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On March 7, 160 men and women elect-
ed from districts representing 67 Florida 
counties and 20.7 million residents will 
begin the 2017 legislative session at the 
capitol in Tallahassee. And they will be 
well paid for it, both in salary and benefits.

In the eyes of many it’s a fabulous part-
time gig. State law requires senators (40) 
and state representatives (120) to work 
only 60 consecutive days a year beginning 
the first Tuesday after the first Monday 

of March. They may also have to work 20 
additional days if an extended or special 
session is required — not typically the 
case. 

Thus, Florida’s elected leaders normally 
toil on behalf of citizens 60 out of a given 
365 days before they’re through for the 
next 305 days.  But many begin work on 
and for their committees starting in mid-
January — Republican Rep. Matt Caldwell 
from District 78 on the southwest coast, 
for instance, who is in Tallahassee this 

Taxpayer cost for legislators’ health care premiums increases 

SEE HEALTH CARE, A22 

BY EVAN WILLIAMS
ewilliams@fl oridaweekly.com

ACH YEAR IN MAY, PEOPLE WHO GREW UP 
in Harlem then left come from all 
over the United States to the com-
munity’s Brown Sugar Festival. But 
for many drivers passing by on U.S. 

27, midway between Fort Myers and West 
Palm Beach, Harlem is nowhere. 

Just before crossing the railroad tracks 
into Clewiston there is a small green and 
white sign announcing its presence that 
is mainly acknowledged by locals, deliv-
ery drivers or people on business, those 
who have close family or friends here, or 
someone who got lost. Turn off at Lewis 
Boulevard and you’ll enter Harlem a mile 
down the road. At the entrance is a small 

SEE HARLEM, A14 
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▲ Top: Souse Bowl Cafe on Harlem Academy Ave-
nue, the community’s main street.

▲  The sun rises over the U.S. Sugar Corp.’s mill 
and refinery on the eastern edge of Harlem.

“We’re a 
lonely world 
out here.” 

— Eddie Redd, 
51, Harlem, 
resident and 

founder of the 
Harlem Young 
Men’s Club

BY EVAN WILLIAMS

Harlem,

BY ROGER WILLIAMS
rwilliams@fl oridaweekly.com

Sugar town remains a segregated black community, i ts residents isolated by 
history, geography and economic chal lenges
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church and a large cemetery, Washing-
ton Memorial, the grass dotted with tiny 
pale violet flowers and uneven rows of 
tombstones. 

Down the street and around the cor-
ner on a main street that has seen bet-
ter days sits Thomas Diner, known for 
having the best breakfast in town, and 
for its burgers and wings. Founded in 
2002 by the late Louis “Cookie” McK-
enzie, the family business grew out of 
the need for chicken wings and fries 
during a Brown Sugar Festival, survived 
the Great Recession, and continues to 
endure. Business has been spotty, and 
recently the family has been grieving. 
Mr. McKenzie’s son Thomas Horace, 
for whom the diner was named, lost his 
sister late last year to leukemia. 

Thomas Horace, 36, a big, soft-spo-
ken man, developed a love for foie 
gras when he attended Lincoln Culi-
nary Institute in West Palm, although 
you won’t find the dish here due to the 
need to keep prices as low as possible 
for customers. Now he helps his mom 
and family run the kitchen and hopes 
to carry on his father’s legacy. He won-
dered if Food Network star Guy Fieri, 
known for appreciating comfort food in 
out-of-the-way locales, might discover 
the diner one day. 

“I love food,” said Mr. Horace with a 
golden grin. “I love to eat.”

■    ■    ■

F YOU ASK SOMEONE WHO LIVES IN 
HARlem where she’s from, she will 
likely tell you Clewiston, and the 
two are often spoken of as one and 
the same. That’s how Mr. Horace 

thinks of it, but friends disagree.
“I always thought it was one, but I 

was in a group and everybody was talk-
ing about it,” he said. “Apparently, I was 
wrong.”

