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1Page #    Map #
       1. Casner House, 1930 – 27142 S. Riverside Dr.
       Previously owned by the Bonita Springs Historical Society 

      2. Wineberg-Sheaffer House, 1934 – 27111 S. Riverside Dr.  
      3. Tucker House, 1934 – 27131 S. Riverside Dr.  
      4. Wardner House, 1926 – 27161 S. Riverside Dr. 
      5. Skinner House, 1926 – 27181 S. Riverside Dr. 
      6. Ruth House, 1946 – 27201 S. Riverside Dr.  
  11   7. Everglades  Wonder Gardens, 1936 – 27180 Old US 41 Rd.
 15    8. Leitner House, 1910 – 10621 E. Terry St.
      9. Strickland-Agner House, 1920 –10600 E. Terry St. 
    10. England-Scheid House, 1937 – 27041 Center Ave.   
    11. McBride House, 1945 – 10700 Goodwin St.
    12. Seripen House, 1930 –10630 Goodwin St.  
    13. Cheney House, 1935 – 10730 Goodwin St. 
    14. Schmittie House, 1920 – 10770 Goodwin St.
   7  15. Liles Hotel, 1927 – 27300 Old US 41 Rd.  
    16. Storter-Menefee House, 1908 – 27200  Pullen Ave. 
    17. Wallace Liles House, 1920 –10699 Wilson St.
    18. Imperial River Laundry, 1936 – 27306 Old US 41 Rd. 
 13  19. Benson’s Grocery, 1920 – 27301 Old US 41 Rd.  
    20. Engel’s Bicycles, 1936 – 27310 Old US 41 Rd.
    21. McMillan House, 1924 – 27330 Matheson Ave.
    22. Fidelity Florida, 1949 – 27340 Old US 41 Rd.

 Videos about these and other historic sites may be found at: www.bonitaspringshistoricalsociety.org

14  23. Hendren’s Grocery Store, 1926 – 27420 Old US 41 Rd.
28  24. McSwain House, 1915 – 27451 Old US 41 Rd. 
       Owned by the Bonita Springs Historical Society 

    25. Baptist Church, 1939 – Ragsdale & Front St. 
17  26. Nutting House, 1920 – 9950 Pennsylvania Ave. 
17  27. Williams-Packard House, 1920 – 27324 Tennessee St. 
    28. Haldeman House, c1886 – 10010 Pennsylvania Ave. 
18  29. Smith House, 1915– 27551 Old US 41 Rd.  
    30. Reeves House, 1946 – 27670 Old US 41 Rd.
    31. Strickland House, 1930 – 27583 Pullen Ave.
    32. Rogers House, 1920 – 10421 Hampton St. 
15   33. Fleming House, 1920 – 27601 Old US 41 Rd.  
    34. Doerr House, 1948 – 10420 Hampton St.
10  35. Lee Memorial First Methodist Church, 1920 – 27657 Shriver St.
  9  36. Shangri-La Springs, 1921 – 27580 Old US 41 Rd.
       Originally the Heitman Hotel

16  37. Elementary School, 1921 –10701 Dean St. 
    38.  Frank Liles House, 1929 – 10811 Dean St.
Located off map:
12  •  Goodbread Grocery, 1926 Relocated 
    •   Bonita Cemetery, 1921 – Bonita Beach Rd. & Livingston Ave.
18  •   Browers-Briggs House, 1945 – Dean St.
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      Historic sites

        Historic sites that are 
        highlighted in this publication.
These buildings represent a sampling 
of Bonita Springs’ older residences 
and businesses. It is not a comprehensive 
list of historic structures.
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We are thankful for ALL who made this publication possible and in particular, Charlie Strader, Allison 
Fortuna, Byron Liles, and Patti Cross. Special thanks go to the City of Bonita Springs, who provided 
initial major funding. Thanks go to the Southwest Florida Community Foundation for additional grant 
funding. Funding this 2022 reprinting was provided by the Historic Preservation Board of the City 
of Bonita Springs.
 Although we have made efforts to be accurate, there may be errors of spelling, fact, and omission 
contained in this booklet - for those we apologize.
 Information for this brochure came from a wide variety of sources, including: Survey of Bonita 
Springs by Janus Research (2004); writings of Jane Hogg and other BSHS members, the book, “The 
Beginnings of Bonita Springs Florida” by E. P. Nutting, City of Bonita Springs documents, and oral 
interviews with long-time residents. Another great resource is the photo-essay book by Arcadia 
Publishing (2008) entitled: “Bonita Springs, Images of America.”
 One of the sources for historical information was the book by Mildred Briggs, entitled “Pioneers 
of Bonita Springs, Facts and Folklore.” Neither a pioneer, or native of Southwest Florida herself, 
Mildred moved to Bonita in 1971. Nevertheless, her research and writings provide a look into early 
Bonita Springs. Written in 1976, her closing paragraph is still poignant today: “One looks at his 
bit of land, his home, and wonders what the future will bring. Will the next influx of investors be 
prospectors, who toss the land for gain? Or, will they see its future as a home, to develop with love 
and concern for his fellowman, and future generations? If so, then we can preserve the goodness of 
life, so treasured by the Pioneers.”
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Although Florida contains our nation’s oldest city, in many ways Southwest Florida was our country’s 
last frontier. Conflict with Native Americans kept much of our area unexplored and uninhabited by 

the new Americans until well after the Civil War. Even though Florida became a State in 1845, the U.S. 
government did not issue a land patent for South Florida until 1879. All land South of the Caloosahatchee 
River was deemed “swamp land and land subject to overflow”. The land was turned over to the State Internal 
Improvement Fund to sell to those who promised to drain and develop it. As they say, the rest is history. 

