

Image of the Hillsborough River in the early 
1900s (Florida State Archives)

Boats moored on the Hillsborough in 1921 
(Florida State Archive)

The mammoth tooth found by Oliver (USF)

Oliver was forced to move twice after devastating fires destroyed his 
homes.  This moving allowed him to live near the river and to add more 
stories to his colorful life:

"In 1945 I married Monica Self and we lived in a streetcar… 
it was brought there by a large truck and we had to take 
everything out of it… We moved to a house on the same 
property.  That house burnt down.  After the fire, while I was 
working out of town, my wife sold the property and we moved 
to a house on the river up above Temple Terrace.  That was 
around the 1950’s."

Oliver notes that living on the river was a very rewarding experience:

"It was wonderful.  We lived just down stream from Lettuce 
Lake Park.  I used to go down by the Old Nebraska Avenue 
Bridge. The mullet there were so close together and as far as 
I could see up and down the river and from shore to shore.  
We also used to get fish guts and go over to the trestle and 
fish for gar fish."
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Oliver has witnessed many changes in the area.  He lived in Tampa during 
the days of wooden bridges and sidewalks.  He watched as the palmetto 
jungle that surrounded the river turned into a dense jungle of houses and 
neighborhoods.  

Today, concrete bridges cross the river, connecting neighborhoods and 
communities.  Not long ago, when Oliver was a boy, the community would 
band together to construct needed bridges.  Oliver remembers:

"When I was a boy I helped to open the wooden bridge over 
the river at Sligh Avenue.  I don’t know how much help I was.  
It was a flat wood bridge and to open it we pushed a T or L 
shaped crank around in a circle."

Oliver explains how he feels about the state of development today:

"It’s terrible. You can’t get to it [the river], it’s just invisible.  
I’m talking about fromSulphur Springs on up to the railroad 
tracks, I don’t know much about other areas. I think it’s such 
a shame.  Of course I can understand why- the value of the 
property.  The only place you can see the water is where there 
is a park.  I think it’s a shame."

Oliver feels that the biggest effect of the heavy development in the areas 
surrounding the river is that it has made the river invisible to citizens.  Only 
those who live directly on the river have regular access to the river, the ability 
to witness changes, or to enjoy its beauty.  When Oliver was young, the river 
was an active part of life in Hillsborough County.  Today, Oliver believes, it is 
viewed as a resource detached from the citizens.

Development

A man fishing at the Hillsborough River in 
1958 (Florida State Archives)

A horse and carriage on a bridge over 
the Hillsborough River in the early 1900s 
(Florida State Archives)
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Oliver believes that in the past the river was much better off.  He is worried about the future of the river, but hopes 
that one day the people of Hillsborough County will rediscover the many advantages the river has to offer.  Oliver has 
written a poem about how the river has changed:

Hanna’s Whorl

I went to the river just to see
The river in its glory

Like in my mind I could see.
Not a tree or bush I remembered

Did I see?
I went to the river where I loved to go

To see it in its glory as I knew it years ago
I went to the river just to see.

I did not see the river not a spot did I see.
The river was crowded

But not a person did I see,
Crowded with houses, no river

Could I see?
I drove up the river just to see it again

As I knew it was back when.
Not a place along the river

Did the river I see.
I looked for the swimming pool

Where I once swam back in the days of old, 
Not a trace of the pool I found

From my days of old.
The creek I knew so well that flowed

From the swimming pool
Lost in a drainpipe somewhere.

My love of the land has gone down the drain
With the creek that flowed long, long ago.

Like in the creek the water flowed
So does the love of the land go.

I spent many hours with my loving dreams
And I’d love to see them all over

Again.
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