 For people who have never heard of 
Harlem, their most common reference 
point is the traditionally black Manhat-
tan neighborhood, which is about as apt 
as comparing Staten Island to Sanibel 
Island. It is not officially a city or part 
of one, although Harlem and Clewis-
ton residents have developed close ties 
since the school system was integrated 
in the late 1960s. 

Mr. Horace’s mom, Mary McKenzie, a 
special ed teacher who retired last year, 
recalled her high school years when 
students from the old Harlem Academy 
were bused uptown to Clewiston.

“And guess what?” she said. “Soon as 
we got integrated, my first boyfriend 
was a white boy.”

She had escaped with family to Flori-
da in 1960 at age 9 after Klansmen tried 
to burn their house down. 

Officially, Harlem is a U.S. Census 
“designated place” under Hendry Coun-
ty’s jurisdiction, about one square mile 
that is home to 2,350 residents with neat 
lawns, abundant churches and families 
of all ages. Along a main street, Har-
lem Academy Avenue, there are a few 
restaurants, stores and bars, residences 
and boarded-up buildings. Down the 
street sits Harlem Academy, now a day 
care and pre-school. Nearby are a public 
library, swimming pool, full-size basket-
ball gymnasium and a small park with a 
baseball field. 

The community is invisible to drivers 
passing by on U.S. 27, set back a mile 
from the main road and hemmed in by 

railroad tracks and the Clewiston Golf 
Course to the north, a half-mile buf-
fer between Harlem and uptown. To 
the east, the smokestacks of U.S. Sugar 
Corp.’s goliath mill and refinery are 
its most visible landmarks, along with 
the vast sugar cane fields that abut its 
southwestern borders. 

The community sits at the edge of 
what is now some 440,000 acres of 
cane in the Everglades Agricultural 
Area farmed by U.S.S.C., Florida Crys-
tals and others. Clewiston, Harlem and 
towns near the southern shore of Lake 
Okeechobee were borne into existence 
starting in the 1920s as sugar farm-
ing and America’s growing sweet tooth 

began to outpace other forms of agri-
culture. 

Like parts of cities across the U.S., 
Harlem remains in many ways a seg-
regated black community, its residents 
isolated by history, geography and eco-
nomic challenges. 

U.S. Census figures show that close 
to 38 percent of residents here live in 
poverty, more than twice that of Clewis-
ton and Florida as a whole. The median 
household income, less than $20,000, is 
more than twice as low. 

For people who grew up here, espe-
cially those who recall Harlem’s post-
World War II heyday, it is a distinct 
community with an identity all its own. 
It originated in the 1920s as a camp for 
black sugar workers, and many homes 
here were built by the hands of its own 
residents under a federal grant program 
in the 1970s. 

Generations of children have grown 
up here. Now there are more than 700 
residents age 18 or younger living here, 

HARLEM
From page 1

1920s 1930s 1940s 1950s 1960s 1970s 1980s 1990s 2000s 2010s

Harlem Timeline

1928
A black settlement on 
Lake Okeechobee is 
moved to create what 
is now Harlem outside 
the southwest corner 
of Clewiston.

Oct. 29, 1929-1939
The Great Depression. 

1932 Perhaps Harlem’s most 
infl uential pioneer, A.A. Thomas 
and his wife, Lois, arrive. As 
principal of Harlem Academy, 
The Clewiston News reported 
that he grew the school from 
60 to 580 students.

1959  Fidel Castro 
seizes power in Cuba. 
Besides Cuban refu-
gees, his rule brought 
sugar barons, the Fan-
jul brothers, who greatly expanded 
the sugar industry in South Florida.

1970  After integra-
tion, with students 
being bussed in to 
Clewiston, The Harlem 
Academy is shut down.

2000
Harlem 
Community 
Public Library 
opens.

Dec. 2007 
to June 2009
The Great Recession.

SOURCES: HARLEM COMMUNITY PUBLIC LIBRARY ARCHIVES, THE CLEWISTON 
NEWS, CLEWISTON CHAMBER OF COMMERCE AND MUSEUM.