Post-Reconstruction, 1879 to 1897
 This era in Bonita Springs history focused on exploration, exploitation of natural resources and early pioneer 
settlement. The Bonita Springs Cemetery is one of the few testaments to this time period. 

 The first known pioneer homestead was that of Captain N. H. Danielson from the mid-1800s. Known 
for his boat-building skills, he reportedly lived on an ancient Native American village site along the river. 
It was not until the 1870s that our area was mapped and surveyed by the Army Corps of Engineers who 
camped along the river. Hence the river’s name changed from Snake or Corkscrew Creek to Surveyors 
Creek and the first community’s name of Survey.
    Archibald McLeod of Alabama, who had become interested in Florida real estate, persuaded Braxton 
Bragg Comer to purchase 6000 acres around the junction of Surveyors Creek and Oak Creek north to 
Spring Creek. Around 1885 Comer sent two overseers, 50 African American workmen, and 25 mules 
with stock for pineapples, plantain and coconut trees from Cuba. They began cultivating tropical fruits 
under the name Southern Tropical Fruit Plantation. In 1888, the Comer family of ten arrived along with 
a teacher, cook, and nurse, Unsuccessful, Comer returned to Alabama in 1893 and much of his lands 

were purchased by W.C. Battey.
    Severe freezes in the winters of 1894 and 1895 prompted citrus growers in central and northern Florida to 
move south. Within a decade, approximately ten citrus groves were planted. The climate and soil characteristics 
were ideal for high quality fruits and vegetables and the abundance of fish in the bays provided fine fertilizer.  

Historic Time Periods of Bonita Springs
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Spanish-American War, 1898-1915  
 Few structures remain from this period associated with the early settlement and development of 
Bonita Springs. The first store was opened in 1889, and the U.S. Census in 1900 for Surveyors Creek 
showed a total of 41 residents. The center of the community of Survey was located along the “Old 
Trail” from Fort Myers to Naples (now Imperial Parkway), between Dean Street and the Beach Road. 
Much of the remaining Battey property was sold to Harvie Earnhardt Heitman, a Fort Myers businessman 
who platted out the Heitman’s Bonita Springs Townsite in 1889 and was President of the Bonita Land 
Company formed in 1905. Heitman sold 50% of the Bonita Land Company in 1910 to J.H. Ragsdale and 

Dan Farnsworth, John Dean and other investors. For marketing 
reasons, they named the new development Bonita Springs for 
the town’s “pretty” natural springs. Indian Spring Branch was 
renamed Oak Creek and Surveyor’s Creek to Imperial River. New 
roads were named after investors and northern states on either 
side of Heitman Avenue, which became part of the Tamiami 
Trail, now known as Old US 41 Road. The first hotel was built 
in 1910, and the large Wayside Inn was barged down from Fort 
Myers and constructed on Heitman Ave in 1914 and became 
popular with people coming to fish and hunt.

World War I and Aftermath, 1916-1919 
   Water was still a main means of transportation and docks 

were built to load fruit from groves to be shipped North. Transportation began changing 
when a steel bridge replaced the wooden one across the Imperial River at the Old Trail, and by 1917, 
the road from Fort Myers to Naples was considered passable by automobiles. Harvie Heitman starts 
construction of his upscale hotel, now known as Shangri-La Springs.
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Florida Land Boom and Bust, 1920 – 1929 
    This era centered on the development along Old US 41 Road. By 1920, the population had grown to 
177 residents. According to the 1920 Board of Trade booklet, the town featured four miles of paved roads, 
and a four and one-half mile long shell road to the beach was planned. Also touted was a three-room 

brick school to be completed by 1922. Bonita Springs was labeled, “The 
Mecca of the Tourist and the Land of Promise for the Settler.” Electric and 
telephone service was brought to town, streetlights installed and cattle 
stops placed at the ends of roads.
      New places such as Doc Baird’s Camp, the Liles Hotel, and the Heitman 
Hotel open for tourists and winter visitors to stay in rooms, tents, early 
RVs and cabins, Services for locals and visitors sprang up, including 
places for gas, drinks groceries and souvenirs. Ed H. Frank built the 
the first swampy buggy in 1921 in his garage which still stands as part 
of now Benson’s Groceries. The Fort Myers Southern Railway came in 
1922 and the Tamiami Trail was completed in 1928, connecting Tampa 
to Miami. Bonita Springs incorporated as a city for the first time in 
1925, but hard economic times forced the city to surrender its Charter 
in only about a decade.  
   During boom times, the area’s expansive cypress and pine forests 

