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Hillsborough River

Personal History

After a life spent moving around the country as a military family, Mrs.
Pagitt and her husband, who is now deceased, decided to retire. They moved to
Tampa in 1969. They were looking for land on which to build a house when
the two crossed the 56th Street Bridge over the Hillsborough River and Mrs.
Pagitt “…saw this little jut of land sticking out...” She was interested in the
property because of her love of water. They went to the property, which at the
time was being used to farm and had no houses, and convinced the owner to
sell them a property lot. She and her husband then built one of the first homes
in the neighborhood.

Mrs. Pagitt loves living near the Hillsborough River. Since she is a nature
lover, the area is ideal for her. She calls her back yard her “own private jungle”
because it is covered with trees. She feeds the birds and squirrels that visit her
yard and one of her favorite things to do is to watch the birds

“I do enjoy watching the birds down there.  I can sit…in the morning and
see the birds.”

In addition to bird watching, Mrs. Pagitt has enjoyed canoeing on the river with her
neighbors and family. However, she does not go canoeing as much anymore.

Mrs. Pagitt and her dog, Alfie (USF)

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

This narrative developed out of an interview with Mrs. Lee Pagitt at her home
on the Hillsborough River on July 19, 2001. Having lived in Tampa for the
past 30 years, Mrs. Pagitt has seen the numerous changes that have taken place
on the river near Temple Terrace. This interview focused on the growth of the
area and changes that she has seen.

A view of the river from her yard (USF)

History/Information

The Hillsborough River stretches about 45 miles, beginning with its
headwaters in Pasco County. The river flows through both Temple Terrace
and Tampa, eventually emptying into Tampa Bay (See:
www.hillsboroughriver.org).

As long as Mrs. Pagitt has been on the river, she says that the clarity of the
river has been dark. She says:

“You know, the river has always been dark. When I first came here, I
thought that water is terrible. But that’s the cypress, the tannin from the
cypress. It will always be dark.”

Hillsborough River from 56th Stret Bridge
(USF)
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During the 1990s, Mrs. Pagitt saw the river near her home and on other
parts of the Hillsborough become thick with vegetation. She says that it was
so thick that it was impossible to paddle a canoe to the nearby 56th Street
Bridge.

“Then the river got so thick with the hyacinths that it almost closed the
river up. In fact, you couldn’t tell that there was water down behind me
here at all…It was so thick, you could not get through it. It was two feet
deep of that algae stuff. Thick. It was just a mess. I’m so glad that it’s not
that way anymore.”

More recently, the drought conditions have caused the river levels to go
down and much of the vegetation to die. Mrs. Pagitt says that the river has
been the lowest that she has seen in many years. She describes the river’s
condition:

“Well, the river was almost just dead.  It was almost just a dry bed down there.”

She is concerned that pumping the river for residential water use might
negatively impact the water levels. She recognizes that the growth of the
population has impacted how much water is used from the river.

Mrs. Pagitt goes on to say that the lack of water during the drought has
likely affected fish breeding.

“There were places down there where you could see the bottom where the
fish beds are.  The fish beds would actually be exposed.  The fish, if there
were hatchlings in there, they would die because the water went down
around the little dams that the fish had kind of made.”

Mrs. Pagitt typically sees egrets, herons, and blackbirds in her back yard
and in the Hillsborough River. According to her, the recently exposed fish
beds have brought in different types of birds that are looking for food. In
April 2001, she began to hear the sounds of visiting limpkins that were
feeding off the shells that were exposed by the dry riverbeds.

“Not too long ago we had a group of limpkins. Most people have never
seen a limpkin. I didn’t know what in the world it was. It was screaming
all night. It was a terrible, terrible sound. I was sure that somebody was
being murdered or something. We had no idea what it was. It started late
in the afternoon and would go on all night long…So I went down late in
the afternoon…but I couldn’t spot what it was…I was watching to see a
movement of any kind.  When I heard it scream, I looked and there it
was.  It was a little brown bird. Not very large, kind of a pear shaped
little fellow. I came back. I have a bird book and I went to it and found
his picture.  In it they said that many people have not seen a limpkin
because they are a very shy type bird and they blend in so well with the
background.”

Since moving to the river, Mrs. Pagitt has seen the number of birds
decrease. She says about the blue jays and cardinals that were once prevalent:

Mrs. Pagitt’s yard with birdfeeders (USF)

Hillsborough River (USF)
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When Mrs. Pagitt and her husband bought their property on the
Hillsborough River in 1969, it was being used as a farm. She says that there
were horses running on the land and drinking from the river. She believes
that much of the area was being used for truck farming, especially oranges.
The importance of orange production in the area is demonstrated through the
name of the nearby town of Temple Terrace. Mrs. Pagitt explains:

“Well, there were orange trees…across the river was orange groves. That’s
where we got Temple Terrace from, the temple orange. It was terraced
into orange groves.”

Although there were already houses on the river, Mrs. Pagitt and her
husband built one of the first houses in their neighborhood. The land “was all
woods” at the time. In the 1970s, the rest of the houses in her neighborhood
were built. Since then, many of the houses have changed owners, but the
structures themselves have remained standing.