1925
Sugar becomes 
the predominant 
crop in southcen-
tral Florida.

Jan. 14, 1929
Southern Sugar 
Company opens its 
fi rst mill at what 
becomes Clewiston.

1931 The city of Clewiston 
is formed. Investors led by 
Charles Stewart Mott purchase 
the Southern Sugar Company, 
which had gone bankrupt, and 
form United States Sugar Corp. 

1939 to 
1945
World War II. 
A number of 
Harlem residents 
are veterans.

1964  
The fi rst 
South Florida 
sugar refi n-
ery opens.

1998
U.S. Sugar 
opens a new 
refi nery in 
Clewiston 

2002
Thomas 
Diner is 
founded.

2016 Emma Byrd 
is elected the new 
Hendry County Com-
missioner for District 1, 
including Harlem. 
Fidel Castro dies. 

I

Eddie Redd makes his usual morning stop at Thomas Diner.

MIKE KINIRY / SPECIAL TO FLORIDA WEEKLY
Top: Mount Calvary Missionary Baptist 
Church. A news page with President Obama’s 
image hangs in Thoms Diner.  
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many of them elementary school age. At 
day’s end, along streets that end where 
sugar cane fields begin, neighborhood 
kids came out to play, a few of them roll-
ing down the road on hoverboards. One 
buzzed along in a 4-wheeler.

The trajectory for many, as they get 
older, includes plans to leave town and 
find jobs elsewhere. That’s the case for 
two young friends, resident Dura Hunt-
er and Darius Gilkes, who was visiting 
over the holidays. They had fun grow-
ing up here riding dirt bikes or playing 
sports, and have family roots that may 
bring them back on Christmas, but both 
plan to answer the call of life outside 
Clewiston and Harlem. 

“There’s nothing here,” explained Mr. 
Hunter, an 18-year-old senior at Clew-
iston High School and a linebacker for 
the Tigers who plans to play college 
football.  

Other residents echoed that assess-
ment, including Eddie Redd. 

“We’re a lonely world out here,” he 
said over coffee at the diner one morn-
ing. 

There are too few youth programs, 
good jobs or cultural opportunities for 
young people in Harlem, said Mr. Redd, 
who is 51. To help, he started the Harlem 
Young Men’s Club, organizing events 
at the library, basketball games and 
car washes. He coaches them on how 
to prepare for interviews and tries to 
ensure they get to church on Sunday. 

When he was growing up, Harlem had 
a movie theater where he watched kara-
te and gangster films. Older residents 
recall that in the 1960s and ’70s, as the 
sugar industry grew, Harlem had a red 
light, theater, gas station, laundromat, 
post office and other shops and ameni-
ties that have disappeared.  

 “This town used to be bangin’, you 
know?” said Ms. McKenzie, who is 65. 
“But it just went down. A lot of the 
good people passed away, the business 
evaporated.”

With weak job prospects, Mr. Redd 

sees a cycle in which some kids grow 
up and drift into crime and drug dealing 
to support children of their own. Some 
hang out in the afternoons or evenings 
along parts of Harlem Academy Avenue, 
where people can get a drink or some 
drugs.

 “Whatever ruffles your feathers,” Mr. 
Redd said. “Whatever you like to do, 
this is where you get it.” 

A few become “real thugs.”
“You don’t mess with that kid,” Mr. 

Redd said. “That kid is hungry. That 
kid’ll eat you up.”

■    ■    ■

IRST AND ALWAYS, THERE IS THE

sugar company. United States 
Sugar Corp. towers over Clew-
iston and Harlem literally and 
economically.   

 Residents have mixed feelings about 
the company. It has provided jobs and 
dipped into its hefty pocketbook to fund 
civic projects throughout Harlem his-
tory, including churches, a civic center, 
low-income apartments and a pool, but 
as such its power looms large. 

“We call it a big plantation,” said one 
resident who declined to give his name. 

“That’s what it is. They control every-
thing.”