supported several small sawmills; the Sloan, Strickland, Agar, and Mullins Mills. The village of 
Thomasville sprang up around another sawmill in what is now Bonita Bay. Started by Englishman Harold 
Thomas, the farming community had its own store, church and some thirty houses. However, it was 
devastated by hurricane in 1926, and a couple years later, a fire completely wiped out the village.   
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Depression/New Deal, 1930 – 1940 
 Over two dozen structures remain from this era. During the Depression most residents 
still lived well because of the land’s and waters’ natural abundance.
   Although a footbridge access was built in 1921, early pioneers had little interest in 
living on the barrier islands, which were home mostly to Fiddler Crabs, giving the nearby 
beach the name, Fiddlerville. It was not until 1935 that a wooden drawbridge for vehicles 
was constructed to Hickory Island. During construction of the road to the beach, Native 
American shell mounds up to 12 feet high and 1000 feet across were mined for road fill.  

    Local businesses got very good at encouraging people to stop and stay with myriad of 
shops, restaurants, and roadside attractions including the Everglades Wonder Gardens, 
the Shell Factory, Dome, a Mystery House, and a Seminole village recreation called 
Shell Jungle, later named Distant Drums.

World War II and Aftermath, 1941 – 1949 
    About 70 buildings remain from this period Bonita Springs became a popular tourist 
destination due to the climate, good fishing and hunting, attractions and friendly people. 
During the 1930s, ‘40s and ‘50s, Bonita Springs was like many small American towns: 
children swam in the river, fished, and played games at the ball field. 

Modern, 1950 – Present 
 Over 100 historic resources constructed from 1950 to 1955 remain, representing the postwar 
construction boom in Bonita Springs. Masonry and Frame Vernacular continued to be the predominant 
building styles, but Contemporary, Minimal Traditional, and Ranch styles are also present. The Greyhound 
dog racing track opened in 1957 (demolished in 2021), the first mobile home community of Imperial 
Harbor opened in 1958 and the town’s newspaper, the Bonita Banner, began in 1959.   
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 On September 10th of 1960, history took a turn as Hurricane Donna struck with devastating 130+ 
mph winds, tidal waves and heavy rains causing extensive damage. Oddly, September 10th is also when 
Hurricane Irma hit and flooded much of the town in 2017. Residents rallied to rebuild in both cases. 
 In 1962, the wooden Pavilion, located next to the Banyan Tree and site of many community functions, 
was replaced with a new Community Hall (demolished in 2015). Real estate was the driving force, 

but agriculture remained important and helped introduce a 
Hispanic population to Bonita Springs. Soon the two-lane 
Tamiami Trail was not big enough to carry the traffic through 
town, and history took another turn. A new U.S. Route 41 
was built, by-passing “Old Bonita” in 1976. Interstate 75 
was completed in 1981. Soon Bonita Springs had its first 
gated golf course community with Spanish Wells, followed 
by the expansive 2,400-acre Bonita Bay development. 
   From the 1990s to the present, Bonita Springs grew at 
record-setting rates. As new development replaced old 
buildings, farms, and woodlands, the Hispanic population 
also continued to grow with the new construction and 
service industry opportunities. Many of these new 
“Hispanic-American pioneers” now reside in the oldest 
parts of town, beginning new chapters in our history. 

 In 1999, residents voted to incorporate Bonita Springs for the second time. As with the first 
incorporation, residents hoped to gain more influence over government services, development, and 
their destiny.  



7Existing Historical Properties

Although many prominent landmarks and attractions have been demolished and there is modern 
infill, some of the original scale and character of the central core can still be seen in what many 

call downtown, or Old Bonita.
Liles Hotel  (map #15)  
    Although the bust of the late 1920s and the Great Depression 
slowed the city’s growth, “tin can” tourists continued to frequent 
the local fish camps and hunting lodges. One such tourist camp 
was the Imperial River Court, which was built by Wallace Liles 
in 1927 and consisted of a two-story hotel and camp sites. Sited 
on the south bank of the river, the hotel was expanded in the 
1940s to include individual cottages. The property was bounded 
by three modes of transportation 
which linked Bonita 
Springs to the rest 
of the world; the 
river, railroad, and 

the Tamiami Trail. Because of the hotel’s central location, 
the City of Bonita Springs purchased the three-acre 
parcel in 2003, and renovated and incorporated the 
hotel and six relocated cottages into present-day 
Riverside Park. Once a common sight in town, a 
historic water tank was installed on a new tower in 
the plaza area, along with a new water fountain.
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 In August 2006, the Bonita Springs City Council granted permission to the Bonita Springs Historical 
Society to occupy space at the newly-renovated Liles Hotel. History exhibits are now on display in the 
public areas of the hotel and a first-floor room is decorated as a period bedroom representative of the 
1930s. The Society’s two rooms on the second floor are utilized as a history resource center with an 
impressive library and archives, available for use by the public, with the goal of furthering the study and 
understanding of our local history. 
    Visitors to the History Center will find graphic displays of Bonita’s history along with history books for 
research and purchase. As a result of visiting the Liles Hotel, we hope that visitors will come away with a 
greater appreciation of the past which 
helped to create the special place that 
is Bonita Springs today; and in turn, 
to see the value of preserving our 
cultural and historical resources. 
   The public is invited to view the 
exhibits on both floors of the Liles 
Hotel, which is normally open 
for visitors 9am to 5pm, Monday 
through Friday. The riverfront park 
setting, complete with shade trees, 
water fountain, walking plaza, boat 
docks, canoe/kayak rentals, and 
local artisans in the historic cottages 
provide a great family venue in the 
heart of our historic downtown.