Along the river, Mrs. Pagitt has seen the shoreline fill up with houses over
the years. She says that when she moved to Tampa, there were not many
houses on the northern shores of the river on Riverhills Drive.  She says
about the development of homes there:

“That was just wild banks along there on that side. There were houses up
on the hill on the other side, on that ridge. They were overlooking the
river and there was nothing in front of them. Then all of a sudden they
came in and sold those lots and built big old two-story houses right along
the river.  That’s all happened within the last 20 years.”

Now, the river is lined with houses in that area.

Development

Some of the cypress tree trunks near the
Hillsborough River (USF)

“When we first moved here it looked like blue rain out there with the
jaybirds. They were thick. They’re not here. There are still a few jaybirds
around, but they’re not like they were. For awhile I didn’t see any
cardinals. I don’t hear any cardinals singing anymore. I do see a bunch of
young ones. I don’t know where they came from, but I see the young ones
are coming back.”

Small animals like raccoons, opossums, and squirrels still visit her yard.
According to Mrs. Pagitt, other small animals like jackrabbits and otters have
seemed to disappear. She says that the otters used to play in the river, but
when it got thick with vegetation she did not see them anymore. She has also
seen otters get struck by cars while crossing the 56th Street Bridge. However,
she is not sure whether this is the main reason for the decline in numbers.

Alligators continue to make their presence known in Mrs. Pagitt’s area on
the Hillsborough River. She says that she sees them “quite often.” She had a
recent encounter with one when she was looking for limpkins.
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The local residents have not always approved of the proposed
developments of the land on the Hillsborough River. According to Mrs.
Pagitt, during the late 1980s, a developer proposed building a high-rise
condominium directly on the river. The plan included driving stakes into the
river to build it up high enough to look over Temple Terrace. This proposed
high-rise was to be built practically in Mrs. Pagitt’s back yard, which would
have created shade for her entire property. The developers would also have
had to remove the local vegetation, including cypress and ferns. All of these
actions might have negatively impacted the health of the river. Additionally,
there was not a traffic outlet for this building, which might have caused
traffic problems in the area. Mrs. Pagitt’s son, David, became quite involved
with this issue and organized local residents and citizens’ groups to oppose
the building of this high-rise. They were able to get the land declared
wetlands and stopped the condominium from being built. In its place a small
office building was built. Mrs. Pagitt says that the neighbors were happy with
this compromise because the natural environment was not destroyed, nor
was there a drastic increase in traffic.

Currently, there is a proposed development in Temple Terrace to build a
town center on the river. This development would be in a residential area and
would require the leveling of many trees. Mrs. Pagitt does not want to see this
building go up. However, since she is not a resident of Temple Terrace, she
does not have the ability to vote to reject this plan. According to news reports,
many residents in Temple Terrace also do not approve of the construction of
this building on the Hillsborough River. The most recent progress on this
project indicates that the developers have agreed to move the location of the
town center from the river to a nearby shopping plaza on 56th Street that
currently stands empty. However, the Temple Terrace City Council has not
yet voted on this move (“Town Center Theater’s Board Endorses Moving
Project Site” by Ashley M. Heher, The Tampa Tribune, August 9, 2001).

Mrs. Pagitt has seen the surrounding area grow with residential and
commercial development. When she was building her home, the nearby
neighborhood of Hershel Heights was also being developed. One of the main
roads connecting the neighborhoods in her area is Puritan Road. Mrs. Pagitt
describes this as once being “a country road” that did not go anywhere.
Today, it is heavily traveled by the people living in houses and apartment
complexes in the local neighborhoods.

Another important street for the neighborhood is 56th Street. Mrs. Pagitt
says that when she first moved here this street was not very busy with only a
few homes that were surrounded by woods. This street has changed
considerably since then, now being dominated by commercial developments
such as strip malls. These stores and restaurants have caused a major increase
in traffic. Mrs. Pagitt also believes that the traffic has increased greatly because
of the number of people driving between Busch Gardens and Disney World.

In addition to the increased traffic on the roads in her neighborhood,
Mrs. Pagitt has seen increased traffic on the river. When she first moved to
the Hillsborough River, there were fewer and slower boats. She says that the
river traffic included “party boats” with people drifting down the river.
Now, when the water level in the river is high enough, there are many boats
on the river, as well as jet skis.  Mrs. Pagitt describes them as going very fast,
sometimes causing problems with erosion of the riverbanks.

Some of the houses that have been built on the
river (2001)
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The Future

There are many different issues impacting the future of the Hillsborough
River. Not all of them are within the control of the citizens living directly on
the river. One issue that Mrs. Pagitt notes is the pumping of the
Hillsborough River for water. She wishes that alternative water plans would
be created to alleviate the pumping of the river. She also wishes that there
would be a moratorium placed on building new houses so that the
government can deal with the current water crisis before encouraging more
people to move to the area.

Within her own neighborhood, Mrs. Pagitt does not believe that there
will be much development in the near future because the area is already
“saturated.” However, there are proposals in the area, such as the Temple
Terrace Town Center, that could directly impact the quality of life for the
river residents.

The future of the Hillsborough River lies in the hands of many people,
including citizens and government officials. Their decisions about how the
river is used will likely shape its future.

Written By: Christiana Schumann

Some of the trees near the Hillsborough River
in 2001 (USF)