Mr. Redd said it’s hard to speak badly 
of a company that has provided so much 
assistance; at the same time, he feels 
they could do more. 

“Without U.S. Sugar I think this town 

couldn’t function,” he said. “But they 
don’t do nearly enough to help people 
in this community.”

The Clewiston News reported that 
blacks started moving to the area in 
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MIKE KINIRY / SPECIAL TO FLORIDA WEEKLY
Thomas Horace and his sister cook breakfast at Thomas Diner.

COURTESY OF THE HARLEM LIBRARY ARCHIVES 
Starting in the 1920s in South Florida, black laborers and their families lived in sugar compa-
ny-owned camps such as Harlem in small railroad car-style shacks.

F
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small numbers in the 1920s, first living 
near the shore of Lake Okeechobee. 
By the middle of the decade, sugar had 
become the predominant crop among 
other forms of agriculture, and huge 
swaths of the Everglades were being 
drained to plant cane.

In 1928, black laborers moved to an 
area that eventually became Harlem. 
Many lived in what was then called 
Townsite, housed in railroad-car style 
barracks, which became part of the 
growing community. 

In 1929, the Southern Sugar Company 
opened its first mill. 

In 1931, as the Great Depression start-
ed to eviscerate the economy, Southern 
Sugar was bought out by U.S.S.C.

Seasonal migrant workers from Jamai-
ca started arriving in the early 1940s to 
work in the growing industry. They also 
came from the Bahamas and elsewhere, 
residents recalled.  

Although the sugar-owned housing 
had been made for single workers with 
no closets, small front porches, and 
community showers and bathrooms, 
they soon became family homes. 

The parents of Lovvorn Dixon, a long-
time middle school teacher who retired 
in 2015, were among Harlem’s early 
residents. Born and raised here in the 
’50s and ’60s, she earned a degree from 
Florida A&M University and came back 
to be a teacher. 

As a girl, her family of seven siblings 
shared a three-room shack. Her dad 
was a barber, and worked for the city of 
Clewiston, and her mom was a dietician 

at the hospital. Though they had little 
money, they didn’t consider themselves 
poor. They had a pasture with cows, 
grew their own food, and were raised in 
the church.

“We had a lot of love in that little 
shack,” she said. 

Later, in the early 1970s, a federal 

“self-help housing” program improved 
cramped living situations, although resi-
dents still had to share community bath-
room facilities. It provided funding that 
allowed the people of Harlem to build 
their own single-family homes, where 
many still live today.

Until the ninth grade, Ms. Dixon 
attended Harlem Academy, an elemen-
tary and high school that at one time 
had 580 students. A year later, schools 
were integrated. She and her class-
mates were bused uptown to Clewis-
ton High School, where she graduated 
in 1971. 

“Some of us did ask, ‘why can’t they 
come out here to our school?’” Ms. 
Dixon said. “But that was the law and we 
had to abide by the law.”

After integration, the old Harlem 
Academy was shut down in 1970, a 
major loss to the community. Its princi-
pal, Amos Alvoid Thomas, later became 

assistant superintendent in Hendry 
County.

Considered one of Harlem’s most 
influential pioneer residents, A.A. 
Thomas and his wife, Lois, arrived in 
1932. A Florida native who attended 
school at Florida A& M, he later earned 
a master’s degree from Columbia Uni-
versity in New York, located on the edge 
of Manhattan’s Harlem. 

The Clewiston News reported that he 
was largely responsible for building up 
the Academy, and spent 46 years serv-
ing families in the school system. After 
the school closed he started a day-care 
center. 

He was a strict but beloved principal. 
Professor Thomas, as he was called, 
didn’t go easy on students who failed to 
return to campus from lunch by 1 p.m. 
One former student recalled, “If you 
wasn’t on that campus he’d be sitting 
there to put that paddle on you.”  ■

MIKE KINIRY / SPECIAL TO FLORIDA WEEKLY
Outside Thomas Diner on Harlem Academy Avenue, a quiet morning during the week between Christmas and the New Year.

A church on the corner.  
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