9
Shangri-La Springs  (map #36) 
 Originally named the Heitman Hotel and completed by 1921, the resort was built in the Mission style 
by Harvie Heitman and family. They were developing their property to the west and the 25-room hotel 
provided potential buyers a place to stay while the new homes were constructed. The natural spring for 
which the town is named is located on the grounds and flows into Oak Creek. 
 The Depression brought hard times and the eight-acre resort was sold to the Haverfields and later to 
Walter Mach of the Cadillac family, who did elaborate remodeling and expanded the hotel to 50 rooms 
with the name, Villa Bonita. The next owner was Dr. Charles Gnau, an osteopath interested in the health 
benefits of the mineral water from the spring. He added a spring-fed pool complete with a statue, “the 
Indian Maid of the Springs.”
 The next owner (1964), R. J. Cheatham, 
was also interested in health practice, 
particularly natural hygiene. He earned 
diplomas in Naturopathy, Homeopathic 
Medicine, Osteopathy Life Science and 
Metaphysics. He improved the property to 
provide places for recreation and points 
of interest conducive to peace of mind, 
and renamed the hotel and health spa, the 
Shangri-La Springs. The current owners are 
preserving the property’s historic character 
and lush grounds.
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Lee Memorial First Methodist Church  (map #35) 
 Built by the members of the community in 1923 for $5,500, it was the town’s first dedicated church 
building and is still in use.  Previously, as early as the late 1880s, preachers came by boat and horse 
from elsewhere to hold services for the community. Sunday school was held in the schoolhouse until 
1916. The original chapel is an example of Frame Vernacular style. This wood frame church sits on 
concrete piers and is presently clad 
in stucco. The church expanded 
over the years and became the site 
of many community gatherings. In 
a history of the church written by 
Mary Doddridge, it is noted that the 
stalwart leader for many years was 
Bertie Storter who had also served 
the community as a schoolteacher. 
Today, the building serves as the First 
United Methodist Church. 
   The second church built in town 
was a Baptist church, located in the 
Rosemary Park neighborhood. After 
the original building was destroyed 
by fire, the congregation built a new 
church (map #25) in 1939, that is 
still in religious use.        
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Everglades Wonder Gardens  (map #7)
 Brothers Wilford (Bill) and Lester Piper arrived in this area in 1932. They were gregarious and 
enterprising, and over the next 20 years, they amassed land holdings of 23 sections in Lee and 
Collier Counties. Their love for nature and wildlife led them to purchase five acres of land on 
the north bank of the Imperial River at the Tamiami Trail to create of an exhibition highlighting 
Florida wildlife in 1936. First named the Everglades Reptile Gardens, the enterprise was 
successful and brought more attention and jobs to town. National marketing by the Piper 
Brothers helped “put Bonita Springs on the map.” The two brothers became well-known 

wildlife authorities and supplied animals to zoos and for movies.
  Now owned by the City of Bonita Springs after the not-for-profit 
organization, Bonita Wonder Gardens, Inc. purchased the property in 
2014 from the Piper family. The gift shop and museum are housed in the 
Piper’s original wooden building.  
    Tourist attractions such as this were common throughout Florida in the 
1930s and 1940s. However, the advent of the interstate highway system in 
the 1950s, along with the large theme parks of the 1960s, caused a decline 
in local roadside 
attractions. The 
Everglades Wonder 
Gardens is one of 
the longest lasting 
resources of this 
type in Florida.      
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Goodbread Grocery (Downtown Old US41) 
     Originally a grocery store and filling station, the Goodbread 
Grocery was built by the Goodbread family in 1926. It originally 
set at an angle on the original Tamiami Trail at the corner of Old 
US41 and Dean St, and served many years as restaurants named 
the Whistle Stop, Dixie Moon, and Hot Caboose. In 2016, to make 
room for new development, the building was moved north on Old 
US41 next to the Liles Hotel History center in Riverside Park for a 
new incarnation.
    

   Like California, Florida embraced its Spanish 
heritage for architectural inspiration. It was built 
in the Mission style, with features traced back to 
the California mission churches established in 
the 1700s. Sharing characteristics also identified 
with the Mediterranean Revival style, Mission 
structures emphasize texture and substance 
over extraneous detail and style.
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Benson’s Groceries  (map #19)
  Benson’s Grocery is an example of Masonry Vernacular style. The front-gabled roof is obscured by a 
stepped, pierced, masonry parapet. Originally constructed as a garage in the early 1900s by Ed Frank, 
the inventor of the swamp buggy, the building was rebuilt after considerable damage from the 1926 
hurricane. Sloping, masonry buttresses filled with large auto parts were added to provide structural 
strength, proving invaluable during the flood of 1936 when water was over knee deep inside. 
 The building continued to be operated as a garage after purchase by James McMillian. The hurricane 
of 1921 that swept over Sanibel Island had prompted McMillian and family to move here. He built a fine 
home on Dean Street, kept a bee aviary, served on the Lee County Commission, and was instrumental 
in having Matheson Street named in honor of local doctor.
 Clomer Benson purchased and converted the building into a general store, managed by his wife, 
Lydia Harvard and her brother, Theodore. 
Cecil Harvard also managed the store for 
years and along with Mr. Benson was 
active in civic affairs, including helping 
to organize the Chamber of Commerce 
and volunteer fire department. The store 
was purchased by Albert DeBono in 
1978. Still true to the traditions of a 
small town general store, the owners 
continued to allow known clients to 
run an open credit account - try that at 
your local supermarket!



14Pop Hendren’s  (map #23)
    The building referred to as Pop Hendren’s has had many uses and 
incarnations. Originally constructed by the Liles family as a hotel in 1926, 
the two-story, concrete structure survived the hurricane that hit later in the 
year. It has been occupied by several families, (the Hendren’s, Bibbee’s, 
and Lawhon’s as grocery stores). It has also been a boarding house, an 
upholstery store and now a hair salon and spa, often with the owners 
living above the shops as was typical of the day. 



15
Leitner House  (map #8)
 After marriage to Ada Bedell, Keitte Leitner settled 
along the Imperial River and a tributary (Leitner Creek) 
that ran through the property which was purchased from 
the Leffer family. Needing a big house to accommodate 
a large family, they ordered a “kit” home from the 
Alladin Company. The kit was shipped by boat in 1910 
and assembled in the Leitner’s grove on what became 
East Terry Street. Several of the young ladies in the 
family became teachers in area schools. In addition to 
running a grove, Leitner operated a freight boat. He was 
the last mayor of the first incorporation of the City of 
Bonita Springs.

Fleming House  (map #33)
  The Fleming House was constructed circa 1920 in 
the folk pyramidal, Bungalow style by John and Jessie 
Fleming. Jessie was a respected teacher, volunteer and 
activist in Bonita Springs. She was well known for giving 
music lessons to children, even if they were unable to 
pay. Afterward, use continued as a family winter cottage 
and is still owned the family. It is the largest single family 
residential structure on Old US41 and has become a 
landmark in Old Bonita.
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Elementary School  (map #37) 
 Bonita Springs Elementary School, located on Dean 
Street, is the only property in Bonita Springs listed on the 
National Register of Historic Places. It is a rare example 
of a historic school that continues to serve its original 
function. Built at the site of a previous school, the one-
story portion of this brick school was built in 1921 as 
a three-room schoolhouse. The school was expanded 
in 1927 with the construction of a two-story building. 
The two buildings were connected in the early 1940s. 

The original brick 
structure is the only 
historic example of 
the Mediterranean 
Revival style in Bonita Springs. The school, which originally served 
all 12 grades, underwent a complete renovation in 1996. 
     The school’s first principal was Alma McDonald. Mrs. Sarah 
Leitner Burke was both a student and a teacher in Bonita Springs. 
When the new schoolhouse was completed, she and others greatly 
appreciated the indoor plumbing. There was no lunch program 
in the 1920s, but students were often fed soup made by one of 
the mothers and milk from the local McCormick family’s dairy. 
During those days, it was not unusual for students to attend school 
barefoot.
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Nutting House  (map #26)   
 The Nutting house was built in 1913 by Harvie Heitman after he bought 
much of the Comer parcel in 1907. The house was for his grove overseer, and 
was originally located riverfront on River Avenue. The house along with 40 acres 
was purchased by E. P. Nutting in 1942. Although Nutting originally knew little 
of growing citrus, he soon developed a thriving business shipping baskets of fruit 
to his home area of Moline, Illinois. Nutting spent his retirement here growing 
fruit and researching the area’s history for his book. From his citrus grove lands, 
he later developed a residential subdivision called Nuttinglikit Grove. The house 
was salvaged and moved to its current location on Pennsylvania Avenue in 2003 
by local restorationist, Christian Busk.

Williams-Packard House  (map #27)  
 The Williams-Packard house was built in 1914 for the Clemments family 
and was originally located on Dean Street along Oak Creek. Original interior 
woodwork was crafted by an artisan who built cabinets for the White House. It 
is an excellent example of Bungalow-style architecture. 
 Its second owner, Issiah Williams, was known around town as “Three barrel 
Williams” because of an unusual gun he owned. Issiah, his wife and 11 children 
moved to Survey from Arcadia after the big freeze of 1894/95. The house was 
owned by the Packard family from 1940 to 1980. It was the site of many parties 
and guests enjoyed the warm tones of the pine wood interior. To clear the land 
for a new housing development, the house was moved to Tennessee St. in 2001 
and beautifully restored by Christian Busk. The house is still located along the 
banks of Oak Creek.
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Browers-Briggs House  (Located off map)     
   The Browers-Briggs House is one of the few early two-story homes left in Bonita Springs. 
It was built for George Browers who purchased 20 acres for himself and 20 acres for his 
wife’s nephew, George Randolph, who could look after things while Browers was away 
on his railroad job. Started in 1921, the house was designed by architect Mr. Venerable 
of Fort Myers and lumber was brought from DeSoto County by boat. Regular bricks went 
into the foundation, but the chimney and porch bricks were made of cement by John 
Tolliver of Fort Myers, who also made the bricks for the Bonita Springs School. The house 
went through several owners and years of vacancy. It was nearly lost to fire, looters and 
development. Its first savior was Mildred Briggs, who bought the house in 1971 and began 

restoration. The widening of the Imperial Parkway doomed the structure in 2007. It was once again saved, 
this time by preservationist Christian Busk, who had the house moved further west on Dean Street.

Smith House  (map #29)
 Recently renovated, the Smith House retains much of its Bungalow-style architecture. Built 
in 1915, its best known owner was Cordell Smith, who was well liked and said to always be 
on the move. By foot and horseback, Smith carried the mail to a group of outlying homes west 
of town in an area called Arroyal where he maintained a nearby garden. He also organized the 
cutting of a trail to the Gulf beaches and hand dug many of the roadside ditches in Old Bonita. 
In 1921, Smith along, with Mr. Quinn, planted the landmark Banyan tree next to the Pavilion 
(later the Community Hall), located on land given to the community by the Heitman family. A 
voracious reader, Smith was said to have a photographic memory, and was often consulted on 
a wide range of subjects. The Smith Garage was built next door in the late 1940s by Raymond 
Smith, of no relation.
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Many of our historic pioneer homes, waterfront cottages, venerable commercial buildings, and 
landmarks have been destroyed, leaving a hole in the patchwork that is our history and heritage. 

Here are a just a few.

Baird’s Tourist Camp
 In 1925, Mr. and Mrs. Archer 
Baird came from Boston and built 
Baird’s Camp (north of Benson’s 
Grocery) on the south side of the 
Imperial River across from the Eagle 
Hotel, which was the first hotel 
built in town. Ruth and Archie 
(called Doc as he had the first 
pharmacy in town) built 10 rental 
cabins along with tent sites, and a 
restaurant. Archie, an ex-baseball 
player, and Ruth an ex-singer, 
enjoyed music and dancing and 
often had both at their camp and 
later tavern. With the closest local 
law enforcement being far away in 

Fort Myers, during the Prohibition Era their tavern was well known in the local area. Their camp 
was a popular destination for the “Tin Can Tourists” who traveled in the early version of motor homes.

Lost Historic Properties
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Wayside Inn 
 In 1914, the town schoolteacher, Bertie Storter, married the Lee County school superintendent, 
David Sumner, and they purchased the servant’s quarters of the closed Royal Palm Hotel in Fort Myers. 
The building was dismantled and brought to Bonita on a boat by George Randolph. Reconstructed on 

Heitman Avenue and Ragsdale Street, it was named 
the Bonita Springs Hotel, later the Wayside Inn, 
and finally the Village Green. It was used as the 
boarding house for the single female teachers and 
later became a popular gathering place for locals, 
sportsmen and tourists, as it had a large restaurant, 
the Western Union service, and the Post Office for 
a time.
   The Wayside Inn was a commercial example 
of the Frame Vernacular style. The irregular, two-
story building was primarily clad in weatherboard 
and board-and-batten siding. For many years, the 
Wayside Inn was the oldest surviving example of 
an early hotel in Bonita Springs. Reported guests 
included Henry Ford, Thomas Edison, Barron 
Collier, Zane Grey, and Ernest Coe, who helped 
establish the Everglades National Park. It was 
torn down in 2005 to make way for future land 
development.



21
Shell Factory, The Dome and Shell Jungle
 While vacationing here in 1938, Harold Crant from New York became interested in shells on the beach. 
He and his wife decided to make a business from this natural resource. Along with partner Ann England, 

they bought property and built on the north end of town at 
what is now the intersection of Terry Street and Old US41, 
and began selling shells and articles made from shells to 
tourists. Crant then purchased more land and built a dome-
shaped building, painted the roof orange (complemented 
with big green leaves) and started a stand for selling citrus 
juice. The structure included salvaged WWII materials from 
the Buckingham airfield and the exterior was later faced 
with coral rock. Crant then purchased another corner lot 
and brought a group of Seminole Indians in to build a 
village (named Shell Jungle and later Distant Drums), to 
live, make and sell handicrafts, and perform for tourists. 
When Crant later purchased the remaining corner parcel 

for offices, he then owned all four corners of the intersection. His Shell Factory 
became the largest employer in Bonita Springs. Many of the shells were supplied by 
the local McMillian family who had started a seashell business in 1932. The Shell 
Factory’s destruction by fire on New Year’s Eve of 1952 and subsequent relocation 
to North Fort Myers was a great economic loss to Bonita Springs. The fruit juice and 
souvenir stand that resembled an orange, which later became the Dome Tavern, 
was demolished in 1992 to make way for redevelopment.
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The Depot
   The 1920s saw the completion of two railroads to Bonita, allowing 
greater ease in shipping goods in and out. The Seaboard Air Line 
Railroad had its depot on Bonita Beach Road near Wisconsin Street 
and had a swing bridge over the Imperial River. The rail line was 
unprofitable and later removed. The Fort Myers Southern Railroad 
had its depot downtown, closer to the Tamiami Trail, giving now 
Depot Park its name. The wooden structure was built in 1925 and 
lasted until torn down due to neglect and damage from hurricane 

Donna in 1960. The Orange Blossom Special first traveled through Bonita Springs on January 7, 1927. It 
was the first passenger train and service continued until 1971. 

 Lawhon’s Grocery 
    Lawhon’s General Store store, circa 1936, was for many years 
located on Old US41 between what is now Engel’s Bicycle Shop 
and the Imperial Laundry building. Robert Lawhon Sr. married 
Shellie Whidden and together they operated several stores, moving 
from one building to another. Robert supplemented his income 
by working on farms, groves or sawmills. In 1967, the Lawhons 
opened a modern supermarket on Bonita Beach Road close to the 
“New” US41. It was part of the first “shopping center” to serve the 
community and managed by his son, Robert Jr.
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Heritage tourism consists of historic, natural, and cultural attractions within a 
community. In Bonita Springs, as well as the State of Florida, tourism is an 

important component of economic success. The preservation of historic homes and 
the revitalization of downtown areas contribute to the flow of tourism throughout 
the state. 
 Heritage education is used to inform the public about the history of an area. 
Both children and adults can learn how to recognize the abundance of sites and 
objects in their community that document their history and link them to their 
region, nation and world. 

 The Bonita Springs Land Development Code states that two goals 
of the current historic preservation ordinance are to: “...enhance the 
city’s attraction to visitors through historic preservation activities as 
well to promote the use of historic sites, resources, and districts for the 
education, pleasure, and welfare of the city’s residents.”

Heritage Tourism and Education

  A video of a Heritage Tourism Workshop, 
held by the City’s Historic Preservation Board 
in 2012, can be found online at: 
www.bonitaspringshistoricalsociety.org

Fountain at Riverfront Park (left photo).
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Just a small community a few decades ago, Bonita Springs has become one of the fastest-growing and 
most affluent cities in Florida. As a result, the city is under tremendous development pressures. While 

the City of Bonita Springs has implemented a historic preservation ordinance, 
the threats posed by development to unprotected resources are very real.  
  The City’s goals for preservation of Historic Resources are stated in its 
Comprehensive Plan: “Protect, provide access to and educate residents 
regarding the historic resources of the City of Bonita Springs.” The objective 
is to: “Protect historically significant structures and properties and prehistoric 
resources in the City from deterioration and/or demolition.”
  The city’s Historic Preservation Board has been active since 2006 with 
education and preservation actions. Their efforts include qualifying the City 
for Certified Local Government status, grant applications and awards, public 
workshops, historic markers, and video productions. By ordinance, the board is 
vested with “the power, authority and jurisdiction to designate, regulate and 

administer historical, cultural, archaeological and architectural resources in the city.”  
 At times, the City of Bonita Springs has instituted a Preservation Grant Assistance Program, stating: 
“The City of Bonita Springs historic structures are major contributors to the quality of life enjoyed by 
our residents and visitors. They are of substantial value, contribute to urban revitalization, preserve 
our agricultural heritage, enhance our sceneries, serve as sources of recreation, and give identity and 
a special sense of place to our city.” Local historic designation may also allow for relief from certain 
building codes and FEMA requirements.

Historic Preservation

More information about the City of Bonita Springs can be found online at: 
www.cityofbonitasprings.org
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   In 2004, 298 historic resources were identified in a survey conducted 
by Janus Research. Twenty-one of these are currently designated historic 
by the City of Bonita Springs, encompassing various styles and types of 
historic resources.
 The preservation of historic resources has the potential for civic improvement 
and many communities, such as Bonita Springs, invest in the identification 
and analysis of cultural resources, which highlight existing resources and 
chart a path for maintaining them. The results of preservation activities are 
limitless, providing an array of social, economic, and aesthetic benefits.

Various benefits of preservation include:
• Preservation, enhancement, and maintenance of existing resources;
• The recycling or adaptive use of buildings for continued use and benefit;
• The maintenance or enhancement of property values;
•  The retention of the indigenous character and sense of time and place which 
provides an identity to the community and its residents;

 •  Enhancement of the aesthetic qualities of the community and promotion of support for   
  design standards;
 •  Guidance for the orderly growth and development of the community.

 Bonita Springs’ existing historic resources enhance the quality of life for those who live and work in 
the city, and they help to establish a sense of place. Without an understanding and appreciation for those 
historic resources, Bonita Springs would lose an integral aspect of its identity. (Janus Research)

McSwain House.
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When man first entered into Florida, the land area of the state was much larger than it is today as 
the sea level was lower. Covered by plains and a wide variety of ecosystems, it was home to 

a varied collection of prehistoric animals, including mastodon, mammoth, giant ground sloth, tapir, 
giant armadillo, sabre-toothed tigers, and later more common wildlife such as bison, deer, bears, 
snakes, and alligators. 
   Southwest Florida’s natural environment has enticed people to live here for thousands of years. 
Archeological research has placed mankind in the area of Bonita Springs around 10,000 years ago and 
Native American villages date back over 6,000 years. The people we call Calusa lived here from by 500 
AD to just a couple of centuries after Spanish contact. The Calusa utilized the rich estuarine environment, 
prospered and built large shell mound complexes along the coast, including their capital at nearby 

Mound Key in Estero Bay. 
    Archaeological research in Bonita Springs has uncovered archaic wet burial sites 
with incredible preservation due to the anaerobic conditions, rare pre-ceramic shell 
enclosures, large midden habitation 
sites, shell mounds, and many 
seasonal prehistoric campsites. 
The rich natural resources allowed 
the development of a complex 
chiefdom without a dependence 
on agriculture. This is known in 
only one other area of the USA, the 
northwest coast.

Archaeology and the Environment
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    When Ponce De Leon arrived on our coast in 1513 and later returned in 1521, he found a chiefdom 
with large mounds and villages that politically controlled all of South Florida. Later Spanish contacts 
also found no gold and few Calusa wishing to be converted. Conflict and hostilities prevented Spanish 

colonization. The contact introduced European diseases to which the 
Calusa had no immunity, decimating the native population. Later slave 
trading by British-supported Native Americans from north Florida further 
depleted this once mighty chiefdom. By the late 1700s, native tribes 
from the southeast US sought refuge in South Florida. Hostilities and 
wars between the US government and refugee Native Americans (now 
called the Seminole and Miccosukee) kept our area mostly uninhabited 
until the late 1800s. 
      While the community of Survey, and the later town of Bonita Springs, 
certainly had mosquitoes to contend with, the environment provided 
rich natural resources. Teeming with wildlife, the land was mostly pine 
flatwoods, oak-palm hammocks, and cypress swamps. Until the net 
ban in 1995, local fishermen harvested mullet and other fishes with 
large seine nets. Mullet skiffs, once common in bay waters, are now 
rarely seen. Shellfish and fish provided a bounty for the Calusa and 

pioneers before the over harvesting and water quality degradation of the last few decades. 
     The environment provided rich hunting and fishing resources for the Native Americans, early pioneer 
settlers and tourists. Seafood was easy to harvest and hunting was good for abundant wildlife such as 
quail, turkey, and deer. Bonita Springs was marketed as a “Sportsman Paradise” and the “Snook Capital 
of the World”. 
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The Bonita Springs Historical Society (BSHS) was formed in 1984 by dedicated individuals who shared 
an interest in discovering and preserving the unique heritage of this area. The Society strives to build 

enthusiasm and share historical knowledge with its mission to Preserve, Protect and Promote the rich 
cultural heritage of Bonita Springs. Events for the Society have been varied and included luncheons, 
the Mayor Of Survey election, and Sammy the Snook treasure hunt, in addition to participation in City 
functions such as the 4th of July parade and Celebrate Bonita. The Society also offers walking tours, 
educational lectures, and various presentations.  

            In 1996, the Society purchased the Casner-Holzmer House (map #1), located in Bonita Springs’ first 
subdivision, platted in 1924. It served the Society well as a meeting and event place, and a period house 
museum until sold in 2019 to fund restoration of the McSwain House.

    In 2011, the Society was generously gifted the McSwain House (map #24, ) 
by the Humphries Estate. Built in 1915, the Society is rehabilitating the house 
and property to utilize its location in the heart of Old Bonita for increasing 
awareness of our town’s history and highlighting the beauty in the historic 
buildings that contribute so much to our Old Florida charm.
    For more Society and history information, plus a web gallery of photos 
and videos, available books, news and more, you may go online to 
www.BonitaSpringsHistoricalSociety.org. 

You may call 239-992-6997. 
We hope you will help our preservation efforts by becoming a member.

Bonita Springs Historical Society
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T
he Society is pleased to share our town’s history. Enjoy the look at selected 
historic homes and buildings within and let your imagination take you 

back in time to the beginnings of our town. A time when the hum in the 
summer air was cicadas, not air conditioners

    Historic buildings are like book covers - the outside is what we first see, 
but the story is contained inside; in the lives and memories of those who 
worked and lived there. We can learn a lot by just looking at a building, 
as architectural style reflects the prevailing needs and tastes of the times, 
contributing to an understanding of the culture and society of that period. The 
Bonita Springs Historical Society encourages you to enjoy our community’s 
diversity of old and new structures. 
 

Funding for this 3rd edition has been generously provided by 
the Historic Preservation Board of the City of Bonita Springs.
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 Please note that sites listed with the video icon  have 
a corresponding video that is available for viewing, along 
with other videos including downtown walking tours, at: 
www.BonitaSpringsHistoricalSociety.org or scanning the 
QRcode:

Bonita Springs Historical Society, Inc.
•• P.O. Box 3015, Bonita Springs, Florida 34133
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